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Five years earlier
My father, the retired professional baseball player, throws a massive yearly fundraiser for his charity. He’s known all over the country for his record-breaking run as the shortstop for the Ft. Lauderdale Falcons. Even after retirement, his fame hasn’t faded; now he’s a broadcaster, and if anything, it’s made him more popular.
He’s been hosting this event since his early days with the Falcons. It’s packed with wealthy older adults who love talking shop with Dad and inflating his ego. Even at seventeen, I know this event is never going to change. Still, I get to dress up. This year, I found a gorgeous vintage off-white dress that fits like a dream. It highlights the curves. I’ve finally started to grow into it. I had to enlist Abuela Julia's help to convince Dad to let me wear it. It worked, thank God.
Abuela is another reason I can handle the party. She helped raise me, and she’s the life of the dance floor, especially when they play Salsa. She makes sure the DJ plays a few tracks every year, and Dad always makes sure it happens early in the night. I'm pretty sure he hopes we’ll get tired and head to our hotel rooms before the boring music returns.
As usual, we end up dancing together, me, Abuela, and my best friend, Marisol. When the Salsa starts, the younger Hispanic players hit the floor too. It’s the best twenty minutes of the whole evening. When the music shifts back to the usual elevator jazz, we head back to our table, and I’m more than ready for something to drink.
That’s when we see Dad approaching, guiding a guy with him, a tall one.
“Mami, come, I want to introduce you to this kid. We’re going to be seeing him around a lot,” Dad says, resting a hand on the guy’s shoulder. “Beau, this is my mother, Julia. Mami, this is Beau Higgins.”
Beau’s got the build of a ballplayer, tall, broad shoulders, athletic even in a slightly too-loose gray suit. His light brown hair and piercing blue eyes give him a clean-cut charm.
“Nice to meet you, young man,” Abuela says warmly.
He reaches for her hand, but she wraps him in a hug instead. He laughs and returns it easily.
“Nice to meet you too, ma’am.”
“None of that ‘ma’am’ stuff,” she says with a playful swat. “If you’re going to be around, you call me Abuela Julia.”
“Okay… Abula Julia,” he says, totally mangling the word.
Abuela laughs and turns to me. “Beau, this is my granddaughter, Bianca.”
“Nice to meet you, Bianca,” he says, his voice smooth and deep as he offers his hand.
“Nice meeting you, too.” I take it, and he holds on just a little longer than necessary. Our eyes lock. My stomach flips, an unexpected fluttering sensation, like butterflies in free fall.
He lets go only when Dad claps a hand on his shoulder again. “Come on, Beau. I’ve got more people I want you to meet.”
Abuela and I finally sit. I gulp down water like I’ve just crossed a desert. Marisol joins us, and we admire the players from afar. Beau stands beside my dad across the room, surrounded by guests. Even at a distance, I can’t help but notice how effortlessly good-looking he is. His smile is easy, his posture confident.
He glances up and catches me watching.
I snap my gaze away, heat rushing to my cheeks. I turn to ask Abuela if she wants to dance again, but she’s already nodding off. I smile, then grab Marisol and head for the dance floor.

[bookmark: _hbh1folfo603]Chapter 1 – Bianca 
There’s no place like home.
 At least, that’s what I keep telling myself.
I drop my suitcase in my bedroom and immediately change into a bathing suit. It takes less than five minutes for my feet to hit the stone path to the pool. This house has always been too big, too quiet, and too full of memories I didn’t ask for, but the pool? That’s the one part I miss when I’m away at NYU.
I call Marisol on my way down. She picks up on the second ring.
“¿Qué haces? You home already?”
“Yep. Thank God.” I exhale, letting the weight of the semester fall off my shoulders.
“Let me guess, you’re already in a bathing suit.”
“Obviously. Come over. Let’s lay out and catch up.”
“I wish. I’ve gotta help Papi at the restaurant today. You know us poor folk still have to earn a living.”
“Please,” I scoff. “You push a few buttons, eat award-winning food, and pretend it’s hard.”
She laughs. “Fair. When do I get to see you?”
“I’m mostly free this summer. Might help with Dad’s charity event in a few weeks, but otherwise, I plan to relax and avoid being Lou Franco’s daughter as much as humanly possible.”
“I’ve got a meeting later, but let’s do breakfast tomorrow? Same spot?”
“Perfect. I need a cortadito. Martha makes magic.”
“Nine okay? Or too early for your princess schedule?”
“Nine’s perfect,” I say, smiling as we hang up.
I toss my phone and towel onto a patio chair and dive headfirst into the water. It’s cool and crystal clear. The kind of quiet that wraps around you like a blanket and drowns out everything else. I used to swim every night in high school, when being my father’s daughter felt especially suffocating. In the water, I could just be me.
No spotlight. No legacy. No expectations.
That’s why I chose NYU. It was far, competitive, and on my dime thanks to a full scholarship. He couldn’t guilt me with money or meddle in my decisions. For the first time in my life, I had space to figure out who I was without Lou Franco looming over me like a shadow.
Here in Miami? Everyone still knows who I am. Who he is. What I’m supposed to be.
After a few laps, I stretch out under the sun, letting my muscles relax. I have three whole months to myself. No classes. No press events. No being on-brand for my father’s image. Just sun, silence, and a little selfishness.
Or so I thought.
The sliding glass door opens, and footsteps echo across the patio.
I squint, shading my eyes with my hand.
The figure is tall, broad, and definitely not my dad. He’s moving with an uneven gait and with crutches.
Then I hear the voice.
“Oh. Hey, Bianca. Didn’t know you were going to be home.”
I sit up straighter. “Beau?”
He’s in board shorts and a fitted T-shirt, with a knee brace peeking out from under the fabric. Even on crutches, he looks like a magazine cover. Same chiseled jaw. Same blue eyes. But older. Sharper. Annoyingly attractive.
“Beau, what are you doing here?” My tone comes out more clipped than I intend.
“Well, hello to you too,” he says with a smirk, like I’m the one being unreasonable.
“Are you here with my dad?” I glance behind him, half-expecting Dad to appear with that proud-dad glow.
“Nope. He’s got a meeting with the station.”
“So…” I lift an eyebrow. “What are you doing here?”
“I just finished PT and came home to shower before meeting some friends.”
Came home?
“Okay? But why are you in my house?”
He shifts on his crutches, somehow managing to still look smug. “I’m staying here. Didn’t your dad tell you?”
“No,” I say flatly. “He didn’t.”
God, did I miss that in one of our calls? Zoning out while he sang Beau’s praises? He’s like a son to me, Bianca. So grounded. So humble. Barf.
“Why?”
He points at his leg. “Recovering from ACL surgery. Lou offered me a room while I’m on crutches. My condo’s not exactly recovery-friendly.”
I blink at him, trying to process. This house is huge, yes, but Dad’s never home. Who’s actually helping Beau day-to-day? My dad is never home, how is he helping? 
“You know what? Whatever.” I grab my towel and phone, the peaceful afternoon officially over.
As I walk past him, I swear I feel his eyes on me.
Let him look.
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PT kicked my ass today. This recovery is going to be brutal.
Thank God Lou offered to let me stay here while I get back on my feet, literally. It’s actually perfect. I can rehab in that big-ass pool of his without putting too much strain on my leg. The driver drops me off at the front door and helps me inside.
As I wobble through the house, I spot a gorgeous woman stretched out by the pool. Did Lou forget to mention he was having company?
I fire off a quick text.
Beau: Hey, are you expecting company? There’s a woman at the pool.
While I wait for a reply, curiosity wins out. I head for the sliding glass door, crutches clicking behind me, and step outside to get a better look.
She’s got long, wavy black hair, a killer figure, and a tiny red bikini that makes it hard not to stare. Hey, I’m a man after all. I look.
I just hope she’s not involved with Lou. She looks way too young, and besides, it’d be weird as hell to see her like this and think of her with him.
But as I get closer, it’s worse than I imagined.
It’s Bianca.
Lou’s daughter.
And she’s definitely not the high school kid I remember. The last time I saw her, she was all sass and braces. Still pretty, but young. Now? She’s a bombshell. The kind of woman who turns heads without even trying.
She shades her eyes and looks up at me. I glance down at my phone again, still no response from Lou.
“Oh. Hey, Bianca,” I say, trying to sound casual. “Didn’t know you were going to be home.”
“Beau, what are you doing here?” Her voice is confused, clipped.
“Well, hello to you too.” Still as rude and spoiled as ever.
“Are you here with my dad?” she asks, looking past me toward the door like she expects him to appear.
“Nope. I think he’s got a meeting at the station today.” I don’t bother adding that he’s probably heading to Atlanta afterward. I honestly have no idea.
“So… what are you doing here?”
Clearly, Lou didn’t tell her I was staying here.
“I just finished PT and came home to shower before heading to dinner with some friends.”
That’s all I’m trying to do, shower, eat, and get the hell out of here before her attitude rubs off on me.
“Okay? I still don’t understand why you’re in my house.”
She stands, and, damn. Definitely grown up in all the right ways. I know, I know. Typical guy thoughts. But still.
“I’m staying here,” I say, finally looking her in the eye. “Didn’t your dad tell you?”
“Staying here? No, he didn’t.” Her eyes narrow.
I let out a low chuckle under my breath. “Why?” she asks, hands on hips.
I point to my leg. “I’m on crutches, recovering from surgery. Lou was kind enough to let me stay here until I can move around better. My condo’s near the beach, and let’s just say it's not exactly crutch-friendly.”
Why the hell am I explaining myself to her?
“You know what? Whatever.” She grabs her towel and phone and storms off.
Thank God.
The second I realized it was her, I was done with this conversation. I limp toward the first-floor guest room, grateful to be out of the sun, and away from her glare.
As I finally sit on the bed, my phone buzzes. It’s Lou.
“Hey, man. What’s going on?” I answer.
“I hear you ran into Bianca,” he says, laughing.
“Yeah, thanks for the heads-up.”
“It completely slipped my mind she was coming home this week. I thought it was next week.”
“Well, it’s clear she wasn’t expecting me.”
“You two think you can live under the same roof without killing each other until I get back?”
I shake my head. “It’s fine. This place is huge. And it’s her house. If it’s a problem, I’ll go back to my place.”
“Nonsense. You’re staying. I’ll deal with her. Talk soon, son.”
Her problem, I think, ending the call.
I text my buddy Tim to let him know I’ll meet him for dinner in an hour.
⚾️⚾️⚾️⚾️⚾️⚾️⚾️⚾️⚾️⚾️⚾️
Miami loves baseball. And baseball players.
We get treated like royalty just about everywhere. I try to stay under the radar, but Tim? He lives for the spotlight.
When I get to the restaurant, there are four women crowded around our table, asking for autographs and selfies.
“All right, ladies, thanks for stopping by,” Tim says, finally shooing them off. I wait for the coast to clear before I ease into my seat, it’s a process on crutches.
“Always the ladies’ man,” I say, finally settled.
“When you got it, you got it.” He grins. “How’s PT going?”
“It’s good. They kick my ass every time, but I’m dealing with it. I just want to get back on the field.”
“You will. We need you. That guy we just pulled from the farm team? He’s trash.”
I smirk. “Glad to know I’m missed.”
We eat, have a couple of beers, catch up on the latest road gossip. A few more women stop by our table. One of them, Amanda, I think is her name, slides into the seat next to me.
She’s cute. Flirty. But my mind drifts.
To Bianca.
Seriously? Get your head on straight, Higgins.
After one more beer, I let everyone know I’m heading out. Amanda insists on putting her number in my phone. She seems nice enough, so I shoot her a quick text to save the contact.
Hopefully, I don’t regret that later.
By the time I get dropped off at Lou’s house, it’s after ten. The lights are off. The place is quiet.
Finally.
I make my way to the guest room and get ready for bed, determined not to think about a certain dark-haired bombshell upstairs.
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Two days later, my dad is finally home, and I’m still mad at him.
First, he forgot when I was coming back. He denies it, but I know he did. That man has the memory of an elephant when it comes to stats and pitching rotations, but apparently not his only daughter’s return date. 
And on top of that? He never mentioned that Beau Higgins—Mr. Perfect Protégé—was moving in while he recovered from his injury. That little bomb was dropped when I was out by the pool sunbathing.
I know why he did it. My dad hates being alone in this house. It’s too big, too quiet. He’s tried to act like he’s fine since Abuela Julia moved to Palm Beach with Titi Carmen during my last year of high school, but I know it still stings.
He misses the noise, the movement, the sense of being needed. So he fills the space with people like Beau.
For me? I just wanted this summer to be mine. No expectations. No Lou Franco overshadowing everything I do. I’m already missing that about New York.
At least he’s trying to make it up to me. He offered to bring back our Sunday breakfast tradition, something that used to be ours. When I was younger, I’d collect recipes and wait for the rare weekends he was home. I always tried to impress him. Now, I just want the comfort of something that feels normal.
I head downstairs, already in an old T-shirts and soft cotton shorts, and start a pot of coffee. The familiar scent fills the air, and for a second, I let myself believe this day might go okay.
I pull out eggs, cinnamon, vanilla, and thick slices of brioche from the bakery down the street. I even remembered his favorite hazelnut creamer.
I’m slicing bread when I hear voices coming down the hall.
A moment later, Dad enters the kitchen like a hurricane of energy, followed by Beau, limping slowly behind him on crutches.
“Good morning, Mamita,” Dad says, kissing me on the forehead with a grin that would melt most people. Not me. Not today.
“Hey, Daddy.” I force a smile. “I figured since it’s our first Sunday together in a while, we could make your favorite.”
I gesture to the spread on the island: flour, eggs, milk, cinnamon, vanilla, butter.
His eyes light up. “Perfect.” Then he glances over his shoulder. “Mi hija, I hope you don’t mind, I invited Beau to join us for breakfast. Not that he can do much.”
“I can still wash a strawberry,” Beau says, parking his crutches by the counter with more grace than I expected. “Or at least supervise and offer sparkling commentary.”
“Cute,” I mutter.
Dad either doesn’t notice or chooses not to.
“That’s fine,” I say aloud, because what else am I supposed to do? Kick out the injured houseguest?
“But I have one rule,” I add. They both pause and look at me.
“No shop talk.”
“Really?” Dad groans. “That’s your rule?”
“Yes. You haven’t seen me in six months. You’re not going to die if you don’t talk about baseball for one meal.”
“She’s right,” Beau says with a shrug. “We can talk about the weather.”
The way he says it, mocking but light, makes me narrow my eyes at him.
“Are we allowed to talk about other sports?” he asks, teasing.
“Yes, smartass.” I roll my eyes and shove a crate of strawberries toward him. “Why am I not surprised that the two of you are incapable of having a conversation that doesn’t involve a ball?”
Dad laughs as he grabs a whisk from the drawer. “You know, Beau, she’s been sassy since the day she learned how to talk.”
“And you’ve been overbearing since the day I was born,” I shoot back.
Beau chuckles under his breath, and I swear I see the corner of his mouth twitching with amusement.
We settle into a rhythm, me dipping the bread slices into the egg mixture while Dad preps the pan, and Beau carefully slices strawberries on a cutting board by the sink. He moves slower than usual, wincing once as he shifts his weight. I catch it out of the corner of my eye.
“You okay?” I ask before I can stop myself.
He glances up. “Yeah. Just stiff. PT yesterday was brutal.”
I nod and flip a slice of French toast in the pan, pretending I don’t care. Pretending I’m not still wondering why this guy, who I barely know, is here, in my kitchen, making jokes with my dad.
“So, what exactly is the timeline for your recovery?” I ask, trying to sound neutral.
Beau glances at my dad before answering. “Couple months, give or take. I’ve got a full rehab schedule, and I’m not rushing anything.”
A couple months?
My spatula stills.
Dad must notice my expression, because he chimes in quickly, “Don’t worry, sweetheart. He’s low maintenance. You’ll barely know he’s here.”
I glance at Beau, who raises one brow, clearly amused.
I already know he’s here, I want to say.
Instead, I shake my head and slide another piece of French toast onto the platter.
“Well, just so you know,” I say, setting plates at the table, “I’m not your maid, nurse, or chauffeur. I’m here to relax.”
“Understood,” Beau says with a smile. “Though I wouldn’t say no to a coffee refill if you’re offering.”
“You wish.”
Dad snorts.
We all sit down together, and for a few minutes, it’s oddly… nice.
Quiet. Warm. Familiar.
Even if I’m still annoyed.
Even if Beau is sitting across from me, stealing strawberries and trying not to stare.
Even if I don’t want to admit that part of me is watching him back.
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Being part of the Francos’ breakfast tradition wasn’t half bad, especially since it’s so easy to rile up Bianca.
I’m enjoying the meal that father and daughter prepared, mostly watching while they catch up. For all the time I’ve spent with Lou over the years, it’s always been in a business setting. Not strictly professional, we’ve had plenty of personal conversations, but the moments involving his daughter have been minimal.
It’s easy to see he adores her. Even now, in her early twenties, she’s got him wrapped around her finger.
She tells him about life in New York, the galleries she’s visited, restaurants she’s tried, where she wants to take him next time he’s in the city. She even jokes about a few of her professors as she walks him through her classes.
It’s obvious she loves it there.
Another thing she’s had that I didn’t. Sure, I have a business degree, but I earned it while grinding through my minor league years. Nothing about that was traditional.
Bianca’s life has been different from mine in just about every way. She’s never wanted for anything. She’s got this polished, effortless beauty; long dark waves, a heart-shaped face, sun-kissed olive skin that hides any trace of a year in gray New York. She’s tall, at least 5'9", and built like a Latin American supermodel. She’s got curves, but you can tell she takes care of herself. Her legs are strong, her arms toned beneath her white t-shirt top, and even the way she sits, is confident and casual, it screams ease.
As she lifts a piece of French toast coated in whipped cream to her mouth, I notice the red polish on her perfectly manicured nails. She doesn’t look like she’s done a day of hard work in her life.
Before I get too far into my own thoughts, Lou pulls me into the conversation.
“What do you think, Beau? Do I eat like crap all the time? You’ve been staying here for the past month.”
They both look at me, waiting.
“Not to throw you under the bus,” I say, shrugging, “but there’s never any healthy food in the house. And yeah, you eat out a lot.”
Bianca gives her dad a smug look.
“Thanks a lot, man,” Lou groans, but he doesn’t sound mad. If anything, he sounds amused. He knows his daughter is right.
“See, Dad? You’re not taking care of yourself,” she scolds, crossing her arms.
Lou sighs dramatically. “Well, since you two are clearly nutrition experts, maybe you should handle the grocery shopping. The housekeeper clearly isn’t meeting your high standards.”
My brows shoot up. Did he just delegate grocery duty to us?
“I can handle it,” Bianca says, pushing back from the table. “And I’ll cook, too.”
“I’m happy to help,” I add quickly. I don’t want her thinking I expect her to do it all. “We can split it.”
“Whatever,” she mutters, dismissing me. She stands and starts clearing plates.
“Let’s go watch some film,” Lou says, already pushing back his chair.
“What about all of this?” I gesture to the mess on the table. My mom would’ve kicked my ass if I ever walked away from a meal expecting someone else to clean up, pro athlete or not.
“Don’t worry about it. Bianca’s got it,” he says, just as she walks back in from the kitchen, rolling her eyes.
“Let me help with this,” I say, rising and reaching for my crutches.
“You got an extra set of hands I don’t know about?” she shoots back, pointing at my crutches. “Just go. Don’t want to keep the great Lou waiting.”
She grabs the rest of the dishes and disappears into the kitchen. Her attitude is unreal.
Still, I head to the theater room and take a seat next to Lou as he fires up the projector. Clips of my last games before my injury, start playing on the screen. He immediately shifts into coach mode, pointing out foot placement, timing, opportunities to improve.
A few minutes in, I glance over.
“Hey, I hope you’re not mad about what I said at breakfast. About your eating habits.”
He chuckles. “Nah. I was just messing around. Bianca’s always on my case about that stuff, especially since I retired and my mom moved out.”
“She just wants you around a long time so you can spoil all the grandbabies she’ll give you one day,” I tease.
He groans. “That’s if she doesn’t kill me first. Parenting is the hardest damn thing I’ve ever done.”
“My mom says the same,” I say with a small laugh.
“It was tough enough watching her go off to New York,” he adds, then sighs. “Now she wants to spend the summer in Paris.”
That gets my attention.
“Paris? For what, to shopping?” I ask, raising a brow. I can only imagine what a woman like Bianca would do in a city like that.
He gives me a look. “No. She’s going to school for architecture. She wants to intern with a firm in New York, but they have a Paris office. She’s hoping to transfer for the summer.”
I sit back, surprised. “Really? Didn’t know she was into architecture.”
“There’s a lot you don’t know about her,” Lou says, watching me closely. “She’s always had an eye for design. Obsessed with buildings since she was a kid. That’s part of why she loves New York.”
Huh. Didn’t expect that. Or the weird jolt of… something that comes with realizing I’ve completely underestimated her.
Lou leans forward. “Since you’ll be around more than I will this summer, mind keeping an eye on her?”
That catches me off guard. “You serious?”
“I don’t mean spy on her. Just… check in. See if she’s okay. Maybe talk her into something closer to home.”
“You know she and I don’t exactly get along, right?”
He laughs. “I think you two don’t know each other well enough to know if you get along or not.”
That… actually lands.
He keeps going. “Just keep an eye out. You know how much I travel. And I’d feel better knowing someone I trust is close.”
“Yeah. Sure, man.” I nod. “That’s the least I can do.”
I glance at the time and realize I don’t have my phone.
I stand and grab my crutches. “Be right back, I think I left my phone in the kitchen.”
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I finish clearing the dining room table after breakfast. No surprise, my dad is clueless. Classic Franco behavior.
Once I’m done in here, I plan to call Abuela and catch up, see when she’s coming home from Puerto Rico. I miss her cooking. Maybe I’ll go for a swim later.
I load the last dish into the dishwasher and wipe down the counters. Living alone has definitely made me more efficient, more domestic. I rearrange a few things on the counter, tidying up, when I hear a phone buzzing near the sink.
Thinking it’s my dad’s, I pick it up. The screen lights up to a photo of Beau with an older woman, probably his mom. He’s got her eyes, that unusual mix of green and blue.
I’m about to set it back down when another text flashes across the screen.
Amanda: I would love that. Let’s plan to hook up tonight.
Seriously?
So… he has a girlfriend. Figures. I roll my eyes. Poor girl. I mean, she’s probably got no idea how big his ego is.
Just as I’m putting the phone down again, I glance up, and freeze.
Beau is standing in the doorway, arms crossed, brow raised.
“What are you doing?” he asks, his tone sharp and accusatory.
“I thought it was my dad’s phone,” I say, walking over and handing it to him. “Looks like your girlfriend just texted you.”
As soon as the words leave my mouth, I regret them. His expression hardens.
“So much for thinking it was your dad’s phone,” he snaps. “You need to mind your own business.”
Excuse me?
“If it’s so important, maybe you should have a password on it,” I fire back. “Who leaves their phone unlocked in someone else’s house?”
“I’ve never had to protect it from nosy people,” he shoots back.
Is he serious?
“You think this is about being nosy?” I step closer, annoyed now. “Let me give you a little free advice. As someone who’s grown up in the spotlight, you need to lock down every device you own. It’s not about privacy, it’s about protection. People will twist anything for a headline.”
His jaw tightens. “Whatever. Just stay out of my stuff.”
He snatches the phone from my hand and limps away without another word.
Stupid jerk.
Like I care what Amanda texts him. He’s lucky I even bothered to pick it up.
I finish straightening the kitchen, muttering to myself the whole time, then head to my room. I flop onto the bed and call Abuela on FaceTime.
It rings five times before she picks up, and I smile when her face fills the screen. I always remember how hard it was teaching her how to use FaceTime, but now she’s a pro—kind of.
“Abuela Julia! How are you? I miss you so much.”
“Mamita, I miss you too.” Her eyes crinkle with warmth. “I’ve been having a wonderful time catching up with my cousins.”
She’s lived in Florida with us for so long, helping Dad raise me while he traveled for baseball. She rarely had time to visit her family. I’m happy she’s enjoying herself now, even if I miss her like crazy.
“That’s good,” I say, “but I’m going to be selfish. When are you coming home? I need some arroz con gandules in my life.”
She laughs. “I should be back next week. I was going to call your dad to pick me up, but if you’re in town, I’d love for you to come get me.”
“Of course! But only under one condition.”
She raises a brow, already grinning. “Only one?”
“Well, two.” I smirk.
She laughs. “Whatever you want, mamita.”
“One, you’re staying with us for at least a few days. I need my Abuela time.”
“Of course,” she says, nodding.
“And two, you’re making Mallorca rolls for Sunday breakfast.”
She laughs again. “Claro, mi amor. But only if you help me make them.”
“Deal.”
God, I’ve missed her cooking. Her Mallorca rolls are my favorite; soft, fluffy, buttery Puerto Rican sweet rolls dusted with powdered sugar. Nothing compares, especially with a strong cup of Café Bustelo.
She eyes me through the screen. “How are things with your papi?”
She always asks. She knows we butt heads more now that I’m older. Says it’s because we’re too much alike.
“We’re okay,” I say with a sigh. “He forgot when I was coming home, which he promised to make up for, and I’m still waiting.”
She giggles. “Mija, you know how busy he is. But let me guess, your room had clean sheets, towels folded just right?”
I grin despite myself. “Yeah. But he left the day I got here. And he didn’t even tell me Beau was staying here. Did you know that?”
“Of course I did,” she says, not even fazed. “Poor boy’s mother lives far away, and she’s caring for her elderly father. She can’t come help, so your dad stepped in.”
Of course Abuela’s on board. She’s always looking out for everyone.
“I just wish someone had warned me, you know? A heads-up that a random man was staying in my house?”
“You’re right, mija. Your father should have told you. Beau might be like a son to him, but he’s still a man in your space.”
“Exactly. I’m not asking for much. Just a little notice. You know how much I dislike Beau.”
She tilts her head. “You know what they say, there’s a fine line between dislike and like.”
I stare at her. “Abuela. No. Don’t start.”
She winks at me. “Just saying.”
Beau is not my type. Sure, he’s good-looking. But arrogant, stubborn, and irritating? Hard pass.
I change the subject. “When do you get in, anyway?”
She tells me the date and time and promises to text me her flight info, though she’ll probably have her cousin’s son send it, since she’s still having issues with her phone. I laugh, already imagining the typos and voice texts in Spanglish.
God, I can’t wait to see her.

[bookmark: _8lzt8o7vjfc6]Chapter 6 – Beau 
I limp back into the theater room, trying not to let my frustration show. These crutches are a pain, literally and figuratively. Bianca rifling through my phone didn’t exactly help my mood.
I’ve never needed to think twice about someone going through my stuff. I either lived solo or with my mom, who still treats my privacy like sacred ground. But Bianca? She's a different story. Entitled. Invasive. And yet, somehow not completely wrong.
“You find your phone?” Lou asks as I lower myself back into the leather recliner.
“Yeah.” My tone is clipped, even to my own ears.
Lou gives me a side glance. “Everything good?”
“Fine,” I say, rubbing the back of my neck. I hate talking in circles, especially when the irritation is mostly at myself. The more I think about it, the more I realize Bianca had a point. I do need to lock my phone down. Not because of her, but because one wrong move, one careless moment, and the press will be all over everything. My mom’s location. My grandfather’s care facility. Contacts. Photos.
I’ve got nothing scandalous, but that doesn’t mean I want the world going through my life like it’s a clearance rack.
“Alright then,” Lou says, flipping the projector back on. “Let’s get back to the game film. This one’s from last month, right before your injury.”
We sit there for a while, analyzing footage, breaking down my footwork, swing mechanics, pitch reads. Lou’s always been a mentor, but since the surgery, he’s doubled down on helping me get back to form. It’s been good, even if it comes with the occasional reality check.
Later that afternoon, I drag myself to my room and scroll through my phone. Another message from Amanda.
Amanda: I’d love that. Let’s plan to hook up tonight.
Right. The girl from the restaurant. Cute. Flirty. But already texting like we’ve got something going. I sigh and delete the thread. She seemed nice, but I’ve learned to trust my gut, and my gut says: no drama. Not now.
I’ve seen too many guys get caught up with women who are in it for the wrong reasons. The Miami scene attracts all kinds people, some who want the spotlight more than they want the person they’re with. I’m not built for that kind of attention. I like keeping things low-key. Casual.
Tim, on the other hand? Guy’s reckless. The dude would flirt with a cardboard cutout if it had a nice enough waistline. I’ve warned him. One day it’ll come back to bite him.
With PT starting up again tomorrow, I decide to call it a night early. A hot shower, maybe a movie, and then sleep.
Lou’s house is over-the-top, but I’m not complaining. The shower alone is bigger than my first apartment. Walk-in with rain shower heads, jets, and a bench built into the tile, it’s exactly what I need when moving around feels like a full-body workout.
After nearly forty-five minutes under hot water, I feel human again. I towel off, only to realize I left my shorts in the bedroom. 
Great.
I wrap the towel around my waist, grab my dirty clothes in one hand, and hobble out on my crutches. The hallway is narrow, and I’m focusing more on adjusting the towel than watching where I’m going.
And that’s my mistake.
I slam into something, or someone.
“Shit,” I mutter, stumbling backward.
A hand braces me, but the wall does most of the work. Unfortunately, the towel doesn’t survive the impact.
“Oh my God, I’m so sorry!”
Bianca.
She stands frozen like a deer caught in headlights, except this deer is staring directly at… well, everything.
I stay still, not even reaching for the towel. Waiting.
She doesn’t move. Her mouth opens, then closes, and her eyes don’t budge.
“You gonna just stand there and stare?” I ask, one brow raised.
“Wh… what?” she finally stammers, snapping her gaze upward.
“You camping out in the hallway or just taking the scenic route?” I tease. 
Her cheeks flush bright red, and that shocked expression morphs into offense. “Why are you walking around the house in just a towel? You don’t live alone, you know!”
“I’m aware.” I gesture toward my room with my laundry. “Forgot my shorts.”
Her gaze drops to the towel on the floor. I glance down, then back up at her.
“Mind grabbing that for me?”
She makes a show of looking everywhere but at me as she bends down and tosses the towel back like it’s on fire. It hits me square in the chest.
“Really?” I smirk, swinging the towel over my shoulder and shifting the laundry. “Thanks.”
I crutch past her. I feel her turn to look.
Yep. She looked.
Back in my room, I get dressed and collapse onto the bed, leaning against the headboard. I pick up my phone again, and I see another message from Amanda. Deleted.
Time for a conversation that won’t make my blood pressure spike.
I scroll to Mom’s name and tap call.
She picks up on the third ring. “Hey, my sweet boy. How’s that leg treating you?”
I smile. Just hearing her voice puts me at ease. “It’s good, Mom. PT’s kicking my ass, but in a good way.”
“I hope they’re not pushing too hard,” she says, full of concern.
“They’re not. They’re easing me in. And I already told them, mess it up, and my mom’s flying in with fists swinging.”
She laughs. “You better believe it.”
We talk for a few minutes, about Pop-Pop, the Minnesota weather, her garden that refuses to grow anything but tomatoes this year.
“You making plans to come home soon?” she asks, hopeful as always.
“I’ll try. If nothing else, I’ll be there for Thanksgiving.”
“That would be wonderful,” she says. “Your grandpa would love that.”
“I would too. And maybe, if I bribe him with some good food, I can get him to come down to Florida for Christmas.”
“Christmas without snow?” she gasps playfully. “Scandalous.”
“You say that like you don’t complain about the snow every year.”
She laughs. “Fair.”
“I’ve got time to talk you into it.”
We hang up after a few more minutes of small talk. I feel better and lighter.
Maybe tomorrow will be less chaotic. Though with Bianca under the same roof, I doubt it.

[bookmark: _2fluw68yxcm5]Chapter 7 – Bianca
I’m in the kitchen, standing in front of the open pantry, and I can’t help but shake my head. Chips. Cookies. Sugary cereal. A few sad cans of chili. It’s mind-blowing that a retired professional baseball player lives here, yet the shelves look like they belong in a college dorm. I start a grocery list on my phone, making mental notes of everything I’ll need to survive the next few weeks without turning into a human carb.
As I back out of the pantry, typing, a voice interrupts my thoughts.
“Hey, Bianca.”
I look up and see Beau scowling into the fridge like it’s personally let him down. He shuts the door with a little too much force and turns toward me.
“There’s never anything to eat in this house.”
“Welcome to the Franco household,” I reply, smirking. “Lou thinks a full pantry means takeout menus and a pack of Pop-Tarts.”
“I’ve asked him about groceries a couple of times,” Beau says, shaking his head. “He keeps saying the housekeeper will handle it.”
I roll my eyes. “That woman hasn’t stocked anything healthy since I was twelve. I’m heading to Fresh Market. If you want anything, let me know and I’ll grab it.”
“You don’t have to do that,” he replies, leaning his hip against the counter and resting his crutches beside him. “I can get my own stuff.”
I glance at his wrapped knee and the way he shifted his weight off it. “It’s no big deal. I’m planning to cook a lot while I’m here, and if you’re staying here, you might as well eat something that didn’t come out of a plastic wrapper.”
He smiles slightly. “How about I come with you? Help you shop, make a few suggestions. 
My eyebrow arches automatically.
He holds up his hands. “Hey, I cooked a lot growing up. My mom worked two jobs, and I didn’t have much of a choice. Besides, you don’t make it through ten seasons without learning how to eat clean.”
I hesitate, but curiosity wins. “Alright. Meet me in the garage in five. I just need to grab my purse.”

