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        EMORY

      

      

      Rule number one in college: don’t lose your friends at a house party . . . especially when you’re drunk.

      Technically this is a loft party though, so . . . am I really breaking the rule?

      My head falls back against the wall, my empty red cup rests in my hand and is clutched to my chest as I scan the giant loft space on the third floor of a renovated warehouse. I climbed up a fire escape in heels to get here, risked the safety of my ankles to be a part of something special, because apparently this is the place to be on the weekends.

      The Baseball Loft.

      As I’ve been told by my best friends, this is where you earn a golden ticket invitation to the exclusive but highly sought-after locker room—where dreams come true.

      Supposedly.

      Don’t take my word for it.

      But rumor on the street is: the best orgasms take place in the Brentwood Baseball locker room. Legends say one girl had a five-minute orgasm on the tile floors of the shower.

      Five-minute orgasm in exchange for a week’s worth of ringworm. Not sure I’m interested.

      But alas, I’m here, drunk off my ass, boobs practically spilling out of my shirt, and my mascara slowly melting off my eyelashes and onto my face, morphing me from new-in-town college girl, to trash panda from the racoon clan.

      “Dottie, Lindsay,” I say weakly, moving my head from side to side. “Where art thou?”

      “You need help?” a deep voice slurs next to me.

      I look to my right through very blurry vision and make out what I’m going to assume is an incredibly attractive man. But then again, I’m drunk—the whole mascara melting off my eyes in full swing—and I’ve been fooled once before.

      But hey, I think those are blue eyes. Can’t go wrong with that . . . reasoning that will be thought better of in the morning.

      “Have you seen Dottie or Lindsay?”

      “Can’t say that I have,” he answers, resting against the wall with me.

      “Damn it. I think they’re making out with some baseball players. Have you seen any of those around?”

      “Baseball players?”

      “Mm-hmm.” I nod, shutting my eyes for a second but then shooting them back open when I feel myself wobble to the side. The guy catches me by the hand before I topple over, but thanks to his alcohol intake, he’s not steady enough to hold us up and . . . timber . . . we fall to the couch next to me.

      “Whoa, great placement of furniture,” I say, as the guy topples on top of me.

      “Damn near saved our lives.”

      I rub my face against the scratchy and worn-out fabric. “How many people do you think have had sex on this thing?”

      “Probably less than what you’re thinking.”

      The couch is deep, giving me enough room to lie on my side with the guy in front of me, so we’re both facing each other. He smells nice, like vodka and cupcakes.

      “So, have you seen any baseball players around? I’m looking for my friends.”

      “Nah, but if you see any, let me know. I can’t find my room.”

      “You live here?” I ask, eyes wide.

      “Yup,” he answers, enunciating the P. “For two years now.”

      “And you don’t remember where your room is?”

      “It has a yellow door. If the damn room would stop spinning I’d be able to find it.”

      “Well . . . maybe if we find your room, we’ll find my friends,” I say, my drunk mind making complete sense.

      “That’s a great idea.” He rolls off the couch and then stands to his feet, wobbling from side to side as he holds out his hand to me.

      Without even blinking, I take it in mine and let him help me to my feet. “Yellow door, let’s go,” I say, raising my crumpled cup to the air.

      “We’re on the move.” He keeps my hand clasped in his and we stumble together past beer pong, people making out against walls, the kitchen, to an open space full of doors. “Yellow door, do you see one?”

      I blink a few times and then see a flash of sunshine. “There.” I point with force. “Yellow, right there.”

      His head snaps to where I’m pointing. A beam of light illuminates the color of the door, making it seem like we’re about to walk right into the sun. I’m a little chilly, so I welcome the heat.

      “Fuck, there it is. You’re good.” Together, we make our way to the door, pushing past a few laughing people and into the quiet den of his room.

      Black walls, white trim, one window looking out over the water; the guy has a nice place. I scan the space, looking for any sign of my friends but come up short, only finding a large bed with a black comforter, a metal-looking desk, and a large white dresser with a giant TV mounted on top.

      Not a friend in sight but what a cozy spot to take a little rest.

      “I don’t see my friends.”

      He looks around. “I don’t either, but fuck, my bed.” He throws his arms out to the side and bellyflops on the mattress, bouncing a few times before settling his head on his pillow.

      I stare at him a few moments. Tight jeans shaping his ass and thighs, white shirt that shows off every muscle in his back, handsome face. Not a bad view. But that’s not what’s enticing me to move forward. It’s the warm and fluffy-looking pillow right next to the guy.

      Like a cloud calling my name . . . Emory, come here, Emory, rest your head on me. I make one of the best decisions of my life.

      Don’t mind if I do.

      I propel my body forward like a dolphin slicing through the water and flop down on the mattress, resting my head right on top of pure heaven.

      Oh, that’s nice.

      Real nice.

      Smells like fresh soap and feels like my head is being hugged by cotton.

      See, best decision I ever made.

      The mattress shifts next to me, and I peep my eyes open to see the guy with the nice ass hovering over me. He glances down with heavy lids and then back up at me.

      I smile lazily up at him, a little nervous that I’m puckering my lips, but honestly, I can’t be in control of anything my body is doing right now.

      He’s about to tell me I’m the most luscious and beautifully smelling girl he’s ever met—like a field of flowers on an epic spring day—

      “Uh, your boob popped out of your shirt.” He points at my chest. What now? Spring flower—

      That’s no spring flower compliment.

      I must be completely and utterly exhausted, because instead of reaching up to stuff the wayward boob back in my shirt, I cry out, “Oh, no,” but make no attempt to fix the problem.

      “Does it usually do that?” he asks, looking very concerned for me. “Try to run away?”

      I shake my head, the softness of the pillow making my eyes heavy. “No, this is the first time the little lady tried to escape.” Barely able to lift my hand, I tap his forearm and say, “Be a dear and lecture the poor thing and stuff it back into place.”

      “I’ve never lectured a boob before.”

      “You got this. You’re a strong, confident man with a commanding voice. Give that breast a berating.” When he just continues to stare at me, I shift my head to the side and rub my cheek against the smooth fabric of the pillowcase. “Don’t be shy,” I encourage him. “Just lift it up and shove it back in.”

      He rests his head next to mine, the mattress shifting and bouncing with his movements. Still staring at my boob, he reaches up and cups it in his hand. “Heavy,” he says quietly.

      How sweet.

      And utterly romantic.

      I’ve never been told I have a heavy boob, but by God, it makes me smile. Good job growing, Emory.

      His abnormal but delightful compliment is the last thing I remember before I drift off and fall into a deep slumber.

      It’s the last thing I remember before I wake up in the middle of the night in a stranger’s room, passed out with my boob in said stranger’s hand. So much for tucking her back in.

      Welcome to Brentwood U.
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      This map is useless.

      Easy to read, my ass. I need a magnifying glass to make out any of the color-coded buildings on this thing and unfortunately, I left my magnifying glass in my other skirt. That was sarcasm, if you didn’t catch it.

      Standing next to a wonky-looking tree, I try to act as casual as possible—hip popped out, interested glances, the usual—as I hide a school map beneath the pages of Pride and Prejudice, while off-handedly looking for the MacMillan building. But the wind—though subtle—isn’t making things easy.

      Recently transferred from Cal State, Fullerton, I’m attempting to avoid making a fool of myself on the first day of fall classes at my new school, Brentwood University.

      Unfortunately, I’m way out of my element.

      For one, I know nothing about this school other than they have the best library sciences program in the country. Making the transfer a no-brainer for me the minute I realized I wanted to be a librarian. I dabbled in business at Cal State, but who was I kidding? I had no right trying to figure out micro- and macroeconomics.

      A California girl through and through, Illinois is nothing like the palm trees and beaches I’ve grown up with. Don’t get me wrong, there are trees here, huge, plush, green trees everywhere, the kind of trees Bob Ross made dance on his canvas. But the smog . . . I have no idea where that is. Breathing fresh air almost feels wrong. And apparently pizza is a big deal here. I’ve heard at least three separate arguments since I’ve moved about which pizza in town is best. Let’s all be friends and be grateful there is good pizza here.

      And even though this is a “small” school town outside Chicago, it’s larger than life with boisterous personalities and ivy-covered buildings that cause me to believe I’m walking on the hallowed grounds where the prosperous were educated.

      Plus, I had to buy leggings for all my skirts, because the temperature doesn’t call for bare legs out here.

      The wind picks up again, lifting my skirt and map at the same time. Not wanting to be known as the resident flasher on campus, I save the skirt—because even though I have leggings, I chose not to wear them today—and tamp it back down on my legs as the map lifts from my book, floats into the air, twirling and swirling only to smack a passing guy right in the face.

      Whap.

      “What the—?” He startles and I jump into action.

      “I’m so sorry,” I say, scrambling to hold my skirt down while clutching my parted book at my chest.

      The map is slowly peeled away and a pair of beautiful light blue eyes peek past the paper first, followed by the sharpest jawline I’ve ever seen, defined and tense. Light scruff matches his dirty-blond hair that is swept to the left and cut short on the sides. Dressed in a green Brentwood baseball sweatshirt and wearing a jaw-dropping smile, he chuckles and hands me the map while eyeing me up and down.

      Why is he so familiar?

      Those eyes.

      “Not a problem, but you could have asked for help if you were lost. Slapping me with a map is an aggressive tactic, effective, but aggressive.”

      That voice, that smirk. I know it from somewhere.

      Feeling a light blush creep up my cheeks, I say, “Not used to the wind.”

      He nods and thumbs behind him. “Lake Michigan. It’s a bitch in the winter.” He studies me for a second and then nods at my map. “Where you headed? I can help.” There is the smallest southern drawl in his voice, nothing strong, but enough to tell me he’s not from Illinois.

      I know that voice. I remember specifically thinking it was hot.

      Tamping down my map and folding it in my book that I snap shut quickly, I say, “I promised I’d figure this all out on my own, but looks like I might need a little help after all.”

      “Don’t blame yourself; this campus is a maze with no rhyme or reason. I was lost my entire first semester. Can’t tell you how many times I was late to class.”

      “That’s reassuring.”

      He tilts his head to the side and gives me a small once-over. “I know you.” I don’t say anything and just as his eyes land on my chest, a smile creeps over his face, a light bulb lighting in his head. “You’re the girl who helped me find my room on Saturday.”

      Oh.

      Shit.

      It’s the yellow-door baseball guy.

      He leans forward, hands stuffed in his pockets and says, “I never forget a good pair of tits.”

      As if I wasn’t blushing enough already.

      “It’s a shame I passed out with my hand holding one. I’m usually smoother than that. If anything, I think I owe you a nipple tweak.”

      If I opened my book back up, would I be able to sink into the pages, allowing the literature to swallow me whole?

      “I didn’t even remember passing out with a tit in hand until my buddy told me he walked in to make sure I was okay, saw me cupping you while we were both passed out.” He scratches the side of his jaw. “Still getting shit for that.”

      I . . . what does someone even say to that?

      “Don’t worry,” he adds. “I won’t reveal your identity. Clutching a tit is between said man and a lady. No gossiping here. How’s your boob, by the way? Still trying to run away?” He chuckles. I’m mortified.

      I push my hair behind my ear and stare at my Mary Janes. “Uh . . . everything’s intact. Thank you.”

      “Good, you calmed the old girl down.” He takes in a deep breath, acting so casually. “Where you off to?”

      Why are guys like this? So easygoing, as if they weren’t humiliated enough to warrant crawling back into your mother’s womb? I’m pretty chill, but reliving a moment like Saturday night isn’t a top priority of mine. More like “let’s forget it ever happened” because passing out with my boob in a strange man’s hand isn’t one of my finest of moments. Nothing to scrapbook.

      Wanting to move on from reminiscing, I say, “I’m looking for the MacMillan building. I have class in ten minutes, and I have no idea if I’m in the right area or not.” I need to get some distance from him. “I can figure it out though. Uh, good to see you again.” I start walking away, showing confidence in my shoulders even if I have no idea where I’m going.

      “Hold up.” He grabs my shoulder before I can slink away and turns me in the opposite direction. “Going the wrong way.” Oh hell. “I’m headed there as well, so you can walk with me.” Of course he is. He grips the straps of his backpack as he nods in front of us, casually directing me where to go.

      “Oh, that would be great. Thanks.” Not really, but doesn’t seem like I have a choice at this moment. I fall in line next to him and immediately feel awkward, unsure of what to say to this guy whose hand became my boob’s overnight cushion as we drooled on his ultra-comfy pillows.

      Do I compliment his pillows?

      Ask him if he still thinks my boob was heavy?

      Tell him I don’t normally let my breasts fall out of my shirt?

      Lucky for me, his easygoing personality reflects in conversation. “Are you a freshman?”

      “No. Junior transfer. What about you?” Might as well fill in the awkward silence.

      “Junior as well, but I’ve been here since I was a freshman.” He holds his hand out to the side. “Knox Gentry.”

      I take it and give it an uncoordinated shake as we keep walking forward. “Emory Ealson.”

      “Well, Em, what class are you headed to?”

      Em. Not even my parents call me that, but I’m not about to make a stink about it, not when he’s my personal tour guide.

      “Developmentally Effective Learning Environments.”

      “Huh.” He smiles at me, sticking his hands back in his pockets. “Me too.” That’s unfortunately convenient. “What are you majoring in?”

      “Early education. I plan on getting my master’s in library sciences.”

      “Is that why you’re hiding a map of the school in your copy of Pride and Prejudice?”

      Busted.

      “Was it that obvious?”

      “No one is that into the insufferable Mr. Darcy.” He tacks on a dramatic eye-roll, and, even though he’s insulting one of the greatest heroes ever written, I can’t help but get a little excited because it seems like he’s read it.

      I mean . . . he called Mr. Darcy insufferable. My little literature heart beats wildly because an attractive man has clearly read my favorite book of all time.

      “You’ve read Pride and Prejudice?”

      “Fuck, no. Watched the BBC special. Colin Firth was the shit, a real dick to Lizzie.”

      Poof, there goes my excitement. Only a man could think that being a dick to Lizzie made Colin Firth the shit. This man is completely classless.

      “And don’t get me started on the exhausting mother. Stop pawning your daughters off on people. Show a little self-respect, lady.”

      We reach a grey stone building with the smallest plaque I’ve ever seen tacked onto the side. MacMillan Building. I would have never found this place.

      “It was her duty as a mother to marry her daughters off,” I reply, following him closely as a stampede of students make their way through the narrow halls.

      “Maybe if she chilled out and wasn’t so shrillingly annoying, there would have been a longer line of suitors waiting to scoop up the harlots.”

      “Harlots? Elizabeth and Jane were anything but harlots. Lydia, on the other hand . . .”

      He stops at a door and rests his hand on the handle. “Jane, as a single woman, goes to Bingley’s Netherfield Park at his request and happens to spend the night? Harlot.” He opens the door for me and waits for me to step in, but I don’t budge.

      “She was sick. She didn’t spend the night to have relations.” I’m nearly spluttering my responses to this dweeb. But, relations, Emory?

      “Sick because the crazy-as-shit mother sent her on horseback during a storm. Fucking insane asylum, that’s where she belonged.” He ushers me into the classroom with his hand to my back. “Maybe if the mom sat back with some brandy, things would have been different. Their love could have matured organically.”

      “Without her meddling, Elizabeth and Jane would probably have ended up as old maids or with intolerable suitors like Mr. Collins.”

      “He was good enough for Charlotte Lucas.” He shrugs as if the statement doesn’t peel the nails off every Janeite in the country.

      “He was a travesty,” I shoot back, literary passion taking over. Now, he was insufferable.

      Ignoring me, Knox walks down a few steps into the lecture hall and turns down a row toward two other guys wearing the same sweatshirt as him. Both tall in their seats, the one wearing a backward hat is broader than the other, but they both seem just as commanding as Knox. Just as confident . . . just as cocky.

      I stand in the stairway, unsure what to do. Do I follow him? Sit next to him? Or find my own seat? After all, he did consider Mr. Collins a good enough suitor. The horror!

      When he notices my hesitation, he rolls his eyes dramatically with a sigh, walks back to where I’m standing, grabs my hand and ushers me down the row until we both join the other two guys.

      “What’s up, Gent?” the one with the backwards hat asks and then eyes me over Knox’s shoulder. “Who’s your friend?” Oh, please God, don’t say the girl whose boob made me pass out the other night. I’d rather die.

      “Em,” he answers simply while leaning back in his chair and adjusting his hood. “Junior transfer, she slapped me with her campus map.” He glances at me and gives me a sly wink before turning back to his friends.

      And right there, in that moment, despite our fresh disagreement, I know he’s a nice guy.

      He could have been an obnoxious dick and pointed me out to his teammates, but instead, he kept it simple.

      Cool.

      I respect him for that.

      “He’s been slapped by worse,” the guy with the backward hat says before holding out his hand. “I’m Carson, and the guy sitting next to me with his face glued to his phone, that’s Holt.”

      “Nice to meet you,” I say, shaking his calloused hand.

      Holt barely glances up from his phone and says, “Hey,” and then tunes us out returning to the digital world.

      “Where did you transfer from?” Carson asks, leaning on the small desk attached to his chair, fist to his cheek, peering over at me as if he has a schoolgirl crush.

      I push a piece of my long brown hair behind my ear and say, “Cal State, Fullerton.”

      “She’s a librarian,” Knox adds for me, screwing up the facts.

      “Hope to be a librarian. I want to master in library sciences.”

      “No shit,” Carson says, giving my bare legs a quick glance. “Never saw a librarian in such a short skirt before. It’s hot. Makes me want to check out some books.”

      Oh Jesus.

      “Dude, that was lame.” Knox chuckles to himself while shaking his head. “And don’t get all heart eyes on her, she has some fantasized opinions about Pride and Prejudice.”

      “Ah, hell,” Carson groans and leans back, as if he’s done with me. “Let me guess, she doesn’t believe the Bennet sisters were whores.”

      “Correct.” Knox stares forward with a smirk playing at his lips.

      “That is an awfully harsh word for a pair of women who didn’t even show ankle,” I counter, crossing my arms over my cropped sweater vest. I might have taken the sexy-school-girl look a little too far today with my plaid skirt, button-up white blouse, and navy sweater vest. At least I’m not wearing knee-highs. Just simple Mary Janes.

      “As far as you know,” Knox replies, with a wiggle of his eyebrow. “They did enjoy showing off their dirty hemlines.”

      I’m about to counter with a serious tongue-lashing when the professor walks in and drops his suitcase on his desk, sounding off a loud pop in the small lecture hall.

      “Developmentally effective learning environments, that’s the class. Get out if you’re in the wrong place. I’ll give you ten seconds.” He holds out his wrist and stares down at it.

      Yikes.

      “This should be a fun class,” Knox grumbles under his breath while shifting in his seat.

      At least we can agree on that.
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        * * *

      

      “He was a fucking whack job,” Knox says as we step into the fresh air.

      “Yeah, the fact that he was sneering at us the whole time doesn’t bode well for us,” Carson says before taking a sip from his water bottle. “I’m heading to the gym. What about you two?”

      “Gym,” Holt answers, still plugged into his phone.

      “I’m grabbing something to eat,” Knox says and turns toward me. “Want to come?”

      “To get something to eat?”

      “Yeah. Food. Are you hungry?”

      Am I hungry? Yes, it’s lunchtime, and if I don’t eat my meals I grow fangs and get real nasty, but do I really want to eat with Knox? It’s bad enough he was writing notes to me on his computer, continually pointing at the screen during class, so I don’t know if I should spend more time with this guy.

      His notes to me were simple: see that kid in the red, third row up? He’s a Rubik’s cube genius, and, girl two seats in front of you keeps giving you the stink eye.

      And this professor has the sweatiest armpits I’ve ever seen.

      I might have laughed at that one.

      “Look at her trying to decide,” Carson says, calling me out. “She’s unsure, man, so you need to convince her.”

      “Yeah, show her why your company is worth her time,” Holt says, pocketing his phone and looking at me for the first time.

      Squaring his shoulders, Knox gives me a once-over and says, “What do you need to know? Name it.”

      Uh, I wasn’t expecting an inquisition for a ticket to lunch, nor was I expecting an invitation at all.

      “He’s the cleanest in the loft,” Carson says, sticking up for his friend.

      “Cooks the best steak on the team,” Holt adds.

      “He also can dance like a two-year-old.”

      Knox’s face scrunches. “Fuck you. I dance like a goddamn king.”

      Holt points at Knox’s hips. “Great pelvic action.”

      “Knows how to work his hands.”

      “Can’t sing worth a damn, but loves to sing anyway.”

      “Sleeps in matching pajama sets.”

      “No, I fucking don’t,” Knox says quickly and then shakes his head at me. “I sleep in boxer briefs.”

      “Give him a chance, and he’ll pay for your lunch. He has an unlimited dining card,” Carson says, really trying to show up his friend.

      “And he knows people, so he always ends up getting free dessert.”

      “It’s true,” Knox says, with a shy smile.

      They drive a hard bargain, but there is no way I can eat lunch with this man. Not when I can barely look him in the eye after what happened on Saturday. It’s bad enough I have a class with him. It almost sounds as though his friends are trying to sell him to me, as if they think I’m deciding whether to date him or not. And that would be a big no, given I just got out of a relationship and am not looking for another.

      I shift my bag on my shoulder and pull out Pride and Prejudice. I clutch the classic to my chest and say, “Sorry, I have a date with Mr. Darcy. I’ll catch you later.”

      I spin around and start walking away just as Carson and Holt make a raucous sound due to my dismissal.

      From behind me, Knox calls out, “Hey.”

      When I turn around, I find him standing there proudly, hands clipped to the straps of his backpack, a lift to his chin, and a devastating smile on his face. He’s not affected one bit from my brush-off. “Darcy is a tool. Want a real hero? You know where to find me.” Cocky ass.

      I can’t help the lift of the corner of my mouth as I turn around and continue walking away, unsure where I’m going, just trying to get as far away from Knox Gentry as possible.  He’s obnoxious, opinionated, and very much the typical jock. He called Jane and Lizzie harlots. There will be no friendship between Mr. Gentry and me. Mark my words.
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        EMORY

      

      

      “Are you almost done in there?” Dottie calls out from the common area. “The food is here.”

      “One second,” I say as I finish reading the last paragraph of my early childhood and development chapters.

      Lying on my stomach on my bed, I move my finger along the last few words in my book and then snap it shut. I’m starving but swore to myself I wouldn’t leave the bed until I finished my reading, even if my stomach was growling out the lyrics to the alma mater.

      Dressed in my matching silk shorts and top—it’s the only bedwear I enjoy—I pin my long brown hair to the top of my head and make my way to where Dottie and Lindsay are waiting, Thai food spread across the coffee table.

      We’ve been best friends since the age of five, growing up together and battling our way through social awkwardness and our love for books. We spent our days in Temecula—the town we grew up in—walking to the nearest Alberto’s, ordering the California burrito and splitting it in threes, rotating with who had to deal with the middle. We took it back to Dottie’s house where we would chow down and hold book club meetings.

      Nothing was better than that.

      And then we entered high school and Neil Langston came into my life. Fresh from Napa, his parents moved to Temecula to start a wine label. He was handsome, kind, and thought I was the most beautiful thing that ever walked the planet. We dated for six years and in those six years, I started to drift away from Dottie and Lindsay and became wrapped up in my boyfriend. They went to Brentwood after we graduated, and I stayed close to home to be with Neil, who was gearing up to be a part of the family business.

      It wasn’t until a few months ago that I realized he wasn’t only interested in the family business, but his dad’s assistant as well. I’ll spare you the details of the compromising position I found them in, but I will tell you this . . . I lost my mind in that moment.

      Yup, I snapped.

      Everything turned black, and before I knew what I was doing, I walked right up to bare-ass Neil, who was balls deep in said assistant, doggy style—okay, so I guess I am giving you the details—and I smacked his nuts.