On my way to my room, I do my best to silence the memory of the hallway incident. The one where Beau ended up very naked and I ended up very speechless. But apparently, my brain missed the memo because it’s playing his abs on repeat. And his back. And his... well, you know.
I grab my purse, press pause on the mental highlight reel, and head to the garage where Beau is already waiting, leaning against my silver Audi like he’s part of a luxury car ad.
I press the key fob to unlock the doors. “Need help getting in?”
“If you don’t mind putting these in the back,” he says, handing over his crutches as he eases himself into the passenger seat.
I toss them onto the floor of the backseat and slide into the driver’s seat.
As I pull out of the driveway, the ride is quiet at first. I focus on the road, but his presence fills the cabin like heat. He’s just so… there. His voice breaks the silence.
“So,” he says, breaking the silence. “You heading back to school in September?”
“Actually, I’m going back early,” I reply, focusing on the road. “I’ve got some things to take care of before the semester starts.”
“For that internship in Paris?”
I shoot him a look. “How do you know about that?”
He shifts in his seat. “Your dad may have mentioned it. He’s... concerned.”
“Of course he is,” I mutter.
Beau clears his throat. “Look, I shouldn’t have brought it up. But for what it’s worth, I get where he’s coming from.”
“I know he worries,” I say. “But sometimes it feels less like worry and more like control. He doesn’t know how to let go.”
He nods slowly. “He sees you as his little girl. The idea of you halfway across the world probably keeps him up at night.”
“He’s traveled solo since he was nineteen. My grandma didn’t follow him to every game.”
Beau laughs. “True. But I think if he had a son, it might be even worse. The pressure to live up to Lou Franco? No thanks.”
I raise an eyebrow.
“But seriously,” he continues. “Boy or girl, he’d still be overprotective. That’s just how he’s built.”
“Maybe,” I say, pulling into the parking lot. “But it’s exhausting trying to prove I’m capable of living my own life.”
He looks over at me as I park. “You don’t need to prove it. You already are.”
His words hit me harder than I expect.
“Thanks,” I say, and I mean it.
As we walk into the store, something settles in my chest. He might be an arrogant pain in the ass most of the time, but maybe there’s more to him than I thought.
The automatic doors swish open, and cool air greets us as we enter Fresh Market. I grab a cart, and Beau leans into it slightly for balance, his crutches tucked under one arm like an afterthought.
“Let’s start in produce,” I say, heading toward the colorful stacks of fruit and vegetables.
So, what’s on your list?” he asks.
“Kale, strawberries, bell peppers, chicken, lemons. A few things for a chicken and roasted potato dish.”
“Solid,” he says, nodding. “But do you trust me enough to add one thing?”
“That depends,” I say, narrowing my eyes.
“Red grapes. Roast them with rosemary and olive oil. Toss them with goat cheese and arugula. Trust me.”
I blink, surprised. “That’s… actually gourmet.”
“I told you, I’ve got skills.”
We move through the rows together, picking out produce and casually tossing ingredients into the cart. I can’t help but notice how easily we fall into a rhythm, handing each other vegetables, reading labels, cracking jokes.
It’s just grocery shopping. But somehow, it feels like more.
And maybe, just maybe, I don’t mind the idea of sharing more than groceries with Beau Higgins.


[bookmark: _aa53nfl4d7sk]Chapter 8 - Beau
Lou is going to kill me.
If he finds out I don’t think there’s anything wrong with Bianca going to Paris to chase her dreams, something not all that different from what he and I did when we pursued baseball. He’ll drop me faster than a bad pitch. If he asks again, I’ll give him my honest opinion, but for now, I’m staying out of it.
We walk the aisles of Fresh Market, Bianca pushing the cart while I offer suggestions and ideas for meals we can make. We swap recipes, talk likes and dislikes, and discuss ways to keep food healthy without sacrificing flavor. Turns out, this woman knows her stuff when it comes to nutrition and living a healthy lifestyle.
As we turn from the produce section, I spot a familiar face. It’s the woman from the restaurant, the one who’s been texting me non-stop since I made the poor decision to give her my number.
“Shit,” I mutter under my breath, slowing my steps and ducking my head.
Bianca notices immediately and steps in front of me, clearly thinking it has something to do with my leg.
“Are you okay? Do you need to sit down for a bit? I can finish up on my own.”
“No, I’m good. It’s not my leg,” I whisper.
“Then what’s going on?” she whispers back, her brows lifted in concern.
“It’s something stupid I did with my buddy Tim last week,” I admit, trying to shrink behind her. I know—I’m a coward.
She crosses her arms, unimpressed. “Okay? You going to explain, or should I just guess what kind of mess you’re hiding from?”
“I met this woman when we were out. She seemed cool, so I made the brilliant decision to give her my number. We talked once, and ever since then, she’s been blowing up my phone.”
“Amanda…” Bianca whispers knowingly, a smirk tugging at the corner of her mouth. “That’s who was texting you last week when you left your phone in the kitchen.”
“You did read that message?” I ask, more surprised than upset.
“It popped up on the screen. I was just trying to figure out whose phone it was,” she shrugs, totally unapologetic.
“BEAU!”
Amanda’s voice pierces the calm hum of the store. I had almost forgotten we were in public. She’s approaching fast, all confidence and attitude.
“I got this,” Bianca says, winking. She steps beside me and places her hand gently on my chest, all casual affection and practiced ease.
“Hey, how are you?” Amanda asks, her tone bright until she spots Bianca. Her whole posture shifts. Shoulders square, hand on her hip, eyes scanning Bianca like a threat.
“And who are you?” she asks sharply.
“Oh hi, I’m Bianca. I’m Beau’s girlfriend.” Bianca doesn’t miss a beat. “Nice to meet you.” She extends a hand like she’s done this a thousand times.
“His girlfriend?” Amanda blinks, clearly thrown off. “He didn’t mention having a girlfriend when he gave me his number.”
“Well,” Bianca says sweetly, “we just got back together. Right, babe?” She glances up at me with a knowing smile.
“Yeah, we were on a break,” I say, catching on. “Didn’t last long. We missed each other too much.”
And before I can think twice, Bianca leans up and kisses me.
It starts off like it’s meant to be, quick peck to make the story believable, but the second our lips touch, something shifts. Her fingers curl into my shirt. Her lips part. And suddenly I’m deepening the kiss, pulling her closer, breathing her in. It’s not just a kiss. It’s a firestorm.
Amanda’s voice breaks the moment like glass shattering.
“Well, you shouldn’t lead a girl on,” she huffs before stomping off down the aisle.
“Thank you,” I say, still catching my breath. Bianca’s face is inches from mine, but she’s already pulling away, calm and collected like nothing just happened.
“You’re welcome.”
She doesn’t wait for me to say anything else. She starts pushing the cart forward like we’re done with the conversation.
I trail behind her, trying to pull myself together. We finish our shopping without another Amanda sighting, and by the time we reach the register, I reach for my wallet.
“You have to let me pay if you’re going to cook,” I say, sliding my card from its sleeve.
She stops me with a hand on my arm. “First of all, we’re cooking. You had some great ideas today, and I’m not doing all the work while you sit around with your leg up. Your arms work fine.”
She glances at my brace, clearly unimpressed.
“Second, neither of us is paying. Lou Franco is.” She grins and hands over a sleek black and silver card to the cashier. I can see it’s Lou’s Centurion AmEx. Of course he has one.
I can’t help but laugh. “You’re full of surprises.”
“I get that a lot,” she replies, giving me a sideways glance that makes it impossible to look away.
We walk out to the car, load up the groceries, and get in. She helps me with the crutches again, and soon we’re on our way back to the house.
“Thanks again,” I say as we pull out of the parking lot. “Pretty sure Amanda won’t be calling again.”
“That’s what you wanted, right?” she asks, glancing over.
“Yeah. I just…” I pause. “I never know what people want. Especially down here. Some women see the paycheck before they see the person.”
She nods. “I get it.”
“You do?”
“I do.” She exhales. “You think it’s easy figuring out who’s genuine when they see the last name Franco? My prom date was more excited about taking a picture with my dad than with me.”
I groan. “What a tool.”
She smiles a little, but it doesn’t reach her eyes. “It’s always been like that. People love the idea of Lou Franco’s daughter. But they rarely care about Bianca.”
There’s a moment of silence between us. And in that quiet moment, I get it. Not just the words, but the weight behind them.
We make it back to the house I help as best as I can carrying in the groceries. Bianca makes dinner for the three of us that night. For the first time since she came home, I don’t dread sitting down with her and Lou.
In fact, I’m starting to look forward to it.

[bookmark: _lp06i2nz582u]Chapter 9 -  Bianca
The Miami nightlife is an experience like no other, and I’m excited to go out with Marisol for some dancing and drinks while we catch up. I’m also looking forward to getting dressed up. I feel like I spend most of my time bundled up in New York because of the weather.
I choose an off-white sequin crop top with thin waist ties that wrap around my body and white fitted pants that hug my curves like a second skin. I finish the look with my favorite Louboutin New Very Privé red-bottom pumps, their sexy peep toes showing off my classic French polish. My dark brown hair falls in soft curls around my face, and I keep my makeup natural with a touch of pink blush and a light lipstick. I pair it all with my matching Loubi54 clutch.
We take an Uber so we don’t have to worry about driving after a few drinks. Just as I’m heading out the door, I get a text from Marisol: she’ll be at my front door in two minutes.
“Hey, girl,” I say, hugging Marisol as I slide into the car.
“You look hot,” I tell her, taking a second to appreciate the tiny black designer dress that hugs her in all the right places.
“And you look gorgeous and classy as always,” she laughs. “I’m so happy you’re home. I’ve needed a girls’ night out with my bestie.”
“Me too. I love New York, but nothing beats a hot Miami club night.”
“You know it. Although, I have to admit, we had a great night when I visited New York. Those clubs can give Miami a run for their money.”
She’s not wrong.
“So, where are you taking me?” I ask as the driver merges onto I-95, which is bumper to bumper as usual on a South Florida Friday night.
“Last time you were home, I didn’t get a chance to take you to E11even. That’s the plan tonight. You’re going to love it. It’s a kickass club, but it also has a fabulous rooftop with a private restaurant. And since it’s open 24/7, you can even catch the sunrise there.”
That makes me pause. It’s already late. I really hope we don’t end up out until morning.
“That sounds fun,” I say, trying to sound more enthusiastic than I feel.
“Liar,” she teases, and we both laugh.
“So how has it been since you’ve been back? What have you been up to?”
“It’s been… interesting,” I say, thinking about the past few weeks. Between running into Beau in the hallway and making out with him at the grocery store, even if it was pretend, it’s been anything but boring.
“The way you said that, I know there’s a story. So spill.”
I start by telling her about the Fresh Market incident.
“So there was some serious chemistry there, is what you’re telling me,” she says, leaning in.
“Yes. I think we both forgot we were acting. I actually enjoyed it.” I fan myself, feeling warm just thinking about his mouth on mine. “And it probably didn’t help that I literally ran into him coming out of the shower and his towel fell off.” I lower my voice so the driver doesn’t overhear.
“What? You saw the goods?” Her eyes go wide. “So, how was it? You know… the size?”
Why did I expect anything less?
“Let’s just say shortstops need big hands to catch those baseballs, and he’s the right man for the job.” My cheeks heat up as I laugh and cover my face.
“Oh my god, listen to you, Miss Innocent. Don’t be embarrassed. It’s totally normal to get all hot and bothered after seeing a fine man, especially one as hot as Beau Higgins, butt-ass naked.”
“Shhh. Keep your voice down. The last thing I need is for that to end up in some tabloid. My dad would kill him first and ask questions later.”
We both laugh, because it’s funny, and probably true.
The rest of the ride, we catch up. I tell her about my hopes for the internship in Paris, and she fills me in on life at UM and how her parents’ restaurant is doing.
We finally arrive at the club, and the line wraps around the corner. Marisol walks right up to the guy at the door, hugs him, and whispers something in his ear. He smiles and pulls the rope aside, letting us through.
“What did you say to him?” I ask as we step inside, the music already vibrating through the air.
“His parents love my parents’ restaurant, so I promised him guaranteed reservations, no matter what’s going on in Miami Beach.”
That’s Marisol for you. She knows everyone, and not just in Miami, probably all of South Florida.
Inside, we head straight to the bar. The neon lights flash in every direction, casting a kaleidoscope of colors across the crowd. I order a vodka cranberry, and Marisol goes with a gin and tonic. The club is wild with exotic outfits glow under black lights, and bodies move to the beat of pulsing music. It’s completely over the top and mesmerizing.
“You want to dance?” Marisol leans in, shouting over the music. Before I can even answer, she pulls me onto the dance floor. We finish our drinks and drop the empty glasses at the nearest bar, then make our way closer to the DJ booth. The DJ nods in our direction, clearly feeling the vibe. We wave back and start dancing.
After three songs, I’m dying for water. I tap Marisol’s shoulder and motion toward the bar. She nods, then grabs my hand and pulls me in the opposite direction.
“Let’s go check out the rooftop. We can get water and maybe something to eat,” she says.
We head toward a staircase where another security guard stands. Marisol flashes her smile, says something to him, and he radios someone before removing the rope and letting us through.
Upstairs, the vibe shifts completely. Cream and brown patio furniture fill the space, and tall tables are surrounded by people laughing and chatting. The music is lower, and the breeze is refreshing. This is more my speed.
“You want to sit at the bar? Looks like there’s a spot,” Marisol says, pointing.
“Yeah, let's do it. Let’s get drinks and food.”
We take the only two open seats and place our orders. Water for me, another vodka cranberry for her, and some appetizers to share.
To my right, a glass railing provides a spectacular view of Miami. Even in the dark, the city lights shimmer like waves on the bay. The breeze lifts my hair, and I close my eyes to soak it all in.
“This feels so good.”
“It does. I love dancing, but this up here is my favorite,” Marisol says, and I can’t help but agree.
We spend the rest of the night catching up, sipping our drinks, and enjoying the rooftop. For the first time in a while, I feel fully present. And happy.

[bookmark: _7ecgf738oej4]Chapter 10-  Beau
Tim insists we go out to some place in Miami Beach. I can’t be out clubbing, not if I want to avoid trouble and a hefty fine, but we’re hanging out on the rooftop, which is technically a restaurant, so it should be okay. At least, that’s how Tim sees it.
There are women everywhere, most wearing next to nothing, and Tim is loving every second of it. He’s home this weekend to take care of some personal stuff, so he’s not on the road with the team. He’s heading out again tomorrow, which makes me wonder why he’d choose to spend the night out instead of getting some rest.
I’m seated with a beer in hand, watching him entertain two blond bombshells who are practically sitting in his lap. I scan the rooftop for a bathroom. I finish my drink and reach for my crutches, trying to pull myself up from the overly plush patio chair cushions.
“Where you going, man?” Tim asks, noticing my struggle.
“Bathroom,” I grunt, finally managing to stand.
“Already? You’ve only had two beers,” he laughs.
“Whatever.” I wave him off and limp over to one of the security guards to ask for directions.
The bathroom isn’t far, and luckily, there are only a couple of guys inside. I take care of business as fast as I can with these crutches under my arms. Just as I’m heading back, I hear a woman’s laugh from across the rooftop. Something about it catches my attention, and when I glance over, I see her.
Bianca Franco.
What is she doing here?
Before I even think it through, I’m already making my way toward her. She stands the moment she spots me limping over, probably because I stand out like a sore thumb.
“Oh, hey, Beau. What are you doing here?” She sounds a little nervous.
“I’m having a few drinks and some food with my buddy Tim.” I use my left crutch to point in Tim’s direction. The group around him has grown, and now it looks like there’s no room for me at the table.
“I didn’t think you could be out parting while you’re injured,” she says, clearly aware of the league’s rules.
“Technically, the rooftop is a restaurant. And this place is pretty low-key, so I can get away with it,” I explain, then ask, “What about you? What brings you here?”
“I came out with Marisol to catch up. You remember her, right? She’s my best friends since I was in high school.” She gestures toward the woman sitting beside her. The girl’s dress barely covers her, and she smiles in my direction.
“Yeah, I think I remember.” I nod and try to wave without falling over. “How are you?”
“Good,” she says simply, taking a sip of her drink.
“So, I guess I should get back to my friends,” I say, glancing over at Tim’s table. There’s nowhere left for me to sit.
“Yeah, no space over there.” Bianca shakes her head. “How is he the only guy at that table?”
“That’s the case everywhere we go. It’s like a magnet effect.”
“You want to sit with us?” She looks around, noticing there’s only one seat at the bar. “Wait here. Let me see if I can get us a table.” Before I can say anything, she’s already walking off toward the manager at the end of the bar.
“Where’s she going?” Her friend Marisol asks.
“I think she’s trying to get a table so I don’t have to stand. She really didn’t have to do that.”
“I don’t think it’ll happen,” Marisol says. “I’ve heard there’s a waiting list for tables here that goes out for months.”
But then I watch as the manager nods at Bianca and begins giving orders. Staff start rearranging tables and chairs, and that’s when I take a moment to really look at her.
She’s stunning. Her white pants fit like they were painted on. The glittery crop top shows off her waist and curves, and her heels make her look like a goddess. Every movement she makes is fluid and confident.
“We’re getting a table by the railing,” she says as she returns, snapping me out of my trance. 
"Ms. Franco, your table is ready. We'll have your drinks and food moved over to the table." He nods at the bartender, "Right this way." He turns toward where they've set up a table with four chairs. Her friend follows him first, and Bianca beside me at my slow-moving pace.
“You didn’t have to do that,” I say as we start moving toward the new table. “I don’t want to interrupt your girls’ night.”
“You need to get off your foot, Beau. And it’s not like your friend over there is doing anything to help you,” she replies, glancing over at Tim. “You’re not intruding. Right, Marisol?”
“No big deal,” Marisol says with a shrug. “The more, the merrier.”
Bianca pulls the chair and points to it so I can sit. “Really?” I glance at her.
“What? You need help sitting down. It’s no different than when I helped you into the car,” she says, giving me a teasing look.
I chuckle and lower myself into the seat, setting my crutches beside me against the railing.
“Thanks again. I owe you.”
As Bianca sits to my left, Marisol looks between us. “How did you get a table?” she asks, amazed. “It’s impossible to get a reservation here.”
“I used the ‘Franco’ card,” Bianca replies nonchalantly.
“The Franco card?” Marisol’s eyebrows shoot up. “Wow. You never use that.”
“Well, tonight called for it,” she says, glancing over at me with a small smile.

[bookmark: _nyjdw0gglci4]Chapter 11 - Bianca

Of course, Beau appears like he's been summoned just as I'm talking to Marisol about him. I'm mortified and hope he didn’t hear the conversation. What are the odds? His friend has forgotten him, and I know that if my dad or the Falcons find out he’s here or if he injures his foot again, he’ll be in serious trouble.

“So, how’s the rehab going?” Marisol asks.

“Not too bad. PT is killing me, but I’ll deal with it. I’m so ready to be off these things.” He points to the crutches.

“I can’t imagine.” Just then, a waitress in tiny shorts and a biking top walks over to bring fresh drinks and the food we’ve been waiting for.

“Can I get you something to drink?” she asks Beau with a flirty smile. It bugs me more than it should.

“I’ll have a Modelo beer, please.”

“You got it.” She winks at him.

“All that dancing left me starving.” Marisol picks up one of the small plates and starts filling it with nachos. “You going to have some?” she asks, looking at me and Beau.

“Yeah, I’ll have some,” I say, grabbing a plate too.

“I’m good; we ate right before I went to the restroom. Thanks.” He politely declines. “You guys go for it.”

Just as we start eating and chatting comfortably, Beau’s friend walks over.

“Hey man, I thought you were going to the bathroom. What the hell are you doing?” I guess he finally realized his friend was missing.

“On the way back, there was no room for me on the couch.” Beau points to where they had been sitting.

“I would’ve told one of the girls to move. She could’ve just sat on your lap, man.” Is this guy serious? “But I see you found yourself some linda mamasitas.” His gringo accent is terrible, and Marisol giggles. “You gonna introduce me?”

“You’re an idiot,” Beau says, shaking his head. “This is Bianca, Lou’s daughter.” He says it like the guy should know who I am.

“Oh wow, man, you didn’t tell me she was hot.” He sits in the empty chair next to me. “You’re holding out on me.” He reaches for my hand. “Nice to meet you, Bianca,” and brings it toward his lips, but I pull away before it makes contact.

“Hi, Tim.” I tuck my hand under the table just in case he tries again. “This is my friend Marisol. Marisol, this is…”

“Tim Wills,” Marisol finishes.

“I see you’ve heard of me.” Tim takes her hand, trying the same move, but Marisol just shakes it, leaving him no choice.

“Yes, I have,” she answers, her Cuban sass perfectly timed.

“Well, it’s a pleasure,” he says, looking over at Beau, who’s just laughing at his antics. “You abandoned me, man. Not that I blame you.” He looks between Marisol and me.

“I abandoned you?” Beau’s voice drips with sarcasm. “More like you abandoned me, bro. I could’ve fallen in the bathroom, broken my other leg, and you’d be none the wiser.” Tim gives him a look like, seriously?

“Drama much? More like you crashed these lovely ladies’ party. I hope you’re at least buying them a drink.” He leans over to me. “You need a drink, beautiful?”

“I’m good for now.” I laugh and lean away slightly.

We continue to talk, and Tim is overly flirty with me. I don’t mind, but I know about his reputation, he’s total player. Don’t get me wrong, he’s nice to look at. He’s tall, with dirty blonde hair and brown eyes, and like any typical athlete, he has a great body. But he’s definitely not my type.

As the night goes on, I’ve had a few drinks, plus a tall glass of water. The atmosphere is chill, with techno music playing in the background and giving the rooftop a party vibe. I laugh at Tim’s ridiculousness. Beau doesn’t say much, and I wonder if he’s tired of hanging out with us.

“I’m running to the restroom,” Marisol says, getting up from her chair.

“I’ll come with you.” After three drinks, I’m ready for a bathroom break too.

“We’ll be right back.”

We make our way to the restroom and find a line.

“So, what’s Beau’s deal?” Marisol asks.

“What do you mean?” I ask, unsure if she’s referring to his quietness.

“Every time Tim gets too close, Beau’s jaw tightens like he’s pissed.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” I hadn’t noticed.

“Pay attention, because I think that guy is into you.” She gives me a look like she knows something.

“Maybe he just knows how my dad is and doesn’t want any trouble. Something Tim doesn’t seem to shy away from.”

“Maybe, but I like my theory better.” She winks as we move closer to the bathroom.

“Whatever.” I wave her off.

“Would it be such a bad thing? You were all hot and bothered talking about that kiss at the supermarket.”

“It was a good kiss, but it didn’t mean anything. I was just helping him out of a tight situation.” I shrug, trying to dismiss the thought, even though I haven’t stopped thinking about that kiss.

“Sure, whatever you need to tell yourself.”

We finally make it to the bathroom, do our business, and start heading back to the table.

[bookmark: _gmxr5imnhyai]Chapter 12 - Beau
"Man, what's your problem?" Tim asks as soon as the girls are out of earshot range.
"What are you talking about?" I know what he means, but I'll play dumb because I'm having trouble understanding my feelings myself.

"I can feel the tension pouring out of you." He leans in closer and lowers his voice. "You got any teeth left in there? Every time I get too close to Bianca, your jaw tenses so hard I hear your teeth grinding." He sits back and looks at me in surprise like he just had an epiphany. "You're into her."

"I'm not." The statement is just as much to convince me as it is to convince him. "Look, that's Lou's daughter, and I know how overprotective he is with Bianca. I also know what a player you are." I share with him and sit back in my chair, mimicking his stance.

"Whatever, man, Bianca is not interested in me. Like you and the rest of the world, she knows what a player I am. She's just playing along as I flirt with her. Contrary to what you and Lou think, she's a big girl and knows how to handle herself."

"I know she does, believe me." His eyebrows shoot up in question.

"What does that mean? You holding out on me?"

"It doesn't mean anything, okay? Just chill with the flirting or direct it toward someone else."

"Fine, but you need to man up and admit you got a thing for that woman before Lou does."

Just then, the ladies walk back to the table. "You miss us, boys?" Marisol says as she takes her seat. "I'm surprised your harem didn't follow you to the table while we were gone."

"Well, they see we're in the company of the most beautiful women in the room, and they're intimidated." It's obvious where he's shifting his efforts.

"Good answer," she smiles at him. "Let's get another drink." She looks around, trying to get one of the servers' attention. She finally gets one to come over and take our order. Tim and I get one more beer, and Marisol orders another drink, but Bianca goes with water, saying she has to hydrate.

"Those drinks are not coming for at least twenty minutes, so let's get our dance on," Marisol says to Bianca.

"I don't know, Marisol; I think I'll sit this one out."

"I want to dance. Come on." Tim gets up and reaches for Marisol's hand.

"Let's do it." They head toward the stairs that lead down to the dance club section.

"I swear she can dance all night." Bianca rolls her eyes.

"Yeah, Tim's the same way."

"You don't like dancing? You know, when you're not on crutches?"

"I'm not much of a dancer." I hate dancing, but it might be because I'm not very good at it. "Don't you like dancing?" I've seen her dancing with her grandmother at Lou's parties.

"I love dancing." She smiles. "But my favorite is salsa dancing. Abuela taught me when I was younger." Her face lights up when she talks about her grandma. I don't blame her; her grandma is fantastic and treats everyone like we're all her grandkids.

"You think she'll teach me how to dance?"

"You can ask her when she's home." She laughs at me. "So, change of subject. Did that woman reach out to you again?" I know she's asking about Amanda.

"Nope, I think your little act did the trick," I tell her, and I feel like we're somehow sitting closer.

"My little act, or our little act? It took two of us." Is she flirting with me?

"You're right; it took the two of us." If she is, I like it more than I should. "I'm surprised she hasn't shared it with the whole world. Sometimes these women go a little crazy and start making stuff up on social media."

"But really, if she's sharing that you have a girlfriend, she's not making it up because we fed her that information."

"True."

"Why don't you have a girlfriend, Beau Higgins? Or do you?" She's definitely flirting with me, and I like it. I hear all kinds of warnings in my head, and I just push them back.

"I don't have one. The main reason is that I haven't found the right woman who is worth the trouble of dealing with what I do. I'm sure you understand what the life of a professional ballplayer is like."

"I do understand." I notice the somber tone change. "My mom could not handle being married to a professional athlete." She looks down at her hands on the table. "My dad says she wanted the glamour and notoriety but didn't want to deal with the sacrifices, especially after having a baby."

"That's just the actions of a selfish person," I say, reaching over and gently pulling her chin up to look at me. "That's why I want to make sure I find the right partner; it is a sacrifice both ways. Now, enough of the sad commentary. Tell me about this internship in Paris."

It turns out to be an interesting night. Tim and Marisol seem to be hitting it off. They danced all night and flirted nonstop, and it is a relief that he's re-focused his attention. It's well over three in the morning by the time we get an Uber. Tim is on his own, going to his place in Miami, not without getting Marisol's number first. I head out with the girls since Bianca and I are headed to the house. Marisol sits in the car's front seat, not giving me a choice but to sit with Bianca. Not much is said on the ride home.

The silence allows me to think over the past few hours spent with Bianca. I know this sudden attraction I have for her can't be entertained. For one, we want different things in life. She's also not my type. But most importantly, she's Lou Franco's daughter, and he would have my ass.

Marisol gets dropped off first because she lives in the same neighborhood as the Francos. "Later, guys," she says from the front seat. "Call me tomorrow, chica." She winks at Bianca and gets out, waving at us as the driver pulls out of her driveway.

We finally arrive at the house. As we step through the front door, Bianca turns to face me and breaks the silence. “That was fun,” she says with a small smile.

"Yeah, it was." I mimic her stance, and it feels intimate, almost like we are on a date. I remind myself that nothing can happen between us. "Your dad will be happy to know you were safe all night." As soon as the words come out of my mouth, I know it's a mistake. The look of disappointment in her eyes confirms it.

"Well, you didn't have to stay around to babysit me. I don't need pity company." She walks past me, and I feel like a total tool. I make it to my room and lie in bed, but sleep eludes me. I keep thinking of the disappointment in her eyes.

[bookmark: _cisbr7zdo60z]Chapter 13 - Bianca
I'm grateful the house I grew up in is big enough, and I can easily avoid Beau. He can keep his pity friendship or any relationship to himself. I was naive enough to think the kiss at the Fresh Market, although it was just for show, felt like there was chemistry between us. The time we spent together at E11even felt like there was something special there. I guess I read it wrong.
The next day, I check my school email for any updates about the internship, but there’s still nothing. My grades and the recommendation letter from my professors are strong enough to give me a real shot, so I stay hopeful. I run a few errands and send text messages to some of my high school friends to make plans for the coming week.
I reach out to my dad to see when he's coming home since I've only seen him a few times in the past two weeks since I've been home.
"Hey, princess," he answers on the third ring. "What are you up to?"
"Not much, Dad. I'm just wondering when you're going to be home." I'm sitting out on the patio drinking tea with a book I plan to read after the call.
"I'll be home tomorrow morning. Why? Did you need something?" He always thinks that I need or want something.
"Other than spending time with my father, no. You knew I was coming for the summer, and I've seen you twice."
"I know, I know, Bianca. I had these two trips planned for several months. I'll be home and don't plan to travel for at least two weeks."
"WOW, two whole weeks." I mock him. "That's fine, Dad."
"Let's plan to go to the beach when I'm back. We can do a dad and daughter date in Miami."
"That sounds good. I'm glad Abuela comes home next week, so I'll have plenty to do with her while we catch up."
"See, it will be fun while you're home for the summer."
"Well, about that, I think I might go back to New York early. Maybe a few weeks after Abuela is home."
"Early, why?" He hates it when I'm away but doesn't make an effort to be home while I'm here.
"Dad, you're busy with work. Abuela lives with Titi Carmen now, and I'm always alone."
"Where is Beau? Is he not staying at the house?" Is Dad for real?
"I don't know where Beau is or what he's doing, Dad." I'm so annoyed with him that I'm regretting calling him.
"I'm just saying you shouldn't feel alone in the house. He's there, and not to mention you live alone in NY. What's the difference?"
"The difference is I just want to spend some quality time with my dad."
"We're going to spend time together next week, I promise."
"That's fine," I say with resignation. I know my dad loves me, but he doesn't get it.
"We'll talk about you returning to school early when I get home, Okay."
"Sure, Dad, whatever. Love you."
"I love you too, Mamita." He hangs up, and I pick up the book and get lost in the story. And that's how I spend most of the week: laying out by the pool and catching up with my summer reading list.
A week later, I'm stuck in the awful Miami traffic on my way to pick up my grandma. I can't wait to see her, but I should have asked my dad to send a driver. The traffic here is insane. One of the few things I don't miss while in school.
As my dad pointed out, the silver lining is that I get quality Abuela time. But in the meantime, on the way to the airport, I'm stuck in traffic hell.
I finally reached the arrival terminal and see my grandmother's smiling face. Her small, slim body is pulling on a suitcase half her size. She's in a linen light blue dress down to her ankles where her fabulous silver platform sandals peek out, showing her classic light pink toes and her little brown coach bag on her shoulders.
I park my car and step out, popping the truck open, and wave at her to get her attention. She spots me, making her way to me.
"Mamita, I miss you so much." She engulfs me in a mama hug that I need so much these days.
"I miss you too, Abuela." I have to lean down to hug her back since I'm about half a foot taller than her. "Oh God, I miss your hugs so much." We squeeze each other a bit tighter.
"Vamos. (Let's go)" she says, walking to the passenger side of my Audi after I put her suitcase in the trunk. There are cars all around us. I jump in the car and look over at her. "I'm so happy you're home." I reach over, grabbing her hand. "You're coming to stay with us for a few days, right?"
"Yes, mi hija. I want to spend time with you and hear about school and your friends." She tells me as I make my way out of the madness in the Miami airport.
"Awesome. I can show you how much my salsa has improved." She started teaching me salsa dancing when I was about twelve years old, and I fell in love with it. I'm sure part of it is the connection with my grandmother. "And you have to make me so alcapurrias."
"Of course. I'm sure your dad doesn't have what we need, so let's drop off my stuff at the house and go down to the Spanish market." I'm thrilled; I'm eager to get home. "Now tell me all about school."
I share some of what I've learned in my classes and how much I've learned about architecture, promising to share some of my drawings with her. She knows about the internship I applied for and asks if I've heard anything.
"Not yet," I shrug in disappointment.
"Patience, me amor. Good things come to those who wait; you'll see." I love that she's so supportive, unlike my dad.
"Don't worry about your dad. He worries, as he should. It's never easy for parents to see their children grow up. We always see you as our babies."
"I know, but you were not like this with him, especially when he started traveling for baseball at twenty-one." I've heard all the stories of his traveling adventures when he started with the Falcon's minor league team.
"Yeah, I know, but it's different with girls, especially for Latin men. They want to put you in a bubble to keep you from harm." She pats me on the knee. "He'll come around. He won't have a choice since you're so much like him." She chuckles. She knows it will be a battle, and it's amusing to her.
We make it home and drop off her stuff. She says hi to my dad, who's in his home office, and we head out to the Spanish market to get what we need to start working on my favorite Puerto Rican dishes.

[bookmark: _e62h2kdb2cyt]Chapter 14 - Beau
It’s been a hectic week. Between handling endorsements, getting whatever exercise I can, and PT, I’ve been in bed by nine every night. I had lunch with Lou but haven’t seen Bianca, and I wouldn’t dare ask him about her. I had a good time with her at E11even, even though I made it sound like I was doing her dad a favor. The whole thing is stupid. We just ran into each other at the restaurant. The kiss at Fresh Market and the flirting while we were out are starting to make me think I’m attracted to her. And that cannot happen. Still, I’m an idiot because I keep telling myself we can be friends. I know I have to apologize to her.
I’m halfway through the week, and Friday can't come fast enough. The driver drops me off at the Francos’ house, and I hear music from the kitchen, so I go to see where the party is.
Walking in, I see Lou’s mom, whom we affectionately call Abuela or Grandma, stirring yellow Spanish rice in a pot big enough to feed an army. Bianca stands beside her at the sink, washing something I can’t make out from where I’m standing. Both women are dancing and singing to the salsa music blasting from the sound system.
My attention zeroes in on Bianca, who is wearing a light yellow tank top that highlights her tanned skin and tiny cutoff blue jeans that hug her curves. Her hips sway side to side as she moves with the music. Before my thoughts wander too far, Abuela turns and spots me.
“Beau, mi hijo, how are you doing?” She wipes her hands on a towel and walks over, enveloping me in one of her mama bear hugs she’s known for. I hug her back.
“I’m good, Abuela,” I say, knowing I sound weird calling her that in my gringo accent, as some of my Hispanic teammates like to tease me. “When did you get back in town?” I knew she was visiting family in Puerto Rico, but I didn’t know when she was returning.
“Earlier today. Bianca picked me up, and of course, we got to cooking right away.” She nods toward Bianca, who is still at the sink. She’s stopped dancing but barely glances at me.
“So we’re eating well today, then?” I grin. The woman can cook, and I know my healthy eating is going out the window, at least for today.
“Of course you are.” She reaches up and pinches my cheek like I’m still a little kid. “How’s your leg?” She turns back to check on the rice but glances down at my brace.
“I just left the team doctor this morning. He says it’s healing beautifully. The brace should be coming off in just a few weeks.”
“Well, that’s good news. You’ll be back on the field in no time.”
“I hope so.” Just then, Lou walks into the kitchen, moves to Bianca, kisses her forehead, and does the same with his mom.
“What’s up?” He comes over and gives me a side-man hug like he always does. “You got good news? What did the doctor say?”
“Yeah, man, good news indeed. I told Abuela it’s healing nicely, and the brace should be off soon.”
“Awesome. Just remember, don’t overdo it. Swimming is your best bet if you need to get some workouts in.”
“I will.”
“You’re staying and having dinner with us, right?” he asks, leaning back on the counter.
“Yeah, Abuela is feeding me some of that Puerto Rican food. I’m sticking around for that.”
“Lou, mi hijo, help set up the table,” his mom says in her classic mom voice.
“How can I help?” I ask. I don’t want to sit around doing nothing.
“Bianca, why don’t you have Beau help you deep-fry the alcapurrias? Then I’ll go with your dad to set up the table.”
“That’s not necessary, Abuelita. I got it.” For the first time, Bianca turns and looks at me, but only for a second.
“Well, everyone has to help, and he can’t do much moving around in those things.” She nods toward my crutches. “And you’re almost done making them. He can hand them over so you can fry them. Teamwork. Let’s go.”
She grabs Lou by the arm, and they move to the dining room. I hear them setting out plates.
“So, let’s deep-fry something.” I make my way over to where she’s standing by the stove. She turns to look at me, and I can see she’s not happy.
“Look, I’m good doing this on my own. I don’t need your help as a favor to my grandmother or dad. Go do your thing, whatever that is. I’m sure one of them will call you when dinner is ready.” She turns and grabs a tray full of the food she’s preparing to fry.
“I’m eating dinner, and I want to help. That’s what I’m going to do.” I stand next to her, not giving her a choice.
“Whatever.” She takes the top off the pot, which is sizzling with hot oil, and drops in one of the alcapurrias I’ve grown to love since playing with the Falcons. Lou told me it’s a fritter made of grated green bananas stuffed with flavorful beef.
I reach for the slotted spoon and the plate with paper towels to drain the fritters once they’re done. I wait a few minutes, watching for them to turn golden brown. 
What she doesn’t know is I’ve made these before, with her grandmother. During a Falcons party a few years back when she insisted on cooking for the entire team and I offered to help.
After about seven minutes, I start scooping them out and placing them on the plate. “Are those cooked all the way through?” Bianca asks, stepping closer and poking one with a fork.
“They’re good,” I say, scooping up a few more. She rolls her eyes and goes back to dropping more into the pot.
Her grandmother walks back into the kitchen and checks our handiwork. “See, you two make a great team.”
“Whatever,” I hear Bianca mutter under her breath, just loud enough for me to hear.

[bookmark: _62u859wyqiut]Chapter 15 - Bianca
I’m trying to enjoy my time with my grandmother, but I have to admit that not only is Beau annoying me, he’s also very distracting. Or maybe I’m annoyed at myself for checking him out in those basketball shorts that make his behind look amazing and show off his muscular legs. But the most distracting thing is the black T-shirt that fits so well I can almost see the definition of his abs, and the sleeves barely contain his muscular arms. Yeah, I’m annoyed with myself.

“So what do you think, Bianca?” My father’s voice pulls me out of my thoughts, and I’m sure they can all see me blushing red when I look up from my plate.

“Think about what?” I ask, admitting I wasn’t listening.

“Are you okay? You’ve been distracted since we sat down for dinner.” Of course, my dad has to call me out.

“I’m fine. I have a lot on my mind, that’s all.” I compose myself.

“Leave her be,” my grandmother says. She’s a saint. She always knows what to say and when to say it. “I noticed you’re rocking the salsa moves.” And she knows when to change the subject.

“Well, as you can imagine, there are plenty of places and people to practice within New York City.”

“Oh yeah, you can learn some serious moves there. Tell me, who have you been practicing with?” She pushes her plate away since she’s done eating.

“You know my friend Frankie? His family is from Puerto Rico, and he can dance like a rockstar.” I’m happy to share my stories with Abuela, and she enjoys hearing about the crazy things that happen at school. “And he knows all the best salsa clubs in the city.”

“You need to be careful when you go to those places,” my dad says, raining on my parade. “You probably should just stay away from them. You’re not in New York to go clubbing anyway.”

“Dad, I’m fine. I’m living my best college life.” I smile at him, almost mocking him. What’s he going to do? He pays for my apartment and gives me an allowance, but I have a full ride to NYU, and I know my grandma will jump in and help me if I need it, and kick his ass if he ever stops supporting me. Anyways, he knows I have good grades, and he doesn’t hear from me about anything at all. He has to let me live my life.

“I’m happy you’re enjoying your time in school,” Abuela tells me, putting her hand on mine. “I miss you, but I’m delighted for you.”

“Thanks, Abuela.” I see my dad rolling his eyes. It bugs him so much that he can’t control my life in college. And I love it.

“Okay, I cooked, and you younglings clean.” She gets up from the table and kisses all of us, including Beau. “We’re on for some shopping tomorrow, right?” She points at me.

“Yes, Abuela. I can’t wait.” She walks out and goes to her room.

“Beau, you and me, down in the theater room. The Falcons are playing in San Francisco tonight.” My dad assumes they don’t have to help with the cleanup.

“What about picking up here and cleaning up?” Beau has the good sense to remind him.

“It’s all good. Bianca, you got this, right? Just add the dishes to the dishwasher and leave the rest. I’ll call Martha to come and clean up tomorrow.” My dad is a good man, but he can be self-centered at times.

“I’m fine. I got this.” I wave them off as I start picking up plates from the table and heading to the kitchen.

“Come on, man.” I hear him tell Beau, and they make their way out of the dining room.

~

Later, at the pool, the cold water on my heated skin feels fantastic as I swim my last lap. Pushing through the top of the water, I let it rinse down the day's frustrations. I make my way out of the pool to head to bed since it’s past eleven o’clock. When my vision clears from the water coming down my face, I notice a person standing by the French doors. I wipe my eyes with the back of my hand to see better.

It’s Beau, just standing there watching me. “What are you doing?” I ask him, feeling self-conscious and wanting to get to my towel.

“I’m just getting some swim time in. It’s good exercise while I’m rehabbing my injury.” And, of course, it happens while I’m out here.

“Fine, the pool is all yours.” I’m done dealing with him, but he moves closer and stands in front of me, blocking me from getting to my stuff.

“What are you doing?” He annoys me so much.

“Listen, I meant to talk to you about the other night when we got home from E11even.” He’s standing so close that I have to look up at him.

“There is nothing to talk about. You don’t need to do me, or my dad, for that matter, any favors. I’m a big girl and can take care of myself.” I turn to walk around him, and he grabs my arm to stop me.

“It wasn’t like that…”

“It doesn’t matter what it was like.” I don’t let him finish because I don’t want to be disappointed again. “You made it clear you were doing Lou Franco a favor. I don’t need—”

His mouth is on mine before I can finish the sentence. I’m paralyzed, and my brain is trying to decide whether I should pull away and smack the crap out of him or listen to my body’s reaction that wants to melt into him. My body wins that battle. Before I know it, my arms are around his neck while he holds me against his body.

As the kiss deepens, I can feel the heat radiating off our skin, and I can’t help but press myself closer to him. His hands grip my waist tightly, as if he’s afraid I’ll slip away. The dripping water from my body melts into his, making me feel every swell and valley of his abdomen against my wet, almost naked body. The whole experience is even better than I remember at the Fresh Market. His warm lips cover mine, and electricity buzzes through my body the instant our tongues connect. It’s like nothing I’ve ever experienced. Don’t get me wrong, I haven’t had many boyfriends, and I haven’t lost my V-card, as my friend Marisol likes to call it, but I’ve had my fair share of make-out sessions, and they all pale in comparison. I’m afraid I might fall on my face if he lets go of me.

[bookmark: _jy0ljkhyem64]Chapter 16 - Beau
I was expecting Bianca to pull away and smack me for grabbing and kissing her, but I couldn't resist anymore. Between wanting her to hear me out and fighting this attraction, I was done with it.
Her arms wrap around my neck as I pull her wet body tightly against mine. The connection between us crackles, electric and real, like something we’ve both been trying to ignore. When I finally ease back, bracing for anger or regret in her expression, all I see is a mix of surprise and longing.
"What just happened?" she asks instead. Still in my arms, her question catches me off guard, so I decide to go with the truth..
“I just want a chance to explain.” I reach up, tucking a strand of wet hair behind her ear, my fingers trailing lightly across her cheek. “The truth is, I panicked the other night when we got home. After spending time with you at the club and sharing that kiss at Fresh Market, I haven’t been able to get you out of my head.” I pause, close my eyes, and take a steadying breath. “You’re Lou’s daughter. He’s more than a mentor to me. He’s like family. And I know how protective he is when it comes to you. If he had it his way, you’d be locked in a glass case, safe from the world.” I offer a wry smile. “And let’s be real, I’m not trying to end up on the wrong side his fists.”
She giggles, and the tension between us eases, just a little.
"Okay, that’s a lot of information to process." She pulls away, and I take her hands in mine to keep her close, "especially after a kiss like that."
“I know, and we don’t need to have all the answers tonight, but I want you to understand why I said what I said the other night.”
“Beau, I don’t want you to get your ass kicked either, but I have to be honest too. I thought we connected at E11even and was looking forward to seeing where our friendship would go.”
“Yeah, I don’t want just friendship after that kiss.” I pull her back to me, wrapping my arm around her, and she laughs softly, coming to me willingly.
“Fair enough. Let’s see where this leads,” she says, looping her arms around my neck and rising onto her toes until our faces are just inches apart. “If we’re simply exploring this attraction, there’s no need to involve my dad.” Her voice is barely above a whisper. “What he doesn’t know won’t hurt him.” She gives a sly smile before closing the gap between us. She may initiate the kiss, but I take control, claiming her mouth with mine. When our tongues meet, it feels completely, undeniably right.
She melts into me again, her hands resting on my chest as if trying to steady herself. I tighten my grip on her hips, drawing her closer until there's no space left between us. When I gently nip her bottom lip, a jolt of heat shoots through me, sharp and consuming. My hands roam her damp lower back, edging closer to the curve of her bathing suit. The urge to claim her is overwhelming, which is insane considering I'm only beginning to understand what this pull between us even means.
We have to cool off some, so I step back, putting some much-needed distance between us.
“Let’s slow down.” I cup her face in my hand. “We don’t need your dad or Abuela finding us.” She smiles up at me in agreement.
“So now what?” she asks.
“Now, we enjoy the summer and have fun.” I take her hand and lead her across the grass to a pair of patio chairs by the pool. We sit side by side, our knees nearly touching, the silence between us charged with something unspoken. The soft hum of the night surrounds us as her bare shoulder brushes mine, and the warmth of her skin sinks into me. It feels familiar and comfortable, like we've shared this space a hundred times before. I try to keep my focus on the conversation, but with her this close, it’s getting harder to ignore the tension simmering between us..
“So I thought you came out here for a swim?” she asks with a knowing smile.
“I did, but I got distracted. I’ll get to it.” I know I have to get in the water to exercise and cool off, but it can wait for now.
We sit and talk for a while. She opens up about the internship and the possibility of living in Paris for a few months, her excitement clear in every word. We shift to baseball, and she asks when I think I'll be cleared to play again. I'm genuinely impressed by how much she knows about the game at the professional level. It's not just casual interest; she understands it.
After a while, we slip into the pool and swim a few easy laps side by side. As the night winds down and sleep starts to call, we head inside toward our rooms. I walk her to her bedroom door, and for a moment, it feels just like the end of a date. I kiss her softly, more than once, grateful Lou’s room is on the opposite side of the house. She disappears inside with a smile, and we agree to spend more time together over the weekend.
When I'm finally in bed thinking about what's happened between us, I know it's a bad idea, but I remember Bianca's words. For us to explore the attraction and keep it between us for now, 'what her dad doesn't know…' But why does it feel like Lou will not see it that way if he finds out?
After tossing and turning with very little sleep, I get up and make my way to the stadium to get whatever kind of workout I can, clear my head, and work off some of this pent-up lust I've developed in the past twelve hours.


[bookmark: _o1dov9b2koae]Chapter 17 -  Bianca
Although I got very little sleep, I feel energized. It’s been a minute since I dated, but I don’t think I’ve had this strong a reaction to anyone before. The attraction to Beau surprises me because he’s so not my type. I’ve never been attracted to athletes, mainly because I’ve been around them all my life. Most of them are cocky and full of themselves, total players, and not just because they play a sport professionally. I also know where my dad stands on me dating an athlete. He blames his life as a professional baseball player for pushing my mother away and leaving us. The constant traveling and female fans always chasing them, even knowing some of these men are married with families, was too much. He doesn’t want that life for me.
To my dad, the perfect man for me would be someone outside of professional sports. He would be Latin, preferably Puerto Rican, a doctor, engineer, or someone in a stable career, someone who can take care of me.
The whole idea annoys me. I don’t need anyone to take care of me. I can do that myself. And even with my attraction to Beau, I’m not looking to settle down. I just want to enjoy the summer and see where things go.
I head to the dining room, looking forward to breakfast, but I’m a little disappointed to see it’s just my grandmother and dad. I greet them both with a quick kiss and sit to eat. The tricky part is asking about Beau without raising suspicion about my sudden interest.
"You got plans today after dropping Mom off?" my dad asks as I pour myself a cup of coffee.
"I was planning to stay and spend some time with Titi Carmen after dropping off Abuela." I look over at my grandma. "Ralph and Will are stopping by today, right?" I haven’t seen my second cousins in a long time. They’re the sons of my dad’s cousin, Rebeca. They’re the only family we have here in the U.S., and we grew up together.
"I believe so. When I talked to Carmen, she mentioned having to cook for an army, which means those two are coming by."
"So that’s my plan for the day; shopping with Abuela and having dinner with Titi, Abuela, and the boys." We still affectionately call them "the boys," but they’re both grown-ass men. Ralph is a few years older than me, and Will and I are the same age.
"That’s good. I have a few business meetings, and I usually do dinner with clients after. But I was planning to come home and have dinner with you today." He raises an eyebrow, his expression clearly saying, See, I’m making time for you.
"Sorry, Dad. I haven’t seen Titi and the boys, and I promised them I’d spend time with them while I was home."
"No worries. Let’s plan for tomorrow. You can cook something healthy for me." He winks. "I’ll see what Beau is doing. He left early to get a workout in before his PT." So that’s where he went.
"Maybe I’ll meet him and some of the other players for lunch." He picks up his empty plate and mug and walks to the kitchen. "I’m heading out, then," he says as he disappears.
"So, it’s just you and me," I say to Abuela as we finish our coffee.
"I’m looking forward to it." She pours herself another cup. "I have to get some gifts for Christmas."
"Christmas? It’s only June, Abuela." She’s always been that way. she gets all her Christmas shopping done before October. It amazes me.
"Hey, you know I’m not much of a crowd person, and the malls get crazy after October."
"I know, but I always wonder where you keep everything you buy."
"Now that I don’t live here, it’s easier to hide it all since I don’t have a nosey little girl coming into my room." She laughs.
"Whatever. You know you loved me being nosey."
"What I loved was seeing your beautiful face every day." I do miss seeing her and spending time with her.
"I know, Abuela. I miss you too. That’s what FaceTime is for, right?"
"That’s right." She smiles. "I’m going to run to my room and get ready." She stands and carries her dishes to the kitchen.
"I’ll do the same once I eat some fruit and finish my coffee. I’ll be ready in about twenty minutes."
"That works. Be right back." She walks out, leaving me to finish breakfast.
My thoughts go back to Beau and how surprised I am by how good it felt to be in his arms last night. I get butterflies just thinking about it and already look forward to seeing him again. I reach for my phone to text him, then realize I don’t even have his number. How is it possible that this man has been close to my dad for years and I never got his number? I’ll figure out a way to get it from my dad today.
~
After breakfast, I find Abuela and we head to the mall. I’m not the kind of person who takes advantage of Dad’s name or wealth. I try to lay low and live as normal a life as possible. But the one perk I do love is being able to shop. I love clothes, shoes, bags, scarves, you name it I love shopping for it. So walking into Nordstrom, Burberry, Gucci, and Louis Vuitton without worrying about price tags is one part of being Lou Franco’s only daughter that I fully embrace.
"So, what’s going on with you?" Abuela asks as we exit the Louis Vuitton store, where I just bought a pair of cute gold and brown sandals to go with the white maxi dress I got at Nordstrom.
"Not much, same old same," I tell her. "Enjoying the summer and patiently waiting to hear back from the architectural firm about the internship."
"I’m excited for you, mi hija, but I have to tell you, this whole thing is stressing your dad." I know she worries about him just as much as he worries about me.
"I know, Abuela, but he needs to trust me the same way you trusted him when he started playing ball."
"I get it, but remember, this is different."
"Different how?" I ask defensively.
"Hey, I’m on your side, remember?" she says, giving me that look only grandmas can. "It’s different because when he traveled around the country, he was with the team and staff. You’re going to Paris to work. You’ll be alone. And whether you like it or not, you’re a young woman in a foreign country. That’s hard for him."
"Well, technically, I’ll be sharing an apartment with two other students. And really, I haven’t even been accepted yet, so I don’t get what the big deal is," I say, frustrated.
"Mi hijita, your dad and I both know how smart you are and how well you’re doing. They’d be crazy to pass you up. Your dad has more faith in you than he lets on, believe me." I can hear her pride in me, and it helps me feel better about the whole thing. "My advice is, talk to your dad again. Don’t fight with him, just tell him how you feel."
"I’ve already done that, and he doesn’t listen."
"Try again," she says gently as we walk out of the mall.
With the trunk and back seat full of shopping bags, we finally head to her house.

[bookmark: _syfv0nur9a8r]Chapter 18 - Beau
It’s been a long day, and it’s only ten in the morning. That happens when I don’t get much sleep and hit the gym early to do what little exercise I can. I’m already warm when I meet with one of the team’s physical therapists, and I’m encouraged by his feedback. He thinks I’m making significant progress. I’m ready to ditch the brace and hand back the crutches.
“Hey man, what’s up?” I run into Tim and three other teammates.
“Not much. Going to get some grub. What are you crazy fools up to?”
“We're heading to lunch too,” Carlos, one of the pitchers, tells me. “Wanna join us?”
“Yeah, I’ll come along.” I miss the camaraderie, especially since we spend so much time together during the season. “Tim, I’m riding with you.”
“Sure, man. I forgot you're still living the good life with a driver,” he mocks.
“Whatever. If it’s not a driver, it’s an Uber. Same thing.”
“Not quite. I’d Uber everywhere if I had a Town Car showing up every time,” Carlos chimes in, piling on.
“Whatever, let’s just get some food.”
We have lunch at a local pub where everyone knows us and treats us like baseball royalty. This town loves baseball, and its players.
After eating, we sit around shooting the breeze. The guys share stories about groupies and rookie antics. I love our fans, but the groupies can get out of hand.
While we wait for the check, I text Bianca. She’s been on my mind all morning. Funny how Lou gave me her number years ago, just in case of an emergency. Back then, I thought, “Why would I ever need to call this bratty girl?” Little did I know how off-the-charts our chemistry would be.
Beau: Hey, how was your morning?
Bianca: Who’s this?
Beau: Really? Your dad didn’t give you my number?
Bianca: Nope, he didn’t. I knew it was you 😜
Beau: How is that possible?
Bianca: I guess I’ve never needed it.
Beau: Your dad gave me yours when you started college. Emergency contact.
Bianca: And this is definitely an emergency, lol
Beau: Ha, yes, it is. What are you up to?
Bianca: Breakfast with Abuela, Julia, and Dad. Now we’re shopping. What happened to you this morning?
Beau: You miss me? I hit the gym before PT and came to the team’s facility.
Bianca: You wish 🙄
She’s right. I do wish.
Beau: What are you doing for dinner?
Bianca: Dropping off Abuela, and staying for dinner with her, Titi Carmen, and my cousins. What about you?
I know how close Lou’s family is, so I’m not surprised she’s spending time with them.
Beau: I was hoping to see you, but sounds like you’ve got plans. 🙁
Bianca: Sorry, you snooze, you lose!!
Beau: Text me when you’re done and heading home.
Bianca: Now that I have your number, I will 😉
Bianca: Finishing up shopping with Abuela, then heading to Palm Beach. Talk to you later.
Beau: Okay, drive safe.
I’m not putting too much thought into this newfound protectiveness I feel for her.
“Hey, you texting that hot chick you met a few weeks back?” Tim asks, noticing me on my phone.
“Nah, man. She was a bit too persistent.”
“I hate when they get clingy after hooking up.”
“I didn’t hook up with her. We just texted a few times. She wouldn’t stop messaging.”
“So, who are you texting then?” I thought he’d let it go. No such luck.
“No one you know.” I’m not saying anything about Bianca. These guys all know Lou, and I don’t need it getting back to him. Not that I’m doing anything wrong, Bianca’s an adult. But like she said last night, there’s nothing to share yet. If that changes, we’ll be the ones to tell our families, and her dad will be the first one.
“So touchy. It’s cool, man.”
We shift the conversation back to road life and what I’m missing. After lunch, we decide to hang out at Tim’s place for a bit.
When we get to his townhouse in Miami Gardens, a few more of the guy from the team and a few women I don’t know show up. It’s like an impromptu party in the middle of the day. It’s good to catch up, but before long, I’m ready to go home.
An hour in, I’m regretting coming. My phone rings, and I see it’s Bianca. I answer quickly, hoping no one sees her name pop up.
“Hello?”
“Hey, I’m leaving Abuela’s place now.” It’s hard to hear her over the background noise.
“Cool,” I say, keeping it short because I notice Tim watching me.
“Where are you?”
“With Tim and a few of the guys.”
“Just the guys?” She must hear the women laughing in the background.
“Nah, there’s a group here just hanging out.”
“Oh. Okay.” Her voice is laced with disappointment.
“Hey, let me call you in a bit.”
“Sure, whatever. Talk to you later.” She hangs up before I can say more.
“Everything okay?” Carlos asks.
“No, but it will be.”
I hobble over to Tim as fast as my crutches allow.
“Hey man, I’m heading out.”
“Already? Everything alright?”
“Yeah. Just have to take care of something.”
“Okay, we’ll talk later.”
I say goodbye to the guys, call the driver, and head out. As soon as I’m in the car, I call Bianca.
It goes straight to voicemail.

[bookmark: _rrx3fc7v3p8a]Chapter 19 - Bianca
I enjoy spending time with my cousins Ralph and Will, who are like my brothers. I eat too much, which always happens when I'm with Abuela Julia and Titi Carmen. I'll swim twice as long to work off the extra calories I consumed today.
I called Beau after I left, and I’m disappointed. More than that, I’m upset with myself. I could tell he was distracted. He’s with his friends from the team and probably surrounded by women. I know all too well that baseball groupies are always around the players. Those women are ready and willing anytime the guys show interest. And it’s obvious he didn’t want the people around him to know who he was talking to.
I have to remember that nothing was defined last night between us. He can hang out with whomever he wants. I hate feeling insecure; it’s stupid.
I call Marisol and make plans to meet her at her house. I turn my phone off and head over to see my best friend. I knock on the front door, and Mrs. Medina greets me.
“Hello, Bianca.” She pulls me into a hug. “It’s been too long, honey. How are you? How’s school?” She shoots off a mouthful of questions.
“I’m good, and school is great,” I tell her, returning the hug. “How are you? You look beautiful as usual.” Mrs. Medina is tall and doesn’t look a day over thirty-five. She’s got long, straight brown hair and big brown eyes. Her makeup is flawless, and she’s dressed like she’s ready to walk into a boardroom to conduct business in a navy blue skirt suit with the perfect Love 85 Ballet-Pink Suede Jimmy Choo pumps. The woman has impeccable taste in fashion. It’s obvious Marisol gets her beautiful, curvy figure from her mom.
“You’re so sweet. You look gorgeous and glowing. New York suits you,” she tells me as she holds my hand and looks me up and down.
“Thank you. How is Mr. Medina doing?”
“Busy as usual. I’m heading out to meet him at the restaurant now.” We walk together farther into their house. “Marisol is in the pool house. You know your way around. Make yourself at home and come have dinner with us before you head back to school.”
“Will do. Tell Mr. Medina I said hi.”
She walks away, and I go out the French doors by the kitchen to the patio with a pool as big as ours that leads to the pool house where Marisol lives. I let myself in and go looking for her.
“Marisol, I’m here,” I shout.
“I’m in the bathroom. I’ll be out in a minute.” I sit in her mini living room to wait. I pull my phone out of my LV Gold Honey Neonoe BB bag, and I’m tempted to turn it back on to see if Beau has called or texted me.
“Hey, girl.” Marisol walks into the living room, and I’m grateful for the distraction. I’ve never been the clingy, insecure girl, and I’m not about to start now.
“What’s going on?” She throws herself on the couch next to me.
“Not much,” I say, sighing, looking down at my phone before tucking it away in my bag.
“Yeah, right. Something is going on, so spill.” My best friend knows me. I look up at her. “Let me guess. Is it about Beau?” I open my eyes in surprise. “And the look on your face tells me I’m right.”
“I hate that you know me so well.” I sink further into her plush, comfy couch. I tell her everything that happened with Beau last night and everything in between.
“WOW. You’ve been home for a few weeks, and you’re getting more action than me.” She laughs. “I’m not going to lie; the aura between the two of you is strong. When we were at E11even, it was you two and then the rest of us. I knew something was either happening or about to happen between you two.”
“Whatever. I didn’t realize my attraction to him until we got home from the club that night.” I shrug my shoulders. “I just don’t like this feeling of jealousy and insecurity, thinking he’s with other women.” I take my sandals off and hug my legs up against my chest. “You know that’s not me.”
“You’re right; you’ve never been this way with any guy, at least not while we were in high school.”
“Same in college. I’ve only been on a few dates.” Marisol knows about my V-card status. I’m not waiting until I get married or anything like that. I’m just waiting for the right guy, I guess. The whole thing sounds childish, but it’s the way I am.
“Well, my friend, that means you really, really like him. So what are you going to do about it?”
“I don’t know.” I close my eyes and rest my head, taking a deep breath.
We spend the rest of the afternoon and into the night talking and catching up. She shares all the gossip of people we know from high school. It’s just what I need to distract me.
“So, have you decided what you’re doing with Beau?” Marisol asks me as she walks with me to my car.
“I have to be realistic. He’s around now because of his injury; he’ll be back on the road for next season.” I lean against my car, facing my friend. “You know how much I hated Dad’s schedule before he retired.” She nods. “So I might as well enjoy it like a summer fling, with no strings attached.”
“You think you can do the summer fling, no-strings-attached thing? I don’t think you’re cut out for that type of relationship.”
“We’ll know soon enough, won’t we?” I say as I get in my car and start it.
“Good luck, Bianca.”
“Bye, chica,” I tell her.
She smiles at me and waves goodbye as I drive away. On the way home, I turn my phone on and have several missed calls from my dad and a few calls and text messages from Beau.
I’ll deal with all of it tomorrow.


[bookmark: _ykazhnumpl4q]Chapter 20 - Beau
On the way back to the Francos’ house, I call and text Bianca, but there’s no answer. When I get there, I check the garage where she usually parks her car and see she’s not home yet, but Lou is.
“Hey, Lou,” I greet him from the doorway of his office. “How’s it going?” I try not to sound anxious and hold off on asking about Bianca.
“Hey, Beau. I’m good. You?”
“I’m good. Any idea when Bianca’s getting home?” I go for it.
“No idea.” He leans back in his chair, eyeing me with surprise since he’s usually the one who brings her up. “Last I heard, she was having dinner with my mom and her cousins. Why?” I already knew that.
“I just have to ask her something.” I don’t elaborate, which probably makes it sound worse. “What are you up to tonight?” I ask, changing the subject quickly.
“Not much. I was going to watch some TV after sending a few emails. Want to join me?”
“Sure, I’ll meet you in the theater room.” I push off the doorframe where I’ve been leaning.
“Okay, I’ll be there in five minutes.”
 It’s not the Franco I was hoping to spend time with, but it’ll have to do until Bianca gets home.
~
It’s almost midnight when I finally hear Bianca pull into the garage. Thankfully, Lou went to bed over an hour ago. I’m waiting in the kitchen with all the lights off when she walks in.
“Did you lose your phone?” I say, knowing I’ll startle her.
“Shit, you scared me.” She jumps, placing her hand on her chest. “What are you doing in the dark?”
“You didn’t answer my question,” I tell her.
“What was your question again?” she asks, making her way toward me on the other side of the kitchen island.
“Did you lose your phone?” I’m irritated, so I repeat the question slower than necessary.
“No, I didn’t, but I turned it off.” She stands in front of me, and it takes everything in me not to grab her and kiss some sense into her.
“Why the hell would you do that, Bianca? I’ve been worried sick.”
“You worry about little old me?” she mocks.
“Whatever. I’m going to bed.” I grab the one crutch I brought since the doc said I can start putting weight on my foot.
“Hey, what’s your deal?” Her voice stops me. “I was just at Marisol’s. You were with your friends, and I was with mine.”
“Is that what this is about?” I try not to raise my voice. The last thing I want to do is wake Lou. “If you’d picked up your phone or answered any of my texts, you’d have known I left right after you called.”
“It sounded like you were busy...”
 I cross the space between us in two steps taking her face in my hands, kissing her hard—hard enough to stop her from talking, because she’s pissing me off. And I’m learning this is the best way to end our arguments. The kiss is hot, demanding, and intense. She doesn’t hold back either. We both pour our frustration into it.
“I’m sorry I turned off my phone,” Bianca says when we finally pull apart. We’re both breathless. “It was kind of childish, but it bugged me to hear women in the background when you called.” She sighs and leans her head on my chest.
“If you’d answered, I would’ve explained what was happening.” I gently lift her chin so she looks at me.
“That’s the childish thing, Beau. I don’t want to feel upset if you’re out with other women. We didn’t say we were exclusive, and I don’t want to be that girl.” She explains. 
“Well, let’s settle that now. I hope you’re not seeing other guys, because that would piss me off. I don’t plan on seeing anyone else romantically, just you.” I seal my comment with a soft kiss. “Is that clear?” She nods in agreement. “One more thing. Be honest with me when something bothers you.”
“I will,” she says. “Is my dad home?”
“Yeah, he went to bed about an hour ago.” She immediately steps back.
“Shit, Beau. He could walk into the kitchen and find us all over each other.”
“I know, and I’m sorry, but I can’t stop touching you.”
“Well, you better figure it out, because the three of us are living in this house.”
“Fine. I’ll try.” I reach for her hand. “It’s nice outside. Let’s go sit by the pool.”
Out side, by the pool, we’ll be able to see Lou before he sees us, which makes me feel a little better. I still hate keeping this from him, but I push that thought aside for now.
We’re both in shorts, so we take off our shoes and sit on the pool’s edge with our feet in the water.
“What are you doing tomorrow?” I ask her.
“Nothing planned. Just breakfast with my dad. The rest of the day’s pretty open.”
“I’ve got PT in the morning and I’m watching film with your dad and the other coaches right after, but I’m free after lunch.” I pause, thinking. “Can you be ready by 12:30?”
“Sure. What are we doing?”
“It’s a surprise.”
“I love surprises. But how will I know what to wear?”
“Just wear something comfortable. We’ll be outside.”
“That’s all the info you’re giving me?” She laughs and shakes her head. “How’s a girl supposed to look cute with so little information?”
“You could wear a potato sack and still look cute.” I give her a quick kiss.
“Well, you’ll never see me in one of those.”
Mentally, I start going over the list of things I need to do to pull off the surprise.
We spend the next hour talking and continue getting to know each other, and I realize something. The more I learn about her, the more I like her. And the whole thing is completely unexpected.