      Exactly, you read that right.

      I bitch-slapped his nuts so hard—twice—thwack, thwack. I made him yelp like a chihuahua who just had his tail stepped on.

      And when I stepped back to watch them dangle and sway in pain, I snapped one last time, stepped back up and plowed my fist into them—kapow!

      Knuckles to balls.

      Fist to family jewels.

      It was a snappy jab with a forceful blinding rage behind the drive, giving me enough momentum to almost shove them into his intestines.

      I can still hear the strangled sound that came from his mouth right before he fell to the side, erect penis pointing to the ceiling, hands gripping his precious junk. The assistant—don’t know her name, don’t care—scrambled to the headboard, sheets pulled up to her chest as she screeched bloody murder, most likely afraid I was coming for her knockers next.

      She, who most definitely knew about Neil and me—why do women do that to another woman?—didn’t deserve my attention, but man, would I have deflated those puppies real quick.

      Thwack. Thwack.

      Instead, I hovered over Neil, pointed at him, and said, “Your penis has always been borderline too small, but I dealt with it because I loved you. Now, I’m happy to say I no longer have to wonder if you’re in me or not.” I saluted the assistant and said, “I’m sure you know this, but when he comes, he has to beat his leg up and down like an excited puppy. It’s revolting.”

      After that, I packed everything up, gave my parents a kiss on the cheek, and made my way to the Midwest, just outside Chicago, where I reunited with my best friends, and now share a three-person dorm room. I’m getting my life back together.

      Well, for the most part.

      Passing out with my boob in a stranger’s hand might have been a mild setback.

      “Are we watching Big Brother?” Dottie asks when I take a seat on the stiff couch the dorm room provided.

      “Is that even a question?” I ask while grabbing some peanut chicken and putting it on a plastic plate that’s seen better days. I’m not going to complain though, because Dottie and Lindsay welcomed me back into their lives without blinking an eye, so whatever they have for household items, I’m good with. “Juno is such an asshole.”

      “No one likes Juno,” Lindsay says, around a mouthful of veggies. “But . . . I kind of love him.”

      “What?” Dottie and I yell together.

      “What is wrong with you?” I ask. “You can’t love him.”

      “I love to hate him, is that better?”

      “Much,” I say, taking a big bite from my plate.

      “So . . .” Dottie says, with a huge smile on her face. “Saw you on campus today.”

      “Yeah?” I ask. “Why didn’t you say hi?”

      “You seemed quite busy.” Dottie and Lindsay exchange smiles.

      Oh crap.

      “Just say it.” I sigh while tucking my legs under my butt. I know the look that was just exchanged between my two friends. I’m about to be put through the wringer.

      “You were talking with Knox Gentry.” She squeals. “Do you even know who he is? Did you meet him at the baseball loft? Did you give him your phone number?”

      See . . . wringer.

      “I didn’t know who he was, but I know who he is now. I sort of met him at the baseball loft, but he actually caught my campus map . . . in the face, and handed it back to me. He recognized me from the party.” I’m not going into detail how he recognized me—I never forget a good pair of tits—because it’s not necessary to let people know about my boob being a self-soothing sleep contributor to drunk men. “And no, I didn’t give him my number. We are in a class together, and he might have asked me to lunch, but I told him I had to read.”

      “What?” Dottie nearly explodes out of her seat. “Why on earth would you do that?”

      I casually shrug, keeping my eyes trained on the peanut chicken in front of me. “I just got out of a serious relationship where my boyfriend of six years was cheating on me. Not quite ready to jump back into the dating game.”

      Dottie’s face softens with understanding. “That’s totally understandable, but you are allowed to have fun, you know. Lunch wouldn’t have killed you.”

      “Oh, don’t worry, I plan on having fun.” I smirk.

      “You want to go to the locker room then?”

      “What?” I asked confused, fork poised at my mouth. “Is that a club?”

      “Uh, no,” both Lindsay and Dottie say at the same time.

      Taking the lead, Dottie says, “The locker room is the actual men’s locker room.”

      “Ew, why would I want to go there?” I vaguely remember Dottie and Lindsay talking about the magic of the locker room the other night but can’t quite place the details due to the amount of alcohol I consumed.

      After blinking a few times, as if I’m the one who’s crazy, Dottie says, “Emory, the locker room is the most exclusive place on campus. It’s the holy grail, the mecca of all orgasms.”

      “In a locker room,” I deadpan. “Where guys are sweaty and smelly? That’s the place to be?”

      Lindsay rolls her eyes and sits forward, as if she’s explaining the simplest thing to me. “It’s not like other locker rooms in movies where the guys are gross and disgusting. It’s completely different. It has leather couches, brand new carpet every year—because they can afford that—wood lockers with nameplates, and mini fridges scattered throughout stocked full of electrolyte drinks.” She raises her fist to the air. “Electrolytes, damn it. That means you’ll never cramp up.”

      Dottie steps in when Lindsay loses her mind over sports drinks. “They have these amazing showers where steam billows and billows to the point that you’re in this cloudy, sweaty, sex-filled wet room. It’s erotic, in high demand, and rarely offered, but when you do get a golden ticket to the locker room, it’s where dreams come true.”

      Lindsay leans in even closer, her eyes crazy, her mouth twitching. “I heard once a girl orgasmed for five minutes straight up against the shower tiles while water was pouring down on her.”

      “I heard that too,” Dottie confirms. “You could hear her moans from the basketball court.”

      “Yes.” Lindsay gets excited. “The band heard it while practicing. They thought a stray cat was caught in the bleachers or something.”

      “Okay, hold on.” I hold my hands up. “Are you telling me, girls beg and plead to be taken to the men’s locker room to have sex?”

      “Not just any locker room, the baseball locker room. There’s a big difference.”

      “How so?” I ask Dottie.

      She holds up her hand and ticks off her finger. “Basketball is the third most successful sport on campus. They are driven and do well, but their locker room is scum compared to the baseball team.” She holds up two fingers. “Football is the second-best sport on campus and even though we do very well, that locker room is disgusting. Good guys, but their football pads will shrivel your nipples quicker than you can take off your bra.” She holds up her third finger. “Baseball is number one. Recruits come from all over the country to play for Coach Disik, because it’s almost guaranteed you’ll become a major leaguer if you train under him. We win the college world series almost every year. Brentwood is the breeding ground for baseball players, and it’s why they have the nicest locker room. It’s why it’s the sexiest place to be, because if you’re lucky enough to get an invite, that means the guy who takes you there is serious about you.”

      I scoff. “Oh please. I highly doubt any girl who goes to the locker room to have sex is marriage material.”

      Dottie and Lindsay exchange glances. And almost on a whisper, Dottie says, “Every girl who’s gone into the locker room has been married to that player within five years.”

      “Please.” That can’t honestly be true.

      “It’s true,” Lindsay says, backing up Dottie. “It’s like an unspoken rule to all players. You don’t take in one-night stands; you take someone into the locker room that you plan on keeping forever. It’s almost as if it’s a blessing to your relationship.”

      “Like holy water,” Dottie adds, dipping her fingers in her water and flicking it around. “But instead of water blessed by God, it’s electrolytes provided by The Coca-Cola Company.”

      Lindsay looks wistfully toward the ceiling. “I can only imagine what it’s like to be taken in there.”

      “Probably full of fungus and farts.”

      Lindsay points her finger at me sternly. “Don’t you dare ruin this for me. I’m going to get a ticket to that locker room, I just know it.”

      “Don’t you need a guy to invite you? Someone you’re serious with?”

      Smiling, Lindsay says, “Sure do, which leads me to ask, you wouldn’t mind going to the baseball loft this weekend, would you?”

      Dottie rolls her eyes. “She has a thing for one of the freshmen. He has no idea what he’s getting himself into. Poor guy.”

      “A freshman, really?” I couldn’t imagine dating a freshman. Straight out of the high school womb, fumbling and confused. It’s rare to find a guy who’s talented in the bedroom. Not that I’d really know that from firsthand experience. Neil had been my first, and I haven’t bothered with anyone since. Still on the scarred side. It would be nice to go into a fling, knowing there is some experience behind those greedy hands. And especially if they have a dick I can actually feel when it’s erect and inside me.

      “He’s really cute. Has that whole hair-flip thing going on and amazing blue eyes. I don’t mind being his Mrs. Robinson.”

      “Jesus,” Dottie mutters.

      “But you two will go with me? It’s jungle theme this weekend.”

      “What does that even mean?” I ask, frankly a little terrified there’s a party at their loft every weekend, with themes nonetheless.

      “It means we get to dress up as slutty animals. Isn’t that exciting?”

      “Positively thrilling,” I answer sarcastically before shoving another forkful of chicken in my mouth.
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        * * *

      

      I will admit this, the classes at Brentwood are a lot more challenging than back home. I’m in the library more often than not, sneaking in snacks whenever I get the chance.

      I found a study room in the back with a door that no one seems to use, so whenever I’m here, I snag the space, roll out my snacks and water—even though they’re technically not allowed—and spend the rest of my night after my classes studying. I love Dottie and Lindsay, but I’m a little jealous because studying comes easier to them. They just get it. I have a little trouble retaining knowledge, so when we’re in the dorm together, they’re always chatting it up, not giving me a chance to crack open a book. I learned that from the first two nights after school started. Now I hang out in the library, joining them for dinner when I’m done.

      It’s a good routine, a solid one. I still feel a little behind, but it’s only the first week, so I’ll catch up.

      And that’s the reason I’m in the library right now, on a Saturday, writing notes into my notebook when Lindsay and Dottie come barging into my sanctuary.

      “Good God.” I let out a deep sigh. “You scared the crap out of me.”

      Both of them have their hands on their hips as they stare me down. “What are you still doing in the library?”

      Their makeup’s done, hair’s curled, and even though they’re wearing sweats, I know there’s another outfit under their clothes from the jungle-looking makeup they have on.

      “Studying.” I gesture to my books. “What does it look like I’m doing?”

      “You need to be getting ready for the party tonight.”

      “You know, I was thinking about that.” I lean back in my chair and bite on the tip of my pen. “I think I’m going to skip it tonight, maybe curl up with a book and get lost for a while.”

      “No way,” Dottie says, slamming my book shut while Lindsay starts to pack up my things for me. “You’re not getting out of this party. We lost a lot of years together thanks to Neil the Nimrod, so we have some time to make up. You’re going to that party with us.”

      “But—”

      “Nope.” Lindsay shakes her head. “No excuses. You are going, you’re going to like it, you’re going to drink, you’re going to flirt, and then we’re going to Kennedy Fried Chicken after to eat a bucket of chicken. Do you hear me?” Lindsay is practically lifting me out of my chair as she speaks.

      Bag in hand, both corralling me out of the room, I have no choice but to follow them. “You have two more years with us and then all of this is going to be over and we’re going to have to act like adults,” Dottie continues. “After we graduate, you can turn down the party invites, but until then, your Friday and Saturday nights belong to us with the occasional Sunday Funday and Taco Tuesday.”

      “That’s four out of the seven nights in the week. At that rate, I’ll never graduate. Remember, unlike you two geniuses, I have to study.”

      “Don’t worry.” Lindsay pats my arm. “We won’t let you fail. We might have fun but we also are on the Dean’s List for a reason. It’s the first week, Emory. We have plenty of time to make a dent in the books, and we will, but let’s enjoy being together again.”

      Okay, when she says it like that . . . I guess she’s right.

      We make our way back to the dorms. Since we’re juniors, we still had great choices available for what dorm we wanted to be in so of course we took a brand-new three-person suite. When Dottie and Lindsay were freshmen, they had to live in a two-person bedroom with a shared floor bathroom, so even though our place is small, they’ve reassured me we’re living in the lap of luxury.

      Lindsay flings the door open and flops my stuff on the couch before she turns toward me and points to my room. “Your outfit awaits you.”

      Oh boy, this can’t be good.

      “What do you mean?”

      “We can’t let our girl show up to the party without looking properly decked out,” Dottie says and slaps my ass. “Now hurry up. We need to pre-game at The Point first, eat some nachos, then head to the party.”

      “The Point?” I ask, making my way into my room.

      “The bar below the loft. Keep up.”

      Another little shove into my room and my eyes focus on the scraps of fabric laid out on my bed. “You can’t be serious,” I call out.

      “You have half an hour. Make it work,” Dottie calls out and shuts my door.

      Great. Thirty minutes. How on earth will I make sure every part of my body is covered up?
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        KNOX

      

      

      “Does the jungle juice need to be refilled?” I ask, eyeing the Gatorade cooler propped up on the counter where people stand in line for a cup.

      “Orson just refilled it,” Holt says over the booming music.

      I take a sip of my beer because jungle juice is not for me—I get shitfaced every time I drink it and end up flashing my ass. Every time.

      Being one of the designated party houses on campus has its pluses and minuses. We never have to go anywhere when it comes to partying, but we always host, which means making sure our rooms aren’t used for fuck closets and our shit isn’t stolen, because believe it or not, people are assholes.

      Jason Orson is our designated party planner. A sophomore with a knack for stupid ideas, he’s in charge of every party at the loft. And the reason I’m shirtless, looking like Rambo, is because Jason had the brilliant idea of throwing a jungle party. Whatever the hell that means.

      I will admit though, seeing everyone’s interpretation on the jungle theme is rather entertaining. There are some random trees, vine ladies, animals, and then the baseball team who went the Rambo route with cut-up shirts tied around our biceps and heads, Army pants, and war paint brushed all over our bodies. It’s not the worst getup, but we turned the heat off—since people will be in and out—and my nipples are lined up to cut glass.

      “Is your girl coming tonight?” I ask Holt, who keeps scanning the crowd.

      “She said she was going to be here, not sure when.”

      “Is she finally giving in to your annoying texts?”

      He lifts his beer to his lips. “I think she’s humoring me, but I plan on changing that tonight.”

      “Hey,” Carson says, stepping up next to us. “Did you hear that Kavinsky was called up to pitch tomorrow?”

      “No shit,” I say. Frank Kavinsky was our number-one pitcher when I was a freshman. A workhorse obsessed with tea—he swears by it—he’s made his way quickly through the minors with his wicked cutter and solid work ethic. I only had one year with him, but I learned a lot, and I’ve tried to follow in his footsteps, following his work ethic and positive attitude.

      “Looks like all that tea helped.” Carson chuckles. “We still have some of that crap in one of the cupboards if you guys ever need some of his special tea.”

      “I’m good,” I answer, looking to the side to find a familiar face walk through the door.

      Long brown hair, straight and flowing past her shoulders, with the sweetest pink lips I’ve ever seen, Emory Ealson makes her way into the loft wearing a black crop top, black skirt, and whiskers across her blushed cheeks. Is she a cat? In the jungle?

      Doesn’t matter what she is, all that matters is her tits look amazing in that top, and her legs look damn good under that extremely short skirt.

      Carson knocks me in the arm. “Isn’t that the girl from our class?” I nod, licking my lips. “Damn, she’s hot.”

      “Don’t even fucking think about it.” I turn to him, laying my claim.

      He chuckles and shakes his head. “Settle down, man. You practically pissed all around her the other day. I get it. Just don’t make things awkward for us in class.”

      “That happened once.” I roll my eyes. “You think you would have forgotten about that by now.”

      He taps the side of his head. “I never forget that shit, especially when she poured my morning smoothie all over us.”

      “At least we smelled like fruit.” I shrug my shoulders, even though I made a mental note never to get involved with a crazy person again. When she wouldn’t stop licking her lips while talking to me—as if I was a juicy steak ready for the taking—I should have known she’d go psycho on me.

      Lesson learned.

      Carson nudges my shoulder. “Are you going to go talk to her?”

      “Got to be patient, man. Can’t look desperate.” I casually sip my beer.

      “If you don’t talk to her soon, Romeo will swoop in.” Carson points to Brock “Romeo” Romero who has his eyes fixed on Emory as she makes her way through the crowd to the kitchen.

      “Shit,” I groan, causing Carson to laugh as I move toward the kitchen, making a beeline for Emory.

      I bypass a few people trying to get my attention, but instead of stopping to chat like I normally do, I give them a quick smile and hustle to Emory, stepping right in front of Romeo as he’s about to step up, giving him an old-fashioned cockblock before he can make a move.

      “Didn’t know I’d see you here,” I say as a greeting, making a quick glance toward Carson, who’s laughing with Holt, both aware of how I boxed out Romeo.

      Whatever. Romeo is a sophomore, so he can suck my taint for all I care. I have seniority.

      Not even looking up at me, Emory reaches for a cup and says, “My friends dragged me here.” When she goes for the jungle juice, I stop her, pulling her gaze in my direction.

      “Plan on stripping down for everyone to see you naked tonight?”

      “Huh?” she asks, a cute crinkle to her nose.

      “I suggest you stay away from this stuff unless you want to get seriously drunk.”

      “Is that so?” She eyes me suspiciously. “Well, I have to study tomorrow, so I prefer not to be hungover.”

      Her voice is so sweet, with a touch of sass to it. I like it a lot.

      “You can have one of my beers.” I reach behind me to the fridge that one of the freshmen is protecting—you always have someone standing guard—and I grab a beer for her. I pop the top and hand it over.

      “Bud Light?” she asks in a distasteful tone.

      “Did you think you would be getting a microbrew? It’s a college house.”

      “Still”—she takes a sip and cringes—“I thought you’d have a little more class.”

      “You’re giving me too much credit.” I nod my head toward the corner of the loft where there are less people. When she doesn’t initially follow me, I turn back around, grab her hand like I had to in class, and pull her across the loft until we’re settled in the corner. I lean against the wall and prop one leg behind me.

      She eyes me, giving me a full once-over.

      I do the same.

      She’s damn hot, and I’m regretting my actions last Saturday, passing out mid grope.

      Finally she says, “You seem to have lost your shirt.” She motions with her finger over my bare chest.

      I look down at her legs and reply, “Must be where the other half of your skirt is.”

      “Think they’re making out in a laundromat somewhere?” She takes a sip of her beer and cringes again. A few more sips and she’ll get used to it; always happens for me.

      “If they are, I hope they use the gentle cycle.”

      Her brow pulls together. “Not sure if that makes sense.”

      “Oh, because half of a skirt and a shirt making out in a laundromat does?”

      “In children’s books, sure.”

      “What kind of perverted children’s books did you read growing up?” I counter.

      “You know, the classics,” she answers causally. “One Fish, Two Fish, Red Fish, Blue Fish and Skirt and Shirt, Lovers for Life.”

      “Ah, yes, I forgot about that passionate yet eye-opening youth literature that took the New York Times by storm.”

      “I have five signed first-edition copies in a box in my parents’ attic. Banking on them to clear out my student loans.” She sips her beer, flips her hair behind her shoulder, glances at my chest again.

      “Five?” I answer sarcastically. “Damn, forget college loans, you’re set for life.”

      “You think?” She glances around. “What the hell am I doing here then?”

      “To see me of course,” I answer with a smile.

      She rolls her eyes. “More like dragged to this party because my roommate has a crush on one of your freshmen.”

      “Yeah, which one?” I look over her head, eyeing all the partygoers.

      “No idea, but apparently he has amazing blue eyes.”

      “Amazing, huh? Has to be Gunner. I was even stunned by his eyes when he was recruited.” No joke, the dude won the lottery for irises. I’m even jealous with how . . . aqua they are.

      “Not ashamed to admit that?” she asks, shifting on her heels.

      “Not even a little.” I give her another once-over, taking in her long, toned legs, her smooth stomach, thankfully visible due to her why-bother-wearing-me top. Her body is drop-dead gorgeous, but when you reach her eyes, they speak nothing of vixen, rather more like pure innocence. A total contradiction that has my mind reeling. “So, what are you supposed to be? A cat?”

      She glances at her outfit and sighs, taking another sip of her beer. She almost seems bored to be at the party. “I’m pretty sure I’m supposed to be a panther but my roommates fell short in the costume department.”

      “Yeah, really short,” I add, eyeing her barely-there skirt. “Please tell me you’re wearing something under that.”

      “Nope,” she answers, sipping her beer and then smacking her lips. “I like to feel the wind in my undercarriage when I’m walking.”

      I wince. “Undercarriage? Fuck, I don’t want you to call it that.”

      She laughs and shakes her head. “I’m not a lady of the night, Knox. Of course I have something under this skirt.” She lifts up the side, flashing tiny black boy shorts. “Honestly, I’m going to be a librarian. I need to be sensible.”

      Sensible? More like hot as fuck. I saw partial ass cheek.

      I grip my beer close to my mouth and take a deep breath. “A sensible librarian wouldn’t flash a horny college guy her underwear.”

      “Well, maybe I’m more of a modern-day librarian then.” She winks and starts to walk away.

      “Hey, where are you going?”

      She looks over her shoulder. “I have more people to flash. Don’t think you’re the only lucky one.”

      Damn, that doesn’t sit well with me.

      Not one fucking bit.
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      “The first week was great, so you have nothing to worry about, Mom.”

      I try to keep my voice down as I walk through campus, not wanting to look like one of those students with a homesick mother—I’ve heard the phone calls in passing before.

      No, Mom, I’m not drinking.

      Yes, Mom, I’m staying out of trouble.

      Of course I’m taking my vitamins.

      I haven’t even touched the condoms you gave me.

      “And Dottie and Lindsay, they’re showing you around?”

      “Yes,” I say in exasperation. “They’re my best friends, who changed dorms to make room for me, do you really think they were going to throw me in a frat party and say good luck?”

      “Maybe,” my mom answers.

      “We worked through everything with Neil. They’re happy I’m here, trust me; if anything, they’re helping me have more fun.” Like going to baseball parties where there are hot baseball players I should stay away from, one “horny” one in particular.

      “Oh? What kind of fun?”

      “You know, getting me to crawl out of my shell. Experience life.”

      I don’t need to mention the whole boob in the hand, passing out with a stranger kind of fun. Nor do I mention the party we went to this past weekend, because there are things parents need to know and things parents don’t need to know. Partying with a bunch of jocks with healthy libidos is not something a mother needs to know about her daughter.

      Even if nothing happened.

      I don’t need the pregnancy lectures, or the packages sent from home full of contraceptives and pamphlets on being a young, single mother.

      Or a letter stating my mom is not ready to be a grandmother yet.

      Yup, all things I’ve received in the mail before, even when I was living at home. I love my mom, but she likes to make a point with a flair for dramatics.

      “As long as you’re being safe then, have fun.”

      “Of course I’m being safe,” I sigh just as I spot a familiar sweatshirt out of the corner of my eye. I glance to the right and make eye contact with Knox Gentry. A smile graces his handsome face, his hands are stuffed in his pockets, and he’s making a beeline for me. Oh hell. “Hey Mom, I have to go. I’m heading into class.”

      “Okay, sweetie. Give me a call later this week so we can catch up some more.”

      “Sure. Love you.”

      “Love you too.”

      I hang up just as Knox reaches me and slings his arm around my shoulder for a brief side hug. “How’s my favorite panther?”

      What’s that heavenly scent?

      Man . . . that’s what it is, just pure man.

      Or Ralph Lauren.

      Because I’m not an ice queen, I return the hug and then pull away while subtly taking in a long whiff of his fresh scent. “Favorite panther? Really? I thought that was the girl you were making out with on Saturday.”

      Yup, after he was all buddy-buddy with me, I saw his lips doing work elsewhere. Not that it matters, we are by no means dating, but it’s nice to know that although he put himself front and center as my welcoming party, he’s not actually caught up in me. I can see now that I lost sight of who I was when I dated Neil. Our worlds revolved around each other a lot. But here, I’m me. I’m not part of Neil and Emory, and I like that freedom. I refuse to believe I caused Neil’s cheating. Sex with him was mediocre at best, and I’ve been released from pretending now. Kind of liberating. So, Mr. Gentry can lip lock with whoever he chooses.