[bookmark: _w7anxhqusjgg]Chapter 21- Bianca
“So, what do you have planned today?” my dad asks.
I got up before him and made us a healthy breakfast. He’s enjoying it without complaining. That’s a win in my book.
“Not much. Meeting up with a friend later, maybe going to the gym in the afternoon.” I hate not telling him about Beau, but I know my dad, and he’s not going to like the idea of us dating or even seeing each other, especially if it’s casual.
“You still going back to school early?” I forgot I mentioned that to him.
“Nope. I think I’m going to stick around here till the end of the summer.” I sip my coffee, hoping he doesn’t ask why I changed my mind.
“Good, mi hija. I travel a lot, but I love having you home.”
“I know, Dad, but what will you do when I finish school, get a job, and move out?” His eyebrows rise to his hairline.
“Why would you move out?” The sad part about his question is I know he’s sincere. “Baby, you can live here as long as you want.”
“I know, Dad, but I love living alone.” I’ve enjoyed having my own space, without restrictions, while in school.
“You still have two years before you finish school, so let’s not worry about it for now.” A subject change means he hopes to make me change my mind later.
He lets me know his schedule for the upcoming week, and it’s not lost on me that Beau and I will be in the house alone for three days. We finish breakfast, and I get ready for the surprise date with Beau.
Within the next hour, there are clothes all over my bed. I don’t remember being this nervous about a date before.
By noon, I’ve decided on a pink and white polka-dot long summer dress with a slit that shows off my tanned legs and white Tory Burch Mini Miller Jelly Thong Sandals, which dress down the outfit but keep it classy. I finish the look with the McGraw Bucket Bag that complements my sandals perfectly.
I do a side French braid with just a few whisked hairs around my face and keep the makeup light.
I’m ready with five minutes to spare and walk down the stairs when I hear the doorbell. It surprises me because I expect Beau to walk right in since he has a key. I open the door and find an older man dressed in all black.
“Ms. Franco?” I nod, and he continues, “I’m here to pick you up, ma’am.” Okay? So Beau sent a driver for me. I’m not sure how I feel about this, but I know he can’t drive yet, so I’ll go with it.
The driver opens the door to the black Lincoln Town Car, much like the ones my dad uses for events, and I know Beau uses them to get around while he’s in rehab.
Once in the car, I text him.
Bianca: A driver, really?
Beau: That’s the next best thing.
Bianca: Yeah? And what’s the best thing?
Beau: Me, picking you up.
Bianca: You going to tell me where we’re meeting?
Beau: Nope, and don’t ask the driver. He’s been given strict instructions not to share any information.
I smile because it looks like Beau knows me better than I think; I was getting ready to ask the driver.
Beau: You were going to ask the driver, weren’t you?
Bianca: Nooooo.
I lie.
I look out the window to see where we’re headed, and it seems we’re going in the direction of Hollywood Beach. I sit back and enjoy the rest of the ride.
When the driver finally stops, we’re indeed at the beach. I leave the car after the driver opens the door for me, and Beau is standing waiting for me at the top of a few steps leading to the boardwalk. He’s in flat-front navy blue shorts, a white polo with the Falcons' black logo, and white CVO Sperry sneakers. His knee is still in a brace, but I noticed last night that he’s only using one crutch. I make a mental note to ask him about it later.
“You look beautiful,” he tells me as soon as I’m in front of him, wrapping his arms around my waist, bringing me closer to him.
“Thank you. You don’t look so bad yourself.” I put my hands on his chest between us, and he leans down to kiss me slow before pulling away.
“You ready for your surprise?”
“There’s more?” I ask.
“Of course there’s more. Come on.” He takes my hand, which seems easier to do with one crutch.
“So I notice you’re only using one crutch?”
“Yeah, the doc said I’m good to put some weight on my knee without overdoing it, which I am grateful for. I hate these things.”
We walk over to a blanket on the sand with a picnic basket and a bouquet of red roses.
“This is so sweet.” I turn to him. “When did you have time to pull all this together?”
He slides one arm around my waist. “I have my connections,” he says with a grin, then leans in and kisses me again. I never imagined Beau Higgins could be this tender.
He lets go and points to the blanket. “Let’s sit.”
I sit next to him after helping him get on the blanket. “So what do we have in the basket?” I ask. “Can I look?”
“Go for it.” He leans on his hip toward me while I open the basket. In it, I find a cold bottle of 29 Estate Sauvignon Blanc and two wine glasses, several clear containers with grapes, cheese, meats, olives, and French bread. I pull several of the items out and sort them on the blanket.
“There should be a board at the bottom.” Beau points over my shoulder.
“This all looks so good.” When I find the board, I put it down and lay all the food on it.
“If you pass me the wine, I’ll open it while you arrange the rest of the food on the board.”
I give him the wine and the corkscrew, and when we have everything laid out, we eat, drink, and chat between kisses.
We enjoy the day and plan to do this again before the summer ends. Talking about the summer makes me wonder about his stay at the house.
“Not that I’m complaining, but how long are you staying at our house?” I figure I’d ask.
“The original plan is for me to stay until I could move around on my own. I feel like I can do that now.” He looks over at me. “And I’ve been thinking I should be getting back to my condo.”
“Don’t move because of me. I don’t mind having you there.” At least not anymore, and honestly, I like it a little too much.
“It’s not that. I hate that we’re sneaking around Lou. I don’t want him to think I’m taking advantage.” He shrugs and looks down at where our hands are linked together. “But that doesn’t mean we can’t see each other.”
“True. When are you thinking about moving back?”
“In the next week. I’m able to get around on my own now, and there’s no real risk of falling or injuring myself.” The idea of Beau not being in the house anymore tugs at something in me. I get it, though. And I have to keep reminding myself, this is just a summer thing.
“Hey,” he murmurs, gently lifting my chin so our eyes meet. “This could be a good thing. We’ll be able to have movie nights and spend time together without sneaking around.” The thought makes me smile, even if a small part of me feels nervous about what comes next.

[bookmark: _o6tnb6lo2kb5]Chapter 22 -  Beau
The picnic is perfect. We’re out of the house and enjoying each other’s company without worrying about running into her dad. After returning home, we meet at the pool once Lou goes to bed since he’s leaving early in the morning.
The pool meetings are torture for me. Having her almost naked body pressed against mine, especially in the water, is both heaven and hell. Every time she touches me, it's a battle between wanting more and knowing we should move slow.
What surprises me most is how easily we connect. It amazes me how much we have in common.
I know she grew up close to her cousins Ralph and Will, which is how she got into comic books, and she’s a die-hard DC Comics fan. I was just a typical kid who loved superheroes, but hearing her talk about them like she actually knows her stuff? It’s sexy as hell.
We’ve started watching The Flash on the CW since her dad’s been out of town. She’s already seen the entire series but claims she wouldn’t mind watching it again. Personally, I think she has a thing for the guy who plays the Flash. She denies it, but the way she giggles whenever she talks about him and the show says otherwise. Now I’m watching just to see what kind of competition I’m dealing with..
Spending the past few days with Bianca has been amazing. She’s funny and easy to talk to. I’ve dated many women in my life, but it’s always been about the physical side of the relationship. Even with friends, I’ve never had a connection like the one I’m building with her in just a few short weeks.
The physical attraction is undeniable, but it’s more than that. One touch from her, and my whole body lights up. Right now, she’s sitting beside me with her head resting on my shoulder in one of the double recliners in her dad’s theater room, and I can barely focus on what’s happening on the screen.
“So, you’re all set to move tomorrow?” she asks, pulling me from my thoughts.
“Yeah, I don’t have much here besides clothes and a few minor things. Your dad has everything anyone could need.”
“Do you need any help?” She told me she’s sad about me going back to my condo, but I know it’s time. It takes everything in me not to knock on her door at night, and we haven’t even gotten to that point. More importantly, I know Lou won’t be happy knowing I started a relationship with his daughter while staying in his home.
“Babe, I have several suitcases, all on wheels, which the driver will come and get from the room when I’m ready to go.”
“That’s what I mean. Why bother with the driver when I can take you?” She looks down, avoiding my gaze.
“Bianca, what’s this about?” I cup her face. “What’s going on in that beautiful head of yours?” I pause the show so we can talk.
“I don’t know. I guess I’ve gotten used to having you around these few weeks since I’ve been back.” She shrugs. “Even when you got on my nerves.” She gives me a half-smile.
“When I got on your nerves? You mean when you got on mine.” Now we’re both laughing.
“You know what I mean. My dad’s always traveling, and Abuela Julia is in Palm Beach with her sister.”
“Baby, you know you can come over whenever you want.”
“Well, I wasn’t invited, so I wasn’t sure.” Now I understand what’s been bothering her.
“You don’t need an invitation. You know what? I’ll take you up on the offer to drive me to my condo.” I lean in to kiss her. It’s meant to be a quick peck, but our lips linger, and our tongues meet. Before I know it, she’s straddling my lap. My hands slide under her tank top, up to the edge of her bra, then higher, cupping her full breast. I know we need to stop. I’m not doing this in her dad’s house.
“Baby, let’s slow down.” I gently pull away and tuck her hair behind her ear so I can see her face.
“What, you’d rather watch The Flash than make out with me?” she teases.
“Not really, but we can’t do this here.”
“You know what? You’re right.” Her demeanor changes, and she slides off my lap, leaving me cold and painfully aware of how turned on I am.
“Hey,” I turn to face her. “You know I want this. But I respect your dad too much for it to happen here.”
“I understand. It’s okay. Let’s get back to the show.” She leans into me like before. “This is a good part. He tells Iris how he feels about her, which sucks because she’s dating that detective guy.” We both look up at the screen.
This is how I know I’m already halfway gone for this woman, I’m watching a romantic moment in a superhero show.
Five episodes in, I feel her soft, even breathing and know she’s fallen asleep. I’d love to carry her to bed, but my leg won’t hold her weight.
“Bianca, babe, wake up.” I brush her cheek gently, and she blinks open her eyes.
“I’m sorry I fell asleep,” she says, yawning.
“Don’t be sorry. We’ve been staying up late the past few nights.” I kiss her forehead. “Let’s get you to bed. Come on.”
I help her up and walk her to her room. I kiss her again.
“We’ll head to my condo after lunch, okay?” I tell her, so she doesn’t worry about waking up early. I’ve got PT in the morning anyway.
“Okay. Good night.” She gives me one last quick kiss and slips into her room. I linger, staring at the closed door, questioning everything. I’m falling for her fast, and she’s Lou’s daughter.
It shouldn’t feel right. But when I’m with her, it’s the only thing that does.
I head to my room and toss and turn for hours. When I finally fall asleep, it feels like ten minutes before my alarm blares. I’m up and out the door for my daily PT routine to get back to the game.

[bookmark: _oz39dt3kv3h1]Chapter 23 - Bianca
I wander through Beau’s living room while he takes a quick shower after PT, pausing by the floor-to-ceiling windows that overlook Biscayne Bay. The view is stunning, calm and peaceful, a sharp contrast to the thoughts swirling in my head.
What am I doing here? What am I doing with him? Just a short time ago, I couldn’t stand being in the same room with Beau. Looking back, I realize it was jealousy. He’s a gifted baseball player, and my dad respects that in him, something I’ve never been able to give him. I like the sport, sure, but I don’t love it the way they both do.
But Beau… he’s so much more than the athlete I resented. He’s thoughtful, kind, and more passionate than I ever expected. And now, for the first time in my life, I’m seriously considering giving up my V-card, something I’ve never even thought about with anyone else.
I’m so deep in thought I don’t realize Beau is behind me until I feel his arms wrap around me.
“What are you thinking about so hard?” he murmurs after brushing a kiss against that sensitive spot behind my ear that always makes me melt.
“Just admiring the view. It makes me miss home.” I rest my head against his chest.
“But it sounds like you love New York just as much.” I’m not surprised he thinks that. I talk about school and my friends all the time.
“I do. What I probably love most is the freedom I’ve gained living alone, away from my dad. Don’t get me wrong, you know I love him, but it’s not easy being the only daughter of the great Lou Franco, especially in Miami.”
I turn to face Beau and slip my arms around his neck, and he instinctively draws me in. “It’s not easy growing up in a town where everyone feels like they have a stake in your life.”
“I understand that all too well. Miami loves baseball and its players.” He’s only lived with that for the past five or six years. I’ve lived with it my whole life.
“Change of subject.” He gives me a quick kiss. “Want to stay in, order food, and watch more Flash?” We’ve spent the past few days together. I thought he’d be tired of me by now.
“I can cook for you if you want.” I figure I can make myself useful.
“I’d love nothing more. I’ve grown to love your cooking.” He rests his forehead against mine. “But I have nothing worth cooking here.”
“What? You don’t have the housekeeper getting your groceries?” I tease him. He doesn’t understand how my dad has someone who handles all that.
“Nope, I’m not that busy.” He pulls away, hopping toward the kitchen with his one crutch. “During the season, I use one of those meal services where the ingredients come prepped and ready to cook.” He walks to the fridge, pulls a business card held by a magnet, and shows it to me.
“Yeah, I’ve heard of those.” I walk to the small granite kitchen island separating the living room from the kitchen. “You know, that’s not much different from my dad having Rosa shop for him.”
“I don’t think so. These work because the food doesn’t go bad—I only get what I need when I’m home.” He winks at me and waves the card. “I’ll need to go online to place an order.”
“Or we can go shopping tomorrow, and I’ll cook for you while I’m here.” I walk around the island and stop in front of him.
“That sounds like a great idea, but we’ll cook together.” That’s another thing I’ve learned about Beau. He’s a great cook.
“Deal.” I rest my hands on his chest. “What do you want to order for today?”
“Let’s look.” He opens a kitchen drawer and pulls out a handful of menus. “There’s Chinese, Italian, Cuban, burgers. What are you in the mood for?”
“Let’s keep it simple. Pizza?” That way, there’s less to clean up.
“I’ll place the order while you queue up Flash.” He grabs his phone, and I walk to the livingroom and sink into the enormous brown leather sectional in front of the 72" TV that nearly takes up the whole wall.
“You want anything on your pizza?” he asks.
“Whatever. I’m not picky.”
“Yeah, a large meat lover’s pie, 25 wings,” I hear him say. “Do you guys deliver beer? Perfect. A six-pack of that works.” Beer? I’ll have to remember to limit myself if I’m driving home.
He gives them the address and joins me on the couch to wait for the food and watch The Flash.
Thirty minutes later, a knock pulls us from the show. I pause it and get up faster than Beau to answer the door.
“My wallet’s on the counter,” he says, pointing toward the kitchen. “I’ve already paid, but there’s cash there for a tip.”
I grab his wallet and pull out a ten-dollar bill. “Ten good?”
“Yeah, that’s good.” I walk over, grab the food and beer, and thank the delivery guy.
“Let’s eat in the living room.” He grabs some plates and napkins and meets me at the coffee table. We sit on the floor in front of it, and I watch him struggle to lower himself carefully.
“You okay?” I ask as he adjusts his position, keeping his bad leg straight.
“Yeah, I hate these things.” He pushes the crutch away, and I make a mental note to bring it back over after we eat.
We finally dig in. He opens a beer, offers one to me, and cracks his open.
“Do you have plans this weekend?” he asks as he takes a bite.
“Nothing much. Why?”
“I want to take you to this new place a friend opened in the Design District. I think you’ll like it.”
“Yeah, that sounds like fun.” Mr. Higgins is full of surprises. “What kind of place is it?”
“It’s a wine bar with small plates. I hear it’s nice.” He takes another bite. “I’ll pick you up at seven.”
“Oh, so this is a date?” I tease.
“Yes, it’s a date.” He leans over and kisses me.  
We finish the food and share a couple more beers. Worst case, I’ll Uber home. We lie down on the couch, my back to his chest, his arms wrapped around me, watching more Flash.
I think he watches it for my benefit.

[bookmark: _uun9fli03x9d]Chapter 24 - Beau
I’m caught somewhere between sleep and waking when I try to shift, only to realize someone is in front of me. My eyes snap open in a moment of panic. Where am I? The room is dark, lit only by the soft glow of the TV. Then it clicks, I’m home, in my condo. Bianca is curled up beside me, her face nestled against my chest. I can feel the steady rhythm of her breath, warm and gentle, and I know she’s asleep.
Carefully, I ease my arm out from under her to check my Apple Watch. It’s 12:35 a.m. She feels incredible curled up against me, but I want to get us into a real bed. I slide my arm around her waist and press a soft kiss to her neck. She stirs, her eyes fluttering open as she lets out a sleepy yawn. Then she melts even closer, and I can tell the exact moment she feels my body respond to her. To my surprise, she doesn’t pull away. She leans in further and reaches up to kiss me.
She initiates the kiss, but I take over as soon as her tongue touches mine. My hands slip under her tank top, searching for her soft skin. I push the cup of her bra aside to feel the weight of her full breast. She lifts her leg over my hip, moving against me, and I can feel the heat through our clothes. Her hands slide up my chest, lifting my shirt over my head, and we barely stop to pull it off. This is further than we’ve ever gone. I kiss my way down her neck.
“You feel so good.” I press harder into her, my hand moving to the button of her jean shorts, but then I feel her freeze. Her hands stop, and she buries her face in my neck like she’s trying to hide.
“Bianca, are you okay?” She nods, but I’m not convinced. “Why did you stop?” Don’t get me wrong, as hard as it’ll be, I’ll stop if that’s what she wants, but I need to know what’s going through her mind. She just shrugs.
“Words. I need you to use words.” I pull back to try and see her face, but it’s too dark to make out her expression. I sit up, forcing her to do the same. “Hey. Talk to me.” I cup her face, gently caressing her cheek.
“I haven’t been with someone like this.” She closes her eyes as she speaks.
“Like what? And please open your eyes.” Her dark brown eyes meet mine, and I see a flicker of fear that has me wondering if someone has hurt her. “Like what, Bianca?” I ask again.
“You know, like sex.” She pulls away, wrapping her arms around her knees. Did I hear that right?
“You haven’t had sex in a while... or at all?” She can’t be. She can’t be a virgin.
“At all,” she whispers, hiding her face behind her arms.
“Okay…” It’s all I can manage.
“I’ll get my shoes and purse and leave.” She bolts up too fast for my injury.
“Wait—wait, Bianca, please.” I try to move, and a sharp pain shoots through my knee, stopping me in my tracks. “Shit.” I sink back onto the couch.
“Beau, are you okay?” She rushes back when she sees me doubled over and kneels beside me.
“Ahh... just give me a second.” I take a deep breath.
“I’m so sorry.” She sits on the floor beside me. “Why did you get up so fast?” Her voice is full of concern, not blame.
“Are you kidding me, Bianca? I was trying to stop you.”
“Well, you didn’t give me a choice.” She leans against the couch.
“What are you talking about? You tell me you’re a virgin and then just jump up to walk away before I could say anything.”
“I figured you were disappointed, so I wanted to leave.”
“Babe, please. Come back up here.” She climbs onto the couch beside me. “You have to give a guy a chance to process something like that.”
“I don’t know why it’s such a big deal,” she mumbles.
“Bianca, it is a big deal. For one, I’m shocked. You’re twenty-one, beautiful... I figured you’ve had boyfriends, and... you know.” I trail off, because now that I know she’s never been with anyone else, the idea of it pisses me off. “Look, I’m not saying it’s bad.”
“I know it’s not. It’s not like I’m saving myself for marriage or anything. It’s just... the guys I’ve dated never made me want to go that far.” She shrugs, a small gesture I’m starting to recognize as a sign of her vulnerability. “I’ve done more with you—touching and stuff—in these few weeks than I ever have with anyone.” Her honesty floors me. “I wanted to tonight, but I froze.”
“Babe,” I sit further back into the couch and pull her gently into my lap. “We don’t need to do anything, okay?”
“But I want to,” she cuts in. “God, when you touch me...” She doesn’t finish but shivers in my arms, which doesn’t help the situation.
“Like I said, we don’t have to rush anything.” She nods, and I kiss her forehead. “Let’s just take it slow.”
“Fine. I guess I should go home.” She starts to get up, but I hold her in place.
“Bianca, it’s late, and you’ve had a few beers.” I brush her cheek with the back of my hand. “Stay. I’ll sleep out here, you take the bed.”
“Not happening,” she says, standing. “I’ll stay, but we’re both sleeping in the bed. Deal?” She offers her hand to help me up.
“Fine.” I rise, trying not to limp, but the pain flares up again.
“Here, let me grab your crutch.” She picks it up from where I’d tossed it earlier. “Lead the way,” she says, following me down the hall.
In the bedroom, I hand her a clean Falcons T-shirt and point her to the bathroom. “Go change and do your thing. I’m going to check the doors and lights.”
Old habits. I’ve been doing it since I was a teen living with my mom.
When I return, Bianca is already in my bed, her long dark hair spread across my pillows. She’s fast asleep. I head to the bathroom to get ready for bed myself.
This is going to be the ultimate test of self-control.

[bookmark: _kznp87icgvmu]Chapter 25 - Bianca
Since Beau moved back to his condo a week ago, I’ve stayed with him when my dad isn’t home. But since he’s back in town, and I’m sleeping at home. I have to admit, I missed Beau last night.
In the morning, I have breakfast with Dad, and of course he shares that he’s not crazy about Beau moving back to his condo.
“I don’t think he’s ready to be home alone,” he says, taking a sip of his coffee.
“Why? He’s getting around with one crutch, and the doctor said he can start putting weight on it.” I pour almond milk into my granola. “I think you just like having him around.” I take a spoonful of my breakfast.
“You could say that. It’s like everyone’s abandoning me.” He pouts. I shake my head and laugh.
“That’s crazy, Dad. For one, you’re always traveling, and I’m still here,” I remind him.
“Yeah, but you’ll be going back to school in a month.” He up at looks at me. “I just hate coming home to an empty house. When Beau was here, we watched film and talked about sports. You know what I mean?”
“So, you want someone to talk sports with?” I challenge.
“Not really. We’re not talking about sports now, are we?”
“Why don’t you start dating, Dad?” I’ve never understood how my dad hasn’t dated or met someone by now. He’s a handsome man who looks great for his age.
“Bianca, I’ve only had time for the game, and you.” He gets up and carries his empty plate to the kitchen.
“I know, Dad, but you’re retired now, and I’m in school. Abuela is doing her thing with her sister. It’s time to focus on yourself.”
“I don’t know. I wouldn’t know where to start. I’m too old to have a girlfriend.”
“I don’t think so. You just have to put yourself out there.”
“Enough talk about my non-existent dating life.” He changes the subject. “Let’s have Sunday dinner here. I already told Mama and Titi Carmen.” I’m guessing that means a full house on Sunday.
“Okay. What do you need from me?”
“I don’t think you have to do anything. Your grandmother is handling everything.” In the back of my mind, I try to remember if I made plans with Beau.
“I also invited Beau,” he adds.
Well, that clears that up. Beau will be doing the same thing as me on Sunday.
“I’ll call Abuela and see if she needs help.” I get up and head to the kitchen. I rinse my bowl and cup, then add them to the dishwasher with the rest of the breakfast dishes.
“Papi, I’m heading out to meet Marisol.” I walk around the kitchen island where he’s standing.
“Okay, mi hija. Be careful.” He leans down to kiss my forehead.
“Love you, Papi.”
 I’m off to meet my girlfriend for some shopping. I asked her to meet me at the mall. I need help in the lingerie department.
Beau and I have messed around a little, but he insists we take it slow now that he knows my V-card situation. But I’m all hot and bothered by this man, and something’s got to give. I have plans for us this weekend after we go to his friend’s place for dinner. That’s where Marisol comes in.
 “So, you’re really doing this?” Marisol asks when we meet at Starbucks.
“I am,” I tell her with more conviction than I feel.
“Wow. This guy must be the one for you.” She’s assumed all this time I was holding out for marriage or something like that.
“I don’t know if he’s the one, but I feel comfortable with him.” The only reservation I had was the first time at the condo. That was more about telling him about my inexperience, but since then, it’s felt right with him.
 We walk into Bloomingdale’s, and goodness, it’s been a minute since I’ve been here. We go straight to the lingerie section.
“You don’t think you’re falling for Beau?” she asks, browsing through the racks of corsets and panty sets.
“Falling, like as in falling in love?” I’m on the other side of the rack, admiring a white and light pink lace bralette with matching garter belts.
“I think that’s a stretch, Mari. We’ve only been dating about a month.”
“And here you are looking for sexy lingerie to give up your v-card.” She looks up at me. “That’s so not like you. You obviously feel something for the guy.”
“Well, yeah, I care about him. We have more in common than I ever imagined.”
“Exactly. A few months ago, you couldn’t stand the guy. It’s a short line from hate to love.” She smirks.
“Whatever. I figured I’d wait to be with a man, not a boy, so I didn’t do it with Spencer Brooks at prom.”
“Well, you got a point there. Beau seems like a man who knows his way around a woman’s body.”
“Girl, that he does,” I say, based on what we’ve done so far.
“Okay then, let’s find you something irresistible.”
 When we walk out of the mall, I’ve got a classic black and pink lace halter-style bralette with elegant strands of pearls along the back, and matching panties. It’s perfect to wear under my gray high-neck silk stretch mini dress and my favorite Louis Vuitton black and silver high-heeled pumps. Marisol reassures me I need to keep the shoes on with the lingerie.


[bookmark: _er1m0y4apqfo]Chapter 26 - Beau
I'm on my way to pick up Bianca for our date. Yes, I’m still using a car service, but at least this time I’ll be knocking on the door. She told me Lou is out at dinner with some family friends, and I’m glad. Explaining to him that I’m picking up his daughter for a date would be difficult. As much as I’m enjoying my time with Bianca, keeping this from Lou is eating away at me.
When I get to the house, I do a double take as soon as she opens the door. She’s stunning. I’ve learned Bianca looks beautiful in anything, but tonight, she’s glowing.
“You look exquisite. Wow.” I’m surprised I even got those few words out.
“Thank you. You don’t look so bad yourself.” She walks out and locks the door behind her. I take her hand and open the car door for her.
“You’re getting a handle on moving around with just one crutch.”
“I have.” I lean in for a quick kiss before closing her door and getting in on the other side.
On the way to my buddy’s wine bar, we catch up on what’s happened in the past few days. Since Lou’s been back, Bianca’s been staying at her house. Between work, endorsements, and doctor’s meetings for me, and family time for her, we haven’t seen each other much. After spending almost a week together, aside from my PT, I miss my girl and can’t wait for our date.
We pull up to the wine bar, where we’re greeted at the door and shown to a discreet table. The host, a tall, slim man in all black, tells us a server will be with us shortly. While we wait, we admire the space with its dark hardwood floors and floor-to-ceiling shelves stocked with every kind of wine imaginable. The only wall not filled with racks is glass, offering a view of the busy Miami Design District.
“So, how do you know the owner?” Bianca asks, still looking around.
“I met him on a flight about four years ago while visiting my mom. He’s a Midwesterner like me,” I tell her, going on to explain that Jim’s family has grown wine all over the country.
“Interesting. It’s a beautiful place.” Just then, the waiter arrives to go over the wine selection and food pairings. Bianca and I decide on seared tuna with avocado, soy, ginger, and lime, paired with a fruit-forward New World Pinot Noir.
As we sip our wine, she shares her dad’s theory that everyone is abandoning him. I find it funny, considering how often Lou travels.
“I know he hates being alone, which I’ve never really understood,” I say. “He’s told me that plenty of times.”
“Bianca, what’s the story with your mom?” I’ve never heard her or Lou mention her before.
“Truth is, I don’t know much about her. According to Abuela, my dad met her during his first year in the majors. Love at first sight, supposedly,” she says between sips of wine. “It was fast. They married and got pregnant within months. Abuela thinks she was more in love with the idea of being married to a professional athlete, the lifestyle, or what she thought it would be. When I came along, she wasn’t happy staying home and playing house. My dad, being a traditional Latin man, had expectations. My mom, being non-Latin, didn’t take well to them. One day, he came home from traveling for a game, and she was packed and ready to go.”
“Non-Latin? Your mom’s not Puerto Rican?”
“She’s not. I think she was from up north somewhere. Like I said, I don’t know much about her. My dad doesn’t talk about her.”
We’re interrupted when the food arrives, along with more wine. Eventually, the owner, Jim, comes out to greet us.
“Thanks for coming out,” he says, shaking my hand and glancing at Bianca.
“Thank you for having us.” I gesture to Bianca. “Jim, this is Bianca. Bianca, this is Jim, the owner who invited us.” I keep it vague. I’m not sure how public we want to be, especially with her being Lou Franco’s daughter.
“Sorry it took me so long to come out. Just now getting back on my feet after the injury.” I nod toward my leg.
“I get it, man. No worries.” Jim shares more about the wine selection and recommends a few bottles for next time.
“Thanks again,” I say.
“Yes, thank you. The food was delicious,” Bianca adds.
"I’m glad you enjoyed it. If you’re interested, there’s an art gallery next door. I can have your wine bottle moved to the bar over there if you’d like to check it out after dinner."
“That would be perfect. Thanks again, Jim.”
“There’s an art gallery next door?” Bianca lights up.
“Yeah. Want to check it out?”
“You up for walking around?” she asks, knowing I can’t be on my leg for too long.
“I’m good,” I reassure her.
We finish the last sips of wine, thank the staff again, and step out into the warm Miami night. The gallery entrance is just a few steps away, tucked beside the wine bar. We head inside to explore the artwork. I’m impressed by how much she knows, referencing techniques, periods, and styles.
“I figured you liked art because of your major, but I didn’t realize you were this passionate about it,” I say as she points out the influences behind the pieces we’re viewing.
“I love art. Architecture is what I chose to study, but it’s all tied together.”
I’m trying to hold her hand while managing my crutch in the crowded space when someone calls out her name.
“Bianca?”
She turns toward a tall man in his forties, dressed in a cream suit and dark shirt. He pulls her in for a hug.
“Craig, how are you?” she says, hugging him back. It bothers me more than I want to admit. I’ve had Bianca all to myself these past weeks, and seeing her this close to another man is jarring.
“What are you doing in Miami?” he asks, still holding her a little too long. “I didn’t think Dan could function without you.”
Who the hell is Dan? The way he’s got his arm around her makes me move into view so he sees me.
“I’m from Miami, and everyone needs a vacation,” she says with a smile, resting a hand lightly on his chest but still not moving away.
“Well, good for you.” He finally looks up and notices me. “And who’s this?” His eyes trail up my body like I’m the one on display.
“I’m Beau Higgins, Bianca’s boyfriend.” No hesitation this time. I want him to know exactly who I am.
“I’m sorry, that was rude of me,” she says, stepping toward me. “Beau, this is Craig Alexander. He’s a client of Dan’s.”
Nice. Still doesn’t explain who Dan is.
“Nice to meet you.” I extend my hand.
“You’re holding out on me, girly,” Craig teases Bianca. “You two enjoying the gallery?”
“We are. There are a few artists here I’ll have to share with Dan when I get back to New York.” There’s that name again, Dan. I need to find out who the hell this guy is.


[bookmark: _sz9ndsa5zgr7]Chapter 27 - Bianca
"It was good to see you," I tell Craig as his partner comes over and gets his attention. Thank God. I can already tell Beau is not thrilled with the interaction that just took place.
"You want another drink?" I know I do after taking the last sip of my wine.
"I'm good." He reaches for my glass, removing it from my hand. "I'll go get you one."
I feel awkward standing there alone, like I've done something wrong. And what was that all about, calling himself my boyfriend? Not that it bothers me, but it would be nice if we defined what's going on between us before we share it with the world.
"Here you go." He hands me a new glass filled with the red wine we've been sharing.
"Thanks." I take another big sip, hoping it helps with this uneasy feeling. His intense eyes are on me, and I can't help but look up at him.
"What?" I ask. If he has something to say, he has to say it.
"Who's Dan?" He steps closer to me. "Because if you're seeing someone back in New York, this between us can't continue. It's not my style to share." His nostrils flare, and his jaw muscles tighten.
I burst out laughing. Of all the things that could come out of Beau's mouth, that's the last thing I expected to hear.
"What's so funny?" He looks even angrier, which makes me laugh harder.
"Really, Bianca? You're going to laugh?"
"Dan is my boss." I manage to say, still laughing.
"Your boss?" Now he looks confused.
"Yes, my boss in New York." I finally regain my composure.
"You have a job? I thought you just went to school in New York?" Some of the anger leaves his expression.
"I work at an art gallery in New York City, not far from school." I step close enough to wrap my arm around his neck.
"Lou's never mentioned you having a job." I can feel the tension finally drain from Beau’s body as he wraps his arm around me.
"My dad doesn't know I have a job. He’d probably be upset his daughter is working." I roll my eyes, knowing exactly how my father feels about it. He wouldn’t even let me work my senior year when I wanted to help at Marisol’s parents' restaurant.
"So let me get this straight, you work at an art gallery doing...?" He pauses, waiting for me to fill in the blank.
"I'm the event planner and manager," I share.
"Okay, event planner and manager," he repeats, now laughing. "And your dad has no idea?"
I nod.
"This guy, Dan?" He’s serious again. "What’s the story with him?"
I’m confused by the continued questioning. "Dan’s my boss."
"Nothing more?"
"Oh my God, no. Dan is gay, and at least twenty-five years older than me. He treats me like the daughter he and his partner of ten years never had."
His eyebrows rise. "And based on how Craig looked at me, he's gay too?"
I laugh again. "Yes, he is." I rest my head against his chest.
"Okay then. Now that's all cleared and I’ve embarrassed myself."
"Actually, everything is not cleared," I say, looking up at him.
"It’s not?"
"What was that about being my boyfriend?" I have to make sure we’re on the same page.
"I should’ve known that was going to come up." He pulls away slightly, keeping my hand in his. We walk to the bar to close out the tab. "Let’s talk about this in the car," he says as we wait for the bartender.
Once we’re in the car, he takes my hands in his and looks up at me. The whole thing makes me nervous.
"Bianca, the truth is that seeing Craig hug you, and hearing about Dan without knowing he’s your boss, made me very jealous. My first instinct was to let him and everyone around us know you’re mine." He looks down at our intertwined fingers. "If that bothers you, I’m sorry. I don’t want to stress about labels, especially with you going back to New York at the end of the summer and me getting ready for next season."
I know he’s right.
"I get it. If the roles were reversed, I would’ve been jealous too. Let’s just see how things go. We don’t need labels. We like each other, and we’re enjoying each other’s company. That’s enough for now."
I lean in to kiss him, and before I know it, the kiss turns heated and demanding. Even though I just said we shouldn’t worry about labels, I want to move forward with my plans for tonight. I've never felt like this about anyone before. We don’t need to define it for me to know what I want.
Beau lets the driver know we’re heading to his apartment.
By the time we arrive, our breathing is ragged. As soon as we step inside, Beau pins me against the doorway. His hands move quickly up my dress while mine tug on his shirt, trying to pull it free from his pants.
"We need to slow down," he says, kissing down my neck to my chest.
"Why?" There’s no way I’m stopping tonight.
He stops and looks at me. "Bianca, you know why." He presses his forehead to mine, closing his eyes as he takes a deep breath.
"Beau, all I know is that I want you," I whisper, watching his eyes open in surprise.
I step away from him, then glance back over my shoulder as I pull my dress over my head. His groan tells me I have his full attention. He follows slowly, having left his crutch behind.
When he reaches the bedroom, he finds me standing in front of the bed. The lingerie I bought is the only thing barely covering my body. I want this and I want him, but I hesitate. He can see it on my face.
"Bianca, are you sure you want to do this?" He stands close enough that I can feel his breath as he caresses my cheek.
"I am," I whisper, rising on my toes to kiss him. I feel the moment his restraint snaps.
He walks me back gently, pushing me down onto the bed and following me down.
"Two things," he says between kisses. "You have to talk to me. Tell me what you want."
I nod and whisper a barely audible, "Okay."
"And you have to tell me if you want to stop at any point." He pauses and looks into my eyes. "Okay?"
"I won’t." That's all I can manage.
He smiles, his gaze filled with passion and care. I know he’s trying to protect me. I reach up, run my fingers through his hair, and pull him close. I can feel his hardness against me, making me want him even more.
"Please," I whisper. "I need you."
He doesn’t need to be told twice. His hand trails down my thighs and pushes them open. I gasp as he leans down, kissing my inner thigh, slowly making his way up until he reaches my center. A moan escapes me as his tongue dances against me over the lace of my panties.
Then, with a low hiss, he tears them away. "Fuck," he murmurs before burying his face between my legs. His tongue flicks and circles until I’m squirming beneath him. His thumbs part me gently.
"Perfect," he murmurs, sucking my clit. "So perfect."
My nipples ache, and I roll them between my fingers as he slides his tongue inside me. Just as I teeter on the edge, he moves up my body, kissing me. I taste myself on his lips and moan into his mouth. His erection presses against me, hot and insistent.
I'm about to enter unfamiliar territory, but with him, I feel safe, and that’s all that matters.
He kisses a path along my body, and I close my eyes, surrendering to the moment. When I open them, he’s discarded his clothes and reaches for a condom in the nightstand. He crawls over me and pauses, searching my face.
"Are you okay?" he asks softly.
I nod.
He positions himself and begins to enter me slowly. I gasp, there’s pain, but also overwhelming pleasure. He pauses, giving me time to adjust.
"Remember, baby. Tell me if you want me to stop," he whispers.
He must be out of his mind if he thinks I’m stopping now.
"More," I whisper, lifting my hips to meet him. "Please. I need more."
And I see it—that exact moment when he lets go.


[bookmark: _mivkttkopeob]Chapter 28 — Beau 
Driving to the Franco house, all I can think about is yesterday. Bianca and me, the day we lost to each other. I’ve never spent a full day in bed with anyone, but that’s exactly what we did. We made love until time didn’t matter.

Now the thought that I’m the only man who’s ever touched her, who’s brought her to that edge, makes something possessive twist in my chest. It’s not a feeling I recognize, or one I can control.
And now I have to be around her without touching her. Without showing a damn thing.
I’m insane for thinking I can pull this off. I should’ve told Lou something came up, but instead here I am, pulling up to his driveway and counting five cars I don’t recognize. Could be a blessing or a curse. Maybe the noise will distract me from wanting what I can’t have.
Before I can knock, the door swings open and Lou’s there. “Thank God you’re here,” he says, stepping aside.

“Yeah? What’s going on?”

We head down the hall, laughter spilling from the kitchen, a chorus of women.

“My mom, aunt, cousins, and daughter are all ganging up on me,” he groans. “My nephews bailed, hiding in the basement with video games, traitors. Let’s just watch ESPN before they drag you into it too.”

“Hold up, man. I gotta say hello first.”

Lou sighs. “Fine. I’ll meet you in the theater room.”
His family’s laughter gets louder as I walk in. Lou’s mom spots me first.

“Beau, mi hijo! How are you?” She comes in hot, hugging and kissing me like she’s known me all my life.

“Abuela, I’m good,” I say, laughing. “You’re looking beautiful as always.”
 She bats my arm. “Stop it, you’ll make me blush.”

 I turn to the woman at the sink. “Ms. Carmen, you look amazing too.”
“You’re such a charmer,” she says with that thick Spanish accent, kissing both my cheeks.

I move to Lou’s cousin. “Ms. Rebeca, how are you?”

“I’m good, Beau.” She hugs me tight. The Francos are easily the most affectionate family I’ve ever met. “How’s the leg?”

“Getting there. Just the brace now, no crutches soon.”

“That’s great! We need you back, no offense, but your replacement at shortstop isn’t cutting it.”

“None taken,” I say with a grin. “My teammates agree.”
Then I hear her voice.

Then I hear her voice. “Abuela, esta es la harina que necesitas?”
Bianca steps out of the pantry, sunlight catching her hair, and my pulse stumbles. She’s smiling, casual, like she didn’t just wreck my entire weekend. Her skin’s still got that post-sun glow, only it isn’t the sun I’m thinking about.
“Oh, hey, Beau,” she says, a little breathless, like she wasn’t expecting me.
“Hey, Bianca.” I aim for calm. Probably miss. “What’s up?”
Ms. Carmen perks up instantly. “What’s up is that she’s seeing someone and won’t tell us who.”
“Titi,” Bianca warns, handing the flour to her grandmother. “Don’t start.”
“Start what?” Ms. Carmen puts a hand to her chest, all innocence. “We were only saying how you’re glowing.”
Ms. Rebeca laughs from the table. “Glowing? She’s been walking around like she won the lottery. Smiling, humming, making coffee for everyone like she’s in a commercial.”
Ms. Julia waves a wooden spoon. “Even my arthritis felt better just watching her this morning.”
Bianca rolls her eyes. “You all need hobbies.”
“Don’t listen to her,” Ms. Carmen says, turning to me as if she’s recruiting witnesses. “Tell me, Beau, doesn’t she look glowing? Like someone who you know.. got some?”
Bianca groans. “Ay Dios mío, Titi, please.”
I lean against the wall, trying not to laugh. “She does look like she’s kind of glowing,” I say, keeping my tone light. “Guess that’s a good thing, right?”
Her eyes flick to mine, quick and sharp, a silent warning I ignore just long enough to feel smug about it.
“See? Even Beau notices,” Ms. Carmen crows.
“Notice what?” Bianca crosses her arms, trying to sound casual. “That I’m smiling? Maybe I’m just enjoying being with my family.”
“Ay sí,” Ms. Julia teases. “Family makes you glow like that? We should all be so lucky.”
“More like someone’s making her glow,” Ms. Rebeca says, lowering her voice like she’s sharing a secret. “She didn’t come home Friday night. Her father was pacing like a telenovela husband.”
Bianca exhales through her nose. “I’m a grown woman. I don’t need a curfew or an audience.”
Ms. Carmen leans forward, eyes sparkling. “We’re not judging, mi hijita. We’re just observing.”
Ms. Julia adds, giggling, “Very closely.”
The kitchen bursts into laughter. Bianca covers her face with her hand. “You all are impossible.”
“No, no, don’t be shy,” Ms. Rebeca says. “Whoever he is, he’s clearly keeping you smiling.”
I nearly choke on my own breath. Every nerve in me screams to look away, but I can’t. She’s trying to hold her composure, but the corners of her mouth betray her.
“Enough, Titi,” she mutters, grabbing a beer from the fridge and popping the cap with more force than necessary. “Anyone else need one before I escape?”
She looks straight at me.
“Yeah,” I say, voice low. “I’ll take one.”
When she hands it over, our fingers brush, brief and electric, and she pulls back fast. Her aunt catches the moment but misreads it, thankfully.
“See?” Ms. Carmen sings. “Now even Beau’s blushing.”
I shake my head, chuckling to hide the truth. “Just trying to stay hydrated, ladies.”
“Hydrated,” Ms. Julia repeats, snorting. “Good excuse.”
The laughter rolls again, and Bianca’s cheeks bloom pink, but she’s smiling too. And standing there, caught in the warmth and chaos of it all, I realize I’m both dying of embarrassment and stupidly happy, because every single person in this kitchen sees how radiant she is.
They just don’t know I’m the reason why.
“Carmen!” Ms. Julia scolds, still laughing, herself. “This is why Lou hides from us. No man wants to hear about his daughter’s sex life.”

Bianca rolls her eyes, pops the cap off another beer, and holds it out to me. “You want one?”

“Yeah,” I say. “Think I’ll need it.” I take a long drink. “And on that note, I’m gonna join Lou before I learn anything else I shouldn’t.”
Lou’s on the couch, ESPN murmuring in the background. “You okay, man?” I ask, dropping down beside him.

“I will be.” He exhales, eyes closed. “Bianca stayed out Friday night. She’s never done that before. And now my aunt’s turning it into a damn soap opera.”

I stay quiet, the guilt pressing against my ribs.
“Could she have been with a friend?” I offer.

“She only ever stays with Marisol. But the Medinas told me Marisol was out of town.” He shakes his head. “And Bianca’s not denying she was out with someone. Just won’t say who.”
My throat goes dry. “And you don’t know who that someone is.”

“Exactly.” He gets up, pacing. “Look, Beau, you don’t get it. In Latin families, our daughters don’t just stay out overnight. Not without a reason.” He runs a hand through his hair. “If I knew who she was with, if I knew the guy was decent. I could sleep at night.”
“What kind of reassurance are you looking for?”

 “The kind that tells me she will not get hurt. That whoever she’s with will take care of her.” He stops pacing and looks right at me. “She deserves a man who’s steady. Who won’t make her feel alone.”

I nod, my chest tight. “Yeah. She does.”
“I just want my girl to be happy,” Lou says quietly, eyes fixed on the muted TV screen. “I want her to find a good man who can care for her. Someone steady, someone who won’t make her question where she stands.”
He exhales, the sound heavy. “I definitely don’t want her with a ballplayer or athletic type. I know how much she hated my traveling when I played. Every time I packed a bag, she’d give me that look, half proud and half pissed. She was a kid, but she understood more than she should have.”
He rubs a hand over his face, his voice roughening. “Like her mother, I don’t ever want her to feel that kind of loneliness, waiting on someone who’s always gone.”
The room goes quiet except for the low hum of the game on TV. He’s not just talking about his past. He’s trying to make sure her future is different than his.
This is more than Lou has ever shared with me in over five years of knowing him. And now I finally see it, clear as day, the kind of man he wants for his daughter. Reliable. Rooted. Safe.
What’s killing me is that in his eyes, I’m none of those things. I’m a ballplayer, the guy who’s always on the road, gone more than I’m home. The one chasing games and seasons instead of roots.
And worse than that, I’m the one sitting here, listening to him pour his heart out about how he just wants her loved right, when I’m the man who’s already broken every one of his rules.



[bookmark: _aca3zgv6cgzu]Chapter 29 — Bianca
Dinner with my family was brutal. My grandma, her sister, and my aunt know me too well not to notice something is up. My poor dad couldn’t even look me in the eye when they teased me about spending the night with a man. The worst part? They’re not wrong.
Beau kept a polite distance all evening. Barely looked my way. Didn’t sit near me. Didn’t talk much. I know he felt it too, the ache of pretending nothing’s changed after spending an entire weekend tangled up together. It sucked not being able to touch him.
After dinner, everyone heads home, leaving just me and Dad. He’s quiet, still uneasy, and I can tell the whole “Friday night” mystery is eating at him. I figure I should hang back and spend some dad-daughter time.
“You want to watch a movie?” I ask, joining him in the theater room.
“Sure. What do you want to watch?” He scrolls through Amazon Prime.
“Whatever you want, Dad.” I sink into the recliner beside him.
“It was good having everyone over tonight,” I say after a minute.
“Yeah,” he sighs. “I love my mother and her sister, but they sure know how to make a guy uncomfortable.”
“That’s because they know how to get under your skin.” I grin. “I think they started teasing me just to watch you squirm.”
He laughs softly. “Wouldn’t surprise me.” He pauses the scrolling. “So, are you going to tell me who you’ve been going out with?”
“What makes you think I’m seeing someone?” I ask, trying for casual.
He gives me that look. “Because your abuela and Titi Carmen are right. You’ve been happier these past few weeks.”
He stops on an action movie but doesn’t hit play.
“Well, maybe I am,” I admit carefully, “but it’s new, and I’m not ready to share it with anyone yet.”
“Bianca, please be careful. There are some crazy people out there.”
“I know, Dad. I promise I’ll be careful.” I reach over and squeeze his hand. His worry is love, even if it makes me feel twelve again.
We watch the movie without saying much else. It’s comfortable, quiet.
By the time it ends, it’s almost eleven. Dad yawns and heads upstairs to bed. I linger a moment before pulling out my phone and calling Beau. He picks up on the third ring.
“Hey,” he says, his voice rough with sleep.
“Hey. Did I wake you up?”
“I think I dozed off watching the game. What’s up?”
“Not much. Just spent some time with my dad.” I consider telling him about the conversation but decide against it.
“That’s good. I know how your dad hates being alone.”
“What do you have planned for tomorrow?” I ask, craving something to look forward to.
“Actually, I’ve got a few meetings after PT.”
“Oh, okay.” The words taste flat. I’d been hoping to see him.
“I’ll call you when I’m done,” he says, voice tired.
“That works.” I lie back on my bed. “You want to go to Biscayne for dinner? Maybe Marisol’s parents’ place?”
“We’ll see.” He exhales softly. “I’m heading to bed. I’ll call you tomorrow, okay?”
“Yeah, sure. Have a good night.” The disappointment sits heavy in my chest.
“Good night.”
The line goes dead. I stare at the ceiling, trying to convince myself not to overthink. Still, I barely sleep. I don’t know if it’s because I miss him or because his voice sounded distant.
~
The next morning, I have breakfast with Dad, then swim laps just to keep my mind busy. The water clears my head, but not enough.
I call some friends from school, check in with Dan about a few art pieces I saw in Miami, and spend the afternoon tackling every task I can think of: cleaning out my closet, reorganizing the pantry, making a shopping list. By six, I’m stretched out by the pool, trying to read, but my eyes keep drifting to my phone.
No call. No text.
I hate this part. Waiting. I’ve never been the kind of woman to sit around wondering if a guy will call. But this feels different. It wasn’t just sex. At least, it didn’t feel that way to me.
If I misread what happened between us, if it really was just a weekend thing, I don’t know how I’m supposed to face him when I see him again.
After dinner, I see a missed call from Beau. My stomach dips before I even hit play on his voicemail. His voice is low, unreadable. Hey, it’s me. Can we talk? Call me when you have a minute. That’s all he says. No baby, no I miss you, nothing to tell me which way this is heading.
The silence after the message feels louder than his words.
I set my phone down on the counter, then pick it back up, pacing the kitchen like it might tell me what to do. My mind races through every possibility. Maybe he’s tired. Maybe he’s just busy. Or maybe he’s trying to figure out how to tell me that whatever happened between us was a one-time thing.
A sharp ache builds in my chest, the kind that makes it hard to breathe. I pour myself a glass of water, take one sip, then set it aside untouched. I hate this feeling. 
If he’s pulling away, I’d rather hear it straight from him than spend another night replaying every moment in my head. The way he kissed me. The way he looked at me like he couldn’t get enough. The way he held me after. That couldn’t have been nothing.
I change into denim shorts, a Falcons football T-shirt with my dad’s number on the back, and my old slip-on Vans. I pull my hair into a ponytail through a matching Falcons cap, add my gold hoops, and glance at myself in the mirror. Casual, but not careless.
I grab my keys from the bowl by the door, heart thudding hard enough that it echoes in my ears. I don’t even stop to think about what I’m going to say. All I know is that I need to see him, need to know what changed.
I text my dad to let him know I won’t be home when he gets back. Then I head for Beau’s condo, my heart thudding hard enough to feel every beat.
[bookmark: _37hmpureqin6]Chapter 30 — Beau
“Beau, are you okay?”
 It is the third time Marcus, one of the team’s physical therapists, has asked me this morning.
“Yeah, why?” I sit to take a quick break and wipe the sweat from my face.
“You seem distracted today. I need you to focus. I don’t want you to get hurt and set yourself back.”
“I just have some stuff on my mind. Sorry.”
“Woman stuff?” Marcus grins. He is a young guy who has been with the team for a few years. I like him, but I am not about to share my problems, women related or not.
“Nah, man. Just trying to stay focused and keep my head in the game.”
“You’re doing great. If you stay on track, you’ll be as good as new next season. Don’t sweat it.”
“I know. It’s just a lot of different things.”
“Leave whatever problems you have outside that door,” he says, pointing to the next machine.
“I can do that.” I stand and get back to work.
By the time I get home from PT, Lou has texted, asking me to meet him at our usual spot for lunch. I shower and head out, pulling into the parking lot forty-five minutes later.
When he walks in, I am already waiting at our booth.
 “Hey, man, how you doing?” he asks, sliding across from me.
“I’m a little sore, but I’m good.” I lie, because what am I supposed to say? Everything hurts, and I barely slept because I missed having your daughter in my bed. I can’t stop thinking about how this will blow up in my face, especially knowing I am falling for her.
“Sore is good. You doing okay back at your place?”
“Yeah, it’s taking some getting used to. I got spoiled living with all those amenities at your house.”
“You could have stayed longer. I hope it wasn’t because of Bianca.”
My stomach twists. For a second I think he knows. Then he keeps talking, and I realize he still thinks Bianca and I don’t get along.
“I know Bianca can be a pain in the ass, but she means well. Honestly, I used to think she was jealous of my relationship with you, which is crazy. She’s my daughter, and I adore her.”
“Lou, it wasn’t because of Bianca. It was just time for me to get used to my own space again.”
“If that’s the reason, I understand.”
The waiter comes over to take our order. When he leaves, Lou circles right back to his one of his favorite topics.
“So Bianca told me last night she’s seeing someone.” His words hit harder than I expect.
“Oh yeah? What did she say?”
“Not much. She admitted she’s dating but said it’s too new to share.”
Interesting.
“But it’s still bothering you?” I ask, though I already know the answer.
“Well, yeah. How do I know the guy isn’t a bum taking advantage of her?” He takes a sip of water. “What kind of coward dates a young woman and doesn’t introduce himself to her family?”
“Times are different now, Lou.” I laugh a little because he sounds like he wants this mystery man to show up with flowers and a permission slip. “People go out, see where it goes. Sometimes it’s just dinner until they figure out if there’s something real.”
“I suppose, but it still bothers me.”
The waiter brings our food, and we switch topics to the Falcons’ last few games. Still, I can feel his worry hanging between us.
On the drive home, I keep thinking about what he said. I know I need to end things with Bianca. It doesn’t matter that I’m already halfway in love with her. Lou made it clear he doesn’t want his daughter with a ballplayer, and he would kick my ass if he knew.
Back at my condo, I check emails, talk to my agent, and look over my schedule to see when I can visit my mom. By dinner, I’m fighting the urge to call Bianca. I miss her moving through this space, laughing, humming while she cooks. I miss her voice, her touch, the weight of her in my arms at night.
At six o’clock, I finally give in and call. It goes to voicemail. I hate that I waited this long.
“Hey, it’s me. Can we talk? Call me when you have a minute.”
I hang up and lie back, watching SportsCenter until my eyes grow heavy.
A knock at the door wakes me. I must have dozed off again. My body aches from training, my mind from overthinking. When the knocking comes again, I drag myself up and open the door.
Bianca stands there, hair pulled back, eyes wide and searching.
“Hey,” she says. “Can I come in?”
“Yeah, of course.” I step aside, and she walks past me.
“I got your message and figured I’d come over. You said you wanted to talk, and it sounded serious. What’s up?”
“Sit.” I nod to the couch and take the spot beside her. Her big brown eyes pull me in until it’s hard to breathe. I know what I have to say, but the words feel like glass in my throat.
“Bianca, we can’t see each other anymore.”
Her brows knit together, confusion flashing across her face. “Okay, did something happen? What changed since yesterday?”
“No, Bianca.” My voice is low. “Nothing happened. It’s just killing me to keep this hidden from your dad.”
Before I can explain, she’s on her feet, anger and hurt flickering across her face.
“You know what I think? You got what you wanted from me, and now you’re using my dad as an excuse.”
“Bianca, that’s not—”
But she’s already heading for the door. I reach for my crutch, pain flaring through my leg as I try to stop her, but she’s gone before I can get there.
The door clicks shut, leaving the condo too quiet. I drop onto the couch, the ache in my leg nothing compared to the one in my chest.
All I can do is sit there and regret that it had to end this way.


[bookmark: _zdjpwlpecqm5]Chapter 31 — Bianca
I don’t realize I’m crying until I get in my car and everything turns blurry. I wipe my face, but the tears keep coming, hot and relentless. By the time I make it home, my phone won’t stop ringing. I turn it off because I already know who it is. Beau.
I have nothing left to say to him.
The house is quiet when I walk in. Dad’s out to dinner and won’t be home until late. Thank God. I head straight for my room, open my laptop, and start searching for flights back to New York. I find a redeye for JFK in two and a half hours. Perfect. Enough time to pack, shower, and call an Uber.
Everything after that happens on autopilot. Packing. Airport. Security. Boarding. I sit on the plane and stare out the window as the lights of Miami fade beneath me, wondering how everything between us unraveled so fast.
When I finally let myself think, the tears come harder.
I know what we had wasn’t built to last, but that doesn’t stop it from hurting. I thought I could handle something casual, but I can’t. Lesson learned. I’m not wired for “no strings attached.” I tried to tell myself I could keep my heart out of it, that I could just enjoy the moment and walk away when it was over. I let myself believe that what we shared could be more than stolen time. And now that it’s gone, it feels like someone yanked the ground out from under me.
When we land, I turn on my phone. Dozens of messages flood in, texts from Beau and Dad, one voicemail from Marisol. I send a quick text to my grandmother and Dad letting them know I’m back in New York and that I just came early to prepare for my internship. It’s a lie, but it buys me space. I shut off my phone before the calls start again. Marisol can wait until tomorrow. She’ll understand.
By the time I reach my tiny studio apartment, it’s past midnight. I drop my suitcase in the middle of the room and collapse onto my bed, still in my travel clothes. My chest aches, my head throbs, and before I can stop it, the tears come again.
I cry for the weekend we had. For the goodbye I didn’t see coming. For the girl who thought she could give her first time to someone without falling in love.
Eventually, exhaustion wins, and I fall asleep.
~
A loud banging jolts me awake. My head pounds. I sit up and blink at the half-light filtering through the blinds. My suitcase is still on the floor, open, clothes spilling out. For a second, I forget where I am. Then it all rushes back, Beau ending whatever we had, the flight, the heartbreak.
The banging comes again.
I drag myself to the door and open it to find Frankie standing there, holding coffee and a brown paper bag.
“What are you doing here?” I croak.
He grins. “Good morning to you too, sunshine.” He slips past me into the apartment. “These are for you because I’m the world’s best friend.”
“You are the best,” I say, kissing his cheek before grabbing one of the cups. The coffee is Puerto Rican-style, sweet and milky, exactly how I like it. “But seriously, what are you doing here?”
He leans against the counter, smirking. “So I’m at my boyfriend’s place, minding my business, when my phone rings at five in the morning. Guess who’s calling?” I give him a questioning look. “The great Lou Franco.”
“My dad?” I groan. I rush to my purse, pull out my phone, and power it back on. It lights up with missed calls and unread messages.
“Yep. He asked if I could check on you. He said you texted him out of nowhere, no explanation. He’s freaking out. The man’s about ready to fly up here.”
Frankie’s eyes narrow as he studies me. “So, what’s going on? You running from something. or someone, in Florida?”
I look away. “I’ll call him.”
“Uh-huh. Do that before he shows up on your doorstep.”
I hug Frankie, grateful beyond words. “Thank you for coming. And for the coffee and bagels.”
“That’s what best friends are for,” he says, but his curiosity is written all over his face. “Now call your dad, because I’m dying to know what’s up.”
I take my phone and call Dad. He answers on the first ring.
“Bianca, thank God. Are you okay?”
“I’m fine, Dad,” I say, trying to sound calm. “I just needed to come home early.”
He exhales, but I can tell he’s not convinced. “You didn’t say goodbye to anyone. Even your abuela called me crying. What’s going on? Is this about the guy you’ve been seeing? Did he hurt you? Because if he did, I swear—”
“No, Dad, stop.” My voice wobbles, but I force it steady. “It has nothing to do with him. That was casual, and it’s over.”
Frankie’s eyebrows shoot up when I mention the guy, but he stays quiet.
“I just wanted to take a French class that opened up at the last minute,” I add, scrambling for something that sounds reasonable. “And I thought I could do more prep work for the internship.”
There’s a pause. “So why leave in the middle of the night without telling anyone?”
“I don’t know. I just needed to come home.”
“I thought you were home,” he says softly, the hurt in his voice twisting my stomach.
“You know what I mean,” I whisper. “Florida will always be home, but I need my own space again. I’ll come down for your birthday next month. I promise.”
He sighs. “Fine. But I want you here a week early. We’ll have people coming from everywhere, and they’ll want to see you.”
“I will, I promise.”
We hang up after he makes me swear to call Abuela. I drop the phone on the couch and sink beside Frankie, who’s watching me closely.
“Okay, girlfriend,” he says, tearing into a bagel. “Spill.”
Over coffee, bagels, and a pile of tissues, I tell him everything. The weekend with Beau, how it started, how it ended, how stupid I feel for thinking it could be more.
By the time I finish, Frankie’s face softens. He reaches over and squeezes my hand. “You’re not stupid, B. You just fell for someone who didn’t know what to do with something real.”
His words crack me open again, but this time, I let the tears fall without apology.
[bookmark: _jvbbq61nlope]Chapter 32 — Beau
Desperate to catch Bianca before she leaves my apartment, I grab one crutch and rush for the door, trying not to fall or injure myself again. By the time I reach the parking garage, her car is gone.
I call and text for hours, but nothing goes through. As midnight approaches, the tension in my chest becomes unbearable. I finally decide to let her cool off and plan to stop by in the morning.
I hope Bianca knows how much I care about her, but keeping whatever this is between us a secret from Lou feels wrong. With both of us heading back to school and work in the fall, it’s only a matter of time before Lou finds out. I keep telling myself this isn’t sustainable. That he’ll never approve of me being the man in his daughter’s life.
The next morning, I stop by Lou’s house, hoping to talk to her, but when I walk in, I find Lou pacing the living room. He’s cursing under his breath, running his hand through his hair, his face pale and tight. One look at him and I know something’s wrong.
My heart sinks as I realize it might be my fault.
I try to stay calm even though my pulse is pounding. “Take a breath, Lou. What’s going on?”
He stops pacing just long enough to answer. “I got a text last night on my way home. Bianca said she decided to go back to school early for her internship and the upcoming semester. But classes don’t start for six weeks. What kind of prep does she need that far in advance? She left without say bye, not even to my mom. She’s never done that. I keep calling her and she’s not answering.”
Panic creeps into my voice before I can stop it. “Do you know anyone in New York who can check on her?” I can’t understand how he hasn’t already jumped on a plane. The man practically lives on one.
“Yeah,” he says. “I called one of her friends from school. He’s going to stop by her apartment and call me when he sees her.”
“How long ago was that?” I ask, trying to sound calm, but my stomach twists with every passing second.
“Around five this morning,” he says, rubbing the back of his neck. “He was staying with his boyfriend in Long Beach, so it’s over an hour away. I’m trying to be patient, but if I don’t hear anything soon, I’m calling him back and heading to New York myself.”
As soon as he finishes, he turns on his heel and marches into his office. I follow him and see him power on his laptop, his fingers flying across the keyboard. He’s already making travel plans when his phone rings. He answers before the second ring.
“Bianca, thank God. Are you okay?” His voice is sharp, but then it softens. “You didn’t say goodbye to anyone. Even your abuela called me crying. What’s going on? Is this about the guy you’ve been seeing? Did he hurt you? Because if he did, I swear—” He stops abruptly. “So why leave in the middle of the night without telling anyone?”
“I thought you were home.” He listens for several seconds, then exhales. “Fine. But I want you here a week early. We’ll have people coming from everywhere, and they’ll want to see you.”
He finally ends the call, leans back in his chair, and rubs his forehead.
“So she’s good?” I ask quietly.
He looks up at me, the tension in his face easing. “It sounds like she is. I thought something happened with the mystery guy, but she says it wasn’t serious and it’s over.” His mouth lifts into a faint smirk before he motions for me to follow him to the kitchen.
I want to call her, to hear her voice and know she’s really okay, but I know it’s better if I don’t. Lou and I walk together in silence. He talks about family, about how relieved he is, but my mind is somewhere else entirely.
The ache in my chest hasn’t eased. It feels like something essential is missing, and every time I think of her, my resolve cracks a little more. I tell myself walking away was the right thing to do, that I did it to protect her and not myself, but the truth is harder to swallow. I miss her. I miss us.
Later in my, I just sit in the silence of my condo, surrounded by the ghost of her presence, the faint scent of her shampoo, her laughter in the walls, the way her smile lingers in my memory when I close my eyes. So I do what I’ve always done when life gets complicated. I bury myself in the game.
The next few weeks slide by in a blur of rehab sessions, workouts, and endless drills. I push myself harder than I should, trying to sweat out the ache that won’t leave. The trainers call it dedication, but it’s more like punishment. Every swing, every stretch, every lap is a way to keep my mind off the fact that she’s gone.
The days blur together, a loop of repetition and routine, but the nights are different. They stay quiet and heavy, filled with the sound of her voice echoing in my head, the ghost of her laughter haunting the space beside me in bed.