      Not even showing an ounce of shame, he says, “She was a jaguar, huge difference, and we weren’t making out. She kissed me once and I returned it because, why not?” He tugs on my jacket. “Why? Jealous?”

      “Not even in the slightest,” I answer, turning around so I can talk to him while walking backward. “Was interesting seeing your type.”

      “Yeah, and what do you think my type is?” he asks, chin lifted.

      “Really short skirts.”

      He chuckles and then eyes the plaid skirt I have on today—with stockings. “They don’t have to be really short necessarily. I’m good with mid-thigh.”

      Without even thinking about it, I tug on my skirt that lands perfectly at mid-thigh. “Don’t you think you should get to know a girl before you start mentioning skirt length?” I ask, just before I trip over someone behind me.

      Knox reaches out and grabs my hand, steadying me before I take a tumble. He waves to the person I ran into, points at me and says, “Still hungover from Sunday Funday.”

      The guy I ran into doesn’t say anything but instead makes a snotty face and takes off in the other direction.

      “Man, he’s rude,” Knox says before draping his arm over my shoulder again as we continue to walk to the class we share. “When are you going to give me a chance to get to know you, Em?”

      His addicting cologne entices me to stay under his embrace, instead of shrugging him off like I should. But, God, it’s like bathing in a bag of pheromones over here. “You have now.”

      “We are five minutes from class.”

      “Well then, you better start asking questions.”

      “Brutal.” He chuckles but then doesn’t waste any time in getting down to business. “Where did you transfer from?”

      “California.”

      “Cali girl? Explains the skirts. It gets cold here, so I hope you’re ready to pull on some pants.”

      “I gathered that.” Our steps fall in line with each other, and it seems so easy to be walking side by side with him. Strangely, it doesn’t feel as weird as I’d expect. For the last six years, there’s only been one man’s arm that’s hung over my shoulder, and it certainly wasn’t as muscular and solid as Knox’s arm. Neil was barely two inches taller than I am, so I never felt so . . . cradled, for want of a different term. And it’s nice. Freeing somehow. Whereas Neil wasn’t openly warm and tactile, Knox is, and we’re barely friends.

      “Why did you transfer?”

      “Wanted a new beginning.”

      “Someone wrong you?” he asks casually.

      “Ex-boyfriend, but that’s not anything we need to get into right now.”

      Instead of answering right away, Knox pauses and then says, “He’s an idiot for ever letting you go.”

      It should sound like a line, an automatic response a guy would have to get inside a girl’s pants, but it doesn’t come off that way when Knox says it.

      It’s genuine and to be honest, it makes me want to lean in a little closer to this guy.

      “He is an idiot,” I confirm.

      “So, you’re here, starting a new chapter in your life. How’s it going so far?” He opens the door to the lecture hall and ushers me in, sticking close by my side as we make our way through the crowd to our classroom.

      “Well, there’s this guy who I seem to keep running into—pretty sure he wants to be the hero in the story—the secondary characters are the best friends a girl can ask for, even though they make her dress like a ‘panther,’ and the story arc seems to be in my favor so far.”

      We reach the classroom, and he opens that door for me as well. Chivalry isn’t dead in this one. “Think the guy you keep running into will become the hero of your story? Solidify it?” he asks, wiggling his eyebrows.

      “Doubtful, probably just a funny side character.”

      He grips his heart. “Ouch, Ealson, that hurts.”

      I pat his shoulder. “You’ll survive.”

      When I go to sit up front, he snags my backpack, halting me in place. “Where do you think you’re going?” He thumbs toward his friends who are sitting in the back. “We have seats already.”

      “You might, but I prefer to sit in the front.”

      He shakes his head. “Not going to happen. Who else am I going to write notes to?”

      “I bet Carson would enjoy a love letter.”

      Knox turns to look at Carson, who’s waving enthusiastically at us. “Look at that goon, he’ll be heartbroken if you don’t sit with us.”

      “He’ll be heartbroken, or you will be?” I raise a brow in his direction.

      “A man never reveals his true feelings after the fourth encounter. Don’t you know anything about love arcs?”

      “Third,” I correct him smoothly, even though his literary knowledge can easily bring me to my knees.

      He steps down to my level and holds his hand out, ticking off the times we’ve seen each other. “Today, the jungle party, last week’s class . . . and the night your boob tried to run away.”

      I grip his hand and push all his fingers down. “We don’t mention that night.”

      “I might if you don’t sit next to us.”

      “Blackmail? Really, Knox?”

      “It’s not beneath me,” he answers with a charming smile.

      Rolling my eyes and letting out a long sigh, I walk back up the stairs and scoot down the baseball row—that’s what I’m calling it.

      “Ealsonnnn,” Carson says, holding out his hand for a high five. How barbaric a greeting, but I give it a quick snap and sit down. Holt nods in my direction but is still stuck in his phone, texting away. I should get used to seeing the top of his head, because I’ve seen more of his unruly hair, than his actual face.

      Leaning over, Knox whispers, “See, aren’t you happy you’re sitting with us? We’re a good time.”

      “You’re annoying.”

      “Annoyingly fun.”

      Shaking my head, I take out my computer and get ready for class. Looks like I’m adding more secondary characters to my new story . . . just not a hero.

      Knox nudges my arm and grants me his devastatingly good-looking smile.

      Most definitely not a hero.
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        * * *

      

      I hate him.

      I hate him with every fiber in my being.

      Knox Gentry is dead to me.

      “Em, wait up.” He chases after me but I keep up my pace, trying to get as far away from him as possible.

      But my short strides can’t get past his long and powerful ones and before I can get more than ten feet away, he has his arm around me again, laughing quietly to himself.

      “Come on, you can’t be mad at me.”

      “You made me snort in the middle of class when everyone was quiet.”

      He laughs some more. “It’s not my fault that I’m funny.”

      I stop and face him, arms folded across my chest. “Professor Culpepper now knows who I am and not in a good way.”

      “He’s a douche. You don’t need to worry about him.”

      “He asked me what was so funny.”

      “And you gave him an amazing answer.”

      I shift my lips from side to side. “Saying crackling pubescent voices was not an amazing answer.” It was the only thing I could think of on the spot without revealing what Knox wrote on his computer for me to read.

      “It made the entire class laugh.”

      “Yeah, and now he thinks I’m the class clown.” I wave my hand out to the side in anger.

      “Nah, don’t give yourself that much credit. Maybe a witty student, but not the class clown. You have to do way more to earn that title.”

      “Ugh,” I groan and start marching away but don’t get very far once again.

      “Come on, Em, admit it was fun back there.”

      “It was not fun. I’m not sitting by you anymore.”

      “You wound me, Emory Ealson,” Knox calls out. “Where are you going? Come have lunch with me.”

      “Never,” I call out, turning toward him for a brief second, hiding the smile that wants to pass over my lips. He must catch it because before I can turn away, he returns the smile in full force.

      Damn him.

      Damn his smile.

      And damn his notes.

      And thanks to Knox Gentry, I’ll never be able to look at Professor Culpepper the same way. Because when I was least expecting it, while the professor was mid-sentence, Knox so eloquently pointed out a cluster of freckles on Professor Culpepper’s face that had a striking resemblance to the middle finger.

      Look at his face, Ealson. His freckles are telling us to fuck off.

      So, whenever I see him, all I’ll see now is him flipping off anyone who looks him in the face.

      Just absolutely perfect.
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      “Gentry, my office, now.”

      “Yikes, that doesn’t sound good,” Carson says as he sits next to me, tying his shoes before we head into the weight room.

      “He always sounds like that, like he has clamps on his nipples and doesn’t know how to take them off.”

      “Maybe you can assist him while you’re in the office.” Carson laughs.

      “Little nipple play with Coach Disik? Don’t mind if I do.” I rub my hands together and then stand. “Meet you in the weight room. Don’t get started on the bench until I get there.”

      “Be gentle on the old-man nipples, you don’t want them falling off.”

      I cringe, thinking of dusty, old nipples falling to the floor and curse my friend under my breath for bringing that image into my head right before walking into our coach’s office.

      Brentwood University, well known for their athletic department, was the top school I wanted to attend when being recruited. I knew fresh out of high school I wasn’t ready to be drafted, so it’s why I chose to be recruited by colleges. When Brentwood offered me a full ride, I knew exactly where I was going. The biggest reason? Coach Disik.

      A legend for putting ball players straight from Brentwood into the major league, I wanted to be another notch on his belt of players who came from his “farm system.” Even though these last two years have been hell on earth with the commitment I’ve made to bettering my game, the difference in my play is astronomical, and I can only thank Coach Disik, even if he’s a crotchety bastard with . . . dusty, old-man nipples.

      I knock on his office and wait for his gruff voice to yell out, “Come in.”

      I pull the door open and take a seat in one of the black leather chairs across from his desk. No need for an invitation; I’ve been in his office enough to know the drill. The door clicks behind me and Coach Disik looks up from his computer and folds his hands over his stomach.

      The white goatee that frames his mouth stands out against the deep tan of his skin from being outside for most of his profession. And under the brim of his hat are the scariest pair of light blue eyes you’ll ever see, especially when there’s an error on the field.

      He can make your balls shrivel up to your belly button real fucking quick.

      He lifts his hat and adjusts it back on his head before saying, “What are your plans for your senior year?”

      “Uh . . .” I try to hold back my laugh. “Coach, I’m a junior this year.”

      “I’m not a fucking idiot, Gentry.” Did I mention Coach Disik has no qualms about swearing at his players? You probably gathered that from the goatee and life-threatening eyes though. “I’m wondering if you plan on entering the draft after this year or not.”

      “Oh, well, my mom always said earning a degree should be a priority.”

      “And what do you want?”

      “I want to be as prepared as possible.”

      “And do you think another two years under my coaching will prepare you?”

      I shrug, wondering why we’re talking about this. “I want to gain as much knowledge as possible.”

      He nods and leans back in his chair, his eyes never leaving mine. “I think you’re a damn fool if you don’t turn your name in for the draft after this year.”

      I wasn’t expecting that, but tell me like it is, Coach.

      He leans forward. “You can earn your degree over time while still playing, so that shouldn’t hold you back. Scouts from all over are looking at you, wondering if you’re going to put in for this coming draft. Your stats are among the best in the country, and you’re more than ready to take the next step in your baseball career. There isn’t much more I can teach you here. You need the experience, the challenge, and you’re not going to get that playing college ball. Because you took the college route, you’re eligible for next year’s draft. What I’d like to see you do is take this year to build your strength and agility, perfect your technique, and then after the year is over, jump into the draft. You’ll be picked up in the first round, if not a top pick.”

      “You think so?” My pulse is racing. Playing professionally has been my goal ever since I can remember, and now Coach says it’s a possibility next year . . . hell, my nipples just got hard.

      “Yes. I’ve spoken with scouts. They have their eyes on you.”

      “Who?” I ask, a little too excited.

      “The Bobcats for one.”

      “The Bobcats?” I ask, nearly falling out of my chair. Fuck. “You serious? That’s my fucking dream team.” Growing up just outside of Dallas, I had no right being a Bobcats fan, but my mom was born and raised in Chicago, a huge baseball fan, so I’ve been a diehard Bobcats fan since I can remember. Whenever I played baseball in my backyard, I always pretended I was the starting shortstop for the Bobcats, and to even think that could be a possibility gives me goddamn chills.

      Feel my nipples, seriously, so fucking hard.

      “Keep it in your pants, Gentry,” Coach says, making me chuckle. “It’s a possibility, but you have to continue to work hard, don’t let up, and don’t settle.”

      “I won’t, Coach, you know I won’t. I’m the first one to show up for practice and the last one to leave. I spend more hours in the batting cages than anyone, I practically have a marriage with one of the batting tees.”

      “I do recall you proposed to it last year.”

      “She’s been so loyal, I had to do something.”

      He shakes his head and then pushes a few papers around on his desk. “Enough with the bullshit. Stay focused, set a good example, and show the underclassmen what it takes to make it to the majors.”

      “I can do that.”

      “I wouldn’t expect anything less, that’s why I’m naming you captain this year.”

      “Seriously?” I ask, my brows raising in surprise. I had an inkling I’d be named captain, but it still surprises me.

      Seriously, when Coach called me into his office, I had the brief thought that maybe he heard about the stupid jungle party and wanted to lecture me about it. Not this.

      “Yes, you’ve earned the title, just don’t fuck it up now.”

      “I won’t.” I grab the back of my neck. “Wow, Coach, I’m honored.”

      “You know the title comes with responsibility, right? Not only showing up on the field, but off it too. You’re in charge of Thursday study hall, making sure all the underclassmen are paired up with an upperclassman so our team is succeeding in the classroom as well as on the field.”

      “Yes, just like Justin last year.”

      “Exactly. Keep the boys in line, which means tamping down the . . . jungle parties.”

      My face blanches as Coach rolls his eyes.

      “You guys think I’m an idiot, but everything you do in that loft is reported back to me, so don’t be fucking morons, you understand?”

      “Yeah, sure. I mean . . . we can party still, right?”

      “As long as it’s not under the twenty-four-hour rule when the season starts and you do it responsibly. If I hear any stories about shit going wrong at one of your parties, I will break up that loft quicker than you can saddle your dick in your jockstrap. Understood?”

      “Understood.”

      “Good.” He leans back in his chair again and for the first time since I’ve known him, he smirks. “You’re going places, Gentry. Just make sure to send me tickets to your first big league game.”

      “You’re one of the firsts on my list.”

      He nods then says, “Get out of here and go lift. Time to step it up to another level.”

      “You don’t have to worry about that, Coach; I’m already bringing it this year.”

      I take off and head toward the weight room with extra pep in my step.

      Captain. The Big Leagues. Hell, that conversation couldn’t have gone any better.

      Pictures of previous student athletes flank the hallways, reminding me of the rich athletic history within these walls. My photo might be up here one day. My mom would love that. It’s rare when Coach Disik has any seniors on his team, because his players are usually drafted after their junior year. I knew I had the potential to be drafted after my junior year, but to know it’s closer to reality is fucking incredible.

      This changes everything. My entire outlook over the next year. Me.

      I was going to grind anyway, but now that I have a chance of accomplishing my biggest goal, I know where my head will be all year: on the field, in the weight room, and putting time in the cages.

      “Oh shit, what happened?” Carson asks, taking in my concentrated brow when I walk into the weight room.

      Still in shock, I hop onto the exercise bike next to him and start warming up my limbs. “He named me captain.”

      “Seriously? Holy shit, that’s huge.”

      “He also said I need to enter the draft after this season.”

      “Could have told you that,” Carson says, laughter in his voice. “You’re going places, man, just don’t try to take my kneecaps out when we’re playing against each other and you’re sliding into second in the big leagues.”

      I smile at my friend, who has exactly the same potential as me. “I can’t make any promises.”
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      I pat my skirt down and sit tall in my chair, hoping I don’t mess this up.

      Mrs. Flower scans my résumé and questionnaire, her lips pursed, showing off her lipstick that’s in desperate need of a touch-up. The color has fallen in the cracks of her lips, drying out and making her look a little impish.

      Her lipstick is pretty much the only thing I can read on this woman. Talk about a poker face. If it wasn’t for the abundance of wrinkles marring the corners of her eyes, I would think she was injected full of Botox from how expressionless she is.

      I’m dying to know what she thinks. The silence is slowly eating away at me. Is she impressed? Annoyed? I don’t have much experience working in a library, only a year, but that should be good enough for an internship, right?

      I heard all the desired internships are within the athletic department, so working in the library should be a piece of cake, but then again, judging by the way Mrs. Flower has a perpetual crease between her eyes while reading my résumé, I’m going to assume it’s not as easy as I initially thought.

      Dottie is interning with her dad’s multi-billion-dollar corporation whereas Lindsay, studying to be a teacher, is applying for internships at local schools. She was tempted to apply for an intern position in the equipment room at the sports events center, but we talked her out of that pretty quickly.

      It’s been a few weeks since we started school and even though Lindsay might be slightly obsessed with going to the baseball loft every weekend, we’ve been able to curb her craving by taking the train into Chicago on the weekends and exploring the city, doing touristy things like taking pictures in front of “The Bean” and catching some pretty amazing off-Broadway shows—courtesy of Dottie’s dad. If it wasn’t for her very wealthy father, we would be spending the weekends kicking a tossed-up piece of paper around on the floor. But he’s always treated us as his daughters and spoils us. I’m not mad about it, nor do I forget how grateful I am to have such great friends in my life.

      Slowly, Mrs. Flower sets the résumé down and stares me in the eyes through her red thick-framed glasses. I try not to wither under her gaze but hold strong instead.

      “How are you with authority?”

      “Handling authority or being authoritative myself?”

      “Being authoritative,” she says, eyes narrowing in. There’s no question, Mrs. Flower—despite the fluffy last name—has no problem holding a firm upper hand. I’m pretty sure she patrols the library, occasionally bending over to pull the ruler out of her ass only to slap students across the tops of their hands with it.

      “I don’t have a problem with it, especially with peers. I don’t like rule breakers.” Solid answer.

      She slams her hand on the desk, nearly causing me to piddle myself. By God, I think I just tooted from sheer surprise. Hold it together, Emory.

      “Situation,” she yells. What’s happening? “You are returning books in the history section, and you hear giggling. You turn down the aisle of local history and see two hooligans fondling each other. Pants at ankles, bra on the floor, what do you do?”

      Oh Jesus, okay, I see what she’s doing. Better ways to interview, but I’m not going to point that out. Being that Mrs. Flower has her dress shirt buttoned all the way up her neck, I shouldn’t be surprised by her question. Thankfully when going over interview tactics with Dottie, she told me to take a few seconds before answering so I don’t say something stupid. For instance, my initial answer to Mrs. Flower’s question was oddly, “Slap the guy on the bare ass with an encyclopedia and reprimand him for being indecently exposed in public.” I’m going to guess that’s not the answer she’s looking for.

      Think . . .

      Naked. Penis.

      Naked penis.

      A picture of a hot dog comes to mind and I hold back a snort while curbing my lips down into a frown to avoid any type of smile.

      Clearly I’m still far too immature to be doing grown-up things.

      Okay, she wants authority; here is my version of being authoritative . . .

      “I would, uh”—shit, don’t pause, it shows weakness—“I would take a picture on my cell phone”—ha! Good one—"then tell them to get dressed and follow me to your office or else I will take the picture to the Dean.”

      She leans back in her chair, observing me.

      Lips purse.

      Hands fold over her desk.

      Brows sharpen.

      Okay, not the best answer. Threatening to expose someone’s bare butt isn’t kosher, nor allowed I’m sure, but then again, I wasn’t really expecting that question. How do you apprehend fornicators in the library? They’ll just bolt. Hell, I’ve shamefully done it before with Neil. You get caught, but you run for your life, your belts jingling as you trot in shame.

      “You would take a picture?”

      Nervously, I laugh. “I know it’s not the best solution, but it’s the only way I could think of that would hold them accountable for their actions rather than running away.”

      Mrs. Flower drums her fingers on the desk. “I’m not in the market to expose nudes, Miss Ealson.”

      Shit.

      I saw that coming.

      She probably thinks I’m a pervert, cruising around college libraries, collecting nudies from unsuspecting students. Granted, what an amazing coffee table book idea, but catching new adults with their pants around their ankles is not a hobby of mine.

      Although, after tanking this interview, I might very well make it one.

      “I know, I’m not sure why—”

      “But I want justice.” She slams her fist on her desk, startling me once more—all toots held in this time. At least there’s a minor win I can mark in the pro column. “Which means if my new intern carries her phone around with her to snap pictures of these horny hooligans that run rampant in my library, then so be it.” She pushes a piece of paper across the desk and says, “You’re hired. You start tomorrow. Bring your phone, fully charged. I expect good things from you, Miss Ealson.”

      What?

      I blink a few times.

      Did I just hear her right?

      Hired?

      Holy. Shit.

      “Seriously? I got the internship?”

      “Yes, now stop wasting my time, I have things to do.” When she glances at me, she picks up her number two pencil and points it directly at me as she speaks. “Don’t let me down, Miss Ealson. I want you to bring the hammer down on these college students. My library is not for sex.”

      “Understood.” I stand. “Trust me, when I’m on watch, there will be no fondling of penises in these sacred walls.”

      From the disgusted look on her face, I immediately know we’re not at that stage of our working relationship. No mention of penis. Got it.

      I apologize. “I’m sorry I said fondling penises. I won’t say that again.”

      She points to the door behind me. “Just leave before I change my mind.”

      “Sure, yup. Thank you.” I bow for some stupid reason. At this point, I barely have a hold on what my body does. “Have a good day, see you tomorrow. Yippee.”

      Hell, Emory, don’t say yippee.

      She glares at me one more time before I shut the door behind me. I lean against it a few seconds, clutching my folders to my chest. That almost seemed too easy. And maybe I was one of very few candidates for the internship, but I will take whatever I can get. It’s one more step closer to achieving my goal. This experience will grant me so many more opportunities when I graduate.

      Time to charge up that cell phone.
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        * * *

      

      “Hey, Ealson, wait up.”

      That voice. I would know it anywhere by now. Knox is jogging up to me wearing athletic pants, a tight Under Armour shirt that clings to every part of his chest, and a backward hat. He’s sweaty with rosy cheeks, and a giant smile lights up his face. I will say this about the man, he wears casual well . . . really well.

      Iced coffee in hand, I pause and let him quickly bring me into a hug.

      “Ew, gross.” I push at his chest. “You’re all wet.”

      “It’s called hard work.” He laughs and pulls away, glancing at my outfit. “Hot skirt, Em, how many of those do you have?”

      “More than you need to know about.” Resuming my walk to the dorms, he follows closely next to me. For a college campus so big, it’s surprising how many times I run into him. If I didn’t know any better, I’d think he implanted a personal tracker on me somewhere.

      Note to self: scan body for personal trackers when I get back to my dorm.

      “Are you coming this weekend?” he asks.

      “Coming where?”

      “We’re having a party at the loft.”

      I bring my drink to my mouth but it’s quickly snagged from my hand. In shock, I watch Knox take a long pull from the straw.

      “Hey, that’s mine.”

      “I know, but didn’t you learn it’s nice to share?” He takes another sip before I steal it back. With the underside of my shirt, I wipe the straw, giving it a good cleaning.

      “I don’t have fucking cooties, Ealson.”

      “I don’t know that,” I reply with a lift to my chin. “Who knows where your mouth has been?”

      “I’ll tell you one place it hasn’t been, that it desperately wants to go.” He wiggles his brows at me and glances down at my crotch.

      Men.

      I pick up my pace, trying to gather some distance, but it’s useless. The guy has the longest legs ever and pulls me into his chest, arm draped over my shoulders. It’s a position I’m starting to become accustomed to when it comes to Knox Gentry.

      “Are you coming to the loft this weekend?”

      “Eh, I don’t think so.”

      “Why not?”

      “I have plans,” I answer curtly. Plans that include watching videos of jumping goats on YouTube. That shit is hysterical.

      “What kind of plans?”

      “Just plans.”

      He steps in front of me, becoming a human roadblock. With a lift of my chin, he forces me to look him in his devastatingly handsome face. “Tell me what your plans are because I don’t believe you.”

      Shit.

      How convincing is an addiction to goat videos?

      Hell, I don’t have any plans. None at all. I’m actually pretty sure the girls wanted to go to the loft this weekend since we haven’t partied in a few weekends, but I don’t want Knox to know that. He’s utterly too cocky and confident and already got his way when it comes to sitting next to me in class. And I truly have no idea why he’s bothering with that. I’ve told him I’m not interested, and there are many other girls who would be. Odd man.

      I’ve tried sitting in the front, but he joins me. And when I purposefully didn’t show up until one minute before class and sat as far away from him as possible, he switched seats. He’s relentless. And maybe we haven’t “talked” in class, but he keeps writing me notes, and for the life of me I can’t seem to turn away from his computer to see them. It’s really annoying.

      “Uh, you know . . .” Why am I not good at thinking on my feet? “Washing my hair.”

      He snorts.

      In my face.

      And then tilts his head back and laughs.

      I can’t even be mad about it. If I wasn’t trying to pass off my idiotic answer as the truth, I’d be laughing too.

      “Ealson, nice try. You’re coming to the party. I expect you there.”

      I prop a hand on my hip. “Oh, so because you expect me there, that means I have to be there?”

      “No, but as a friend, it would be nice if you were there.”

      “I’m your friend now? When did that happen?”

      He sighs and grips my shoulders. “Why are you so difficult?”

      “Why are you so sure of yourself? You don’t always get what you want, Knox.”

      “Clearly.” He pushes his hand through his hair, his forearm rippling from frustration. “How about this, we grab something to eat before the party and if you decide you want to come after that, then you can.”

      “Soo . . . now you’re doubling down on the time you want me to spend with you?”

      He smirks. “Is that so much of a hardship?”

      “Yes,” I answer sharply and make my way around him. It’s not actually hard to spend time with him, but I’m really not interested in his pursuit of me. I refuse to put a man like him on my radar. Nada. Nope. Although, he is fun to tease.

      “Come on, Ealson. Say you’ll come.”

      I turn around and smile. “And here I thought you were the type of guy who’d tell me when I can come.” I shrug as his jaw drops to the pavement. “Oh well. Catch you later, Gentry.”
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      Whap. Whap.

      Lindsay’s fist pounds against my door. “Four hours and counting. Finish up that studying, because you’re going with us whether you like it or not.” She’s been relentless all day.

      I rub my hand across my forehead and lean back in my chair, my eyes going blurry from all the words I’ve read and highlighted and then rewritten in my notebook . . . because that’s the kind of studier I am. I can’t simply read it and highlight. I have to rewrite it, sometimes twice, for it to become engrained in my head. I go through notebooks like crazy from all the rewriting, but it’s the only way I know how to learn.

      And typing doesn’t work. I have to physically write it in order for it to absorb.

      It’s why my hand has a cramp right now.

      I’ve been studying since nine this morning. After we stumbled out of the dining hall fresh from breakfast, I locked myself in my room and cracked open my books. I took a small break when Dottie—the good friend she is—brought me some cheddar broccoli soup for lunch. Now that it’s five, my stomach is grumbling, and I’m ready to take another break.

      Since I haven’t showered yet—yeah, it’s been one of those days—I’ve allotted my study time to stop sharply at seven, but now I might be rethinking that. My mind is mush.

      I need a mindless second.

      Cue goat videos . . .

      I pop open my computer and log in to the school chat system. Too lazy to grab my phone from my bed, I send Dottie a quick message before I open YouTube.

      Emory: Dinner, what’s on the menu?

      Because she’s always glued to her computer when studying, she answers right away.

      Dottie: Pizza is coming. Daddy dearest called earlier. Spent an hour on the phone with him. He told me all about this pizza he wants us to try so he’s having it delivered.

      Emory: Remind me to send him a thank-you card.

      Dottie: You know he already knows you’re thankful.

      Emory: Still. It’s nice to say thank you. Let me know when it arrives. I’ll study some more until then. P.S. Please tell me he ordered grape soda to go with it.

      Dottie: He isn’t the best father in the world for no reason. Of course he got grape soda. Don’t doubt the man.

      Emory: Never will again. Knock on my door when it’s here.

      I go to shut my chat box, pizza and grape soda waiting for me just around the corner, when a new chat screen pops up.

      I catch the name right before I am about to exit out and pause.

      Knox Gentry.

      What is he doing messaging me?

      Because the school wants students to experience what it’s like to live and breathe in a community atmosphere, they allow any student to contact another through the chat system, but the chat has to be accepted first.

      Since I’ve never messaged with Knox before, I only have the choice to accept his chat or not. No preview to what he’s said. Damn it.

      I chew on my bottom lip, contemplating what I should do. More studying, or finding out what he wants.

      Hell, I already know what he wants: me to show up at his party for some odd reason. I’m curious to see what other tactics he has to get me to come.

      Not that he needs to, as I’m already going, thanks to Lindsay and Dottie, but he doesn’t need to know that. I’ve watched a lot of goat videos recently, so maybe I should take a small break and have a little fun.

      I earned it.

      I click to accept his message as I place one of my feet on my chair. Time to get comfortable. I push my blue-light blocking glasses back on my nose and read what poetic diatribe I’ve received. From our past interactions and arguments, I’m sure it will be good.

      Knox: Yo.

      Oh wow . . . how prolific.

      I chuckle, wondering what I was thinking, as if he was going to open with recited poetry or something. He is a “horny college student” after all—his words, not mine.

      Shaking my head, I type back.

      Emory: You have one chance to make a good first impression in student chat and you open with yo? I expected more from you.

      Knox: I wasn’t going to waste a good opening on the possibility of you not accepting my chat.

      Emory: Does that mean you have a secondary opening?

      Knox: Obviously.

      Emory: Do I get to read it?

      Knox: I don’t know. I’m trying to decide if you’re worthy or not.

      Emory: You’re the one who messaged me. I can sign out anytime I want.

      Knox: You’re fucking brutal. Fine . . . *ahem*, here it goes; What’s up?

      I laugh out loud, hating that he so easily entertains me. What a doofus.

      Emory: Wow, I think you just blew my socks off.

      Knox: See why I saved it? Can’t waste that shit on just anyone.

      Emory: I hope you keep that opening a secret. Can you imagine the number of socks that would be flying off feet all over campus? It’s dangerous.

      Knox: Lethal.

      Emory: I’m glad you saved it for me. I’m indebted to you.

      Knox: Really? ((Rubs hands together)) Should I cash in now?

      Emory: I’m clearly kidding.

      Knox: Nope, I have it in writing ^^^ right up there. You’re indebted to me. So I’m cashing in.

      Emory: “Cash in” all you want, still doesn’t mean I’m going to do whatever you ask.

      Knox: Stubborn woman.

      Emory: ^^That’s winning you friends.

      Knox: Come to the party tonight.

      Emory: Just jumping right into it, are you?

      Knox: There is no theme. It’s just to have fun. We have beer and some mixed drinks, and I can even offer you some pretzels.

      Emory: Wow, you paint a beautiful evening. The pretzels are a real winning attribute.

      Knox: I was going to save this as a last-ditch effort but since I think I might have you hooked with the pretzels, I’m going to bring my offer home and let you in on a little secret; just bought a fresh packet of Oreos. So if you play your cards right, you could be separating Oreos with me tonight.

      Emory: Seriously? Oreos, how RARE! Well, then I must go because . . . Oreos.

      Knox: Really? You’re coming?

      Emory: No. Have a good night, Knox.

      I shut the computer before he can respond and smile to myself as I look over to my closet, debating what I should wear tonight.

      Oddly, I kind of want to blow him away, which means, I’ll put more thought into what I wear. And maybe, I’ll spend the rest of my time filling my stomach so I don’t get stupid drunk. I did study all day. I deserve this.

      And how could I really turn down Oreos?
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      “Why does she have to be so goddamn difficult?” I ask Carson as I lean against the window next to the fire escape, surveying the party that I have zero interest in being at. “I mean, I’ve seen the way she looks at me, there’s interest there.”

      “Didn’t you say she had an ex-boyfriend that did her wrong?”

      “Something like that.” I lift my hat then settle it on my head, backward. I just got my hair cut so it falls smoothly over my head. I would have done my hair if I knew she was coming tonight, but I put zero effort into what I look like, not interested in being near anyone besides Carson. He’s only sticking around because he hasn’t found a girl he’s interested in yet, but the minute he does, I’ll make my way back to my room and lock the door.

      Fucking pathetic.

      I’m not feeling social right now. Emory has a great way of cutting down a guy’s ego, and for the life of me, I can’t figure out why I like it so damn much.

      “Maybe she’s super cautious. Maybe she dated another baseball player and he was a dick. You know how women will associate their feelings like that.”

      “Maybe.” I sigh and take a sip from my beer bottle. “Jesus, you would think I was a sick fool in love with the way I’m acting.”

      “I was going to say that but didn’t want to sound like an ass.”

      I push off the wall and shake my shoulders out, giving myself a little slap to the cheek. “Okay, I’m not going to waste this night just because some girl I hardly know turned me down for the tenth time.”

      “Tenth, really?”

      “No, well, I’m not really sure, but it feels like that. I’m just going to find someone else.”

      “Pretty sure there is a line of college girls waiting to have their chance with you. Just call out a number, see who shows up.”

      “Not a bad idea.” I give him a pat on the back. “See any brunettes wearing a skirt?”

      Carson rolls his eyes. “If you’re going to try to move on from another girl, don’t go for the exact replica, dude.”

      I shrug. “It’s my type right now.”

      He chuckles and then points. “Well, there’s a brunette with a skirt, but not sure you can land her.”

      “Where?”

      “By the beer pong table, near Holt’s room.”

      I scan the crowd and when my eyes land on a laughing Emory, my stomach does a tiny little flip.

      See? Fucking pathetic. Might as well put a dog tag around my neck that says: Return to owner, Emory Ealson.

      Shit, she looks good. Wearing an off-the-shoulder white crop top that gives me a good glimpse of her cleavage, she paired it with a floral skirt that flares at her hips. She looks classy but sexy at the same time, a lethal weapon for my southern heart.

      “Shit, she’s here.”

      Carson pats me on the back. “Looks like you should go change because damn, she looks good.”

      “Nah, I don’t want her leaving my sight. I’m going in.”

      “Good luck,” Carson says with less confidence than I appreciate.

      I would normally say I don’t need luck, but with Emory, I might. She’s different than other girls, sexy and intelligent with a hint of resistance that turns me on. I enjoy her banter and her ability to call me out on my shit. She’s fucking fun, and I want to be around her more.

      Beer in hand, wearing a simple black T-shirt and jeans, I shift through the crowd and walk straight toward Emory, who’s talking to two other girls. I don’t even bother to wait until they’re done talking. Instead, I walk up next to Emory, put my arm over her shoulder, and bring her close into my chest for a hug. To my surprise, she laughs and presses her hand against my chest as she returns the hug.

      That feels good, her tits pressed against me. Fucking amazing.

      “Thought you weren’t coming.”

      She looks up at me, those green eyes connecting beautifully with mine. “You can thank my roommates for making sure I showed up.”

      I glance at the girls in front of us who have huge smiles on their faces. I’m thinking I have the same look on mine as well. “Are these your roommates?” I point with the hand that’s holding my beer bottle.

      “Yup. This is Dottie and Lindsay.”

      I give them a quick wave. “Dottie and Lindsay, I owe you one. I didn’t think this girl was going to show.”

      “She can be a beast at times, but whenever you need something, just let us know, we can convince her,” Dottie says.

      “I’ll keep that in mind. Do you care if I steal your girl?”

      “Have at it.” Dottie ushers us away.

      “Thanks, ladies, enjoy yourselves.” Before Emory can protest, I take her hand in mine and lead her to the kitchen, where I ask one of the freshmen to grab me two beers and the Oreos I stuffed away. The dutiful teammate he is, he fetches them in an instant, and I take Emory to the window that leads to the fire escape.

      “Uh, where do you think you’re taking me?”

      “It’s either this or my bedroom. Take your pick, because I want you alone.”

      She pulls her hand away from me and folds her arms over her chest, her bare shoulders enticing me more than they should. “Who’s to say I want to be alone with you?”

      “Me. That’s who. Now stop being stubborn and follow me. I promise a good time.”

      “As long as you keep your hands to yourself.”

      I scoff. “I’m a southern gentleman if anything, Em.”

      When I link her hand in mine and she allows it, I assume earning some private time with her is a go.

      I help her out of the window and up the fire escape a few stairs away from the window so we can actually hear each other. Thankfully, I put a blanket out here just in case she decided to show up and I lay it on the metal stairs before we take a seat. We sit side by side, not shoved too close together thanks to the spacious fire escape—rare, I know—but close enough where our knees knock together. I set the beers behind us and hold out the Oreos. She eyes them for a second with a sly smile before popping open the resealable top. Her delicate fingers pull one out and instead of eating it right away, she holds it out.

      Looking up at me, head slightly tilted, she says, “Grab the other side and twist. Whoever gets the most cream, gets to ask the other a question.”

      That’s my kind of game. What do I want to know about this girl? I start conjuring up all the questions I have about her.

      Tell me more about this douche ex-boyfriend.

      What’s your favorite sexual position?

      Are you in favor of me sucking on your tits tonight?

      Hmm . . . might be too presumptuous.

      “What kind of questions? Anything we want to ask? Does the other person have to answer?”

      “Sure.” She shrugs. “I don’t have much to hide.”

      “Much, huh? So, there are some things you care to hide?”

      “Stuff you’ll never guess, so we’re safe.” She nods at the cookie. “You in?”

      “Hell yeah.” I grip the other side and count, “One, two, three, twist.”

      We both twist and pull apart. I look down at my empty black cookie and then at the sly smile crossing Emory’s face, who’s wiggling her cookie at me. Damn, she’s cute.

      She pops the whole thing in her mouth and chews while she leans back on the stairs, giving me the perfect view of her smooth stomach and perfectly proportioned breasts.

      Full B-cup, easily.

      “How many girls have you brought out on the fire escape, Knox?”

      Her question comes out low, seductive, and instead of answering right away, I’m staring. Staring at her perfectly glossed lips, so full, bigger than I remember. She can do some wicked things with those lips, things I want to experience.

      “How many? Hmm, let me see.” I chew on my half of the cookie and start counting on my fingers. “There was Victoria, Kristi, Tiffany, Sarah, Franci, Heather . . . Logan, but that was a short questioning phase my freshman year. Then Lynn, Gina, Marina—oof.” Emory playfully whacks me in the stomach and then starts to get up. I pull her back down, laughing. “Stop. I’ve never brought anyone out here before. Believe it or not, I’m not the huge player you think I am.”

      “I don’t think that.”

      “Please, I can see it all over your face. You think I sleep around, don’t you?”

      She looks down at her nails and says, “Well, you did kiss another girl the same night you tried to hit on me.”

      “Like I said, she kissed me, and I wasn’t about to go dead lips on her. I have a reputation to uphold.”

      “Heaven forbid.” She rolls her eyes.

      “Rumors spread, Ealson. Last thing I need is for the student body to know me as the shortstop with dead-fish lips.”

      “That really sounds unappealing.”

      “See.” I reach for another Oreo. “Now twist with me, I have some burning questions for you.”

      She eyes it for a second, her lips twisting to the side, questioning if she should break apart another cookie, but her curiosity wins out and she grabs the other side. “Okay, one, two, three, twist,” she says, and we break the cookie apart.

      I glance down at my plain chocolate cookie and curse under my breath as she plops the cookie in her mouth with another smarmy smile.

      “Okay, what the hell are you doing? Are you aware of some twisting trickery that I’m not?”

      “Just luck.” She winks.

      Why don’t I believe her?

      As she chews on her cookie, she mulls over her question for me. “When did you lose your virginity?”

      I choke on my beer while trying to wash down my cookie. Shit, I wasn’t expecting that.

      She pats my back and then casually leans on the stair behind us, smiling at me. She’s so cool and calm, unlike any girl I’ve ever met. She’s not trying to fluff her hair or make sure her lipstick is perfect. Yeah, she dressed up tonight and looks fucking good, but she isn’t high-maintenance. I like that. I like her.

      A lot.

      Once I gather myself, I wipe my mouth with the back of my hand and say, “Wasn’t ready for that question.”

      She brushes her hand over her skirt and casually says, “You said we could ask anything.”

      “I guess so.” I lean against the handrail and turn slightly on the stairs so I’m facing her. “Seventeen. My date and I had sex for the first time after prom.”

      “Seriously?”

      I chuckle. “Yup, totally cliché and I’ll tell you this, it was good for me, but given I lasted like thirty seconds, let’s just say it wasn’t the best for her.”

      Emory covers her mouth, eyes wide, and laughs.

      “If any guy tells you he’s good at sex right off the bat, he’s a liar.”

      “How would you say you fare now?”

      I lift a thick brow. “Interviewing for a position in my bed?”

      “You wish. Just wanting to know if limp dick should be paired with your dead-fish lips.”

      My eyes narrow as I point at her. “Don’t even fucking joke about limp dick. Jesus. Shit spreads quickly here on campus.”

      “So you’ve informed me.” She smirks.

      Goddamn, she’s so . . . cool.

      “So . . .” she continues, “are you limp or not?”

      “Not,” I answer quickly. “I’m actually really good in bed. Want me to show you?”

      She holds up her hand. “I’m good. After having you pass out while holding my boob, I’m pretty sure I know the extent of your bedroom abilities.”

      I sit up taller. “That’s not an accurate portrayal of my talents in the bedroom. I barely made it to my room that night, let alone kept my eyes open long enough to help your wayward boob back in place.”

      She just shrugs and picks up another Oreo.

      I don’t take it though, instead, I motion to the loft. “Come on, we’re going to my room. I’ll show you right now what I can do. Fucking question my abilities to pleasure a woman, I’ll show you what pleasure is.”

      She attempts to tamp me down with her hand. “It’s really okay. I believe you. You’re the ultimate lover. Got it.”

      “I don’t believe you mean that. You’re being sarcastic.” I point to her lower half. “Fine, if you won’t go back in the loft, lift up your skit, I’ll eat you out right here, right now.”

      For the first time this night, her cheeks flush and her cool façade finally shows a crack. Huh, would you look at that. And I thought her confidence was sexy, I think her embarrassment might just be even sexier.

      “Not necessary.” She holds out the cookie and I have an inkling about something. I hope to fuck I’m wrong, because this girl is hot and sexual.

      No one gets that red over someone mentioning oral unless . . .

      I twist the cookie and when I see that I finally have the most cream, I don’t even take the time to celebrate, instead, my burning question falls straight from my lips. “Has anyone ever gone down on you?”

      She looks away.

      Fuck, I knew it.

      Cheeks blushed, ears red, body language completely turning off. I hit a nerve.

      “Answer the question, Ealson. I answered yours.”

      She pushes her thick hair behind her ear and stares at her cookie while answering. “No.”

      Jesus Christ, how is that possible?

      “Are you fucking serious? How long were you with your boyfriend?”

      “Doesn’t matter.”

      “It sure as hell does. Tell me, how long?”

      She pops the cookie in her mouth, dusts off her hands, and stands. She gives me a quick smile, a pat on the shoulder and says, “Thanks for the snacks. I’m going to go mingle.”

      I stand too. “Em, don’t leave. We don’t have to talk about him.”

      “Or we don’t have to talk at all. I’ll see you around, Knox.”

      Before I can stop her, she walks back into the party, leaving me on the fire escape with two beers and Oreos. Well fuck, that was short-lived. Real smooth, Gentry.

      Real fucking smooth. I finally bridge the gap she keeps between us, and ask about the obvious no-go topic: her boyfriend. But, what the fuck? Emory is passionate, funny, resourceful, sexy, and a damn good time—yes, out of the bedroom too. What boyfriend denies his girlfriend something that should be synonymous with fucking? What sort of ass did she date? That’s so fucked up, and I hate that I may have lost an opportunity to find out more about this girl. Because she deserves more. And I’m going to show her just that.
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      “Why is this chicken so good?” Lindsay asks, shoving a fried leg into her mouth and gnawing on it like it’s her last supper.

      “Because you’re drunk and will eat pretty much anything,” I answer, looking out the window of the very popular Kennedy Fried Chicken. It’s a drunk staple in Brentwood and not far from the baseball loft. It’s why it’s overly crowded with students who barely have their wits about them.

      “Aren’t you going to have any?” Lindsay asks, holding a piece of fried chicken out to me. Reluctantly, I take it and set it on the napkin in front of me, slowly picking away at the piece of meat. I’m not even close to being drunk, which is a shame because the feelings roaring through me could use a little alcohol to subdue them.

      I was doing so well, actually having fun with Knox. I love teasing him, and I can tell he likes it too by the small smirks he passes my way, but when he asked about Neil going down on me, it resurrected so many hateful and hurtful feelings all at once. I knew if I didn’t leave, I would have made a fool of myself, and I didn’t want to do that, not in front of Knox.

      In a rage-filled text conversation I had with Neil, after I gave him the old one-two blow to the nuts, he did more damage to my heart than he’d done to my eyes. He’d always said he wasn’t really into oral sex, and I’d simply shrugged my shoulders and figured it wasn’t that great anyway. He had, however, been all over me giving him blow jobs. He didn’t apologize for cheating on me. He didn’t even try to convince me it was the first time either. But then his final message came in, and that was the one that destroyed my heart.

      Neil: You were never enough for my needs. My tastes. She tastes fucking incredible. She makes me glad I never put my tongue in your cunt.

      There were no other text messages after that. I blocked his number wondering how I’d stayed with someone so cruel for as long as I did. I still can’t comprehend it, and it’s something I try not to think about because I don’t want to go down that deep hole of depression again. Therefore, I tell myself to push it to the back of my mind like every other healthy individual.

      “So, are you going to tell us?” Dottie asks, pulling me from my thoughts.

      I plaster on a smile for my friends and say, “Tell you what?”

      They exchange an annoyed look with each other and Lindsay says, “Uh, what happened with Knox on the fire escape? Did you kiss?”

      Such Nosey Nellies, but I can’t be mad, because there was a time in our lives where we told each other every last thing about our lives. I have to remember that.

      “Kiss? No.” I shake my head and then pull a piece of meat off my chicken. “We talked, played a little game of questions with Oreos, nothing too exciting.”

      “You didn’t kiss? How on earth is that possible?” Lindsay, the boy-crazy friend, says. “He’s so hot.”

      Ah, yes, the classic reason to kiss a guy, because he’s hot. Not because of his personality or anything.

      “Yes, you’ve mentioned that before. But I’m not ready to jump into another relationship. I just got out of a six-year one.”

      “Months ago,” Dottie adds with a friendly smile. “It was months ago when you ended things. You’re allowed to move on, Emory.”

      “I know. I’m just keeping things easy, that’s all. I want to focus on school. Focus on me. I’ve been part of a couple for so long that it’s nice to simply breathe, you know, not have to worry about another human for a change.”

      “I can understand that,” Dottie says while taking a sip of her soda. “But does Knox know that? I saw the look in his eyes when he spotted you, and it’s obvious he really likes you.”

      “He’ll get over it. There are plenty of girls on campus he can dabble in. Trust me, I’m just a small blip on his radar.”

      “Not true,” Lindsay says. “I’ve been going to the baseball loft ever since I was a freshman, and I’ve never seen Knox make a beeline for a girl like he did for you tonight.” And I’ve been with one guy so long I’ve probably lost my ability to see interest as genuine. But my girls won’t understand that. In some ways, I feel so much older from being in a long-term relationship. In other ways, naïve. Nevertheless, Knox Gentry is not on my radar.

      “Must have been my perfume, I heard it has pheromones or something like that in it.”

      Dottie rolls her eyes. “Keep telling yourself that, Emory.”
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      How does one choose what donut to get when there are at least twenty different flavors?

      I’m in black leggings, an oversized sweatshirt that continues to hang off my shoulder, and my hair is piled in a mess on top of my head. It’s my Sunday garb, and I have no shame in it. I have one mission today and that’s to get a world-famous Frankie Donut, some coffee, and then walk back to my dorm, which is a mile away, making it a two-mile journey altogether and a guilt-free day of taking down a donut.

      When I asked Lindsay and Dottie if they wanted to go with me, they rudely threw their pillows at their doors, pushing me away. I took that as a no.