[bookmark: _5z8hd2qmif18]Chapter 33 — Bianca
I haven’t heard from Beau since I walked out of his apartment a month ago, yet he’s everywhere. His voice lingers in my mind when I wake, and sometimes I catch myself reaching for my phone before remembering he hasn’t reached out. Dad told me he mentioned to Beau that I’m back in New York, but still, nothing.
So I build a routine. I throw myself into work at the gallery on weekends and take French classes during the week. To my surprise, I’m good at it. My teacher says I have a natural rhythm for the language. 
I turn down Frankie’s invitations to go out dancing. Instead, I curl up in bed at night, the city lights flickering across my walls, and cry myself to sleep. It still hurts, that short but beautiful thing we had. It proves what I already know: I’m not made for flings or temporary things.
SportsCenter highlights and updates from Dad tell me everything I need to know about Beau. His rehab is going well, and he’s on track for next season. That’s always been what matters most to him. I tell myself that should make me happy, but I miss him more than I want to admit.
With Dad’s birthday and his annual charity party coming up, I call Abuela to see if she needs help.
“Hola, mi hija, how are you?” she answers, her voice bright and warm.
“I’m good, Abuela. How are you and Titi doing?” I ask, balancing the phone between my shoulder and ear while organizing a few pieces in the gallery for an upcoming showcase.
“She’s driving me crazy. Remind me again why I decided to move in with her?”
I laugh because that’s always how they are. “Because you love her. And because you decided it was time to let Dad spread his wings.”
She chuckles softly. “You’re right. So, what’s new? How’s the Big Apple treating you?”
“It’s good. I’m helping Dan with some new artists, and I started taking French. Très bien, right?”
“Wee wee,” she says proudly. “That’s good, Mamita. Any news about your internship?”
“Not yet, but one of my professors said they’re finalizing decisions this week. We should hear something soon.”
“Well, Bianca, whatever happens, we’re proud of you.”
“Thanks, Abuela.” I smile, even though she can’t see it. “So, what do you need help with for the party?”
“Well, you know your father left most of the planning to me, and I could use your help,” she says with a sigh that’s half dramatic, half proud.
“I can handle a few things from here,” I offer. “I’ll call the DJ and the decorator. They did an amazing job last year, and they always come up with great theme ideas. I’ll take care of it and keep you posted once I get things scheduled with them.”
“That’s perfect, mija. When are you coming home?”
“I’m not sure yet, but I’ll be there for the party,” I say. “Probably just a few days beforehand.”
“That’s fine, but make sure your father isn’t expecting you sooner,” she reminds me.
“I will. I have to go, though. We have a delivery coming in.”
“Bueno. Call me later, and stay safe.”
“Love you,” I say before hanging up.
By the end of the day, I’m exhausted, which is good. For once, I fall asleep without crying.
~
The next few weeks fly by. Between final preparations for Dad’s big event, zoom meetings with the decorator, and late-night calls with Abuela, I barely have time to think. 
Dad doesn’t argue when I tell him I’ll fly into Miami two days before the party. He only asks that I stay a few extra days afterward to attend dinner with one of his old friends and their family.
When I arrive, he immediately puts me to work, helping guests check in at the hotel and find their rooms. Most of them are relatives from Abuela’s side; people I see onces a year or barely remember from childhood.
Thankfully, there’s no risk of running into Beau. He’s not staying at our house anymore, and most of the guests this year are from outside the baseball world.
We all have rooms at the hotel this time including Dad, Abuela, and me. That way we can enjoy the night without worrying about driving home. It feels easier this way. Cleaner.
~
The morning of the party arrives before I’m ready. My stomach flutters as soon as I open my eyes. I tell myself it’s just nerves, but deep down, I know it’s more than that.
I run a bath with jasmine oil and let the scent calm me. Afterward, I curl my hair so it falls in soft waves around my face and down my back. My makeup is subtle but elegant; rose gold eyeshadow, a touch of shimmer, and Chanel Rouge Coco Maggy Rose lipstick.
Then comes the dress. A House of Jay Sky bejeweled blush gown that shimmers in the light. The neckline dips low in front, the back crosses gracefully, and the sequins catch every bit of gold. It pairs perfectly with my satin Manolo Blahnik Hangisi stilettos.
I met the designer, Marissa, at one of the gallery events in New York, and she insisted on sending me the dress. Tonight, it makes me feel like the best version of myself, a woman who has grown stronger since the last time she saw him.
At least, that’s what I tell myself. Because when I glance at my reflection, my chest tightens. No matter how put-together I look, I can’t ignore the thought that Beau might be there tonight.
My phone buzzes with a text from Abuela, telling me to head down to the ballroom so we can make our grand entrance together. I glance at myself one last time in the mirror, smoothing my dress and forcing a smile that feels steadier than I actually am.
Grabbing my clutch, I take a slow, steadying breath and leave the room. The quiet hum of the hallway feels almost too calm compared to the storm in my chest. By the time the elevator doors slide shut, my pulse is pounding so hard it drowns out the soft music overhead.
Every possible scenario runs through my mind. What if he ignores me? What if he’s moved on and she’s there with him? Or worse, what if just seeing him still hurts as much as the day I walked away?

[bookmark: _zc51ekfvok6t]Chapter 34 — Beau
I push open the heavy mahogany doors and step into the hotel foyer, following the buzz of conversation under ornate chandeliers and garlands of greenery. The event hall opens up ahead, and I spot Lou right away. He is the picture of the host, wearing a custom tux tailored to his tall frame, laughing with a man I assume is an friend. When he sees me he waves me over.
“Come here, Beau. Let me introduce you to my oldest friend from Puerto Rico.” He clasps my shoulder as I move closer. “Julio, meet Beau. This young man is destined to be a baseball star.” There is pride in his eyes that I both crave and resent.
Julio takes my hand with a firm shake and a grin. “Great to meet you, Beau. I’m a big fan. How’s it going? How’s the injury?”
I shift, uncomfortable at the reminder, and force a smile. “Getting better every day, thanks. I’m off the boot now and PT is doing its job.”
Lou nods like he already knew. “He’s going to be as good as new for next season.” His praise warms me, even when it stings.
“Thanks, Lou.” I glance at Julio. “Did you play ball?”
“Only through high school,” Julio says with a smirk. “I don’t have Lou’s talent. I’m an attorney now, a divorce attorney. You married?”
“Nah, I’m single.” I laugh a little as the man gives me a look like he might be scouting a client.
“Smart. There are some crazy women out there.” Julio winks.
Lou squeezes my shoulder. “Beau is smart. He knows to focus on baseball. When you shoot for the stars, there is little room for distractions.” His face carries a warning this time. The words push straight through me. I’m in love with his daughter. Would he call her a distraction?
Julio excuses himself and leans in with something in Spanish that I do not understand. Then reaches over to shake my hand. “Nice to meet you in person, Beau.” 
When he walks away Lou adds, “With any luck, Bianca will reconnect with Julio’s son tonight.”
My head snaps toward him. “Bianca dated his son?” she shared that barely dated in high school, and in college.
“No, they didn’t date, but they knew each other as kids. They haven’t seen one another since. His son is a fine young man, studying law at UM.” Lou is smiling like a proud matchmaker.
“So, she’s agreed to ‘connect’ with him?” I say, tasting the idea and hating it.
“Oh my gosh, no. Knowing my kid, she’ll fight me every step of the way.” He shrugs like she is ten again and he is picking out a bike. “I’m not doing anything but putting two young people in the right circumstances.”
“So he doesn’t know her well either?” I ask.
“Both he and his dad know,” Lou says. “We all agree it’s a good idea.”
I cannot stand it. “I’m getting a drink, Lou.” I turn and walk away before he can add anything else.
“Don’t go too far. A few friends want to meet you,” he calls after me, but I keep walking toward the bar, suddenly feeling less like a guest and more like a performer in someone else’s show.
At the bar I order a beer and scan the room full of black ties and gowns. Then everything slows down. The grand entrance hushes the crowd and the music dips. Bianca appears with Abuela, and the room seems to hold its breath.
Her dress is a soft pink that trails behind her, sequins catching the light and making her glow. Her dark hair falls in loose waves around her face as she moves gracefully through the crowd. Then she finds her father, and a warm smile spreads across her lips as her eyes lock with his. The love and pride between them radiates across the room, and I can’t take my eyes off her.
Lou takes the microphone, his voice rich with joy as he addresses the crowd. “Ladies and gentlemen, my mother Julia, my daughter Bianca, and I welcome you all. Thank you for coming out to celebrate with us. Please enjoy yourselves.”
Applause breaks out, the band picks up again, and guests begin to fill the dance floor.
I can’t look away from Bianca. Every movement, every smile, pulls me in deeper. I want to go over and talk to her, but I know it’s not the right time. Her family is hosting this party, and she’s moving with practiced grace between her father and grandmother, shaking hands and exchanging pleasantries. All I can do is watch from a distance and wonder if she can feel my eyes on her.
Lou’s table is near the dance floor. Julio is seated with a few others, and beside him is a young man about my age. My stomach tightens when I realize he’s the son Lou mentioned.
As the night progresses, Bianca moves into the center of the room, dancing salsa with Abuela, Marisol, and other women. She is joyous, effortless. Part of me wants to walk straight up to her, pull her away, and tell her everything I did not say that night. The other part of me is terrified of how Lou and his family would react.
The young man from Lou’s table approaches. He smiles and speaks to her in a way that is all too familiar. and she responds with a smile that reaches her eyes. He reaches out his hand, and it feels like the world stops around me, yet time keeps ticking as he leads her onto the dance floor. He places his hand low on her waist. She leans close and laughs. I feel anger and a possessive hotness I cannot tame.
“Are you okay, man?” Tim asks, appearing at my side with a drink in hand. I have been staring at them too long, and he’s notice. "Well, dam, it is about time.”
“For what it’s worth, I have your back if you want to throw down,” Tim says with a grin and a lift of his glass to take a drink. He sounds half serious, half amused.
I let out a breath I did not know I was holding. “Thanks,” I mutter. My fists unclench. Violence would only make everything worse.
I take a step forward and decide on a different plan. I will not watch from the sidelines. I move toward the dancers and stop directly in front of them. For a second there is a ripple through the room, and Bianca’s laugh fades when she sees me.
“May I cut in?” I ask, keeping my voice even.
Her eyes search mine, unreadable for a beat. Then she hesitates, and the moment hangs between us.


[bookmark: _hzmljxkcsw25]Chapter 35 - Bianca
"May I cut in?"
The deep voice beside us sends a chill down my spine. It’s infuriating how he still has that effect on me.
Beau extends his hand, eyes fixed on me, waiting for my answer. A lump forms in my throat, and I can barely swallow.
"Sure, man." Anthony takes my hand and places it in Beau’s before walking away. I stare after him, amazed at Beau’s nerve.
"Hi, Bianca," he says softly, sliding his arm around my waist. His hand rests warm and firm against my back, and the familiar spark shoots through me. I tense, but slowly, against my better judgment, I let myself fall into the rhythm of the music and his hold.
"Beau, what are you doing?" I ask, because seriously, what does he think is going to happen here?
"For one, I want to dance with the most beautiful woman in the room." He brushes a loose strand of hair from my cheek, his fingertips barely grazing my skin. His confidence makes me roll my eyes, though my pulse betrays me, thudding fast.
"Flattery won’t fix what you broke," I whisper, but I’m not pulling away.
"Maybe not," he says, guiding us into a slow turn. His voice is low, almost uncertain. "But I needed a moment with you."
The song wraps around us, soft and steady, and for a few heartbeats it feels like the world falls away. His scent, that mix of cedar and something darker, fills the space between us. My hand rests against his shoulder, and I feel the quiet strength beneath the fabric of his suit.
"And I want us to talk," he adds, his face close enough that I feel his breath skim across my cheek.
"I think there’s more that needs to be said." His tone is earnest now, his eyes searching mine.
"And do I need to remind you how I get you to listen?" His voice drops lower, his lips barely a breath away from my ear, sending a shiver racing down my spine. The moment is too intimate, too charged, and for a second, I forget where I am. The laughter, the music, the crowd, it all blurs until there’s only him.
"Fine, but not here and not now," I whisper quickly as the music changes. My heart is racing, and I know if I stay a second longer, I’ll lose all resolve.
"Meet me in the hotel lobby after the party," he says before stepping back, his gaze lingering for a beat before he walks away.
I stand still for a moment, trying to catch my breath, the warmth of his hand still ghosting along my skin. My knees feel weak as I make my way back to the table. Gosh, will I ever stop reacting to him like this?
"Hey, you okay?" Marisol appears beside me. "I saw Beau cut in while you were dancing with Anthony."
"Yeah, as okay as I can be," I’m lucky my friend forgive me for heading back to New York without saying bye, after explain what happen with Beau.
"What did he want?" she asks, sitting down beside me.
"Apparently, there’s more he needs to say." I bite my lip, already questioning whether I should meet him.
"You told him to go to hell, right?"
I shake my head, and she groans. "You didn’t? Bianca, this is not going to end well."
"I know, but he wasn’t going to let this go and I couldn’t do this with him in the middle of the party. My dad would’ve noticed, and I’m not ruining his night."
"I hate to say it, but you’re probably right." She squeezes my hand. "Just be careful. You’re not built for what these players want. You already learned that once."
She’s right, and we both know it.
The rest of the night passes in a blur. Anthony is polite and attentive, and my dad and Julio keep pushing for us to spend time together. I can see exactly what they’re trying to do, and I know I’ll have to tell my dad soon that I’m not interested. It wouldn’t be fair to Anthony, or to myself.
The best part of the night is dancing with my grandmother and Marisol, even though I can’t stop thinking about Beau.
~
When the party ends, I say goodnight to the last few guests lingering near the bar. The light in my grandmother’s suite is off, and I can still hear laughter coming from my dad’s group finishing drinks at the hotel bar.
In the lobby, the air feels cooler, and the noises has settle down. As I walk towards the front desk, I sense him before I see him. Beau stands outside near the entrance, his tall frame silhouetted by the glow of the streetlights.
He gestures for me to come closer, and without a word, we walk toward his car waiting at the valet. It’s strange seeing him behind the wheel again, moving easily without the brace or crutches.
"Where are we going?" I ask as he takes my hand and leads me outside.
"Somewhere we can talk," he says, stopping beside a sleek black sports car parked near the valet stand. The low hum of the engine idling matches the tension between us.
He opens the passenger door for me, a quiet, old-fashioned gesture that reminds me of our time together and how thoughtful he’s always been. I hesitate for a moment before sliding inside. The interior is small and close, the scent of leather and his cologne wrapping around me. Soft instrumental music plays low through the speakers, and the sound feels both soothing and dangerous.
When he rounds the car and settles behind the wheel, he glances at me with a faint smile.
"Lets go for a drive," he says, pulling out of the parking lot. "Somewhere quiet, where we not interrupted."
The city lights flicker across his face as we move through downtown. Outside the window, the night stretches wide, and the first silver edge of the moon rises over the horizon. Its glow spills across the water, painting the clouds in soft gold. The sound of traffic fades behind us as the skyline gives way to quiet streets and the dark shimmer of the ocean ahead.
"How’s your leg?" I ask after a moment. The last time I saw him, he was still in a brace. Despite everything, I still care.
"It’s good. Feels amazing to move freely again." He shrugs like it’s nothing.
"That’s great." I steal a glance at him. The fading light cuts across his profile, strong jaw, full lips, the slightly crooked nose that makes him look even more real. Even now, it’s hard not to notice how beautiful he is.
He catches me looking. "What?"
"Nothing," I murmur. "Just thinking."
"Yeah? About what?"
"About why we’re here. What we’re doing." I sigh and lean my head back against the seat. The day’s exhaustion settles deep in my bones.
When the car slows, I open my eyes. We’re near the beach, the same stretch of coast not far from the hotel.
"So, what did you want to talk about?" I ask quietly.
He turns off the engine and faces me. "Bianca, I hated how things ended between us. I need you to understand why I made that choice."
He pauses, looking out the window before meeting my eyes again. "Hearing what your father said that day made me realize how different our worlds are. For a while, I let that fear take over. I was scared of how he’d react if he found out about us. But it wasn’t just him. It was everything. You and I come from different places, different expectations. I told myself it couldn’t work, but every day without you has proved me wrong."
His voice softens, the honesty in it disarming. "Those few weeks with you were the best I’ve ever had. You got under my skin. Everywhere I go, everything reminds me of you." He glances up at the moonlight streaming through the windshield. "I still sleep in the guest room because my bed smells like you. I haven’t had the heart to wash the sheets yet."
My breath catches.
He looks back at me, eyes bright even in the dark. "Maybe I’m too late, but I need you to know I’m in love with you. Not having you in my life is worse than facing your dad. Please, Bianca, give us another chance. Let me prove we can make this work."
His words fade into the quiet, leaving only the sound of the waves outside and the rush of my heartbeat filling the space between us.

[bookmark: _vqmwsqxc07rn]Chapter 36 — Beau
Bianca looks over at me as I finish pouring my heart out, and I have no idea what she is thinking. It is dark enough in the car that I can barely make out her expression. I have given her a lot to process, so I wait.
“Why now? What changed?” she asks. It is all she says, but I understand why she is skeptical.
“Sometimes you do not realize what you have until you lose it,” I say.
“I get that, but I do not get that you did not give me a choice or the option to work through this with you,” she answers. “You did not give my dad a chance to react.” She takes a deep breath. “Beau, my dad loves you like a son. Maybe he would have been okay with us being together.”
"No, he's made it clear, repeatedly, that he doesn't want you in the baseball life. He doesn't want you to end up like your mom," I explain to her. "I heard the whole plot between him and his friend Julio." My hands clench at the thought. "I love your dad, but I was ready to kick his ass."
"That's wild. I know he was trying to match me up with Anthony, but I didn't take it seriously. I'm not interested in him that way, and Anthony knows it."
"Does he? Because he looked all comfortable with his hands around your waist." The statement comes out more like a growl.
“It does not matter. No matter what my dad plans, I do not intend to be with Anthony that way.” She says it with a steadiness that steadies me.
“Good,” I say.
She exhales, softer now. “Beau, I’m sorry. I know how I feel about you, but I don’t know if I can risk my heart being broken again.”
Her words settle between us like something fragile. She’s not accusing, just confessing. I see the conflict in her eyes, wanting to believe me, wanting to believe in us, but fear keeps her still.
I can almost feel the echo of every moment we shared, the laughter, the way she used to look at me like I was something solid. I broke that. I took the safety out of what we were building.
“I meant everything I said,” she adds quietly, almost to herself. “But getting close to you the first time hurt enough. I don’t know if I could survive it twice.”
Her honesty hits harder than any accusation could. She’s not pushing me away to punish me; she’s protecting what’s left of herself. And I know I deserve every bit of that distance.
“I get it.” It feels like I have lost her. “I needed to tell you how I feel, and I will wait if that is what it takes. The ball is in your court now.”
“Thank you for understanding,” she says softly.
I start the car and we head back toward the hotel in silence. Pulling up to the front of the entrance, she reaches to open the door. I stop her with a hand on her arm. “Bianca, no matter what, I am here if you need anything.” She nods, steps out, and walks into the hotel.
I watch her go for a long moment, praying she reconsiders. She turns back once, gives me a sad smile, and disappears through the doors.
I drive home to my condo wondering how I will move forward if she decides she does not want me in her life.
~
The next day, PT is the hardest session I have had since the injury, and not because of the pain. My head is heavy with everything from the night before. I can feel the frustration radiating off my therapist.
“Hey man, I’m sorry,” I tell him as I get up from the bench after my last exercise.
“It’s all good. We all have off days,” he says. “Just get out of your head and fix whatever is messing with your groove, okay?” He shrugs and walks away.
In the locker room, Tim is pulling his shirt on after a shower. It amazes me how he can party all night and still be first in the gym.
“Hey, didn’t think I’d find you here this morning,” he says as we sit by our lockers. “I’m guessing it didn’t go well?”
“Honestly, Tim, I don’t know. I screwed up, and I am not sure we can come back from it.”
“Bullshit,” Tim says, shaking his head. “I saw how you two looked at each other at the club a few months back. That didn’t look like a one-night thing. Unless you cheated, it can be fixed.” He pulls his shirt off, tossing it into his locker. “Are you serious about her? Because if you’re not, this conversation’s over.”
“I’m serious, man. I’m in love with her.” The words come out heavier than I expect, like they’ve been sitting in my chest for weeks waiting to be said.
Tim pauses halfway through pulling clothes out of his gym bag. “Then don’t give up,” he says simply. “You’ve got one shot, don’t waste it. Do whatever you have to do to prove it to her.”
He winks, grabs his towel, and starts toward the showers. “You screw this up, and I’ll kick your ass myself.”
I sit there for a long moment, staring at the floor, the sound of running water echoing through the locker room. He’s right. I’ve already lost her once because I let fear win. I can’t do that again.
I have to show her I’m not going anywhere.



[bookmark: _oob8h968s2c1]Chapter 37 - Bianca
Walking away from Beau after he shared how he feels about me, his fears about the future, and his worries about my father’s reaction is one of the hardest things I’ve ever done. But it also proves how easily he could break my heart.
I don’t sleep much. Every time I close my eyes, I replay his words — I love you, Bianca — and my chest aches all over again. By the time the sun rises, I know what I need to do. Two things, actually. First, I have to talk to my dad about his little matchmaking scheme with Julio and Anthony. Then, I need to see Beau. I need to know if what we had still exists beneath the hurt, or if it was just something temporary that feels bigger because it ended too soon. Part of me wants to believe him, to trust that what he said came from his heart. The other part still remembers how it felt when he let me walk away without giving me a choice.
I have to see him to know which part of me is right,  the one that still loves him, or the one that’s trying to protect what’s left of my heart. That if carries a lot of weight.
After a quick shower, I’m toweling my hair when my phone rings. My dad’s name flashes on the screen.
“Hey, Dad,” I answer. “What’s going on?”
“We’re heading down to breakfast with Julio and the family. Want to join us?”
And there it is. His timing is impeccable.
“Sorry, Dad. I told Marisol I’d meet her and some of our high school friends for brunch.” Thank God those plans were real,  now they’re also my escape route.
“Come on, Bianca. We don’t see them often,” he says, trying to keep his tone light, but I hear the disappointment behind it.
“I know, Dad, but I’ve had this planned for weeks. How about I meet you at home later? We need to talk.”
“Everything okay?”
“Yes, Dad. Everything’s great. I just want to share a few things going on with school and stuff.” It’s not entirely a lie, but I can almost hear him imagining every worst-case scenario.
He sighs. “Fine. I’ll talk to you later.”
“Love you!” I say brightly before hanging up and getting dressed.
~
Brunch with Marisol and our old friends is exactly what I need. There’s laughter, mimosas, and just enough gossip to distract me for a couple of hours. It reminds me how much I love Miami;  the noise, the sun, the way everything here feels alive. But as soon as I say goodbye, my stomach knots.
Time to face my dad.
I text him to make sure he’s home and alone. When I get there, I find him in the theater room, exactly where I expected, watching film of Beau at bat.
“Hey, Daddy,” I say, dropping onto the recliner beside him. “How was breakfast?”
“You’d know if you’d joined us,” he grumbles without looking away from the screen.
“Come on, birthday boy, don’t be a brat.” I bump his shoulder lightly. “It would’ve been rude to cancel on my friends. My dad taught me better than that.”
He snorts. “Whatever. Breakfast was great. I miss my buddy.”
“Well, you’re retired. You can see Julio whenever you want.” I smile, but he doesn’t respond.
He pauses the video, freezing Beau mid-swing. For a second, I get lost in the image, the way he moves, lean and powerful, the kind of athlete who makes everything look effortless. His body is built for speed and strength, for motion and precision, and I know exactly how it feels to be held by that same body. The memory makes my pulse quicken.
Dad’s voice breaks through my thoughts. “I got Anthony’s number for you.” He digs out his phone, already scrolling.
“Dad, about that,” I say quickly, placing my hand on his to stop him. “I know what you’re trying to do.”
He looks up, brows raised. “And?”
“I’m not interested in Anthony.”
“How do you know if you don’t give the guy a chance?” he presses. “He’s such a nice guy, Bianca. And for the looks of it, he likes you.”
“No, Dad,” I say gently but firmly. “He’s just being polite, trying to make you and Julio happy. You two are playing matchmaker, and he’s going along with it.” I stand, walking a few paces to the wall, needing space. “Anthony’s nice. He’ll make someone very happy. But that someone isn’t me.”
Dad sighs and stands, his expression softening. “Bianca, I just want you to be happy and safe.”
“What makes you think I’m not?” I ask quietly.
He hesitates, then rubs the back of his neck. “I don’t know. Maybe if you settled down, met the right guy... I could breathe a little easier. Not worry so much.” His shoulders slump, and for a moment, he looks older, weighed down by memories he doesn’t share.
I walk back to him and take his hands. “Dad, you didn’t raise a woman who needs someone to take care of her. You raised someone who can take care of herself. I’ll meet someone one day, for the right reasons. For love.”
He pulls me into a hug, holding on a little too long, and I hug him just as tight.
“Daddy,” I say against his shoulder, trying to lighten the mood, “I’ve got your smarts, your strength, and thankfully, better looks. I’m going to be fine. Promise.”
He chuckles, shaking his head. “Fine. No more setups.”
“Good.”
He sits back down and unpauses the video. Beau’s face fills the screen again, and my chest tightens, and it reminds me of one thing I have to do.
“Want to watch film of Beau with me?” Dad asks casually.
“Nope,” I say with a small laugh, grabbing my purse. “I’ve got a few errands to run.” I lean down and kiss his cheek. “See you tonight.”
“Okay, be careful,” he says, but his eyes are back on the screen.
I walk out of the house I grew up in, the warm air hitting my skin as I take a deep breath. This is it, no more avoiding, no more second-guessing.
The drive to Beau’s condo takes thirty minutes, and with every mile, my heart beats harder. I don’t know how this will end, but I know one thing for sure: it’s time to find out if love, real love, is worth the risk.


[bookmark: _5gxzmzfxdzm]Chapter 38 - Beau
After finishing lunch, I head to the living room, still feeling the pull in my knee from this morning’s therapy. I lower myself onto the couch, grab the ice pack waiting on the side table, and wince as I adjust it over the joint. I’m lost in my thoughts, wondering how long it’ll take before I’m back on the field, when a knock sounds at the door.
It’s unexpected. I didn’t hear from the doorman, so it’s probably my neighbor, until I open it and freeze.
Bianca.
For a second, all I can do is stare. She stands there, framed in the doorway, eyes fierce and shining with something I can’t name. Before I can get a word out, she steps forward, grabs my shirt, and kisses me.
The shock hits me first, then heat. Her mouth is soft and urgent against mine, her hands sliding around my neck like she’s afraid to let go. I don’t respond right away; my brain’s still trying to catch up. But my body moves on instinct. I pull her close, one arm wrapping around her waist, and the second our lips sync, it’s like the world snaps back into focus.
She tastes like mint and something sweet of her, and when her body presses fully against mine, I’m gone.
Without breaking the kiss, I guide her backward into the apartment and reach behind to close the door. The sound of it clicking shut feels final, like everything outside this room ceases to exist. My hands slide down her back, over her hips, and when I give a playful squeeze, she laughs against my mouth. That soft, familiar sound pulls a smile from me, breaking the intensity just enough for us both to breathe.
With our foreheads resting together, hearts still pounding, I manage to speak.
 “Not that I’m complaining,” I murmur, “but what are you doing here?”
“I want to give this a go,” she says, breathless but sure, “but we have to talk first.”
“Okay,” I nod, still trying to steady my pulse. “Then let’s talk.”
I take her hand and lead her to the living room. She notices the limp I’m trying to hide.
 “You okay?” she asks softly.
“Yeah. Therapy’s kicking my ass. I was just about to ice it.” I sink onto the couch and gently tug her into my lap.
“Should I be on your lap?” She resists at first but gets comfortable wrapping her arms around my neck.
“You’re fine right where you are.”
She smiles, and I can’t help myself. I tilt my head up and kiss her. Once, twice, until we’re lost again. Her arms slide around my neck, her warmth melting into mine, and for a moment, the only thing that exists is us, the way we move, the way we breathe together.
“Hey,” she whispers, pulling back just enough to meet my gaze. “I thought we were going to talk.”
“Sorry,” I murmur against her lips. “Didn’t realize how much I missed touching you.”
She gives me a look that says she gets it, before straightening up. “I talked to my dad,” she says.
That sobers me immediately. My stomach tightens, but she catches the panic on my face and shakes her head.
“Not about us,” she clarifies quickly. “About the little stunt he pulled with Julio and Anthony. I told him that’s not happening. I made it clear he has to trust me to make my own choices.” Her voice is steady, but there’s a warmth in her tone when she adds, “I didn’t say anything about us because I wanted to talk to you first.”
She runs her fingers lightly along my jaw. “If we do this, I need you to promise me something. We’ll decide what happens between us. Not my dad. Not anyone else.”
I nod, my chest tightening with something like relief. “I promise,” I say quietly, though I can’t help the honesty that follows. “But I still don’t like keeping this from him. You know how he feels about ballplayers.”
“I know,” she sighs. “Let’s just wait a little while. I want to enjoy us and see where it goes. Honestly, if I were dating someone at school, my dad wouldn’t know until I was ready to tell him. This isn’t any different.”
The thought of her with anyone else makes my jaw clench, but I take a breath. “You’re dating me, and I can wait, but not forever.”
She smiles. “Let’s enjoy the rest of the summer. We’ll tell him in a few weeks.”
Then she kisses me again, slow and sure, and just like that, the conversation is over. She shifts to straddle me, the kiss deepening, her hands sliding under my shirt. When her soft laugh vibrates against my lips, I feel something loosen in my chest. This, her, it’s everything I didn’t know I needed.
By the time her clothes are scattered across the floor, every thought except her, fades away.
~
We spend the rest of the afternoon tangled together; talking, laughing, touching, planning. It feels easy again, like we’ve hit reset. The hours slip by until the golden light outside turns to dusk.
As she starts getting dressed, I know the moment’s coming when she’ll have to go. Her dad would send a search party if she didn’t come home.
“When are you heading back to New York?” I ask as I walk her to the door.
“In two days.” She turns, looping her arms around my neck. “I’d change my flight, but I promised Dan I’d help with a new show for the end of summer. I can’t bail on him now.”
She pouts playfully, and I nearly give in, ready to tell her to stay.
“I get it,” I say, brushing a loose strand of hair from her face. “That just means we’ll have to make the most of the time we’ve got. You busy tomorrow?”
“I’m meeting Abuela for lunch, but that’s it.”
“I’ve got PT in the morning. Why don’t you meet me here after, and we’ll head to the beach? Just relax for the day.”
“That sounds perfect.” She smiles, the kind of smile that makes everything else fade. “If it’s okay with you, I’ll spend the night tomorrow and take a car service to the airport from here.”
“That’s more than okay,” I tell her, kissing her lightly. “Actually, I’ll drive you myself. One more hour with you sounds like a fair deal.”
She laughs softly and nods. “Deal.”
After she leaves, the apartment feels too quiet again. I lean against the door, her perfume still in the air, and smile to myself.
For the first time in weeks, I feel something I haven’t let myself believe in — hope.