      I’ve learned very quickly they’re not morning people. That’s fine. I plugged my earbuds in, turned on my Spotify walking playlist, and took the journey down the Brentwood Boardwalk that borders Lake Michigan. The morning breeze coming off the lake and the bright sun shining down on me was exactly what my soul needed.

      Now if only I could choose a donut.

      I’ve let at least three people pass me in line, not wanting to make a rushed decision. This is my first Frankie Donut, after all. It has to be perfect.

      I’ve narrowed it down to four. The blueberry streusel, the cherry lemonade, the old-fashioned with spice, and the cosmic chocolate cake donut. I refuse to buy all four, because two miles will only knock off so many calories.

      Ugh, decisions, decisions.

      My turn again, but I’m not ready, so I turn to the person behind me. “You can go in front of me.”

      But when I look up to find a very sweaty-looking Knox wearing a baseball cap and running gear, I’m a little stunned. He smiles at me, those white teeth gleaming against his tan face. “I’d rather watch you continue to be indecisive.”

      “Good Lord, how long have you been there?”

      “Long enough.” He nods at the case of donuts. “What are you thinking?”

      “It’s between four.” I bite my bottom lip in embarrassment.

      He takes a step toward the counter and says, “A water and four donuts please.” He nods for me to join him. “Which ones? We can taste test them together.”

      I’m about to tell him I’m good, but when he smirks and pleads with those sinfully charming eyes of his, I can’t help but give in. It’s a devilish smirk and a gleam in his eyes, born straight from Satan himself. Knox Gentry is a man who gets what he wants very often.

      I order the four donuts I was debating between, as well as a coffee, and pull out my money from my sports bra. When I go to pay, Knox pushes my money to the side and says, “I got it, Em.”

      I consider fighting him paying for my breakfast, but with the long line behind us, I decide to not cause a scene. I watch as the girl at the register passes glances over Knox, appreciating his physical form, taking in his broad chest and winning smile.

      Can’t even be mad at her, because I’m doing the same exact thing.

      Sweaty Knox is a sexy Knox.

      He hands me my coffee, and I fill it with sugar and cream and meet him by the door. He holds it open for me and nods toward a little bench that overlooks the picturesque lake. I follow him and take a seat, soaking in the fresh morning air. There is nothing better in my opinion than waking up early enough to still taste the brand-new morning.

      “Were you out running?” I ask, even though it’s kind of obvious.

      “Yeah, I try to get some miles in on the weekends, keep up my stamina. What about you?” Of course he does. Get some miles in . . . I get my miles in for donuts.

      “I’d like to say I was working out,” I say while dangling my feet off the bench seat, “but I basically walked to the donut shop and convinced myself that walking to and from my dorm would give me the go-ahead to take down some fried dough.”

      He chuckles. “I think that’s fair. You really live in the dorms?”

      He hands me a napkin and then pops open the donut box between us. An impromptu meetup. I can’t say it doesn’t put a smile on my face.

      “Yes, what’s wrong with that?”

      “Nothing, I just don’t know many juniors who still live in the dorms, that’s all.”

      “Oh, well, Lindsay and Dottie didn’t want to live in some skeezy place off campus, and since these were brand-new dorms, with all the amenities and a dining hall, seemed like a win-win. Don’t have to make food, we have maid service every Tuesday, and we don’t have to buy things like toilet paper.”

      “Damn.” He leans back on the bench and splits the first donut in half—cherry lemonade—and hands it to me. “I’ve gone about this living situation all wrong. I have my own roll of toilet paper in my room that I keep hidden and take in and out of the bathroom with me, because no one ever refills the roll. Toilet paper is sacred in the loft.”

      “You’re a smart man, Knox Gentry.”

      His brows lift in surprise. “Yeah, you think so?”

      “Don’t get too excited, you’re just smart enough in my eyes to carry around your own toilet paper.”

      He winks at me. “It’s the basic survival skills that are the most impressive.”

      He’s so ridiculous. Fun, and easygoing, the kind of guy I could see myself becoming great friends with because he’s super easy to talk to. I don’t feel nervous or like I’m stumbling over my words around him, as he makes it easy with his gorgeous smile and kind eyes.

      “What do you think of the donut? Good?”

      “I think it has the potential to be one of the best donuts I’ve ever had.”

      “Big statement, are you sure you want to put that out there in the universe?” he asks, licking his finger. I carefully watch as his tongue peeks out and cleans the icing off his finger. Okay, that’s oddly nice to watch.

      Peeling my eyes away, I study the cherry lemonade donut. “I’m pretty confident about it.”

      He lifts up the blueberry streusel and says, “Then allow me to blow your mind.” He breaks the donut in half just like the other one but instead of handing it over, he carefully raises it to the sky, letting the sun pay it homage, and then hands it over using both hands. “The holy grail of donuts. Enjoy.”

      “Don’t be so dramatic.” I snag the donut from him and take a bite.

      Oh.

      Damn.

      Blueberry yumminess, streusel perfection, fried doughy-ness. This is pure heaven.

      I try to hide the look on my face but he catches it and points, knowing all too well that he was right and there’s no use hiding it.

      Dropping my guard, I say, “Holy hell, this is so freaking good.”

      He smacks his thigh like a doof and then fist-pumps the air. “Yes. Told you, Em. Stick with me, babe, and I’ll show you all the good things about Brentwood.”

      I smile, liking the way babe so easily rolled off his tongue. The only thing Neil ever called me was Emory. Yes, that’s my name, but after six years of being together, you’d think he would have some sort of pet name for me.

      Nope.

      Knox is different though.

      Do I find Knox Gentry attractive? Of course, there is no way any woman on this planet would consider him anything but good-looking, and his outgoing personality just adds to the appeal. But can I see myself with this man? Not really, at least not right now. He seems too good to be true—perfect actually—especially for a girl who was burned by her last relationship. There has to be a flaw somewhere when it comes to him, and I’m simply not seeing it yet.

      “According to my roommates, you play shortstop, right?”

      “Yup.” He shoves the rest of his donut in his mouth and reaches for another but doesn’t hand me the other half. Instead he rests it in the box, noticing that I already have my hands full with my partially eaten halves.

      “Is it hard?”

      “Is what hard? Playing shortstop?”

      “Yeah. I mean, I haven’t watched many baseball games but the ones I’ve seen, the shortstop always seems to be running all over the place. How do you know where to go all the time?”

      “Second nature by now. I’ve been playing the position ever since I was seven. Over time, your body just reacts and knows where to go and when.”

      “Do you like it?”

      “Love it,” he answers, his eyes lighting up. “I love being in control of the infield and outfield, letting everyone know where the ball needs to go in every situation. I love giving signs to my teammates, trying to fake out the other team. I love the unpredictability of the game, unsure if we’re going to turn a double play or if the pitcher is going to let a homerun fly. It’s a back-and-forth battle every game, and the only thing you can do in the battle is refer to your basic instincts and the training you’ve put your body through, hoping it’s been enough.”

      “Has it been enough?”

      “Most of the time, but we have our off days.”

      “When does your season start?” I ask, taking another bite of my donut and then sipping on my coffee. I admit, this is a pretty perfect morning with the fresh donuts, beautiful scenery—including the man next to me. I’m glad I took the walk.

      “We have some fall ball to test our freshmen and see where we have holes in our roster, but we won’t start our real season until February where we have pre-season games, and then we go balls to the wall after that until June. We’ll practice every day along with agility and weights and then individual practices with coaches.”

      “On top of your school schedule?”

      He nods and brushes his hands off on a napkin. “It’s intense, but you get used to it. We still have plenty of off time too, well, not plenty, but enough so we don’t go crazy.”

      “And here I thought my new internship was going to take up a lot of my studying time.”

      “New internship?” He gets excited and rests his arm on the back of the bench as he turns toward me. “What kind of internship?”

      “Just working in the library. I was excited about getting it, though. It will be great experience when I start applying for jobs.”

      “That’s awesome.” He leans over and tips my chin up with his finger. “Congrats, Em.”

      “Thank you,” I answer, feeling my cheeks heat up. “It’s not that big of a deal, but still exciting.”

      “Don’t downplay your accomplishment. It’s amazing, and you should be proud.”

      “Well . . . thank you.” God, he makes me feel so . . . free inside, it’s insane. Just being around him for twenty minutes I feel rejuvenated. I glance at the box of donuts and then at my watch. “I should start walking back, and I’m sure I’ve taken enough time from your run. Thank you for the donuts.”

      His face falls for a second, but he stands with me and picks up the box, handing it over to me. “Here, you take them. Running with donuts will be clumsy.”

      “Are you sure? You bought them.”

      “Yeah, for you.”

      I take the box in my hand and smile sheepishly at him. “Thank you. It was nice running into you.”

      “Yeah, remember that when I’m trying to sit next to you in class tomorrow. You can stop fighting it.”

      I take a few steps back. “Never.”

      He readjusts his hat and pulls earbuds from his shorts pocket. Before he puts them in, he says, “I wouldn’t expect anything else. Have a good day, Em.”

      “You too.” I give him a small wave that causes his smile to grow even wider.

      So handsome.

      With a quick wink, he sticks his earbuds in his ears and takes off running down the boardwalk, in the opposite direction I’m going. I take a moment to watch him, his strong backside, his muscly legs taking him down the boardwalk quickly, his broad shoulders shifting back and forth.

      Yup, he’s all kinds of perfect. Way too good to be true.

      On a sigh, I tuck my donuts into my side and start making my way back to the dorms. I’d like to say I’ll share these with Dottie and Lindsay, but Knox did say he bought them for me, so . . . I’ll be sure to break into them when I’m studying later. And in class tomorrow, I’ll report which ones I enjoyed from best to worst. It’s my duty, after all.
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      “Study hall, six sharp, don’t be late,” I call out to the team as they’re taking their practice gear off and heading to the showers. “Freshmen and sophomores are required, upperclassmen, you know who you are, make sure you’re there.”

      “Do we really have to meet in the library?” Gardner, a lousy and extremely lazy sophomore asks. I can’t stand the prick, and he’s probably the only guy on the team that grates on my nerves.

      “Yes.”

      “But Venice allowed us to have study hall in the loft last year.”

      “And we had the worst grade point average as a team last year. Not while I’m captain. It’s in the library, and there will be no fucking around. Got it?”

      Gardner grumbles and walks off toward the showers as I take a seat next to Carson, who’s eyeing me suspiciously. “We didn’t have the worst grade point average last year.”

      “Shhhhhut up,” I hiss while looking around. I lean in close and say, “Do you really want these fools hanging out at the loft all the time? We have enough teammates to deal with, and we don’t need the young ones dicking around in our place too. Library is where we should be studying.”

      “Those chairs hurt my back.”

      “Then bring a goddamn pillow,” I shoot back to Carson. He doesn’t need study hall, as he’s one of the most intelligent motherfuckers I know. He’s majoring in architecture while keeping his starting position at second base. My workload isn’t half as much as his and I struggle, so I have no idea how he does it. Because he doesn’t struggle with school, he’s not required to go to study hall, but being the good friend he is, he attends.

      I also think it’s because he found his groove in study hall, and he’s one of few guys who actually gets a lot of work done.

      “Are we allowed to have snacks in the library?”

      “No, and no drinks apparently,” I answer.

      “And you expect us to go there after practice when we’re starving?”

      “It’s called eating and walking. Grab something from the cafeteria upstairs; you know they’ll make you anything, and eat it while walking to the library. You’re smart, dude, figure it out.”

      I roll my eyes and lift from my seat where I start peeling off my clothes. They don’t need to know I might have a small ulterior motive for going to the library for study hall. It might have to do with a little brunette I can’t seem to stop thinking about. I catch her once during the week in our class, but even at that, our interaction is brief. I’ve set a notification on my computer to let me know when she’s on student chat, and it’s rare. And it’s even a crapshoot when it comes to parties.

      Running into her at the donut shop was a miracle, and I tried to soak up as much of her as possible, but she cut our chance meeting short. Hell, I could have sat there all morning talking to her.

      And do I have her phone number? Nope.

      I’ve been too much of a pussy to even ask. Given our track record, I guarantee she’ll say no if I ask. This is going to be a slow burn with this girl. And if I didn’t see an ounce of interest in her eyes, I would forget about it, but when she looks at me, I can see it deep in her eyes. She’s interested.

      I take a quick shower, dry off, and get dressed. Unlike my typical athletic gear, I put on a pair of jeans and a long-sleeved Brentwood baseball shirt. I consider skipping the hat and doing my hair, but knowing the boys, they’re already going to give me shit for wearing jeans, so I put a black BU hat on and start packing my backpack.

      “What’s with the jeans?” Carson asks, as he sits next to me by his locker, towel wrapped tightly around his waist.

      “Got some shit on my sweats.” It’s a lie, but whatever. If I run into Emory, I don’t want to look like a homeless man in sweats like I do every Monday in class. The least I can do is put some jeans on and a tight-fitting long-sleeved T-shirt. Give her a small show.

      “Hendrix and his girl just got engaged,” Holt says, pulling his gaze from his phone and holding it out to Carson and me. A picture of our first baseman from two years ago is on the screen, holding his long-time girlfriend and showing off a ring.

      “No shit,” Carson says, grabbing the phone for a better look. “Didn’t he bring her back to the locker room his junior year?”

      Holt nods. “Yup, he knew she was the one.”

      What a weird fucking tradition. I don’t even know how it started. Well, that’s not true, it started with this guy named Gary Bernard, a catcher back in the day. He brought a girl back to the locker room and she wound up saying yes to his proposal at the end of his senior year. He claimed the locker room had magical powers in convincing her. Ever since then, any player in a serious relationship has done the same and basically fucked anywhere of their choosing.

      It's fucking weird.

      But whatever, as baseball players we’re superstitious, so I get it.

      “Do you think I’ll ever find a girl good enough to bring back here?” Carson asks with hope in his eyes.

      “Keep going after the locker room hunters and no, no, I don’t,” I answer while zipping up my backpack and throwing it over my shoulder.

      Locker room hunters are the thirsty college girls, looking for an invitation to the locker room where they’ve heard the best orgasms are created. That is another far-fetched tale because there’s no way in hell, Felix O’Hare was able to deliver any kind of mind-blowing orgasm to his girl. The man fumbled with his hands more than any person I’ve seen before. He was a walking disaster.

      “They’re just so tempting and willing,” Carson complains.

      “Which means they’re not long-term. If you want a girl worthy of what you have to offer, she’s going to make you work for it. Keep that in mind.”

      “He could not be more right,” Holt agrees, pulling our attention. “You have to work for it.”

      Interesting. Gripping the straps to my backpack, I ask, “Is there someone who’s making you work hard?”

      “Is that why you’ve been MIA at the parties?”

      He pushes his towel through his hair. “Yeah, there is. And I like her a lot.”

      “Whaaaaat?” Carson asks in an exaggerated tone. “When the hell did this happen?”

      “Over the summer.”

      Carson clutches his chest and practically spews heart eyes across the locker room. “Fuck, summer love. How presh.”

      “Don’t fucking say presh,” I say to Carson, who chuckles to himself. “I’m headed out. Don’t be late tonight, and don’t forget to grab something to eat.”

      “Are you going there right now?”

      “Yeah, scoping out some space. Grabbing a panini on the way up. See you guys there.”

      I take off with two things on my mind: a chicken BBQ panini with bacon and finding Emory so I can “accidentally” bump into her.
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        * * *

      

      There she is, looking so fucking good in a navy wool-looking skirt, white long-sleeved top that clings to every single curve of her body, and little ankle boots. Her hair is straight and pulled back into a ponytail and hell . . . she’s wearing tortoiseshell-rimmed glasses to round out the whole hot librarian look.

      Emory Ealson, you’re driving me damn crazy.

      I have twenty minutes before the boys are supposed to show up, so just enough time to get a conversation in with her before I have to act like a captain again.

      I walk up behind her casually and lean over her shoulder. “Know where I can find a book on the best donuts in the Chicago area?”

      Startled, she leans back and looks up at me.

      “Oh my God, why did you use a creepy voice when asking that?”

      I shrug. “Seemed like a good idea at the time.”

      “It scared the crap out of me.” She sets a book down on the counter and turns around so she’s facing me, arms crossed over her chest.

      “I know you want me to say sorry, but I’m not going to.”

      “How honest of you.”

      “If you can count on anything with me, it’s honesty.”

      “I guess a noble trait.” She props her hands behind her now and scans me up and down. “You smell fresh.”

      I chuckle. “Took a shower after practice. It’s the kind thing to do.”

      “Are you a smelly sweater?”

      My brow creases. “No . . . do you want me to be? Would it make me less irresistible?”

      “Mmm . . . you’re pretty resistible as is.”

      “Is that why you keep glancing at my pecs? Go ahead, I give you permission, you can touch them.”

      “I’m not,” she says louder than intended and then lowers her voice. “I am not touching your pecs.”

      I look around and then nod. “Ah, gotcha, I get it. You don’t want to make everyone jealous.” I grab her hand and take her behind a stack of books, out of sight from prying eyes. “Okay, coast is clear, you can fondle the goods.”

      Before she can protest, I place her hand on one and let her feel how hard I work out in the gym. I expect her to remove her hand right away, but when she doesn’t and instead gives it a squeeze, I can’t help but laugh out loud through the quiet library, drawing a few heads in our direction. Caught red-handed.

      Like I just burned her with my nips, she whips her hand away and scolds me. “What are you doing here? Besides forcing me to grope you.”

      “Hey, I wasn’t the one who squeezed, you were.”

      “Involuntary reaction.”

      “Sure.” I smirk and stick my hands in my pockets, closing in on her. “How’s the internship?”

      She backs up against the bookcase—non-fiction in case you were wondering—hands behind her back, eyes slightly wider than normal. “Uh, it’s fine.”

      “Is everyone being nice to you? If not, give me names, and I’ll have the boys take care of them.”

      “I . . . I believe so,” she answers in a slight stutter, possibly from my proximity as I close in on her.

      “If they weren’t, you would tell me, right?”

      “I don’t see how any of that would be your business.”

      “Ooo, you wound me, Em.” I fake being hurt, clutching my chest briefly. “Don’t you see, I consider you my business.”

      “No need,” she says, growing a little taller, her confidence coming back in spades. She pats my chest. “I can handle myself, thank you very much.”

      She starts to walk by me, but I stop her with my hand to her hip and speak close to her ear. “Why are you being difficult?”

      “I didn’t think I was.”

      “You barely talk to me in class, you sure as hell won’t go out to lunch with me. Can’t you see I’m interested?”

      She takes that moment to look at me, her thick eyelashes blinking a few times. “If you were interested, then manhandling me in the library is not going to get you anywhere.”

      “What does it take then?”

      “To what?”

      I lower my voice. “To get you to pay some attention to me.” Christ, I sound like a whiney asshole, but damn it . . . look at me, Emory.

      Her face softens as she moves her hand to my cheek. “Oh, Knox, are you not getting enough attention?” Her voice is sarcastic, borderline patronizing and for some fucking reason, I like it.

      “No.”

      She chuckles. “Sorry to disappoint you.”

      She goes to walk away again when I catch her by the wrist. “Let me take you out, on a date.”

      “I’m good but thank you for asking.” Thank you for asking. I’m begging, Em. I take a deep breath as I look into her eyes. I honestly don’t think she’s trying to be a tease, but there has to be some way to reach her. For her to realize I’m serious. The truth. If I could get her to stop the sarcasm to just find the truth . . .

      Still holding on to her wrist, I pull her farther back into the books where I press her against the wall and peer over my shoulder to make sure no one is looking. I bend so we are eye to eye, forcing her to not look away.

      “Tell me you don’t have any sort of attraction to me. Tell me that right now and I’ll leave you alone.”

      “Knox.” Her voice shakes as she glances over my shoulder. “If Mrs. Flower catches me back here with you she’s going to flip her shit.”

      “Then answer the question . . . quickly. Tell me you’re not attracted to me.”

      “That’s stupid.”

      “Why, because you can’t?”

      “You know I can’t,” she sighs in frustration. “Of course, I find you attractive, I would be blind and a liar to say I didn’t.”

      “Then go out with me.”

      “Doesn’t work like that. Just because I think a donut looks delicious, doesn’t mean I’m going to eat the whole thing.”

      “What?” My brow furrows.

      She rolls her eyes. “Just because I find you attractive does not mean I should go out with you.”

      “Why the hell not? That seems like a perfectly good reason to go out with me.”

      “Because, we’re on different playing fields, Knox. You like to party, and you have an extreme schedule, and you like to write notes during class—”

      “That you like.”

      “That’s beside the point. I’m here to learn, to get my degree, and then move on to my master’s. Studying is important to me, and because school doesn’t come easy, I really have to work twice as hard as the average student, and I’m not ashamed to say that. I think you’re hot, yes, and you’re funny and I could easily see myself getting wrapped up in your world, but I can’t, because that would pull me away from my goals. I was deterred once by a guy, and I don’t want it to happen again.”

      “It won’t.”

      Her lips thin. “It will. I know me and I know you well enough to understand how addicting your personality is.”

      “And that’s a bad thing?”

      “For a girl who can’t afford distractions, yeah.”

      “Who’s to say I’ll distract you? I have a busy schedule like you pointed out.”

      “Exactly.” She flings her arms out but keeps her voice low. “You’re going to be so busy I’ll spend my much-needed studying time wondering when I’m going to see you again, when you’re going to text me, if you’re going to call me that night.”

      “I’d make you a priority.”

      She scoffs and lowers her head. “No one has ever made me a priority, and not to sound like a bitch, but I don’t really believe you could actually do that. Not for me.”

      I can see it in her body language, the defeat. No matter what I say right now, she’s going to counter it with a reason why things wouldn’t work out with her. That fucker must have really damaged her to make her believe no one would make her a priority. I might have a busy schedule and obligations, but there’s one thing I know with absolute certainty: when I’m invested in something, I don’t ever drop the ball.

      And I’m invested in Emory Ealson. From the moment her map slapped me in the face, I knew this girl was something special, and I plan on showing her that.

      I take a step back and resign to our conversation’s end, making a promise to show her how serious I am. “Believe what you want, Em, but I’m different.”

      She lifts her eyes up, curiosity lacing her gaze. “I know you are, Knox.”

      “Good, so remember that, because I’m going to show you how much I mean every word I say.”

      With a parting smile, I take off toward the tables where I find a few teammates already congregating. It’s going to be tough as shit studying, knowing Emory is only a few feet away, but I need to make sure she doesn’t know that. She needs to see I’m serious about my studies too, and not here for a free ride. Maybe, if she sees I can put effort and time into friends, my role as captain, my studies, and my sport, she’ll see I am not singularly focused. She’ll see that I want her in my life too, and there is an important place for her. Because that’s what my heart is telling me. Winning Emory Ealson is a necessity, not a challenge. She’s worth it.
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      My computer dings, lifting my eyes from the torturous textbook my eyes have been glazing over during the past hour. Why is Language and Literacy Methods so boring? I should care about this, and yet, I can’t seem to focus to save my life.

      I keep thinking about the conversation I had with Knox the other day in the library. And this is proof, right here in the flesh, why I need to stay away from this guy, because I can’t focus. He’s on my brain and that’s not helpful.

      When I focus on the chat box that opened on my computer, I can’t help but sigh. Speak of the devil.

      Knox: What are you up to right now?

      Should I answer him?

      I really shouldn’t. I’ve written the same sentence over and over in my notebook for the past five minutes, unable to retain it. I need to study.

      Then again, maybe if I feed the unfocused monster in my head a little of Knox, it will settle down and return to getting the job done.

      I chew on my pen, thinking of my choices.

      This boy is dangerous. I feel it whenever I’m around him or whenever I see his name pop up on my screen. He could easily insinuate himself into my life—be all-consuming, despite what he said—and that’s not what I want.

      But maybe he doesn’t want that.

      Maybe he wants things to be light and fun.

      I mean . . . I could do light and fun, right?

      Chew, gnaw, chew.

      I’m not sure if I’m a casual dater, BUT . . . it wouldn’t necessarily kill me to see what he wants right now. I think.

      I set my pen on my desk and reach for my keyboard. A little harmless break, that’s all this is.

      Emory: Studying. At least attempting to. You?

      He types back immediately and if Dottie and Lindsay were in my room right now, I would have to hide my cheesy smile from them.

      Knox: About to leave the library. Just finished a paper. Are you in your dorm?

      Emory: Yeah.

      Knox: Meet me in the dining hall for some ice cream? I won’t take up much of your time. I just need something sweet.

      I scan my outfit of holey sweats and tight-fitting long-sleeved T-shirt. No makeup, hair in a side braid hanging over my shoulder. Not my best day, not my worst. But it’s not like I have to impress him. It’s ice cream.

      Emory: As long as you don’t mind hanging out with a girl who wears old, holey sweatpants.

      Knox: It’s my preferred attire. I’m headed there now, once I shut my computer. Meet me in five.

      Before I can stop myself, I type back.

      Emory: See you there.

      I exit out of the chat box and squeeze my eyes shut for a second, taking a deep breath. This will be fine, everything is fine. Casual, that’s all this is. Super casual.

      I can do casual.

      I stand from my chair and look in the mirror, taking in my red holey sweats that hang off my narrow hips.

      I was born to do casual.

      I lean toward the mirror and smile; nothing in my teeth, that’s a good thing.

      I can be the master at casual.

      I can teach a class in casual, that’s how freaking casual I am.

      I grab my keycard and head out my door past Lindsay and Dottie, who are playing MarioKart in the common area.

      “Done studying?” Dottie asks, eyes trained on the TV just as she blows up Lindsay with a bomb.

      “You rotten bitch,” Lindsay seethes. “You just can’t stand it when I’m first, can you?”

      “Heading out,” I call to them, not wanting to stick around for the trash talk. “I’ll be back in a little.”

      “Heads-up, Dad’s sending over Greek tonight,” Dottie calls out before I shut the door to our dorm.

      Greek sounds amazing, so I’ll be sure to get a small ice cream. As I make my way down the dorm stairs—we have an elevator but I’m on the third floor so it’s not a big deal to take the stairs—I think about how grateful I am to have Lindsay and Dottie back in my life. Yes, they may push me at times, but it’s out of love. As I look back and consider how isolated I became because of Neil, I’m horrified. It was as though he had . . . emotionally imprisoned me. Thank God my girls never gave up on me.

      In my sandals, sweats pushed up to just below my knees, I look like every other college student making their way to the dining hall straight from their dorms. It’s why I don’t feel too out of place meeting Knox in this garb, then again, I’ve seen him almost every Monday in sweats, so I don’t think he’s going to care.

      Below the dining hall, there’s a small convenience store that also doubles as an ice cream and smoothie place. I’m assuming this is where Knox meant when he said ice cream, and I guessed right because when I walk through the doors, he’s standing there in a pair of black form-fitting sweatpants, an Under Armour long-sleeved T-shirt that clings to his impressive chest, and his baseball hat on backward. He wears athletic apparel well . . . very well.

      When his gaze pulls away from his phone and meets mine, a bright smile stretches across his face. “Hey, Em.” He walks up and pulls me into a hug. Caught a little off guard, I don’t return it right away, but when he squeezes me tighter, I wrap my arms around him, letting my hand land on his muscular back.

      Oh my. There’s a whole bunch of hard back there. Neil’s back NEVER felt like that.

      “Thanks for meeting up with me.” He pulls away and drags a hand over his face. “I spent the last four hours in the library trying to get this paper done and I’m toasted. Ice cream is the only cure.”

      “Are you a big sweets person?” I ask as we walk up to the counter.

      “Guilty.” He winks and then looks over the counter and into the cooler. “Can I get cookies and cream in a waffle cone?”

      “Sure thing,” the employee says.

      “What do you want?” Knox asks, eyeing me.

      “I’ll take the strawberry cheesecake in a cake cone.”

      “Good choice,” Knox says, reaching for his key card to pay.

      Before he can scan it, I block him and say, “I can pay for this one.”

      “Nah, my idea, I’m paying.” He scans his card, takes the ice cream for both of us, and heads over to a small table off to the side. When we take a seat, he hands me my cone, but not before taking a bite out of it.

      When my mouth falls open in shock, he chuckles and says, “Just a friendly tax.”

      I point at his cone. “I want a bite.”

      “What? No way.” He shields his cone away from me.

      “Knox Gentry, it’s only fair.”

      “You’re going to take a giant bite. I need this ice cream more than you.”

      I wiggle my finger at him. “Bring it over here. It’s only fair.”

      He studies me. “How about this, a bite for your phone number.”

      “Ha, nice try.” I shake my head and lean back. “I’m not that desperate for a taste, which can I say, it didn’t slip past me that you got cookies and cream. Are you obsessed with everything Oreos?”

      “If you didn’t order the donuts from Frankie’s, I would have gotten the Oreo-encrusted donut.” He takes a lick of his ice cream. “I’m an Oreo lover and will eat them with pretty much everything. You know how some people are obsessed with peanut butter and will even eat it on their burgers? That’s my loyalty with Oreos.”

      “That’s kind of . . .”

      “Freaky?”

      I chuckle and shake my head. “No, I was going to say cute.”

      His brows raise. “Yeah, well then, should I tell you I made an Oreo-encrusted steak the other night?”

      I motion my hand to tamp him down. “Baby steps, Knox, don’t show me all your freak tendencies just yet.”

      He holds his arms out wide. “I’m an open book to you, Em, and what you see is what you get.”

      “Should I be scared?”

      He leans forward. “Maybe a little.” His smile pretty much destroys any defenses I tried to wear on the way down here. He’s entirely too charming and sweet, then again, so was Neil. It’s the charismatic personalities I need to be cautious around. “I like your sweats by the way, super sexy.”

      “It’s the holes, right? Sexy in a way you never thought possible.”

      “They’re tempting for sure.”

      I cross my legs and say, “I’ve had them since middle school. I can’t seem to ditch them no matter how many holes they have in them. It seems after each laundry cycle, they become more and more comfortable. They’re like a safety blanket at this point.”

      “Don’t ever get rid of them.” He takes a bite out of his ice cream and leans back in his chair, observing me. “I like this side of you.”

      “What side is that?”

      “Casual, not all dressed up. Don’t get me wrong, your skirts have a good hold on my balls, but I like the comfy side of you. Makes me want to take you up to your dorm and cuddle you.”

      “Is that supposed to be a pickup line?”

      “No.” He pauses. “But if it was, did it work?” He wiggles his eyebrows.

      “No,” I lie because the thought of taking Knox back to my dorm to cuddle sounds incredibly appealing.

      He’s a large guy, broad shoulders with thick muscles wrapped around them, tall, must be at least six two, which is a good height for his sport, and his arms look like cannons, ripped and carved unlike anything I’ve ever seen. I can’t imagine he looked like this in high school, but a few years under Coach Disik’s tutelage and the once boy is a lean and powerful machine.

      The way he shifts and the tightness of his shirt, I catch glimpses of the six-pack that’s beneath the neoprene fabric of his shirt. And I shouldn’t forget to mention the slight bulge I always see when he’s wearing sweatpants. He’s big. His hands, his legs, his shoulders, wide and broad, and if he wasn’t so nice, I’d be intimidated by his sharp features and mesmerizing eyes that always hide under the bill of a hat.

      “Have you always been a ball-buster, Em?”

      “Not always,” I answer honestly. “Took me a while to find enough courage to show my true self around guys.”

      “Really? Were you demure and quiet?”

      “Pretty much.” I take a big lick of my ice cream. “I was shy growing up, but it wasn’t until college I actually let my true colors show. I think it was one of the things my ex started to really dislike about me. Probably what drove him away. He hated my jokes, my teasing, my outspokenness around his friends.” I twist my lips to the side. “Now that I think about it, he would always reprimand me after, telling me not to talk to his friends like that.”

      “Sounds like your ex was a real dick.”

      “He wasn’t at first. He kind of swept me off my feet in high school. Very charming, friends with everyone, took me under his wing and challenged me to break out of my shell.” I glance up. “Kind of like you.”

      His brows draw together, and I can tell he didn’t like that comment at all, but I think it’s fair for him to know where my apprehension is.

      “I’m not like him, Em.”

      “You don’t know him.”

      He sits taller in his chair. “And you don’t know me well enough to make that assumption.”

      “I don’t.” I hang my head, feeling a little guilty.

      “Then get to know me.” He leans over and lifts my chin. “Like I said, I’m an open book, Em.”

      Instead of anger, all I see is kindness, understanding, and if that’s not my undoing, it’s the smile that trails after.

      Whispering, he continues, “Ask me anything.”

      I bite my bottom lip, trying to figure out what I should ask. What do I want to know?

      “Don’t be shy,” he adds, casually draping his arm over the back of his chair. “I’ll answer anything.”

      Honesty. If there is one trait I see in Knox, it’s honesty. He knows how attractive he is, that eyes follow him when he enters any room. Yet he doesn’t look for that attention. He’s not exactly humble, but he is . . . unassuming. When Neil walked into a room, it was with attention-seeking noise. As if everyone in the room was much better because of his presence. Asshole. As much as I hate comparing the two, Neil had been the man in my life for too long not to. Until he wasn’t.

      And now there’s Knox, a naturally charismatic, driven male, who’s made more effort for me to notice him. So perhaps . . .

      “Okay,” I say. “Why are you so interested in me?”

      “Because anyone who slaps me with a campus map in the face is someone I want to get to know.”

      “And here I thought you would say anyone who has a boob that can make me pass out is someone I want to get to know.”

      He chuckles. “The heaviness of said tit was just too overwhelming, and I had no choice but to take a nap mid lift.”

      “They’re not that heavy.”

      “I can’t remember. Here, let me reacquaint myself.” He reaches his hand out, but I playfully slap it away.

      “You’re ridiculous.”

      “In a good way.” He pops the rest of his ice cream in his mouth and wipes his hands with a napkin while I finish my ice cream as well.

      “Be serious, why are you interested in me?”

      He shifts in his seat, striking a very relaxed pose. “Fishing for compliments, Ealson?”

      “No, just wondering why you’re after me when you could have any girl on campus.”

      “Is it too far-fetched to say that you interest me? Do I need a specific reason drummed up in a romantic fashion, written on cream paper in calligraphy and in the form of poetry?”

      “No, smart-ass.” I laugh. “But I don’t consider myself particularly special.”

      “And that’s where you’re wrong. You’re all kinds of special, and I intend on showing you that.”

      “You really think you can win me over?”

      He drums his knuckles on the metal table between us. “I know I can win you over. It’s just a matter of time.”

      I cross my arms over my chest. “We’ll see about that.”

      “Is that a challenge, Ealson?”

      “It very well might be,” I counter.

      He reaches across the table, extending his hand out for me to take. “Then challenge accepted.”

      Because I like to give in to his antics, I take his hand in mine and shake on it, knowing his satisfied, gorgeous smile is what I’ll remember as I fall asleep tonight.
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        EMORY

      

      

      I challenged Knox on Thursday night, or did he challenge me? I don’t know, but there was a challenge set and now it’s Monday.

      I haven’t heard a word from him.

      Not even a peep.

      There was no party at the loft, which meant the girls and I took a trip north, stayed at a bed and breakfast, courtesy of Dottie’s dad, and studied in the sanctuary of the woods. It was wonderfully refreshing and energizing, but when I returned late Sunday night and still didn’t hear anything from Knox, I shrugged my shoulders, attempting to ignore my sense of disappointment. Another man who is all talk. I was surprised, especially as I considered his sincerity in his words. “I’m not like him, Em . . . you don’t know me well enough to make that assumption.”

      Oh well, it’s nothing I should be wasting time thinking about.

      Morning coffee in hand, I make my way to class, keeping a watchful eye out for Knox, but I don’t run into him before class, nor do I see him or the boys when I enter our lecture room.

      And just like that, worry sets in. Did they go out of town and I didn’t know? Should I check their fall schedule?

      Did the loft burn down? Is that why there wasn’t a party? I mean if there was a fire, I feel like that would have been in the news.

      Am I overreacting?

      Feeling a little uneasy, I take a seat in the row we usually all sit in and nervously remove my laptop and set my backpack by my feet. Now I kind of wish I’d asked Knox for his number. A friendly text of do you want me to save you a seat? would have been nice right about now.

      Even though I don’t need to use it since I type notes, I take out a pen from my backpack and start tapping the desk with it. Stop fidgeting, Ealson.

      Five minutes until class starts, they never push it this close, especially since Knox likes to have little chats before class starts, and then he continues those chats on his computer next to me.

      I glance around the room, and that’s when I notice everyone is sitting at the very front of the class, the first two rows. I sit up in my seat. Am I missing something?

      No one is talking, and you could hear a pin drop it’s so quiet, and everyone is facing the front of the room, heads straight forward, motionless.

      What the hell is—

      My Girl starts playing through a phone speaker out of nowhere right before the door to the lecture room bursts open at the top, startling the crap out of me. I glance to the side to find Holt and Carson smoothly dancing down the stairs wearing their matching sweatshirts and holding coffee and boxes of donuts.

      What in the world?

      Trailing behind them, Knox, decked out in jeans, a button-up and tie, with his signature backward hat follows closely behind, holding a bouquet of . . . are those campus maps cut into flowers?

      Oh.

      My.

      God.

      Holt walks to the row below mine as Carson walks down the row behind me, singing loudly while the class turns around and unfolds a banner, just as Knox makes his way toward me a huge smile on his face as he belts out the song. When the chorus rings through the room, the class breaks out in song and flips up a huge banner that says, “Say yes.”

      Say yes to what?

      Oh good Lord.

      I think he’s taken this challenge a little too seriously.

      Knox slides to his knees in front of me and the music dies out as he holds up the makeshift bouquet to me, that handsome smile caressing his face. I push my hand over my eyes briefly, my cheeks flaming, and my nerves causing my body to shake.

      Everyone is quiet as Knox speaks up. “Emory Edith Ealson.” I cringe, that is not my middle name. “Will you do me the great honor”—he pretends to wipe a tear from under his eye—“of being my seat mate for the rest of the semester?”

      The class collectively “awws” and awaits my answer.

      One girl shouts, “Say yes.”

      While a guy bellows, “You’re the man, Gentry.”

      Of course, he got the whole class involved, this is Knox Gentry.

      This is so ridiculous and unnecessary, but I get caught up in the whirlwind and nod like an idiot.

      Standing, chest proudly puffed, Knox raises his fist to the air and screams, “She said yes.”

      The class cheers. Holt and Carson start handing out coffee and donuts in celebration just as our professor walks through the door, caught off guard by the raucous behavior of the class.

      “Settle down,” he shouts, causing everyone to take their seats, including Knox, who sits right next to me and drapes his arm over the back of my chair.

      He casually reaches up and starts twirling a strand of my hair around his finger. It’s intimate, something Neil never did, and I like it. Maybe a little too much.

      Class gets underway and Holt hands Knox his computer. He opens it with one hand and starts typing out a note for me.

      Thank you for saying yes. That would have been embarrassing as shit if you said no.

      I snort and cover my mouth, imagining Knox’s face if I had said no. I never could have done that. I like to joke around with him, but that would have been mean, especially since he went through a lot this morning to put on a show.

      I type him back a response.

      That was a little extravagant, don’t you think?

      From the corner of my eye, I catch a smile pulling at his lips.

      He types back.

      Nothing is too extravagant for you, babe. This is only the beginning.

      Oh God, why does that worry and excite me all at the same time?
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        * * *

      

      “Can you put all those books away?” Mrs. Flower asks. “I’m going to my office so if you need anything, figure it out because I don’t want to be bothered.”

      “Sure.” I smile even though the lady I’m interning with seems to have a giant embedded, spikey stick up her ass. I don’t think she knows what the term “being pleasant” means.

      Her frail, praying mantis-like body travels down a dark hallway to her office where she shuts the door, closing her off from the rest of the library, and that’s when I relax. I like it best when she’s in her office, not hovering over me, watching everything I’m doing, and honestly, all she does is make me fumble my job responsibilities rather than help me learn.

      I stack the returned books onto a cart and start to push toward the autobiographies when the library doors burst open and a group of men file into the library, jogging, looking sweaty and spent.

      The baseball team.

      At the front of the pact, Knox comes into view. They’re all wearing their practice uniforms, their baseball hats, and running shoes.

      “Emory Ealson,” Knox whisper-shouts. “Front and center, Emory Ealson.” His voice gets louder, sending a shrill chill up my spine.

      My legs move faster than my brain can communicate, and I’m standing in front of him, shushing him before he can make a scene, if that’s possible. The baseball team came flooding through the doors of the library, like a stampede with one thing on their minds, finding me. Pretty sure no one has their heads buried in their books right now. Instead, they’re taking in the show that is Knox Gentry.

      “Knox, what the hell are you doing?”

      Hands on his hips, catching his breath, he says, “We’re conditioning. We have five minutes to get back to the baseball field or we have to do the entire loop all over again.” He takes another breath and Holt grips his shoulder, encouraging him. “I told the boys I was feeling weak, incapable of finishing our lap around campus unless I got a hug from you.”

      He’s got to be kidding me right now.

      “Knox,” I scold. “This is not the time nor—”

      “Shit, guys, hold me up,” he says as he dramatically falls to the side, Holt and Carson falling under his arms, give him support. Dramatically. “I’m so weak.” His voice rises again.

      “Just hug him, Ealson,” one of his players shouts from behind. “We have four minutes and forty-five seconds.”

      “I can’t move. I’m immobile. Just leave me here,” Knox says. Dramatically. Again. Good God.

      “Never leave a man behind,” Carson says, holding on to his friend.

      A larger guy who’s jogging in place, pleas with me. “I’ll never make it back if we get under four minutes. Please just hug the man.”

      “Hug him, hug him, hug him,” his team starts to whisper-chant, the library joining in, and that’s when I fling my arms around Knox. The minute my arms wrap around him, he stands tall and reciprocates the hug, telling his team to fall out and sprint back to the field.

      He stays a few seconds longer, keeping a strong hold around my body, and then he bends down to my ear where he whispers, “You look so fucking good in that yellow skirt by the way.” He pulls away, tips his hat and winks before taking off, out of the library where his long strides quickly catch him up with his retreating team.

      I am going to kill him . . . after I stop swooning for one second.
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        * * *

      

      Knock, knock.

      I lift my head from my book and turn to see Dottie standing at the threshold of my open door. We’re all hovering over our books right now, at least I thought we were until Dottie showed up. We sprint study every night, setting a timer, and then we go out to dinner.

      The timer hasn’t gone off, so what the hell is Dottie doing?

      “Did I not hear the timer?”

      She wrings her hands in front of her, looking almost nervous.

      “So, I might have broken our sprint studying protocol.”

      I remove my glasses and sit up straighter. “Were you on your computer?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Dottie, you know the rules.”

      “I know, I know,” she sighs. “But a student chat popped up and I couldn’t help it.”

      “Okay, well thank you for confessing, but let’s get back to work.” I turn to my book.

      “It was Knox.”

      Okay, maybe I need to take a step away from my book for a second.

      “Knox messaged you? What did he say?”

      “Well, at first he wanted to make sure this was the Dottie that rooms with Emory and he even quizzed me, making sure it was me.”

      “Really?” I can’t hide my smile. “What did he ask you?”

      “What you dressed up as for the jungle-themed party. What skirt you wore on Thursday, which I had no freaking clue. Apparently it was yellow.” My smile grows. “He also asked what kind of ice cream you like, where you transferred from, and who our third roommate was. It’s fascinating how much he knows about you.”

      “He’s asked a few questions since I’ve known him.”

      “Yeah, well the boy has it bad.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “Because, he’s on his way up here with food.”

      “What?” I jump from my chair, glancing at myself in the mirror just as there is a knock at the door. “Dottie!”

      She cringes. “I’m sorry.”

      What I failed to mention is during these sprint sessions, we also do self-care. Currently, I’m wearing a green mask that’s as hard as stone on my face, my hair is propped up in large rollers, toes separated and drying with a pretty purple nail polish, and I’m wearing a red terrycloth romper that does nothing special for my body but shape my rear end into the perfect mom butt.

      From down the hall, we hear the door click open.

      Shit.

      Both of our eyes connect.

      Lindsay.

      I want to shout NOOO in slow motion, hurl my body down the hall and lock the door, but it’s too late, as Lindsay’s voice travels down the hallway along with a very familiar masculine one.

      “What a surprise, Knox. Was Emory expecting you?”

      No, no, she wasn’t.

      Eyes wide, I run to my door, slam it right in front of Dottie, and run around my room, trying to figure out what to do. He can’t see me like this. Holey sweatpants are one thing, but avocado face and roller head is an entirely different image that should only be shared after marriage, when there is no escaping. From the back of my door, I snag my towel and start scraping my face with the dry fabric while simultaneously pulling out my rollers and dancing around my room to remove the toe separators.

      “She’s in here.” I pause, eyes locked on the door, body still.

      Holy shit.

      I scrub even faster as my fingers get tangled in my hair. I step on my foot wrong while trying to remove the toe separators and lose my balance. I skid across the floor, one leg flying up just in time for Lindsay to open my door to Knox, who catches me flying, and then I fall straight on my ass.

      There I am, lying on the floor, legs spread as an open invitation for God knows what reason—clearly not a graceful faller—hand tangled in the rat’s nest that is now my hair, and half my face scraped off from the lack of water used while trying to get rid of my mask.

      In a word. Disaster.

      I’ve had my fair share of embarrassing moments before, but I would have to say, this is a low point for me.

      The only thing that would make this worse was if I farted as I fell.

      Thank God for small miracles.

      From the doorway, three heads stare down at me, two of which I’m going to murder once the third leaves. Unlike me, Lindsay and Dottie don’t have curlers in their hair or masks on their faces. Instead, they look like perfectly normal college girls, completely opposite to the beast they’re staring at.

      “Hey, Em,” Knox says, so casually, as if I’m not a rabid gargoyle snarling on the floor. He walks into my room, gives it a courtesy perusal, and then lends his hand to help me up.

      I’m tempted to army crawl away from the scene and slither under my bed with my towel tucked close to my side as my only remaining friend, but I think otherwise and take Knox’s hand in mine, the one that isn’t stuck in my hair.

      He sets a box to the side and reaches up to my hair where he carefully frees my hand. He then bends down and picks up my towel and smiles when he brings it to my face. I stand there, perplexed and embarrassed that he’s seeing me like this.

      “You have something on your face.” He wraps the towel around his index finger and then lightly makes one small swipe across my nose. “There, perfect.”

      I glance in the mirror and come face to face with a patchy green monster.

      Oh my God.

      Attempting to take a step back, he grips me by the waist and studies me, both Lindsay and Dottie still hanging out by my door. “You look mortified,” he says, observation and surprise in his voice.

      That would be correct. He’s a smart one.

      “That’s because I am. Don’t look at me. Close your eyes.” I try to cover his face with my hand but he’s too quick and too strong.

      “No way in hell.” He looks down my bodice and then back up. “I like this little number. I think my grandma wore something like it back in her day.”

      “Oh my God, things not to say to a girl.”

      He chuckles. “And the hair, it’s different but it’s doing all kind of things for me.”

      “Stahp,” I groan, trying to push him away. His grip on me only grows tighter. “You realize this is the last time you’re ever going to see me, right? There is no coming back from this.”

      “The hell it is.” He glances down at his watch and grimaces. “I’d happily stay here and enjoy this visual feast, but I have to get to late-night weights.” Letting go of me, he grabs the box he carried in and hands it to me. “Cookies . . . for my cookie.”

      Dottie and Lindsay both snort as my face flushes once again.