[bookmark: _6as9ckkb9vgb]Chapter 39 - Bianca
It’s hard to believe that just a week ago I was dreading flying to Florida for my dad’s birthday. I’d convinced myself it would be awkward and tense. Instead, it turned out to be one of the best weekends I’ve had in a long time. Now I’m back in New York, the city humming outside my apartment window, and all I can think about is Beau.
Thank God for work and my French classes, they’re the only things keeping me sane. Maybe it’s because I already speak Spanish, but French feels easy in my mouth. I’m picking it up faster than I expected, and the idea of using it if I land the Paris internship gives me butterflies.
After class, I meet Frankie for lunch at our favorite little vintage café in Soho. The air smells like roasted coffee and fresh croissants, and he’s already waving before he’s even reached the table.
“Well, don’t you look radiant?” he says, slipping into the seat across from me.
“It was a good trip,” I answer, taking a sip of my lavender lemonade.
He raises a perfectly groomed brow. “A good trip? I have a feeling it went better than that. Do tell.”
“The party was classic Lou Franco, completely over the top. You know how my dad is.”
“Those are the best kind of parties, mama, but don’t make me wait for the good parts.” He taps his fingers impatiently, making me laugh.
“Fine.” I take another sip, trying to hide my grin. “Beau and I made up.”
His eyes widen, a sly smile curving his lips. “And that’s good, right? Because I assume dear old Dad Franco knows that his baby girl and his favorite player are together?”
“He does not,” I admit with a sigh. “We didn’t really have much time.” That sounds like an excuse event to me.  “And I want to wait, at least for a few weeks. Beau’s still rehabbing, I’m back at work and in school, we’re in different cities. I want to see if this works before I drop a bomb on my dad.”
Frankie leans forward, his expression turning thoughtful. “And you’re okay if it doesn’t work out in the end?”
I twist the straw in my glass. “I don’t know if I’ll be okay,” I say honestly. “But I have to give us a chance.”
He studies me for a moment, his usual sass softening into genuine care. “Well, baby girl, you know I’ll always be here for you. But in the few years I’ve known you, one thing’s been clear,  you don’t lie to the people you love. So don’t wait too long, okay?”
I nod, even though I’m not ready to promise him that. The rest of lunch passes in easier conversation, work, summer plans, and his latest obsession with a salsa instructor named Mateo.
~
Three days later, I can barely contain my excitement. I found out this week that I got the Paris internship for next spring. I’m still in disbelief. I call Beau first, of course I do. We plan to celebrate when he comes to New York this weekend, and I can’t wait.
Then I call Abuela and Dad on FaceTime to share the news. Dad’s face lights up the screen, and to my surprise, he’s genuinely thrilled. He makes me promise to be cautious, to check in often, and tells me I’ll have the jet at my disposal if I ever want to come home during my six-week stay. For him, that’s as close to pure excitement as it gets.
After ten long days of texts, late-night calls, and a few dangerously flirty FaceTimes, Beau is finally flying in today. He insisted I stay put and let him take a cab instead of meeting him at the airport. So now I’m pacing my tiny apartment, having changed outfits three times even though we’re staying in for dinner.
The buzzer at the door jolts me out of my nerves.
“Hello?” I say into the speaker.
“Hey, babe, it’s me. Can you let me in?”
My heart skips. “Of course.” I press the green button, smiling like an idiot.
By the time he reaches my second-floor apartment, the door is already open. I don’t even hesitate. I throw myself into his arms, kissing him like I’ve been holding my breath for two weeks.
He laughs against my lips. “I can’t believe you’re here,” I whisper, kissing him again. “I hope I didn’t hurt you. I probably shouldn’t have jumped on you like that.”
“I’m fine,” he says, still holding me close. “You can jump me anytime you want.”
He bends down to grab his duffel bag, and we step inside. “Let’s not give the neighbors a show,” he teases.
I close the door and watch as he looks around. My place is small but warm, light brown and cream walls, a mauve pink couch piled with oversized pillows, and a few pieces from New York artists I’ve collected since I started working at the gallery.
“Nice place,” he says.
“Thank you. How was the flight?”
“It was okay. Just another plane.”
We sink onto the couch, and it swallows us in soft cushions. He exhales with a satisfied groan. “Ooh, this thing is soft.”
“Maybe that’s my plan, keep you here all weekend.”
He grins, eyes glinting. “I’m good with that. But where’s the TV?”
“In my room,” I say, rolling my eyes. “That’s where I usually hang out.”
He smirks. “I hope your bed’s softer than this couch, because that’s where I want to spend the weekend.”
I raise an eyebrow. “Oh yeah? Because of the TV?”
His low laugh rumbles through the space. “Baby, it has everything to do with you, preferably with no clothes on.”
My protest dies on my tongue when he kisses me, slow and sure, his hand cupping my chin. The kiss deepens, his tongue sliding against mine, and I melt against him.
“I missed you,” I whisper, crawling into his lap. I kiss along his jaw, the stubble scratching lightly against my lips.
He groans, hands gripping my hips. “I’ve missed you so much. I don’t think I can wait to make it to your bed.”
“Why should we have to choose?” I tease, tugging my shirt over my head and tossing it aside.
His gaze darkens, hunger and affection blending in his eyes as his hands trace the lines of my body. His movements are slow, reverent, as if he’s rediscovering something he thought he’d lost. Pulling me closer to him, grinding me against his body. I gasp as the friction sets me on fire, flooding my veins with desire. With a daring boldness I had never felt before, I reach up and tug my shirt off over my head, sending it sailing across the living room floor. His gaze moves hungrily over my chest as he lifts his hands to unhook the back of my lacy white half-cup bra slowly.
His eyes narrow in anticipation as he lowers himself to capture one of my nipples in his mouth, then the other. His teeth graze lightly over them, teasingly dragging out my pleasure until I can barely contain the moan that wanted to escape my lips.
He leans in and kisses the curve of my neck, his breath hot against my skin, and I close my eyes, letting the moment consume me. For the first time in weeks, it feels like everything is exactly where it’s supposed to be.

[bookmark: _9ovr0u8nm3iu]Chapter 40 - Beau
Bianca clings to me as I explore her body with my tongue, alternating between enthusiastic licks and feather-light strokes. I can barely believe that this amazing woman is mine. My pants are tight, constricting the intense arousal coursing through me.
I gather her long hair in one hand, pressing kisses into the crook of her neck as I reach for the waistband of her shorts with my other hand.
"I want to feel your skin against mine," she gasps between moans. Her hands grasp at my bare chest once I pull off my white t-shirt. Our lips mashed together as I shimmied out of my jeans, never taking my mouth away from hers.
The moment we are both free of clothing, I grab a condom from my pant pocket, quickly roll it on, and lower us both onto the soft couch below. Once I position myself between her legs, I inch forward until the tip of my cock is nestled inside her waiting heat.
I move slowly, savoring every moment with her as she lifts her hips to meet me, urging me to go faster. Our passionate kisses are filled with longing from missing each other as the sunlight highlights her shimmering skin. She grabs my arms tightly, leaving the impression of her fingernails on my forearms. "I've missed this…missed us," she murmurs against my lips. I increase the pace, feeling her body heat intensifying as we move together. With every stroke, I can feel her trembling and gasping for breath as she gets closer and closer to the edge of pleasure. Finally, I feel her body tense as she reaches the peak of ecstasy while crying out my name. I quickly join in the blissful release that follows.
When it’s over, we stay tangled together, skin to skin, the steady rhythm of her breathing slowly calming mine. I press a kiss into her hair, knowing I’ll carry the feel of her with me long after I leave.
~
I’ve been to New York plenty of times, but this trip is different. Usually, I’m here for work. This time, I’m here for her.
After she gives me a tour of NYU, we spend the rest of the day exploring. She points out her favorite cafés, art galleries, and the park where she likes to sit and sketch. That night, we celebrate her news about the Paris internship. Watching her talk about it, eyes shining, hands moving as she explains the details, I realize how much I love seeing her in her world.
Bianca’s beauty is effortless, but it’s her mind and her fire that undo me. She’s passionate, determined, and grounded in ways I’ve never been. She belongs to a life that’s bigger than mine, yet somehow, she still chooses to make space for me in it.
When it’s time to leave, I wish I didn’t have to. We both know what comes next, long-distance, long hours, long stretches apart.
“What are your plans for the week?” I ask as I fold the last of my clothes into my bag.
“I need to wrap up the final details for Dan’s art show,” she says, moving around the room in one of my old shirts. “And it’s my last week of French class.” She walks over and wraps her arms around my waist from behind. “What about you?”
“Other than missing you like crazy?” I turn in her arms, kissing the top of her head. “Just training. Getting back to full strength.”
“Thank you for coming,” she says quietly. “For being here.”
“Thank you for sharing the city with me.” I breathe her in one last time, the scent of lavender and something that’s just her. I wish I could stay in this moment forever, but the world doesn’t work that way.
Our goodbye at the door is long and heavy, the kind you feel in your chest. I walk away knowing I’ll spend the next several weeks counting the days until I can hold her again.
~
Back in Florida, it’s all routine again, the grind of practice, the heat, the ache in my leg that never quite goes away. I push through PT, determined to be ready for next season. When I finish, I head for the parking lot, already thinking about calling Bianca.
“Hey, Beau.”
I turn to see Lou walking toward me, his familiar grin in place.
“Hey, man. What’s up?”
“Not much. I saw you out there. How is the knee holding up?”
“It’s sore, but in a good way,” I say, stretching it out as we walk.
“That’s what I like to hear. You got time for lunch?”
“Yeah, sure. Usual place?”
“You got it.”
He hesitates. “You don’t want to ride together?”
I shake my head quickly. “I’ve got plans right after. Need to take my car.”
He shrugs, unconcerned. “All right, see you there.”
At the bar, we slide into our usual booth, order burgers and beers, and fall into our easy rhythm of baseball talk. Then, mid-conversation, Lou glances at me, curious.
“What do you have going on this afternoon?”
The words slip out before I can think them through. “I kind of got a date.”
"Well, son, you know I don't get involved in your personal life, but remember: don't let a woman distract you from getting back in the game." Sure enough, baseball remained his top priority.
I shake my head quickly. "I'm good, we're just getting to know each other," I reply, trying to be honest without giving too much away. "It's not a distraction at all."
He eyes me skeptically for a moment before nodding his head in approval. The rest of our lunch discussion focused solely on baseball and my recovery from injury.
~
As soon as I get home, I drop my gym bag by the door and FaceTime her before I can even think about showering. The screen lights up, and a second later, she appears, hair loose and messy, lying across her bed in one of my old sweatshirts I left behind. The sight of her knocks the air out of me.
“Hey, beautiful.”
“Hey,” she says softly. “How was practice?”
“Hard, but good. Getting stronger.” I sigh, "How's work?"

She smiles. “Work’s great. We just got the last few art pieces for the show. And French class is almost done.”
“You know, I'm going to miss you while you're in Paris," I pouted.
“I’ll only be gone six weeks,” she reminds me. “You could always ask my dad if you can borrow the jet to come see me.”
“Yeah, after I tell him I’m dating his daughter,” I say with a laugh. “If I survive that, I might.”
“He’ll be fine,” she insists, and I know she believes it.
We talk for an hour about everything and nothing, her job, my teammates, what we’ll do next time we see each other. Then she surprises me.
“Have you ever seen Hamilton?”
“No, why?”
“I got tickets. Can you get here in two weeks?”
“I think I can manage that.”
“It’s a double date. Frankie and his boyfriend are coming, and then dinner after. And maybe… dessert later, just us.”
I grin. “Count me in.”
When the call ends, I sit there staring at the blank screen, grinning like an idiot. 


[bookmark: _hoqrvn4sekdv]Chapter 41 - Bianca
The summer heat is fading into early fall, and I miss the man who has quietly taken up space in my heart and my life. Beau and I have managed to see each other every other weekend since I returned to New York, but his training has ramped up, pushing him hard in preparation for the new season. We fill the gaps with long, steamy texts and hours on FaceTime that stretch late into the night. Still, a small part of me worries that I’ve become a distraction he can’t afford.
This visit, Beau flies in with just enough time to shower and change before our double date with Frankie and his boyfriend, Sammy to go see Hamilton together. Beau fits right in, laughing with my friends and teasing me between acts as if he’s known them for years.
With him, everything feels easy. There’s something about the way he carries himself that draws people in, the mix of quiet confidence and warmth that makes him impossible not to notice. Tonight, he’s wearing a white button-down and a dark gray pinstripe suit without a tie. The top two buttons are undone, revealing just enough of his chest to make my pulse trip. It’s ridiculous how much I still react to him, how just the sight of him can make me forget my own name.
“So, did you enjoy the show?” I ask as we ride in the back of an Uber, hands linked between us.
“I did,” he says, giving my fingers a light squeeze. “I might have to bring my mom here to see it. She’d love it.”
“Yeah? She likes musicals?” I ask, curious. It’s the first time he’s mentioned her. I know she lives in Minnesota, but beyond that, he’s been quiet about his family.
“I think so,” he says, his voice softer now, his eyes lowering to our joined hands. “Maybe I’ll fly her out to New York. We could take her together.”
The casual “we” hits me like a warmth spreading through my chest. He’s not just talking about a trip; he’s imagining a future.
“I’d love that,” I say, smiling. “Would she come with your dad?”
His expression shifts immediately. The light fades from his eyes, replaced with something heavier. He shakes his head slowly.
“My dad’s not in the picture. Hasn’t been since I was a kid. It’s just my mom and my grandpa. He’s older and pretty sick, lives in a nursing home. Traveling isn’t really an option for him.”
There’s no bitterness in his voice, just quiet acceptance. I reach over and trace a small circle on his hand with my thumb, but he doesn’t say anything more. When the Uber pulls up to my building, the conversation ends there.
Inside​​ my apartment, we’re both tired from the long day, and as soon as we crawl into bed, he wraps his arm around me and pulls me close. The cool air hums through the window, but his body is warm against mine. I breathe him in, the scent of soap and skin, and drift to sleep tucked in the safety of his embrace.
~
Beau’s visit is short; he leaves the next afternoon. The chill of fall is creeping into the city, and with it comes the familiar ache of distance. His training grows more demanding, and my work at the gallery has exploded with deadlines. Between his rehab schedule and my long hours, nearly three weeks pass before we see each other again.
Dan’s upcoming art show and classes have me running on caffeine and adrenaline. Show it’s one of our biggest events yet, featuring several high-profile artists, and the guest list is a who’s who of collectors and celebrities. Still, what has my heart racing most is knowing Beau will be here for it. With fall break from school, we’ve planned to spend the week together, just us, after the show.
When the day finally arrives, the gallery buzzes with energy. The lighting is soft and golden, the air rich with the hum of voices and faint music.
"You look beautiful," Dan tells me, and my cheeks flush slightly. My Dasha Modern one-shoulder black dress hugs me like a glove, accentuating every curve and stopping just above the knee. The signature My LV Chain belt, with its gold-toned initials and monogram flowers around my waist, glints in the light, adding to the sophistication of my look. My Louboutin pumps clack softly against the floor as I move through the gallery, their bright red soles popping against my otherwise all-black ensemble. Diamond earrings sparkle in my ears, a gift from my grandmother when I turned eighteen. My updo keeps my hair out of my face while I work, and I’ve chosen natural makeup paired with classic Chanel red lipstick to make a statement.
“Thank you. You don’t look bad yourself,” I tease.
He chuckles. “Is that handsome man of yours coming tonight?”
“He is,” I say, trying to hide my grin.
“Oh, look at that blush,” he teases. “Let’s get through this show so you can go home and enjoy that hottie of yours.”
I laugh and shake my head, following him into the main gallery where guests are beginning to gather. As I greet a small group of collectors, I feel it before I see it; that familiar shift in the air, like the room suddenly knows he’s here.
I excuse myself and turn, and there he is.
Beau stands near one of the larger installations, taking in the artwork with quiet focus. He looks devastatingly good in a navy suit and open-collared shirt, his gaze steady, his posture relaxed but commanding. When his eyes find mine, the noise of the gallery fades.
“You made it,” I say when I reach him.
“I did,” he answers, taking my hand and bringing it to his lips. The simple gesture sends a thrill through me.
Before I can respond, a reporter approaches, recorder in hand.
“Mr. Higgins, are you here to invest in art?”
Beau steps subtly in front of me, protective but calm. “I’m here to support the gallery’s work,” he says. Flashes go off from a few nearby photographers.
“So, you’re investing in the gallery?” she presses.
He shakes his head lightly. “I’m here to support a good friend. Tonight is about the artists and their work.”
His tone is easy but final. He nods politely, takes my hand again, and steers us away before the questions can continue.
“I’m sorry,” I murmur once we’re out of earshot. “We should’ve been ready for that.”
“It’s not your fault,” he says, brushing his fingers along my cheek. His touch is gentle, grounding. “You handled everything perfectly. Tonight’s about you and your hard work.”
“Thanks,” I say softly, leaning into his palm before pulling back.
The rest of the night flies by in a blur of conversation, handshakes, and champagne. I close deals, coordinate deliveries, and smile until my cheeks ache. By the end, I’m running on fumes.
“Congratulations,” Dan says, handing me a stack of signed invoices. “You did an incredible job. I can’t thank you enough.”
“Thank you for trusting me,” I reply, exhausted but proud.
“You exceeded my expectations, but I’m not surprised.” He winks. “Now go. You’re done for the night.”
“You sure?” I glance around. A few guests still linger near the back wall.
“Yes, I’m sure.” He tilts his head toward the exit, where Beau stands waiting, a glass of water in his hand, watching me with that quiet, patient smile that still makes my stomach flutter. “That man has been waiting for you all night. Go.”
I laugh softly, give Dan a quick hug, and make my way toward Beau, my heels clicking against the marble floor. His eyes follow me the entire way, and for the first time all evening, I finally exhale.

[bookmark: _azqidfkv3z6a]Chapter 42 - Beau
“Thank you for waiting on me so patiently,” Bianca says as we stand outside the gallery, the city lights glinting off the wet pavement while we wait for our car.
“It’s amazing to see you in your element,” I tell her, pulling her close. I brush a soft kiss against her red lips. “Your dad should know about what you do here. He’d be proud.”
“I’ll tell him soon,” she murmurs, resting her head on my shoulder. The long sigh that follows says more than words could, she’s completely spent.
A sleek black car pulls up, and I open the door, guiding her inside. She curls against me immediately, her head tucked under my chin. “I’ll rub your feet when we get home,” I whisper, kissing her forehead.
By the time we pull up to her building, she’s asleep. I squeeze her hand gently. “Babe, we’re here.”
She stirs, blinking. “Oh my gosh, I’m sorry I fell asleep.”
I take her hand, helping her out of the car and into the cool night air. “Come on, beautiful. Let’s get you off your feet.”
Inside her apartment, she moves sluggishly, the exhaustion visible in every step. I guide her to the bed, kneel in front of her, and slip off her stilettos. Her sigh of relief is soft and sweet.
“I’m sorry, Beau,” she says, her voice a whisper. “I won’t be good company until I sleep.”
“You don’t need to apologize,” I tell her, rising to unzip her dress. It slides down in a whisper of fabric, pooling around her feet. “Come on. Quick shower, then bed.”
In the bathroom, steam fills the space as I turn on the water and help her step inside. Her silhouette glows through the mist, curves gleaming under the soft light. I join her a moment later, running soapy hands along her body, tracing the places I’ve missed most. She exhales, resting her forehead against my chest.
“This feels so good,” she murmurs. “You’re really good with your hands.”
I smile, rinsing the suds from her hair. When I finish, she turns and presses a kiss to my chest. “It’s my turn to take care of you.”
“Not tonight, babe.” I turn off the water and wrap her in a towel. “You’re tired. Let me take care of you.”
In the bedroom, I dry her hair gently, her eyes fluttering shut as I comb through the damp strands. When I’m done, I pull the comforter back and help her climb into bed.
“In you go,” I murmur, slipping in beside her. She snuggles into me, her head on my chest, her breath warm against my neck. Within minutes, she’s asleep, and I follow, holding her close.
~
Soft lips trail over my throat, stirring me from sleep. Bianca’s hair tickles my skin, her touch deliberate and teasing.
“Hey, beautiful,” I whisper, tracing my fingers down her spine. “What are you doing?”
“Thanking my boyfriend for taking care of me last night,” she says against my chest before moving lower, her lips leaving a hot trail down my stomach.
“Oh babe, that’s not necessary,” I reply, even though I’m enjoying the incredible pleasure of her lips brushing over my abs in an enticing assault.
"Oh, but it is." She answers between kisses. "Mmmm… someone’s awake.”
The feeling of her warm, wet lips wrapping around my hard erection sends a deep shiver down my spine. Her tongue caresses and teases me as I grab the back of her head and gently move her up and down my shaft.
“Oh babe, you are so good with your mouth!” I exclaim. She reaches up and gives my balls a light squeeze before releasing them and pulling away. She stops for a moment and with the same hunger that drives us, she straddles me, taking me in her hand and aligning me with her entrance, she pushes me deep into her warm depths. She feels like pure heaven; every inch of her curves is soft against my skin as our bodies move together in perfect harmony. Our breathing becomes harsher and faster as we move closer to our climax. A thin layer of sweat forms on her body from the sheer intensity of passion between us; her dark hair frames her face like a halo of silk, accentuating her beautiful face. Her ruby-red lips slightly parted, and cheeks flushed with pleasure. With one last push, we reach the pinnacle of pleasure and come crashing down together.
~
Later, she walks toward me wearing nothing but my white shirt from last night, the top few buttons undone, the hem brushing her thighs.
“You look good in my shirt,” I tell her, my voice low. “Even better out of it.”
She laughs, pressing a soft kiss to my lips. “After I get some breakfast in you, then I’ll need a few more hours of beauty sleep.”.”
We move together into the small kitchen, Bianca's hands expertly cracking eggs into a bowl while I fill the coffee maker with fresh grounds. She hummuses as she works while I lean against the counter, watching her movements. When everything is ready, we settle onto the soft couch in the living room, plates balanced on our laps as we eat.
“You know I can’t make it back until the end of October,” I tell her. “The Falcons are in the playoffs, and I’ll be traveling with the team.”
“I know,” she says, pouting. I reach out, brush her cheek, and she brightens slightly. “I got the team’s schedule from my dad,” she adds, tapping her phone. “If I fly down for the Miami games, I could stay a few days. I’ll have midterms the week after, so it works.”
“That would be perfect,” I say, setting my plate aside. “We can use that time to talk to your dad.”
She groans softly. “Beau, I was hoping we could wait until Thanksgiving. That way, my family’s together, and it’s not so… intense.”
“B, we have to do this,” I tell her, rubbing the back of my neck. “Your dad deserves to hear it from me. Just the two of us.”
She hesitates, then nods slowly. “Fine. We’ll tell him when I visit.”
The rest of the trip passes in a blur of quiet moments, late-night walks, breakfast in bed, movies that fade into laughter and tangled sheets. Each goodbye feels heavier than the last. When the cab finally pulls up for the airport, she wraps her arms around my neck and kisses me like she wants to stop time.
As I ride away, I can still taste her on my lips. We’ve made our decision, but I know it won’t be easy. Telling Lou the truth will change everything.
And God help me, I’m hoping it changes it for the better.

[bookmark: _lgqpls8n0yj3]Chapter 43 - Bianca
It’s been over a week since Beau went back to Miami, and life has settled into a rhythm that feels both full and empty at once. We’re each caught up in our own worlds, chasing deadlines, training schedules, and late nights that never seem to end. Still, we find each other in the quiet moments through stolen texts, sleepy FaceTime calls, and reminders that distance hasn’t dulled what’s between us. I count the days until I can go home and see him again.
The early fall air bites at my cheeks as I step out of class, the city caught between warm sun and a sharp chill that hints at what’s coming. My brain feels like mush from hours of memorizing art periods and movements. Pulling my coat tighter, I sling my bag over my shoulder and head toward the subway. My phone lights up with a string of missed calls and texts, mostly from Marisol and Frankie, but one name freezes me in place.
Abuela.
She rarely texts, and her message—Call me ASAP—makes my stomach drop. Without thinking, I dial her number as I hurry down the subway stairs.
“Hey, Abuela, I just saw your message,” I say as soon as she picks up. “What’s going on?”
“Hey, mija,” she begins, her tone tight. “Obviously, you haven’t seen the news.”
My pulse spikes. “I’ve been in class all morning. What news? Is Dad okay?”
“Yes, your father’s fine,” she says quickly, “or as fine as he can be right now.”
A chill rushes through me. “Abuela, what’s happening?” I stop walking, surrounded by the noise of the city but hearing nothing.
“Some tabloids put out pictures of you and Beau.”
For a second, I can’t breathe. “What kind of pictures?”
I put her on speaker and open Marisol’s texts. The first one contains a link. My thumb hesitates before tapping it, but then the headline fills the screen:
‘Is Lou Franco’s Protégé Dating His Daughter Behind His Back?’
Below it is a photo of Beau and me outside the gallery, his hand around my waist, my lips brushing his as we waited for the car. The article goes on to speculate about how “long the secret romance has been going on,” accompanied by more photos: us leaving the Hamilton show, holding hands in the street, smiling at each other like there’s no one else in the world.
My heart slams against my ribs. The air feels too thin.
“Pictures of you and Beau kissing at some event in New York,” Abuela continues, her voice sharp with worry. “What is going on, Bianca?”
“Oh my God.” I sink onto a nearby bench, gripping my phone. “Abuela, we were planning to tell Dad in the next few weeks, when I visit for the Falcons home game.”
“So it’s true?” she asks, half shocked, half disbelieving. “You and Beau are together?”
“It’s true,” I whisper. “It started this summer.” My voice feels foreign in my own ears.
There’s a pause on the line, then a small gasp. “Ay, Dios mío. Beau is the man we were teasing you about at dinner?”
“Yes,” I say quietly, remembering that day and how clueless they all were. “Abuela… does Dad know?”
“I don’t know,” she admits. “But it’s everywhere; on the news, in the papers, even ESPN. That’s how I found out. Your cousin Alex came over, and we looked at the other articles. Everyone’s talking about it.”
A cold panic grips me. My father and Beau are in the same city, maybe even the same building, and both are about to find out like this.
“I have to call Beau before Dad does gets to him,” I say, my voice shaking. “Thank you for calling me, Abuela. I love you.”
“Love you too, nena. Be careful.”
I hang up and immediately dial Beau’s number. It goes straight to voicemail.
“Beau, please call me back,” I say in a rush. “It’s an emergency. Please.”
I text him, call again, and leave another voicemail. Nothing. I try my dad next, same result. Every unanswered call makes the dread twist tighter in my chest.
On the subway ride home, I text Marisol and Frankie to let them know I’ve seen the article. They both reply right away, relieved but panicked. Frankie sends a flood of messages, half outrage, half “I told you to tell your dad sooner,” while Marisol keeps asking if I’ve reached Beau yet. Their concern helps, but it doesn’t stop the knot of dread tightening in my stomach.
By the time I reach my apartment, I’m trembling. My calls to both men still go unanswered. I pace the length of my tiny living room, mind racing with worst-case scenarios.
What if Dad confronted him already? What if Beau tried to explain? What if this ruins everything?
I pull up the airline app, ready to buy a ticket for the next flight to Miami, when my phone finally rings.
Beau’s face lights up the screen.



[bookmark: _91chtw9bdmdk]Chapter 44 - Beau
Physical therapy and practice leave my whole body aching. I need a hot shower bad. Tim falls in beside me on the walk back to the locker room.
“You looked good out there,” he says, catching up.
“Thanks, man.” I slow so he can match my pace. “Everything hurts. I’ve got a lot of catching up to do for next season.”
“You got this,” he says, clapping my shoulder.
We round the corner and, without warning, a fist connects with my mouth. The force knocks me off my feet and I land hard on the floor.
“What the fuck?” I spit, taste of copper in my mouth.
Lou’s face is red and wild a few feet away, his voice booming. “You motherfucker. I trusted you, and you took advantage of me and my family.” Coaches and players jump in to hold him back as I try to stand, Tim helping me up.
“You okay, man?” Tim asks.
I blink the stars out of my eyes and wipe blood from my lip with the back of my hand. “What the hell are you talking about?” I say to Lou as I move closer.
“Don’t act like you don’t know.” Lou lunges again, pushing a coach aside. “It’s all over social media and the news. You’re an ungrateful asshole, taking advantage of my daughter right under my nose.”
“Enough, Lou.” The team manager steps between us. “We’ll resolve this in private.”
Lou points at me. “We’re done. You’re done.” Then he storms away.
“Okay, everyone back to work,” a coach orders, and the facility returns to its routine with a low hum of awkward glances.
Tim stays with me. “You all right?” he ask again. 
“I don’t know,” I admit, rubbing my lip. I head to the locker room to grab my stuff. I planned to call Bianca and explain, but now I have a split lip and a mess to sort.
“Beau.” The coach’s voice calls me into his office.
“Yeah, coach?” I say, trying to steady my breathing.
“My office. Now.” Coach’s voice cuts through the noise of the locker room. He doesn’t wait for me as he strides down the hall.
I finish getting dressed, Tim’s eyebrows raised in concern. “Good luck, man,” he mutters as I pass.
I knock once and step into the office. Coach gestures for me to sit, then grabs the remote and flicks on the muted TV. The screen shows a headline and a frozen image of Bianca and me kissing outside the gallery.
“What is this?” he asks, pointing at the screen.
“Bianca and I are dating,” I say flatly. I just want to get out of there and call her.
“And you didn’t think telling her father was a good idea?” His tone is calm but edged with disbelief. “Especially you. How did you think this was going to go?”
“It kind of just happened,” I admit, rubbing a hand down my face. “We were going to tell him when she was back in town. Bianca’s an adult, Coach. She can date who she wants.”
He folds his arms and leans back in his chair. “You think Lou got that memo? Because he’s furious, and now he’s dragged you into the middle of a PR nightmare.”
My stomach drops. “The team’s PR office has already called,” Coach says, his jaw tightening. “They’re trying to make sure no one leaks the footage of what happened out there. Reporters are already sniffing to see what more they can get out of this story. If that video of Lou throwing a punch gets out, it won’t just be bad for him, it’ll be bad for all of us.”
I nod, the metallic taste of blood still lingering in my mouth. Great, now my personal mess is a PR problem too.
“Look, Beau,” Coach says, his voice lowering. “Lou might be retired, but he still carries weight in this organization. The last thing we need, heading into the playoffs, is this kind of distraction. So fix it. Fast.”
“I will.”
I stand and walk out, my pulse hammering. By the time I reach the parking lot, the adrenaline’s wearing off, replaced by a sick, hollow ache in my gut. I grab my keys, unlock the car, and drive off, already dialing Bianca’s number.
On the drive home I call Bianca. It goes to voicemail. I decide not to leave a message, shower, change, and then head to Lou’s house.
I call again while I’m on the road and this time she answers. Relief floods me.
“Oh my God, Beau, thank God you called,” she says, voice shaking. “Did you see the news?”
“Yeah, and so did your dad.”
“It’s all over ESPN and Fox Sports,” she says. Her breath comes quick. “He must be so upset.”
“He didn’t take it well.” My voice is flat. “He punched me in the locker room.”
“He punched you?” Her shock echoes in my ear. “Oh my gosh. Are you okay?”
“You have nothing to be sorry about. It’s not your fault.” I try to steady us both.
“What did he say?” she presses.
“He was pissed, and rightfully so.” Anger and guilt twist in my chest. “I should have made him let him know sooner. I’m on my way to see him now.”
“No. I’m getting on a plane. I’ll come with you.” Her voice is urgent.
“No,” I say quickly. “I have to do this alone. Man to man. He feels betrayed, and I have to handle it.”
“I wish you would wait so we can do it together.” she tells me. 
“Let me talk to him, and I’ll call you after, okay?” I pull up to his house and end the call.
I ring the bell and Lou answers, face tight.
“What the fuck are you doing here?” he snaps. He slams the door a little and puts a hand on the frame. “Get off my property.”
“Lou, wait,” I say, raising my hands as a plea. “Let me explain.”
“Explain what? That you took advantage of my friendship? That you went behind my back with my daughter?” He plants his feet and doesn’t let me in.
“Let me come in and talk,” I say.
“I don’t think so.” He blocks the door and crosses his arms. “You have two minutes. Then I call the police.”
“Fine.” I force it out. “I’m in love with Bianca.” The words rip out of me. “We didn’t plan for things to be this way, but they are.”
“That’s not going to be enough.” He shakes his head slowly, face hardening. “You’re everything I don’t want for my daughter. I told you I don’t want this life for her. Ballplayers are always on the road, there are women, hotel rooms, families left behind. I watched it destroy her mother’s life. I won’t let that happen to Bianca.”
“Lou, I would never cheat on her,” I say. “I would make it work. I want a life with her.”
“You don’t get our culture. Family comes first,” he says, stepping back as if I’ve offended him personally. “You can’t be with my daughter. I will never accept it. If you don’t end this, I will end you and your career.” He slams the door in my face.
I stand on the porch for a long moment, the echo of the slam vibrating through me, and realize this is only the beginning.