      “I am not your . . . cookie,” I say, the word so vile coming off my tongue.

      He laughs some more and pats the top of the box. “These are the best in Brentwood. I’m sure your girls can vouch for me. Fresh from the oven, just for you. Go ahead, lift the lid, you know you want to.”

      I really do, they smell so good.

      Giving in, I lift the lid and find one dozen of the thickest, most delicious-smelling cookies I’ve ever seen in my life.

      Holy crap.

      Cookies for his cookie indeed.

      “Are those from Mr. Tom’s?”

      “The only place to get cookies in town,” Knox answers Dottie, whose nose is sniffing the air. “And if Em’s a good friend, she’ll share with you two.”

      “I’m not.” I slam the lid and place the box on my desk, eyeing my friends at the door with daggers. They could have avoided this entire embarrassment by remembering what I look like during power hour. But noooo, they had to let Knox in without even giving me a second to at least change out of my apparent grandma garb.

      “I’ll leave you guys to settle this.” He takes a step forward and reaches for me, pulling me into a hug before I can retreat to the other side of the room. “I’ll talk to you later, okay?” He kisses the top of my head and then once again lowers his mouth to my ear where he whispers, “Remember this, Em. I’ll take you any way I can have you.”

      With those parting words, he gives Lindsay and Dottie a curt wave and then takes off. I stand there, slightly breathless, and tingly from head to toe.

      He’ll take me anyway he can have me. Well, boy oh boy, did he get a special part of me today.

      “That seemed like it went well.” Dottie smiles.

      I point my finger and yell, “Out, both of you.”

      “But he liked your outfit.” Lindsay chuckles, scooting backward as I reach for the door to slam it.

      “You’re both dead to me.”

      “But . . . don’t you want to share those cookies with us?” Dottie asks.

      “No.” I slam the door and flop on my bed where I can no longer hold back the smile that cracks the corner of my lips.
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        * * *

      

      Knox: Party tomorrow night, are you coming?

      I pause my movie on my computer and open the preview message from Knox’s student chat. Over the past two weeks, Knox has made it known how much he’s interested in me. It hasn’t been every day, or even every other day, but he keeps surprising me with gestures here and there. It’s sweet, and he’s slowly breaking down my wall, but not completely. Even though he knows the answer, every Monday after our class, he asks me to go to lunch, and I always tell him I can’t.

      But with every no, his smile gets bigger. I know he can see right through me and can see the yes on my lips. He’s smart enough to know what he’s doing to me. He’s smart enough to feel the way I linger a little longer with each hug he gives me, or the way I lean into him more when he throws his arm around my shoulder. He sees the smiles I try to hide, the small touches I try to hold back, the way I dress up for him on Mondays, making sure I look my absolute best. He’s observant, and even though I’m still trying to keep him at an arm’s length, he is so close to breaking down the rickety barrier I’ve erected between the two of us.

      I type him back.

      Emory: I don’t think so.

      Knox: Why not? Scared of the theme?

      Emory: What’s the theme?

      Knox: Topless.

      Emory: Are you serious?

      Knox: No. LOL. There’s no theme, just a beer pong tournament. I could use a partner.

      Emory: Then you’re going to want to ask someone with skill. I can barely toss straight.

      Knox: I’ll carry you on my back, Em. I’m a champion.

      Emory: I think I’ll pass.

      Knox: Then just come over to hang out. We can watch a movie in my room.

      Emory: While a raging party is happening just outside the door? Won’t that be weird?

      Knox: Nah, I’ve hung out in my room during a party before, and it’s not as loud as you think.

      Emory: No, you have fun. I’m going to hang out here, get some work done.

      Knox: Please.

      Emory: Are you batting your eyelashes while typing that?

      Knox: Yes, did it work?

      Emory: I don’t know.

      Knox: Envision this, you, me, on my bed—clothed of course, I’m a gentleman, after all—the latest trending movie on Netflix and a calzone to split from The Hot Spot. My arm draped around you, you curled into my chest, sodas, a sleeve of Oreos . . . how can you resist that?

      Emory: It’s very tempting.

      Knox: Then say yes.

      Emory: How about an “I’ll think about it?”

      Knox: I’m going to take that as a yes. Shit, got to go. Text me when you get to the loft (512-555-3452) and I’ll get you in the back way, avoiding all the partiers. I’ll see you tomorrow.

      He signs out, the little green online dot goes grey. Wow, that was quick.

      Calzones?

      Oreos?

      Snuggling with Knox Gentry? It does sound like a dream.

      One I don’t think I can avoid much longer.
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        KNOX

      

      

      I pound the inside of my glove, step up into position just as Coach knocks a ball in my general direction. I cut to the right, backhand the ball, jump into the air, and throw the ball across my body to the first basemen.

      Executed perfectly.

      I get behind the line and give Carson a high five as we continue to run through drills.

      A freshman is up next, Ned Farkle—his parents didn’t expect him to become a major league baseball player with that name, that’s for sure. He’s damn good though, and Coach hits him a screaming grounder that he fields with no problem, but then takes at least five steps toward first before throwing across the diamond.

      Quick release; it’s what Coach Disik lives by. Traveling across the field takes up too much time and it’s not the fundamental baseball Disik teaches. I know this because it was a habit he beat out of me. Dropping the bat, Disik jogs out to Farkle and gets in his face, talking about needing a quick release. I take that moment to fade in the back with Carson who quietly turns to me and says, “Everything set for tonight?”

      “For the party?” I mutter quietly from the side of my mouth.

      “Yeah.”

      “No idea, Holt was in charge. Emory is coming over and we’re going to do our own thing.”

      “Really?” Carson looks surprised. If I wasn’t so damn confused over this girl, I would be insulted, but I’m just as surprised as he is.

      “Yeah. She didn’t seem up to party so I offered to hang out in my room.”

      “Hell, that’s better anyway since you barely get any time with her.”

      Tell me about it. With my schedule, I haven’t really had a chance to get to know Emory like I want or give her as much time as I promised, but I’m making it work; little glimpses here and there are better than nothing.

      We’re on the tail end of fall ball, which means we’re going to be getting heavily into strength and conditioning as well as technical and individual training. We have a pretty good squad of newcomers who need fine tweaking—hence Farkle and his prancing across the diamond—which is something we always take care of in the late months of the semester. What does this all mean? I’ll have more time to make Emory mine.

      “Tell me about it. I pop in and out of her life, but I don’t think I’ve been able to do anything long-lasting yet.”

      “Get low and then pop up,” Disik yells, showing just how agile the old fart is by showcasing what he’s talking about.

      “She likes you though,” Carson says, nudging my leg with his glove. “You can see it in class. She does not stop smiling around you.”

      “Yeah, I know the attraction is there, just need to seal the deal.”

      “And you like her, right? This isn’t a conquest for you?”

      “Yes, like that,” Disik cheers. “Again, but this time with a ball.” He jogs back toward the bat and hits another screaming grounder to Farkle, who scoops it up and takes two steps rather than five. Better, but not what was asked of him. Not happy, Disik yells, “Again. Do it right or the whole team does pushups.”

      “Focus, Farkle,” one teammate mutters.

      “You know I’m not a douche,” I say to Carson, just as another grounder is hit to Farkle. “I like her, and by no means is she a conquest.”

      Farkle scoops the ball up and sweeps across the field. One, two, three steps.

      Jesus Christ.

      Looks like I’m going to be taking this guy to the side and working on his release.

      “Thirty pushups, everyone,” Disik yells while flipping the bat and walking up to Farkle, hovering over him as he counts out every single pushup.

      A few “Fuck you, Farkles” are said while grunting out pushups.

      Once we’re done, we pick up our gloves, and Coach lets out another warning to the freshman to do it right or we’re spending the rest of practice conditioning.

      “She’s a good girl, Gent,” Carson says while we intently watch Farkle get into position. “I wouldn’t want to see her get hurt.”

      “When have I ever hurt a girl?” I ask. What the hell?

      “When have you ever been this willing to be with someone, rather than just fucking around? I’ve never seen you serious about a girl.”

      “Which means I won’t fuck this up.”

      Farkle scoops the ball up, takes one step, then shoots the ball across the field.

      Thank God.

      “Was that too much to ask?” Disik yells. “Jesus Christ, get in the back of the line.”

      “Or, you care too much that you will fuck it up.”

      “What the hell is your problem?” I ask Carson.

      “Nothing, just be careful, man.” He steps up into position and just as the ball is hit, he dives to the left, catches the ball, hops to his feet, and throws the ball over to first in one smooth motion. He’s the best second baseman in the country. He has the stats to prove it and mechanics to make any coach drool, even Disik, who nods his head in approval.

      Even though I’m good at blocking out unnecessary shit when on the field, it’s hard not to think about what Carson said as I’m getting into position.

      I’m not going to screw this up. I might not have ever really cared this much, but that means I’m going to work harder when it comes to Emory. Because she’s worth that.

      Disik grounds a ball out to me and it bounces high, hitting me in the chest. Not even flinching, I grab the ball with my right hand and throw it to first. It wasn’t clean, but it was effective.

      “Good recovery,” Diski yells, but I drown it out when I walk up next to Carson.

      Muttering under my breath, I say, “I’m not going to fuck it up.”

      “I sure hope not, because she’s perfect for you.”

      I couldn’t agree more.
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        * * *

      

      I check my phone for the hundredth time of the night and when it reads blank, I subtly pound the back of my head against the wall.

      What the fuck?

      I left a message on student chat for Emory, letting her know to get here around eight, and it’s now nine thirty and there’s no sign of her. Trust me, I’ve been scanning the party every five minutes, making circles like I’m herding cattle, looking for one girl and one girl alone.

      Is she really not going to fucking show?

      I know she said she would think about it, but hell, we’ve been playing this little cat and mouse game for a while now, so I thought that was her coy way of saying she’d spend the night with me rather than actually saying it.

      Boy, was I fucking wrong.

      I drag my hand through my styled hair—yeah, I fucking styled it—and scan the room once more as Carson comes up to my side and holds a beer out to me. I have yet to take a drink of anything tonight in the hopes I would be spending my evening with Emory.

      “Dude, I hate to say it but I don’t think she’s coming.”

      I take the beer from him but hold the bottle at my side, not in the mood to drink. Give me five minutes when the bitterness of the night starts to kick in.

      “I think I might punch someone,” I say, clenching my fist at my side, my anger starting to boil over. “Fuck, I don’t understand. I’ve done everything right. I get that her boyfriend was a dick and I sort of remind her of him, but fuck, I’m a goddamn different person. She should at least give me a chance to show that.”

      “Yeah, I don’t know what to say, man,” Carson replies while pulling a sip from his bottle. “Hey, aren’t those her friends?”

      “What?” My head snaps to where Carson is pointing. Sure enough, Lindsay and Dottie are gathered by the beer pong table, laughing and having a jolly fucking time.

      Does that mean Emory’s here?

      I whip my phone out again, but there’s nothing.

      “Is she here? Did I miss her?”

      “Nah, Brock would have told me. He’s manning the door. I told him to text me when she got here so I could let you know. He said he hasn’t seen her.”

      “Motherfucker.” I grind down on my teeth. “What the hell. So her friends came but she didn’t? Hell . . . now I’m pissed.” I start to walk toward my room to give Emory a piece of my mind when Carson grabs my shoulder, stopping me in place.

      “This was what I was talking about at practice. Take a deep breath and try to think about this rationally. Maybe there’s a reason she’s not here.”

      “Other than her stringing me along? I’m a fucking moron.”

      “Dude, seriously, calm down.”

      “Don’t tell me to calm down.” I shrug my shoulder away. “She should have at least said she wasn’t coming.” I pull on my hair and look over at her friends. “I’m going to get answers.”

      “Don’t do it, Knox.”

      But it’s too late. I’m already headed in their direction, anger simmering at the base of my skull, tensing my shoulders and clenching my jaw.

      “Ladies,” I say in greeting. They both turn around and when they make eye contact with me, both of their mouths fall open and they cringe at the same time. That’s a weird reaction.

      I go to ask where Emory is when Dottie presses her hand against my forearm. “Holy shit, we completely forgot to tell you. Oh my God, Emory is going to kill us, you can’t tell her.”

      “Tell her what?” I ask, my emotions rocketing from pure anger to concerned curiosity.

      “She wanted us to send you a message when we got here. She has a migraine and couldn’t make it.”

      And concern turns to anger again.

      Lame fucking excuse.

      “That’s the best she could do? A migraine? She could have at least faked breaking her leg or something. Given me an excuse a little more memorable.”

      They exchange glances and then Lindsay says, “No, she really has a migraine. She gets chronic migraines. They take her out. Ever since middle school. She can’t move and or open her eyes. She lies in darkness, waiting for it to subside.”

      “Sure.” I roll my eyes. “Tell her I hope she gets better.”

      I go to walk away when a hand pulls on me. I turn to find Dottie pleading with me. “We’re not lying, Knox.” She holds a keycard out to me. “Go see for yourself. She’s in complete darkness right now.”

      I eye the keycard. “How do I know you won’t text her the minute I leave?”

      They both reach into their pockets and hand me their phones. “Knox, please don’t give up on her. Her stupid-ass boyfriend was an absolute bastard, and he hurt her, so yeah, she’s guarded. We lost her for a few years, and would tell you to fuck off if we didn’t think you were good for her,” Lindsay says. “Take our phones, give them to one of your teammates, and when you see we’re not lying, you can text him to give them back. She’s really sick right now.”

      “Threw up twice already,” Dottie adds. “Something I’m sure she doesn’t want you to know. It was so bad she couldn’t have any lights on, so she asked us to tell you she couldn’t make it. We got a little distracted and that’s on us, we’re so sorry, but please don’t be mad at her. She wanted to be here. She even picked out a cute skirt to wear. She was coming, Knox, she really was.”

      Shit.

      I think they’re telling the truth.

      I drag my hand through my hair again and check the time on my watch. “How long has she been alone?”

      “An hour at least. We got here a little late.”

      “Shit. Okay.” I take the keycard and pocket it. “Suite three ten, right?”

      “Yes.” When I go to walk away, Dottie says, “Don’t you want our phones?”

      I shake my head. “No, I trust you.”

      I take off toward my room, stuff a bunch of shit in my backpack, zip it up, and pocket my car keys. Looks like I’m spending my night in the dorms, something I haven’t done since I was a freshman, but the choice to be next to Emory, especially when she needs someone in her corner? No-brainer.
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      Deep breaths.

      Just like that.

      With a face mask over my eyes, I roll to the side and let out a long breath, trying not to get nauseous from the movement. But my hip is hurting from being on my left for so long that I need to rotate, slowly.

      Every month, like clockwork, I get migraines that seem to cut me off at the knees. I was getting ready to see Knox when the nausea hit. A few minutes later, the pain behind my eyes struck, followed quickly by severe sinus pain. Shit. I knew at that moment I wasn’t going anywhere but horizontal. Once a migraine hits, there’s nothing I can do but let my body rest. I tried drinking water, threw some Ibuprofen at it, even some Icy Hot on my neck and shoulders, although nothing made a dent. The migraine hit me head-on—no pun intended—and I was out. Completely immobilized.

      After throwing up twice, I was able to make it to my bed and turn off the lights with the help of Lindsay and Dottie. They set me up with a dark room, a trash bin next to my bed in case I was sick again, and a big cup of water.

      I asked them to let Knox know, feeling terrible, but there is no way I would have been able to make it out of my room, my bed, let alone to a party. Noise. Movement. Light. All too much.

      No, this is where I’m staying tonight.

      I finally get into my new position, my head pounding relentlessly. I hear the door to our suite open, but I have no recollection of time at this point, so I’m assuming it’s Lindsay and Dottie. When the door to my room partly opens, bringing in a little bit of light, I’m grateful for my eye mask.

      “How was the party?” I croak. “Were you able to tell Knox I couldn’t make it?”

      “They did,” a deep voice comes from the other side of the room, startling me.

      “Knox?” I push my eye mask up and blink a few times, letting my pupils adjust to the sliver of light in the room.

      “No, don’t move.” He’s quickly at my side, setting a backpack down and sitting on the mattress. His hand goes to my head where he lightly strokes my hair. “Hey you. Are you okay?”

      I squeeze my eyes shut and take a deep breath as my head continues to pound. “Nope,” I squeak out.

      “Shit, okay. What can I do?”

      “Shut the door.”

      “Sure.” He gets up and shuts the door. He returns to my side and strokes my forehead with his thumb. “What else? Can I get you anything to eat, drink? Any medicine? Heating pads?”

      “No. Can’t think about eating anything right now.”

      “Understandable. Have you thrown up again?”

      “Oh God, they told you that?”

      “Yeah, and I’m glad they did. My mom had headaches like this, and do you know what would help her?”

      “What?” I ask, draping my hand over my head.

      “My dad. He always helped.” I hear Knox kick off his shoes and then he climbs over me so he’s behind me. He scoots under the covers carefully, obviously trying not to rock the mattress too much, and slides his body against mine. “Is it okay if I hold you?”

      “When have you ever cared about asking?” I chuckle.

      “I don’t want to hurt you.”

      He’d never hurt me. I know that at this point. Abandoning a party to make sure I was okay? That’s coming from a man who doesn’t have a hurtful bone in his body.

      And honestly, at this point, there’s no fight left in me. It seems inevitable. No matter how hard I try to keep my distance, he’s going to be in my life.

      “I’m not going to break,” I tell him, and then I take a leap of faith. “Hold me, Knox. I want you to hold me.”

      His hand slides around my stomach and instead of pulling me into his chest, he moves his body closer to mine carefully. How he knows not to rattle me too much is astounding. Never once did Neil care for me in this compassionate, thoughtful, and selfless way. Knox’s touch is gentle, soothing, and when he finally fits himself along my body, I can feel my muscles start to relax, and I melt into him.

      “Is that okay?” he whispers, his voice like a velvety caress over my bare shoulder.

      “Perfect,” I sigh. “Thank you.”

      He kisses my shoulder and says, “Get some sleep, Em. I’m not going anywhere.”

      And he doesn’t.
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        * * *

      

      The first thing that wakes me up the next morning isn’t the sun beaming through my dorm window, nor is it Lindsay’s morning jams subtly coming through the wall. It’s the large hand that’s splayed across my stomach, a gentle thumb moving up and down the silk fabric of my camisole.

      My migraine is gone, but my muscles are still tense in my neck, which always happens, but I’ll take it over the incessant pounding in my head.

      “Are you awake?” Knox’s voice whispers, his breath minty fresh, his body lying on top of the covers.

      I peek an eye open to find him hovering over me, a concerned look on his face.

      I bring my sheet up to my mouth and say, “Hey.”

      He smiles. “Good morning. How are you feeling?”

      “Much better, thank you.” I take him in and notice his hair is wet. “Did you take a shower?”

      He nods. “Didn’t think you’d want to hang out with me after my morning conditioning.”

      “You worked out?” My eyes pop open even more. “It’s a Sunday, you have conditioning on a Sunday?”

      “Just a quick morning run, not the entire team, just me.”

      “What is quick in your book?”

      “Two miles.”

      “Oh.” I twist so I’m lying on my back. “That is quick.”

      “Felt stiff, wanted to loosen up a bit.” He shakes his shoulders. “I like your shampoo, smells all fruity and shit.”

      “You used my soap?”

      “And towel,” he says unapologetically.

      Who is this guy?

      I slowly sit up and rub my eyes with my hands, needing the bathroom immediately from all the water I drank last night. I throw the blankets off me and start to get off my high bed when Knox grabs my arm and helps me. I’m about to tell him I’m not a ninety-year-old, but when my feet hit the ground and I wobble, I’m grateful for the assist.

      “Bathroom?”

      “Yeah, but I can do that myself.” I laugh and pat his hand.

      I quickly pee, brush my teeth, and give myself a brief once-over in my mirror. Silk pajama set, no bra, and bedhead . . . could be worse. No. He’s already seen worse.  I tame my hair a little, pinch some color into my cheeks, and then walk into my bedroom where Knox is sitting on my mattress, hands behind him, propping him up. His eyes burn a trail up my body and stop directly at my chest.

      My nipples are hard, I know they are, I can feel them pointing against the silk fabric of my camisole, but with zero shame, I walk toward him.

      He licks his lips and sits up as I reach him, his eyes lazy, his hands falling to my hips.

      I reach out and caress his cheek, his stubble rough against the palm of my hand, a delicious feeling I completely forgot about up until now.

      How is that possible, to forget the feeling of a man’s coarse cheek under my touch? It should be something I crave, something I long for, but then again, Neil changed that. He changed everything about our relationship as we grew older. He took the simple things away from me like my right to touch him intimately. I tried, but toward the end he always pushed me away when I tried to hug him, or his kisses were barely a peck on my cheek if I was lucky.

      I miss this, being intimate with another human without being overtly sexual.

      “I’m sorry I ruined your plans last night.”

      He wastes no time in pulling me between his legs, keeping me in place with his hands. He’s such a big man and since my bed is higher than normal to fit storage underneath, he’s looking down at me.

      “You didn’t ruin everything. Plus, I can see perfectly down your shirt right now, which is a pleasant morning surprise.”

      I roll my eyes and attempt to push away from him but instead he hops off the bed, picks me up, and carefully places me on the bed where he joins me, his large body eating up the entire mattress.

      “Next time we spend the night together, it’ll be at my place because your bed is tiny.”

      “You think there’s going to be another time?”

      Lying on his side next to me, his upper half hovers over my body, deliciously trapping me in place.

      His fingers trail up the side of my arm, a shiver spreading over my skin.

      “There will be another time.”

      “You’re so sure of yourself.”

      “Babe, your nipples are so goddamn hard, so if that’s any indication, there will be a second time.”

      My face flushes but I don’t let it deter me. “That’s just how my nipples are in the morning, excited for sunshine.”

      He laughs. “Yeah, they’re not excited for anything else?” His fingers glide over my collarbone and I swear, my nipples grow even harder. Is that even possible?

      “Nope,” I answer, even though it’s a weak nope from me having to catch my breath.

      He lowers his head to mine, inches apart as his hand travels down my arm to the hem of my shirt. Not waiting for a go-ahead, his hand slips under my shirt, and his fingers spread over my stomach.

      I suck in a sharp breath, and for some reason, my legs fall open. He’s nowhere near that area, but that doesn’t stop my body from reacting. A deep, needy throb starts to ache between my legs as his hand travels higher to my ribcage. I shift underneath him, realizing how much I want him to touch me, kiss me, do wicked things to my body, not even caring that my two best friends are a wall away.

      “Do you want me to kiss you, Em?”

      I should have guessed he’d come out and ask. He’s yet to be subtle since I’ve known him.

      And yes, badly. I badly want him to kiss me, even though starting something with someone right now is not what I was planning on. I’m a woman, after all, and saying no to Knox is practically impossible, especially with his hand up my shirt and my body yearning for his touch.

      “Kiss me?” I ask, my chest rising and falling at a faster rate. “Is that what friends do?”

      I’m nervous.

      I know I should say yes, I should pull his head down to mine and lock our lips, but this is the first guy I’m going to kiss other than Neil, and that’s huge. Am I ready for that big step? Am I ready to start something with someone who has taken over my thoughts this semester?

      “You’re calling me your friend now?” His brows rise.

      “Well, since you have your hand up my shirt, I’d say we’re at least friendly.”

      He chuckles. “I like being known as your friend, Em.”

      “Yeah?”

      He nods. “You’re cool, one of the coolest chicks I know. It’s why I can’t seem to tear myself away.”

      His confession makes my heart rate pick up. If I were honest, I like him as a friend too. I’ve found such ease in being around him, like we were meant to be in each other’s lives this entire time.

      I bring my finger to his chest where I slowly draw circles. “I like being around you, Knox. Even though it pains me to admit it.”

      A deep laugh rumbles through his chest. “I wish I had that admission on camera.”