[bookmark: _ukmzljv4pnl2]Chapter 45 - Bianca
Every part of me wants to get on a plane to Miami, but midterms are days away, and I can’t risk failing the semester. My scholarship and the Paris internship I’ve worked so hard for depend on it. So I stay put, pacing my apartment, checking my phone every few minutes for news from either my dad or Beau. Hours pass with nothing, no calls, no texts, which I tell myself might be a good sign. Maybe they’re talking it out. Maybe.
Finally, I can’t take the silence anymore. I call my dad. He answers on the second ring.
“Hey, Dad,” I say, hearing the tremor in my own voice.
“Bianca.” His tone is clipped and cold, a sound I’ve never heard from him.
“Is Beau there?” I ask straight out, praying this can be salvaged.
“He’s not,” Dad says sharply. “And he’s not welcome in my house.”
“What do you mean, dad? You love Beau.” I try to remind him.
“Well, he took advantage of my friendship, and I’m done with him.”
“Advantage?” My voice rises. “Dad, keeping something private isn’t taking advantage.”
“I opened my home to him. I treated him like family. Like a son. And he betrayed me by sneaking around with my daughter, after I told him exactly what I want for you.”
“What you want?” I repeat, anger creeping in. “How about what I want? You’re right, you treated him like family. Because he’s a good man. He’s the best man I’ve ever known.”
“Bianca, trust me, Beau isn’t the man for you,” he says, voice firm, final. “You need someone like Anthony, someone stable, someone who understands our culture and traditions.”
“Dad, we’re not in 1950,” I shoot back. “You don’t get to pick who I marry.”
He sighs heavily, frustration edging every word. “I made the mistake of thinking love was enough once. Your mother didn’t understand our culture, our family. She couldn’t handle life with a ballplayer. I don’t want that for you. It wasn’t enough for us, and it won’t be enough for you.”
“Dad, I’m disappointed,” I say, my voice trembling between anger and heartbreak. “You, with your double standards, were using Beau. I never thought my father would be that kind of man.” I take a deep breath, fighting the lump in my throat. “I already know what life with a ballplayer looks like, I’ve lived it. You were my first example of love, my first hero. And it kills me that you have so little faith in me, that you think I’m not strong enough to build something different with Beau.”
“Bianca, you’re too young to understand.”
“No,” I say, steadying my voice. “I understand perfectly. You don’t trust me to choose for myself.”
Something inside me hardens. “Goodbye, Dad.” I hang up before he can say another word.
My hands shake as I dial Beau. The call rings until it goes to voicemail. My heart sinks, and I type out a quick text instead.
Hey Beau, please call me. I know things didn’t go well with my dad, but we need to talk.
No response. No read receipt. Just silence.
I try to distract myself by heading to the library to study, but halfway there, my phone rings. My stomach flips when I see his name. I step aside on the crowded sidewalk and answer.
“Hey, thank God you called,” I say quickly.
“Hey, Bianca.” His voice is low, heavy. My chest tightens at the tone. “Listen, I think we should lay low for a while.”
“What?” I stop walking. “Why?”
“Because maybe your dad’s right,” he says quietly. “We don’t know if this relationship can survive my schedule, your classes, the internship... all of it.”
Something cracks open in my chest. “Really, Beau? Are you sure this is about us, and not about my dad and the team?” My voice wavers. “You think if you let me go, it’ll make things easier for you?”
“That’s not it,” he says quickly. “I just think he has a point. Baseball’s about to start up again, training is getting harder, and you’ll be gone for six weeks. We don’t even live in the same state, Bianca.”
“I can’t believe this,” I whisper. “I never thought I could be heartbroken twice in one day, but between you and my dad, you’ve managed it.” My voice breaks. “Have a good life, Beau.”
I hang up before he can respond.
By the time I make it home, my chest feels hollow. I drop my bag and purse on the floor and collapse on the bed, the tears coming hard and fast. I don’t even fight them. I cry until there’s nothing left.
When I finally text Frankie, all I can manage is I need you.
He comes over without question. I drift in and out until I feel his hand smoothing my hair, his soft voice whispering that I’ll be okay. When I try to open my eyes, they sting from crying.
“Don’t move,” he says gently, stepping away before returning with a warm towel. I feel the heat press against my swollen eyes, the relief almost enough to make me cry again.
“I’m guessing things didn’t go well with your dad?” he asks after a while.
I shake my head, letting the towel drop into my lap. “That’s not even the worst part,” I say quietly.
He frowns. “What could be worse?”
“Beau broke up with me,” I whisper. “He said my dad was right, that we can’t make it work, that he’s not good for me.”
Frankie stares, incredulous. “Wait, what? The same Beau who looked at you like you hung the stars? The same guy who swore he’d never let you go?”
That’s when I break. The sobs come again, raw and ugly, and Frankie pulls me into his chest, holding me while I cry.
By the time he leaves, I’m calmer but drained. The ache in my chest is dull, but it’s there. I decide I’m staying in New York for Thanksgiving. Frankie insists I spend it with him and his family, he won’t let me be alone.
Later that night, I shower, pull on one of Beau’s old shirts, and crawl into bed. I let myself cry one last time before the exhaustion wins.
Tomorrow, I’ll call Abuela, finish my exams, and focus on what’s next. Tonight, I just let myself feel it, the heartbreak, the loss, the end of something that once felt like everything.

[bookmark: _bl9sj83npngv]Chapter 46 - Beau
Leaving Lou’s house feels like walking away from a wreck I caused but can’t fix. His words keep replaying in my head, and I know nothing I say will change how he feels. He’s made up his mind, and maybe he’s right, maybe I’m not what Bianca needs.
The thought guts me. But I know what will hurt her more: losing her father. I can’t be the reason for that. If I have to step back to protect her from that pain, then I will.
Back at my apartment, I sink onto the couch and dial her number.
“Hey, thank God you called,” she says the moment she answers, her voice a rush of relief that only makes what I have to do harder.
“Hey, Bianca.” I try to keep my tone steady, neutral, like this isn’t killing me. “Listen, I think we should lay low for a bit.”
“What? Why?” Her voice cracks, full of confusion and fear.
“Because maybe your dad’s right,” I force the words out, hating myself for every one of them. “We don’t know if this relationship can survive my schedule next season, your classes, and your internship.”
I lie, because if I tell her the truth, that I’m stepping away for her sake, she’ll never accept it.
“Really, Beau?” she says, voice trembling. “Are you sure this is about us and our schedules, and not about my dad and the team?”
“Of course not,” I say quickly. “It’s just… he has a point. My training’s getting more intense, baseball starts again soon, and you’ll be off to Paris for six weeks. We don’t even live in the same state, Bianca.”
There’s silence, just her uneven breathing through the line. Then, her voice comes back, sharp with pain. “I never thought I could be heartbroken twice in one day, but between you and my dad, you’ve managed it. Have a good life, Beau.”
The line goes dead before I can find the words to stop her. I stare at the phone, at her name still glowing on the screen, until it fades to black.
I push up from the couch, the quiet of the apartment pressing in like a weight on my chest. Every sound, the creak of the floor, the distant hum of traffic, feels amplified. My body moves on autopilot toward the kitchen, each step heavy with exhaustion and regret.
The cabinet above the fridge is where I keep the liquor I usually save for special occasions, or nights like this. I reach up and grab the first bottle my hand finds, not caring what it is. The glass feels cold and solid against my palm, grounding me for a moment before I twist the cap off.
The scent of whiskey hits me hard, and raw. I stare at the amber liquid, watching the way it catches the low kitchen light, then tip the bottle back and take a long pull. The burn scorches a path down my throat, pooling hot in my stomach, but it doesn’t touch the ache in my chest.
Another swallow follows before I even realize it. The taste is bitter, but not nearly as bitter as the thought of Bianca’s voice breaking on the other end of the line.
~
A hard knock wakes me hours later. My head throbs, my mouth is dry, and my face is stuck to the leather couch. My stomach twists when I move, reminding me of how much I drank—and why.
Another knock. Louder.
“Beau? You in there?” It’s Tim’s voice through the door. “Open up, man. The coach has been calling you all night.”
I groan, forcing myself upright, my head pounding so hard it feels like it might split in two. “I’m coming,” I croak, though my voice is barely more than a rasp. My tongue feels thick, my mouth dry as sandpaper.
Every step toward the door feels heavier than the last. My bad knee protests with each movement, stiff from sleep and too much whiskey. I brace a hand against the wall as I make my way down the short hallway.
When I finally reach the door, I rest my forehead against it for a second, just to breathe. The knocking comes again, louder this time, and I wince. The sound shoots straight through my skull.
I fumble with the deadbolt, manage to twist it open, and pull the door just wide enough to squint into the bright hallway light spilling in like a punch to the face.
“What’s going on?” I mutter, my voice low and rough.
“Dude, the coach has been looking for you since last night.” Tim steps inside, following me to the living room. He pauses just inside the doorway, his gaze landing on the empty whiskey bottle sitting on the coffee table beside a half-filled glass. The faint smell of alcohol still hangs in the air.
I make my way to the couch and drop down heavily, elbows on my knees, head in my hands. My skull throbs with every beat of my pulse, and my stomach twists in protest. Tim walks farther in, nudging the bottle with his foot before sitting in the chair across from me.
“Why? What the hell happened? I finally find my voice.
He studies me for a second before speaking, “Lou requested a meeting with the executives and the team owners this morning. Coach thinks it’s about you and Bianca.”
“It doesn’t matter,” I say, pushing back onto the couch.
Tim stares. “What do you mean it doesn’t matter? Did you talk to Lou?”
“I tried.” My voice is low, rough. “Didn’t do a damn bit of good.”
Tim throws his hands up. “You’re killing me, man. I need more than one-syllable answers.” He stands and paces in front of the windows. “Start talking. What the hell happened?”
I tell him everything; about Lou, about Bianca, about ending it. Saying it out loud makes it sound even worse.
Tim leans back against the window, shaking his head. “You’re an idiot. An absolute idiot. You don’t deserve that girl.”
I let out a bitter laugh. “You’re probably right. But why do you think so?”
“Because the guy I saw at Lou’s party, the one looking at her like she was the only person in the world, would’ve fought for her. You’re just giving up because Lou snapped his fingers.”
“It’s not that simple,” I say quietly. “If she loses her dad over me, she’ll never forgive herself. And eventually, she’ll resent me. I’d rather break my own heart than let that happen to her.”
Tim studies me for a moment, then sighs. “Did you even tell her that? Did you give her a choice?”
I shake my head.
“Then you’re doing to her exactly what her dad did,” he says flatly. “Deciding what’s best for her without letting her decide for herself.”
He pushes off the wall and heads for the door. “Call the coach, let him know you’re alive.” He opens it, pausing just long enough to look back. “And for the record, this is why I don’t do relationships. I wouldn’t know how to walk away if I were in your shoes.”
When the door closes behind him, the apartment feels too quiet.
I sit there, staring at the empty bottle on the coffee table, his words echoing in my head.
Did I just walk away from the best thing that ever happened to me?

[bookmark: _l7vpzvvpsz12]Chapter 47 - Bianca
Some nights, I lie awake replaying our last call, the sound of his voice cracking at the edges, the silence that followed before I hung up. I tell myself I did the right thing, focusing on school, on my future. But every time I pass the park where we walked the first time he came to visit, I swear I can still feel him next to me, steady, certain, mine.
The city moves on around me, but I’m stuck somewhere between missing him and trying to forget him. I throw myself into studying for midterms, filling every spare minute with noise so I don’t have to sit in the quiet. 
When I call about so she can hear it from me that I’m not coming home for Thanksgiving.

 “Your dad is going to get a piece of my mind. That is not the man I raised and sacrificed so much for,” she says, her voice sharp with anger. “Mi hija, please reconsider. Come stay with me and Titi Carmen. We’ll boycott Thanksgiving at your father’s and have the family over here instead.”

 “I can’t do that, Abuela.” My voice comes out smaller than I want it to. “I just need some time to figure things out and heal my broken heart.” I pause, swallowing the lump in my throat. “And I don’t want Dad to be alone either. You know I could never do that to him.”

“My sweet girl, always thinking of everyone else.” Her voice softens. “But what about you? Aren’t you going to be alone?”

“No, Franky invited me to spend Thanksgiving with his family,” I reassure her. “I’ll be fine, I promise.”
“What about Christmas? Please tell me you’ll come home for Christmas.”
 I close my eyes, picturing her sitting at the kitchen table, clutching her rosary like she does when she’s worried. “Let’s see how the next few weeks go, okay? Maybe we can do Christmas in New York.”
“Oh my gosh, Nena, New York in December is way too cold,” she sighs, then relents. “But like you said, we’ll see.”
We hang up after I promise to call once my midterms are over. I set my phone on the table and force myself to focus on studying, though my heart feels like it’s been shattered in two.
A few days later, Abuela calls to check on me. Her voice is softer this time, missing that edge of anger I heard before.

“Your father came by,” she says. “He looked… different. Like a man who’s been doing a lot of thinking.”

My chest tightens. “What kind of thinking?”

She sighs, and I can almost picture her sitting at her kitchen table, a cup of café con leche cooling beside her. “He said some things I never thought I’d hear from him. About your mother. About how losing her made him afraid of watching you make the same mistakes he thinks he made.”

I stay quiet, listening as she continues, her voice low and thoughtful. “He told me he finally understands that he’s been trying to protect you from his own regrets. That he pushed too hard, thinking he was saving you, when really he was just repeating the same fear that cost him your mother.”

My throat tightens, but I manage to ask quietly, “He said that?”

“He did, mi amor. And I think, for the first time, he’s starting to see you as the woman you’ve become, not the little girl he still wants to keep safe.”

I don’t know what to say at first. “Abuela…”

“He’s stubborn,” she says, her tone softening into that gentle affection that’s always steadied me. “But I saw it in his eyes. He knows he went too far. He said that Beau shared that he’s in love with you He loves that boy like the son he never had.”

I close my eyes, a small ache blooming in my chest. Maybe, just maybe, he’s starting to understand that love isn’t something you can protect by locking it away. Sometimes, the harder you try to hold on, the more you lose.

But even if he finally sees how much Beau loved me, it doesn’t change what’s already happened. Understanding won’t bring back what we broke.


[bookmark: _3sth2c751yd0]Chapter 48 -Beau
After checking in with my coach and the club manager, I assure them I have things under control. That is all they need to know. My personal life is not team business as long as I show up and do my job.
Still, I need a break. I have been buried under noise, the media frenzy, and the endless speculation about Bianca and me. The pressure is starting to bleed into everything. 
So I decide for Thanksgiving I’m going home. I fly home to Minnesota. It is long overdue, even if I do not miss the cold. The snow is already piled a few feet high, the air sharp enough to sting my lungs with every breath.
Mom’s house looks exactly the same, white shutters, old porch light flickering, and the faint smell of wood smoke in the air. Inside and inhale the scent of her cooking, the mix of cinnamon, roasted turkey, and something that feels like comfort.
“I’m so glad you’re home,” Mom says, handing me a mug of coffee before settling beside me on the couch.
“Long overdue,” I admit, sinking into the recliner, ESPN murmuring in the background.
“Is there trouble in paradise?” the sports anchor’s voice drones, followed by my name and Lou Franco’s. “Sources say neither have been seen at the Falcons facility since the news broke of Higgs dating Franco’s daughter, Bianca.”
I shake my head, mute the TV, and wish they would move on to talk about football, the season is in full force. Anything but this.
“So,” Mom starts gently, “what exactly happened with Lou and his daughter?”
I sigh, rubbing my jaw. “We were together. And we didn’t tell Lou.”
Her brow lifts, unsurprised. “And he found out the way everyone else did, on the news.”
“Yeah.” I lean back, staring at the muted screen. “He didn’t take it well. He doesn’t want Bianca dating a baseball player or living the baseball life.”
“Shouldn’t that be her choice?” she asks, her tone mild but pointed.
“You’d think.” I give a humorless laugh. “Lou’s always been protective. He’s convinced he can shield her from the game, like she hasn’t grown up in it her whole life.”
She studies me for a long moment. “Do you love her?”
“I do.” The words are quiet but absolute. Saying them still hurts.
“So what are you going to do about it?”
For days I have been replaying everything, every choice, every silence, every time I could have fought harder. The truth settles heavy in my chest. “I have to get her back.”
Mom smiles faintly and squeezes my shoulder. “That’s my boy.”
When Mom heads back into the kitchen, I grab my phone and scroll through my contacts until I find Matthew’s number.
“Hey, Beau,” he answers, his voice casual. “What’s up?”
“I need you to reach out to management,” I say. “I want you to start looking into a trade to the New York Rangers before next season.”
There’s a pause. “That’s a big ask. Any reason I should give them?”
“Not for now,” I reply, keeping my tone even. “Just start the conversation and see what’s possible. We can talk details after the holiday.”
He hesitates, then sighs. “Alright. I’ll make a few calls once things slow down after Thanksgiving. You sure this is what you want?”
“Yeah. I’m sure.”
“Okay. I’ll be in touch.”
Right now I don’t owe Matthew an explanation, but I know exactly why I’m doing this.
I’m not running from Miami. I’m running toward something, or rather, someone.
Bianca.
I grab my laptop from the coffee table and start making lists, calls to the realtor about renting out my condo, an email to my lawyer to prep for any contract adjustments, even notes about what it would take to move. The motions keep me focused, each step a small reminder that I still have control over something.
If I’m going to win her back, I have to prove it, not just with words, but with action.
When I finally close the laptop, the scent of roasted turkey drifts in from the kitchen. The house feels warm, steady, safe. I take a slow breath, letting that warmth sink in. For the first time in weeks, I feel a sense of direction.
I don’t know how Bianca will react when she sees me again, but I know one thing for certain: I have to fight for us. My only regret is not doing it sooner.
Later that afternoon, I drive to pick up Grandpa from the nursing home. The roads are slick, the sky a dull silver. He is slower than I remember but just as sharp, grumbling about how the Falcons have been “trash” since I got hurt. I laugh, even though my chest still feels heavy.
When we pull into Mom’s driveway, a sleek blue Mercedes is parked out front. I frown, because I know my Mom does not have visitors often. I help Grandpa out of the car, and as we start toward the porch, the driver’s door opens. Lou steps out, his breath clouding in the cold.
“Beau, you got a minute to talk?”
“Sure,” I say, steadying Grandpa as he climbs the porch steps. The cold bites through my jacket, sharp and dry. Once Grandpa’s inside, I help him settle into the recliner he always claims in the corner of the living room, a plaid blanket draped over his knees and the TV remote safely in hand.
Once he’s settled, I turn to Lou, who’s still standing just inside the doorway. His dark coat is dusted with melted snowflakes, his jaw tight, eyes scanning the room like he’s looking for the right words hiding in the wallpaper.
“Come on.” I nod toward the dining room. The space is small but warm, the air filled with the scent of Thanksgiving dinner cooking in my mom’s kitchen. Sunlight filters through the frosted window, falling across the old oak table I grew up eating around. Lou follows slowly.
He doesn’t sit right away. His hand lingers on the back of a chair, and for a second, I see the man I’ve always respected, the one who taught me half of what I know about the game, about discipline, about life. But now there’s something else in his eyes. Guilt. Maybe pride. Maybe both.
When he finally lowers himself into the chair across from me, he exhales, resting his forearms on the table. “I want to talk to you about Bianca,” he says quietly, his voice rough, like he’s rehearsed the line too many times on the drive over and still couldn’t get it right.
“Look, Lou,” I begin carefully, “I’m in love with your daughter. Nothing you say will change that. I’ve already called my agent to start working on a trade to New York.”
His eyes widen. “What? Beau, don’t do that. The Falcons need you.”
That catches me off guard. “Not as much as I need Bianca,” I tell him. “She has to know she is the most important part of my life. If that means leaving Miami, then so be it.”
He exhales slowly. “I made a mistake,” he says at last. “When Marina, Bianca’s mother, left, it broke me, broke both of us. She couldn’t handle the travel, the distance, or the constant pressure that came with baseball. I blamed myself for years. I thought if I could keep Bianca out of this life, out of the chaos, I could protect her from ever feeling that kind of loss again, and I don’t like the kind of man I’ve become trying to keep both of our hearts protected from breaking”
He pauses, staring down at his hands before meeting my eyes. “What I didn’t see was that Bianca isn’t her mother. She’s stronger. She’s her own person. And she’s as much a part of this world as we are.”
I nod, my throat tight. “That she is.”
He lets out a low chuckle. “Between my stubborn daughter and my even more stubborn mother, they both made it clear I was wrong about this situation.”
“Your mother doesn’t hate me too?” I ask, half-joking.
He laughs quietly. “She reminded me you’re a good man. I think I was just hurt, two people I trust most kept something like that from me.”
“I owe you an apology for that,” I admit. “We both should have trusted you more.”
“Apology accepted.” He stands and extends his hand. “Now, can you forgive me?”
“There’s nothing to forgive.” I shake his hand, and he pulls me in for a hug.
“Now,” he says with a smirk, “text your agent and tell him to hold off. Otherwise, Coach is going to have my ass.”
I chuckle, grabbing my phone. “Done.”
Lou’s expression softens. “Next, we are heading to New York. My mother is hosting Thanksgiving for Bianca, and I think it is time you two saw each other again. I would do anything to see my daughter smile, and right now, she has not been doing much of that.”
The weight in my chest lightens for the first time in weeks. “If she’ll take me back,” I say quietly.
“She will,” he promises. “And I’ll be right there to make sure of it.”
After dinner, Mom insists Lou stay and eat with us. The laughter around the table feels easy and real. When the night winds down, Lou arranges our trip to New York. I hug my mom goodbye, promising her I will be back for Christmas, hopefully with Bianca.

[bookmark: _6twpjg39w6nw]Chapter 49 - Bianca
I’m spending Thanksgiving with Frankie’s family. Like my family, they mix American traditions with Puerto Rican ones. They’re loud and opinionated, salsa music blasting in the background, and food constantly being passed around. It makes me miss my own family even more.
Later in the afternoon, after eating way too much, I make my way home, having promised Frankie we’d go shopping the next day for Black Friday. When I walk into my apartment, a pang of sadness hits me. I haven’t heard from my grandmother or my dad.
The next morning, I try calling Abuela, but it goes straight to voicemail. Strange. She’s the kind of woman who gets all her Christmas shopping done by August because she hates crowds and holiday chaos, so I know she’s not shopping. I try Dad next, no answer, just a text saying he’s on the phone and will call me back.
I eat a light breakfast, shower, and get ready to meet Frankie, but still no call. Just as I’m about to text him to confirm our shopping plans, a message pops up from Dan: “Emergency at the gallery. Need your help ASAP.”
I reply immediately that I’m on my way, then order an Uber. On the ride over, I try calling Frankie to let him know I might be late, but I get his voicemail too. Everyone seems to be avoiding me today.
When I reach the gallery, I unlock the door with my key. The space is quiet, lights dimmed. “Dan?” I call out as I walk toward the wall switches. “I’m her—” The word dies on my lips as the lights flicker on.
A long table stretches across the gallery floor, covered in food; platters of turkey, arroz con gandules, pastelón, pernil, and every dessert imaginable. Around it stands my family: Abuela, Titi Carmen, my cousins, and my dad at the end of the table.
And on the other side, standing with Frankie, Sam, and Dan, is Beau. He’s in jeans and a white button-down shirt, looking completely out of place but heartbreakingly good.
“What’s going on?” I press a hand over my chest, trying to keep my heart from bursting out. I don’t know if it’s from the surprise or the sight of Beau in front of me.
“Your dad decided to bring Thanksgiving to you since you’re too stubborn to come home,” Abuela says, her voice warm but teasing.
Dad walks over and pulls me into a hug. “I told you I’d fix things,” he whispers in my ear. “All I want is for you to be happy, mi hija.”
Tears sting my eyes as I hug him back. One by one, my family and friends take turns hugging me, laughter and warmth filling the room.
Finally, Beau stands in front of me. He takes my hands in his, his eyes searching mine. “I hope you can forgive me,” he begins softly. “My biggest fear was that you’d lose your relationship with your dad because of me. I didn’t want to be the reason you two drifted apart.” He pauses, thumb brushing my cheek. “But I realize now I was doing the same thing, deciding what was best for you without asking. My world doesn’t work without you in it, Bianca. Even if it’s just calls or texts or quick FaceTimes, I need you. I promise I’ll always fight for us and never walk away again.”
I rise on my toes, wrap my arms around his neck, and kiss him. The room erupts in cheers and applause, our family and friends celebrating around us.
He grins against my lips. “Does that mean you forgive me?”
“Yes.” I laugh, giving him another quick kiss before turning toward the others. Beau slips his hand into mine and leads me to the table filled with all my favorite foods.
“Let’s dig in,” Dad says, smiling as everyone takes a seat. The rest of the afternoon is spent eating, laughing, and catching up.
After dinner, as we clean up, Dad shakes Dan’s hand. “Thank you for letting us have this dinner here,” he says.
“Anything for my girl,” Dan replies, hugging me before heading off.
“Dad,” I ask, curious, “how did you even know about the gallery? You didn’t know I worked here.”
“Yeah, I’ve got a bone to pick with you about that,” he teases. “But you can thank your boyfriend for helping me come up with the idea. After I flew to Minnesota to talk to him, he helped me plan the whole thing.”
My eyes widen. “You went to Minnesota?”
Beau joins us, smiling.
“And what exactly did you two talk about?” I ask, looking between them suspiciously.
“Nothing you need to worry about,” Dad says, kissing the top of my head.
“Yeah,” Beau adds with a smirk. “That’s between us.”
I narrow my eyes playfully. “I hope you two aren’t ganging up on me.”
They share a grin, and we all head out together to meet the rest of the family waiting outside.
Later that night, my family checks into a nearby hotel while Beau and I head back to my apartment, much to my dad’s disapproval. We plan to meet for breakfast in the morning before they fly back to Miami.
By the time we get home, it’s late. We collapse into bed, facing each other in the dim light.
“Thank you for giving us another chance,” Beau murmurs. “I know I don’t deserve it.”
“I understand now why you felt you had to walk away,” I whisper. “But promise me you’ll never break my heart again.”
“That’s a promise I can keep.” He pulls me into his arms, his lips finding mine, reminding me of everything we almost lost, and everything we’re still fighting for.


[bookmark: _yzybxk3it7z9]Epiloge - Beau A year later 
The locker room is quiet, except for the low hum of the lights and the sound of a ball rolling off the bench where someone left it. I sit on the edge of the wooden bench, staring at the packed duffel by my feet. My glove rests on top, worn and broken in, the same one that’s been with me through every inning, every win, every loss.
For the first time in years, the field isn’t what’s calling me. She is.
It’s strange how something that once felt like everything now feels like part of a bigger whole. Baseball will always be my life, but Bianca, she’s my balance. The reason I can walk out there and still feel grounded.
Coach said I could take a few days before the next series, called it “a mental reset.” He has no idea how right he is. I need to see her, to remind myself what all this fighting was for.
I grab the duffel, sling it over my shoulder, and take one last look around the empty locker room. For years, this place was home. But as I head for the door, I realize home isn’t four walls or a team logo. It’s a person.
And she has no idea I’m coming for her in Paris.
Outside, the late-afternoon sun hangs low over the Florida sky, hot and bright even as the breeze off the water carries a hint of salt. Lou is leaning against a black SUV, sunglasses on, sleeves rolled up. He straightens when he sees me, a knowing grin pulling at the corner of his mouth.
“You ready?” he asks.
“As I’ll ever be,” I say, tossing my bag in the back before climbing in beside him.
The car pulls away from the training facility, the golden light slanting through the windshield. For a while, we just drive, the hum of the tires filling the silence until Lou glances over at me.
“You looked good out there today,” he says. “Your swing’s cleaner. Whatever you’re doing, keep doing it.”
“Thanks,” I say, watching the road blur ahead of us. “Feels good to be back.”
He nods, satisfied. “You’ve always had the drive, Beau. But lately, you’ve got something else. I know it’s because of Bianca. She’s brought out a part of you the game never could.”
I can’t help the small smile tugging at my lips. “Yeah. She did.”
When we reach the small private terminal, Lou pulls up to the curb and cuts the engine. He turns to me, his expression softening. “Give Bianca a big hug from me, will you? Tell her I can’t wait for her to come home.”
“I will,” I say, gripping his hand. “Thanks for everything, Lou.”
He pats my shoulder. “Go get your girl.”
The charter plane waits on the tarmac under a fading coral sky, its engines a steady hum in the humid air. Hours later, Paris greets me in a wash of golden evening light and the scent of rain on stone.
I take a cab straight to her apartment, my pulse quickening with every passing block. When I reach her door, I pull the small silver key from my pocket, the one Lou insisted on getting when he dropped her off six weeks ago.
“Just in case,” he’d said.
For once, I’m glad he didn’t take no for an answer.
I slip the key into the lock, take a breath, and step into her world again.


[bookmark: _slkfs7kbdj6s]Epiloge - Bianca
Paris feels different now. Maybe it’s the late summer light spilling across the Seine or the way the city hums with a quiet sort of rhythm I’ve grown used to. My internship with Atelier Duval & Frères, a boutique architecture firm in the Marais. It has been everything I hoped it would be; challenging, inspiring, and full of beauty in the details. I’ve spent the past six weeks studying blueprints, shadowing site visits, and sketching façades that make my heart and brain happy.
On my day off, I spend the early afternoon wandering through the Musée d’Orsay, losing track of time as sunlight filters through the grand glass ceiling and spills across the marble floors. I linger in front of my favorite paintings, tracing invisible lines through the brushstrokes, imagining how light and form could live again in architecture. Paris has fed every part of me, the artist, the dreamer, the woman still learning how to build something lasting.
But even with all its magic, the light, the art, the endless inspiration, the city feels incomplete without him.
I step out of the Musée d’Orsay and cross the street toward the café I’ve made my second home. It’s warm out, the kind of Parisian afternoon where the air hums with conversation and the scent of fresh bread drifts from every corner. I scroll through my messages, a new one from Dad, another from Abuela, both wishing me luck on my final week. Nothing from Beau, though.
He’s deep in the season now, and even though we talk when we can, I know how demanding baseball can be. Still, I can’t help but wish he were here.
By the time I reach my apartment, I’ve convinced myself to pour a glass of wine and watch the city lights from my balcony. But when I push open the door to my place, I freeze.
Sitting on the small sofa, looking ridiculously handsome with his broad shoulders and easy smile, is Beau.
For a moment, I forget how to breathe.
“Hey, beautiful,” he says softly, standing to meet me halfway. “Miss me?”
“Beau?” My bag slips from my shoulder. “What are you doing here? You’re supposed to be in Florida!”
“I was,” he says, grin spreading slowly. “But I talked to your dad, and we decided you deserved a proper one-year anniversary.” He takes my hand and presses a kiss to my knuckles. “So I took a few days off to come see you. I couldn’t let the day pass without you.”
Tears prick the corners of my eyes as I throw my arms around his neck. The familiar scent of his cologne, the feel of his arms around me, it’s like coming home.
“You’re insane,” I whisper against his chest, laughing through my tears.
“Maybe,” he murmurs, brushing a strand of hair behind my ear. “But I’m a man in love, so I’ve got an excuse.”
He steps back and nods toward the door. “Come on. You didn’t think I’d fly across the Atlantic without a plan, did you?”
I laugh, still half in disbelief as we walk out of my apartment and into the soft gold light of a Paris afternoon. “A plan? You have a plan?” I tease, slipping on my sunglasses. “Because I’m not exactly dressed for anything fancy.”
He gives me that familiar half-smile, the one that makes my pulse skip. “You look perfect,” he says, eyes sweeping over me. 
I glance down, suddenly shy. The light summer dress flutters around my knees, a swirl of soft yellow, blue, and white that catches the breeze as we walk. My platform sandals click against the cobblestones.
We reach the sleek black car waiting at the curb, and he opens the door for me with a small bow that makes me laugh again. As we pull away, the city rolls past, cafés spilling onto sidewalks, the scent of espresso and warm bread drifting through the open window, the Seine glinting between rows of chestnut trees.
The car turns down a quiet street, and my heart races when we stop in front of a beautiful vintage hotel tucked beside the river. When we step into the lobby, soft jazz hums through the air, and a vase of fresh white roses sits on the marble counter.
“Beau, what is this?” I ask, wide-eyed.
“Dinner,” he says simply, his eyes glinting with mischief.
Upstairs, he leads me to a suite at the very top of the hotel. The room is warm and elegant, lit with the soft glow of candles and a few scattered rose petals. French doors open to a wide balcony that offers a perfect, unobstructed view of the Eiffel Tower.
As if on cue, the tower begins to sparkle with the lights shimmering against the night sky.
“Oh, Beau…” I breathe, stepping out onto the balcony.
He comes up behind me, sliding his arms around my waist, his chin resting on my shoulder. “I wanted to give you the world,” he says quietly. “But Paris will have to do for now.”
I turn in his arms and look up at him. “You came all this way just for me?”
“I’d go anywhere for you,” he says, his voice steady. “You gave me a second chance, hell, a third, and even through the distance, through the noise, you never let go. I’m here because I want you to know, no matter where the game takes me, you’re home.”
He reaches into his pocket and pulls out a small velvet box. My breath catches.
Inside is a delicate gold bracelet, a single diamond charm shaped like a heart. “No rings,” he says, smiling. “Not yet. Just a promise. One year down, forever to go.”
I slide the bracelet onto my wrist, tears glistening in my eyes. “I love you,” I whisper.
He tilts my chin up and kisses me, slow and certain, as the Eiffel Tower glows behind us, the city of love bearing silent witness to a story that almost fell apart but found its way back together.
Later, as we sit on the balcony, barefoot and wrapped in each other, I rest my head against his chest and listen to the steady beat of his heart.
For the first time in a long time, everything feels right.

The End!





Thanks for taking this ride with Beau and Bianca in Curveballs of the Heart! ⚾💞
 I’d love to hear what you thought—what made you smile, swoon, or maybe even tear up. You can share your feedback here: https://forms.gle/hXxAjeQwDyYSUShS6
The form only takes about 10 minutes to complete, and your answers will help me polish the story before publication.

Your insights mean so much—thank you for being part of this journey! 💕