      “No cameras in the bedroom.”

      “Ever?” he asks, brows drawing high.

      “Ever,” I answer sternly.

      “Damn.” He brushes a stray hair off my forehead while his other hand holds firmly around my ribs.

      Growing serious, I say, “Can we promise each other something?”

      “Multiple orgasms? I don’t have to promise that, babe, it’s just going to happen.”

      I roll my eyes. “No, not that.” Even though just looking at his large, strong hands, I know he can deliver.

      “Then what?” He shifts so his body is completely flush against mine, his nose rubbing closely against mine.

      How does he expect me to intelligently answer him when we’re this close? When I can practically taste him on my lips, when I can feel just how hard his entire body is from the countless hours he’s spent turning his physique into a well-oiled baseball machine?

      “Um, I . . . uh.”

      He laughs. “Spit it out, Ealson.”

      “It’s hard when you’re all up in my business.”

      “Well, get used to it, because this isn’t going to change.”

      I can see that being very much true if the last few weeks have been any indication. He’s determined. When he has his sights set on something—in this case me—it seems like he’s all in. It amazes me.

      Gathering myself and trying not to get lost in his soulful eyes, I say, “Can we promise that . . . uh, no matter what happens to us, we’ll always friends?”

      “Putting a gravestone on our relationship before it even starts? That’s very morbid of you.” His voice is joking, but I can see the hurt in his eyes.

      “I’m not putting a gravestone on it, I just . . . hell,” I sigh. “I like you a lot, Knox, more than I want to make known, and I like the fun friendship we have. I don’t want to lose that. And I know we’ve only known each other for a little while now, but I still want to keep hanging out with you.”

      “Ah, I see. I’ve won you over and you’re finally admitting it.”

      “Are you really going to rub it in?” I ask, playing my fingers over his lips.

      He nips at them and says, “Yeah, because you’re stubborn as fuck.”

      I laugh. It’s so true. I’m very stubborn.

      “I might be. Is that something you think you can handle?”

      “I always enjoy a challenge.” He moves in closer. “And to answer your question, yes, we will always be friends.”

      “Even if we go out and then have a nasty breakup?”

      “Not going to happen, the nasty breakup part. The going out part is inevitable.”

      “Friends first?”

      He sighs. “Friends first, fuck buddies second.”

      He goes in for a kiss, but I stop his face with my palm. “Fuck buddies?”

      He laughs. “Or passionate lovers.”

      “Oh my God, don’t say lovers.”

      He swipes the tip of his thumb across the underside of my breast and in seconds, all joking is gone. My veins ignite, sending my body into an inferno. He makes another swipe and I suck in a large breath, the growing ache between my thighs intensifying. It’s hard to believe that twelve hours ago I could barely open my eyes or lift my head, because right now I’m on fire, and it’s only because of this man beside me. It’s terrifying. It’s amazing. Like him.

      One more swipe and I grip the back of his neck, threading my fingers through his hair.

      “Are you going to kiss me?” I ask, my chest arching off the mattress, seeking more.

      “Fuck, yes,” he says, his lips descending just as a large wail of a siren blasts in my room.

      Beep! Beep! Beep!

      “Holy fuck,” he says, leaping up and out of bed while covering his ears. “What is that?”

      I do the same, trying to stop the piercing sound from rupturing my eardrums. “Fire alarm,” I shout. Worst. Timing. Ever. “We have to evacuate or else we’ll get in trouble. The RA checks.”

      “Of course.” We’re both shouting at each other as we move around the room.

      I slip on my hard-bottom slippers, throw a sweatshirt over my head, and follow him out the door where we find Lindsay and Dottie. As a group, we make our way down the staircase, which is lit up by the alarm, and out the door, finally gaining reprieve from the blistering sound.

      “Holy fuck, that’s loud,” Knox says, his backpack slung over his shoulders. It looks miniature compared to his large body. “How often does that happen?”

      “Once a month,” Lindsay says while taking a bite of a Pop-Tart she carried out with her.

      Next to her, Dottie sips from her “Get a Life” mug and says, “You get used to it after a while.” She eyes us, and the way I’m standing awkwardly far away from Knox, hands in my sweatshirt pocket, looking anywhere but my friends in the eyes. “So, what’s going on between you two?”

      “Nothing,” I say just as Knox says, “Fuck buddies.”

      “Seriously?” Lindsay gapes.

      “Shut up.” I playfully swat Knox in the stomach. “We are not fuck buddies, we haven’t even kissed.” He did touch the underside of my boob and stare at my nipples for a good five minutes, but I choose to leave that part out.

      “No kiss?” Dottie asks, hand on her hip with a look of disgust on her face. “What the hell is the matter with you? The boy left a party last night to tend to you, the least you could have done is offer him a blowie this morning.”

      With a huge smile on his face, hands stuffed in his pockets, and those thick eyebrows wiggling at me, Knox says, “Yeah, the least you could have done was offer me a blowie.”

      “Ha.” I shake my head. “Yeah, that’s never going to happen.”

      “Uhh . . . it sure as shit better, because I have plans of nestling my cheeks between your legs.”

      “Jesus,” I whisper, looking around. “Can you not say that so loud, or around my friends?”

      Lindsay waves her hand over her face. “God, that’s so hot. He straight-up claimed your vagina in front of our whole dorm.”

      I press my hand to my forehead, willing this moment to go away. “Can we please talk about something else?”

      “Did you know no one has ever gone down on her before?” Dottie says, stealing the breath right out of my lungs as I drop my mouth wide and turn to my friend in shock. In what crazy world would she think that was okay to say?

      “I gathered that,” Knox says with a pinch in his brow.

      “You know what?” I hold up my keycard to everyone. “I’m going to get some coffee.”

      I take off, making a promise to myself to have a firm conversation with Dottie about boundaries. I would expect Lindsay to say something like that, but Dottie? She’s usually tight-lipped, so Lindsay is starting to get to her. I’m mortified. Completely and utterly mortified. Why say that?

      “Hold up,” Knox says, catching up to me. He moves to block my progress to the coffee kiosk in the dining hall, cutting off my path. “Where do you think you’re going?”

      “Removing myself from that awkward conversation.”

      “It’s not awkward unless you make it that way. So what, no one has ever gone down on you? We have ways of fixing that.” He moves in closer, taking me in by my hand.

      “Can we not talk about that right here? If you haven’t noticed, all eyes are on you right now, which means our conversation isn’t exactly private.”

      “Who cares?”

      “I do.” I point to my chest. “I care. You might be this overtly confident man when it comes to the bedroom, but I’m more reserved, okay? I don’t like the term fuck buddies, and I don’t want to be referred to as that. I find it demeaning. I know we’re just having fun, but—”

      “Wait, hold up. We’re not just having fun, Em. I know I joke around a lot, but this is serious to me. I want to date you.”

      “Yeah, casually, I get it.”

      “Fuck, no. Not casually.” He grows stern. “If we’re dating, then we are full-on dating and that means exclusively.”

      I bite my bottom lip and look away. Exclusivity is more important to me than anything, for obvious reasons, but serious dating, am I ready for that?

      “Do you not want to be exclusive?” he asks, looking hurt as I look back at him.

      I press my hand to his chest and look him in the eyes. “I would need things to be exclusive, but I don’t know about everything being so serious. I just got out of a six-year relationship. That’s going to take some time for me to recover from.” He doesn’t know. No one really does. I became such a shell of my former self that for all intents and purposes, my friends probably thought I was fine. But I wasn’t, and I’m still not. Someone I thought I could trust with my heart and body threw that away. Viciously. It may have been incredibly naïve to believe that Neil and I were forever, I know that now, but it didn’t negate the years I thought we were. There’s a crack in my heart I’m still trying to heal. I’m much happier now. More assertive. More decisive. I’m finding out who I am away from coupledom, and I like the girl I’m seeing. But, I’m still recovering. I’m still a little raw. A little timid to give my heart away again. And as much as Dottie and Lindsay know I’m cautious, they don’t understand the depth of pummeling my heart took. They didn’t see me the days after I found Neil and the other girl. They didn’t see the texts.

      “Then let’s take it slow.” He clamps his hand around mine. “We can keep things casual as you like to say, but exclusively casual.”

      “Exclusively casual.” I smile, liking the sound of that. “Okay, what does that entail?”

      “Do we need to write down rules? Is that what you’re asking?”

      “I mean . . . maybe.”

      He shakes his head then pulls me into his side. “You’re going to be the death of me, Ealson.”

      He guides us toward the dining hall and I ask him, “What are you doing?”

      “We’re about to lay down the foundation of the best thing that’s ever happened to us while we eat breakfast, because damn it, I’m starving. But I have thirty minutes, so we have to make it quick. I have morning study hall to run.”

      “Morning study hall after a Saturday night? That’s brutal.”

      “Tell me about it. Every one of my teammates wanted to punch me in the nuts.” He kisses the side of my head. “Breakfast is on you, Ealson. I hope you’re ready to light up your dining hall card.”
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      I’m gobsmacked.

      Utterly gobsmacked.

      Sitting across from me is a man who can take down a breakfast burrito the size of his head full of eggs, potatoes, refried beans, bacon, and fajita veggies in five minutes. I’m pretty sure he unhinged his jaw and slid the whole thing in, chewing occasionally.

      He reaches across the table and starts picking at my fruit. “Okay, do you want to get down to business?” he asks, casually popping a piece of pineapple in his mouth.

      I blink a few times.

      “Now that you swallowed that burrito whole, you’re ready?”

      He licks pineapple juice off his finger. “Did I impress you with my eating abilities, because there’s more where that came from.”

      “You horrified me,” I say, still in a state of shock.

      He chuckles and pulls out a pen and notebook. “You learn to eat fast when you have little time in between practices and classes.”

      “Still . . . that thing was huge.”

      “If you’re impressed with that, just wait until you see what else I can do with my mouth.” He winks, sending a wave of heat up the nape of my neck. I can only imagine.

      Just what I need, to be turned on in the middle of the dining hall. Hello, fellow students, this is me, Emory Ealson, wet and ready for the man who can swallow a five-foot burrito whole.

      I take a sip of my water, ignoring his innuendo, which only makes the cocky and confident man laugh to himself.

      “Okay, let’s get these rules laid out so we can get to the good stuff.” He lifts his gaze to me. “You know, like kissing and all that shit.”

      “How romantic.”

      He points his pen at me. “Exactly. Very romantic.” Like an idiot, he clicks the pen, dots the tip on his tongue as if wetting the ink, and makes a dramatic wave of his arm to get to the paper. Seriously, what am I getting myself into? “Okay, rule number one.” He lifts a brow at me, looking super sexy as he says, “Friends forever and always.”

      Shit, that look, his soft voice as he said those words . . . it strikes me hard in the chest, a feeling I wasn’t expecting right away. Yes, he might be very outgoing and personable like Neil, but there’s a softer side to him, one I can’t wait to explore more.

      “Yes, friends forever.” I take a bite of my eggs and lean back in my chair, enjoying the view of Knox’s sly smile.

      “Good.” He writes it down and then starts scribbling the second rule as he talks out loud. “Rule number two: lots and lots of oral. Pantloads, no boatloads of oral. More oral than anyone can ever imagine.” He actually writes that down. “Oral all the time. If there is a tongue and a pussy in the same room, they’re connecting.”

      Jesus.

      I shush him, moving my hand up and down to lower his voice. “Seriously, can you be a little less . . . proud?”

      “No,” he answers, while finishing his sentence, and then he looks up at me. “I want everyone to know that the only person who’ll be between your legs is me.” He perks his head up and speaks louder. “Did you hear that, everyone? I’m the only one—”

      I’m out of my seat in seconds and clasping my hand over his mouth before he can continue. “Oh my God, Knox, please, control yourself.”

      He takes me by the wrist and spins me so I’m sitting on his lap, and of course . . . all eyes are on us. My back is to his chest and his arm is wrapped around my stomach, keeping me in place.

      “You’re too much fucking fun.” He kisses the side of my neck and then goes back to writing. “Rule number three . . .” He pauses and then shakes me. “Go ahead, rule number three.”

      “Keep things casual.”

      “Hmm . . . not sure if I like that as a set rule. Can we make an addendum to that?”

      Why is he so beyond adorable? I can’t take it. You’d never guess this larger-than-life, outgoing, and powerful man would be so . . . cute. And I’m not talking about the physical. His personality is cute, sweet, as if he grew up with five sisters and knows exactly how to treat women: with a smidge of teasing and a whole lot of caring.

      “What kind of addendum?”

      He moves his hand to under my sweatshirt and my camisole to my skin where he lightly strokes his thumb. It’s innocent, almost like he just needs to make that connection while we’re sitting together, but it’s lighting me up inside.

      “Well, let’s say we’re casual and all, we accomplish all the oral and then you’re like, holy fuck, I can’t ever let this man go because he’s just so fantastic in bed. We should be allowed to make the switch from casual to more than friendship bracelets, you know?”

      “Are you saying like . . . boyfriend, girlfriend?”

      “Yeah, that’s the term I’m looking for.”

      Curious, I ask, “Have you ever been in a relationship before, Knox?”

      “Nope,” he answers nonchalantly and starts writing an addendum to rule number three. “But it can’t be too hard. You listen, you talk, you give and take, and of course . . .”

      “Lots of oral.’’ I roll my eyes. And even though I should feel stressed by this overzealous sports hotshot, I’m smiling. He’s a nut . . . but he might become my nut.

      “Exactly, you got it now, babe.” He squeezes me and I chuckle, loving how he can make me happy in a matter of seconds. “Okay, I think we have one rule left.”

      “Only going with four?”

      “Why not? We don’t want to make things too difficult right off the bat. Let’s keep it at four. And the last one is, no matter how casual we are, we are always exclusive. That means my penis is the only penis you’re fondling. Got it?”

      I roll my eyes even though he can’t see my face. “I know what being exclusive means and trust me, you don’t have to worry about that with me.” My voice comes out more snide than I meant.

      “Hey.” He turns me on his lap so he can see me, and I can see how he’s switched to serious Knox. “Are you worried about me cheating or something?”

      “No,” I say, hanging my head and playing with the drawstring of my hoodie. “You’re a good guy, and I don’t think you have that in you. But it will probably be something that’s in the back of my mind.”

      “Because of your ex-boyfriend?”

      “Yeah, because of him.”

      He moves his hand around my back, and the heat of his palm warms me. “You’ll never have to worry about that with me, Em. I promise. I may not have been in a boyfriend-girlfriend relationship before, but that doesn’t mean I don’t believe in monogamy. My word is my word.”

      “Thank you,” I say, cupping his face.

      I lean forward, staring at his lips. I’m about to press my mouth against his when he says, “Are we really going to have our first kiss in the dining hall with all these onlookers?”

      I smile. “I’m game if you are.”

      A wicked gleam lights up his eyes. “You know I am.” One of his hands slides up my thigh while the other cups the back of my head and lowers me to his lips.

      Nervous—because Knox is only the second guy I’ve kissed—I try to be as loose as possible when his lips touch mine.

      Soft with the perfect amount of pressure, our lips fuse together. The sounds of clanking silverware against plates and students chattering fade away, leaving only the thrumming of my rapidly beating heart to fill my ears.

      Our lips part at the same time, wanting more, exploring. My tongue slips into his mouth while my fingers thread through his hair. A low groan rumbles from his chest as his grip on my thigh tightens. Our tongues work in tandem together, seeking more, reaching for more but never sloppy. Little flicks, tiny kisses, our mouths never extending too far. Gentle but new, the tension in our hands is a contradiction to the soft movements of our mouths. I’ve missed this. This softness. Intimacy. Honesty.

      I could kiss this man all day. That’s how good he is. How patient and relaxed he is, almost like he’s letting me take charge, but I know deep down he’s not. He’s guiding me with his movements, slightly tilting my head, flicking his tongue over my lips, leaning into me. He uses his entire body when he kisses, and I can feel the power move from his spine to the tips of his fingers, letting me know just how much he wants me.

      It’s perfect.

      It’s—

      “Yeah, Gentry. Get it, man,” some douche cheers off to the side.

      On a deep breath, I pull away and tuck my head into his shoulder, embarrassed that I lost control in the dining hall.

      Keeping my head tucked, I ask, “How many people are staring?”

      He soothingly rubs my back and says, “Pretty much everybody.”

      “Perfect.” I laugh.

      “I’m not even mad about it, because now every dickhead in this building knows you’re mine.”

      “And I just became enemy number one with all the girls here.”

      “Nah, they’ll just talk behind your back,” he jokes.

      “Great.” I lift away and keep my eyes trained on him. I draw my finger across his bottom lip and say, “You’re a really good kisser.”

      “I practice on my hand every day.”

      “Shut up.” I push his shoulder, causing him to laugh even more.

      When his laughter dies down, he says, “You’re a damn good kisser too, Em. Too good.” He sneaks one more kiss in. “Fuck, I hate that I have to get going now.” With a sexy smile, he pats my backside and says, “Walk me out?”

      “Of course. There’s no way I’m staying here with all the ravenous beasts waiting to spring on me.”

      We gather his things, stuff them in his bag but not before signing the “rules”—so ridiculous—and then take off down the stairs and out the doors.

      Once outside, he brings me to the side where he reaches into his pocket and hands me his phone. “It’s time I get that number, don’t you think?”

      I glance at his phone but don’t take it. “I don’t know. If we’re keeping it casual, we can still just talk through student chat.”

      “Over my dead body. Phone number, Ealson. Now.”

      I cross my arms over my chest and jut out my hip. “Do you really think you’re going to get what you want by talking to me like that?”

      He pulls on the back of his neck, clearly frustrated. “How are we going to do all the oral if I don’t have your phone number?”

      “It’s called the element of surprise.” I lift up on my toes and press a quick kiss to his jaw and then pat him on the cheek. “Have fun at study hall.”

      “You’re really not going to give me your number?”

      I shake my head and start to walk away. “You have to earn that.”

      “Uh . . . pretty sure I did over the last few weeks.”

      “No, you just earned my affection. My number is an entirely different hurdle.” I twiddle my fingers and then turn toward my dorm, but not before I hear him groan.

      I smile to myself the entire way back. Thankfully the fire drill is over, so I hit the shower right away, letting the hot water ease my tense muscles. I spend extra time shaving, making sure I reach every last inch of my body, and then I spend a decent amount of time lotioning. By the time I make my way into my room and check my phone, I have a text message from a strange number.

      Brow furrowed, I open it up.

      It’s Knox. Have I told you how much I like your friend Dottie? She’s a winner in my book. I’ll catch you later, Ealson. P.S. Can’t wait to play with your nipples. XOXO.

      Shaking my head, I clutch my phone to my chest and then let out a low chuckle. I can’t be mad about it, because frankly, I’m happy.
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        KNOX

      

      

      “How’s my baby?”

      I scoot down on the leather couch of the locker room and prop my feet up on the coffee table while sports highlights play in the background. We have an hour and a half before practice and since I was already on campus, I decided to chill in the locker room until then.

      Carson sits next to me, trolling on his phone and eating grapes, chomping away with no awareness of the sounds he’s making.

      Disgusting.

      “Hey Mom,” I say into the phone, grabbing Carson’s attention. He glances at me with a knowing smile.

      My mom is very well known on the team. Not because she calls me all the time to check in, but because she’s THAT mom at the baseball games. You know, the one who shows up in ALL the college gear one can buy with a cooler, chair, foam finger, and pom-poms. She’s the one who gets the fans in the stands to start cheers and leads the wave. She’s the first to yell at an umpire for a missed call, and she’s the first one to slip orange slices into the dugout when she arrives. Yes, she still hands out orange slices. It was absolutely humiliating my freshman year, but now she’s like an unofficial team mascot.

      The players love her.

      Coach Disik tolerates her, which is surprising since he barely tolerates anyone.

      And the other parents rely on her to check on their sons when they’re unable to make a game.

      She’s also the unofficial photographer and even started a social media group for parents of the players so everyone can keep up on what’s going on with the team.

      To say she’s involved is an understatement.

      “How’s my big guy?” She also still acts like I’m ten, but I let it slide since she’s truly the best mom ever and one of my best friends.

      Mama’s boy? Possibly, but guess what? This mama’s boy gets a cooler full of baked treats every time she visits the loft or comes to a game. So, no complaints.

      “Good, I’m between classes and practice right now so I’m hanging with Carson in the locker room.”

      “Oh, put me on speaker phone, I want to say hi.”

      This wouldn’t be the first time. It’s rare I have a conversation with just my mom. Holt or Carson are usually popped into the conversation as well. I switch the phone to speaker and say, “Say hi, Mom.”

      “Carson, hi, honey, how are you?”

      Carson lights up like he always does when he talks to my mom. He lost his mom when he was young. It’s been him and his dad for most of his life, so he’s taken to my mom very easily.

      “Hey Mama G.” It’s what everyone calls her. “I’m doing good, how are you?”

      “Oh, I’m great, honey. Painstakingly bedazzling my spring hat. You know I like to make a new one every year.”

      “Right on, I love your hats. Your fall one was as epic as usual.”

      “Thank you. I spent a good month arranging all those jewels. But come springtime, this little devil will be ready.” She chuckles to herself. “So, are you two being good? Staying out of trouble.”

      “Always, Mom,” I answer.

      But Carson steps in and says, “Well, I’ve been staying out of trouble, but your son might be dabbling in a little trouble where the heart is concerned.”

      Jesus fucking Christ.

      I glare at him and mouth, “What the fuck?” just as my mom emits an excited squeal.

      “Oh, is that true? Are you seeing someone, Knox?”

      I sigh heavily and then punch Carson dead in the arm.

      Like I said, I love my mom dearly, but the last thing I need right now is the Texas inquisition from her when I can barely call Emory mine.

      “Fuck, man,” he whispers, rubbing where I hit him.

      I drag my hand over my face and say, “I might be seeing someone.”

      “Might be, or are?”

      “It’s complicated,” Carson butts in. “They’re keeping it casual.”

      “Oh, Knox.” There’s disappointment in her voice. “I thought I taught you better than that. Please don’t tell me she’s your sex friend.”

      “It’s called a fuck buddy, Mom, and no. We’ve barely kissed.”

      Well, kissed once. Barely might not be the right term because when we kissed, we fucking kissed, and it was one of the best kisses of my life. Her full lips had no problem running over mine, and her hands seemed to enjoy threading through my hair . . . in front of all the morning diners.

      “But you have kissed?” My mom’s voice is far too excited.

      “Yes.”

      “But he’s been after her for a while, Mama G. Ever since the first day of classes, but she’s been tentative.”

      “Why? You don’t have a bad reputation, do you?”

      “No,” I answer, hating that Carson is here right now. “She had a really bad breakup before she moved out here. She’s a transfer from California, and she’s hesitant to jump into another relationship. Carson’s right. She’s been reluctant to spend time with me, so it’s been difficult. But this weekend I made some strides, and we’re casually exclusively seeing each other.”

      “That sounds like an oxymoron,” my mom says. “Casually exclusive? What does that even mean?”

      “It means we’re giving each other some breathing room, but we aren’t fooling around with other people.”

      “Breathing room?” She pauses. “Carson, what do you think of this girl? Is she messing with my son?”

      He doesn’t even bother to look at my pleading eyes when he says, “No. She’s a good girl. I like her. She’s in one of our classes, and you can tell she likes Knox. It’s in her eyes. But I do think the ex-boyfriend did a number on her. Knox is playing it out right, not jumping in head first and possibly scaring her away.”

      Well, there are fucking miracles. Everything Carson said was perfect. Maybe I won’t cut off his nuts when I’m done talking to my mom.

      “Oh, the poor dear. I’m so sorry to hear that. You better take good care of her, Knox.” And just like that, she switches from being skeptical to loving Emory in seconds without even meeting her. “What’s her name? What does she look like?”

      “Emory, and she’s—”

      “Oh, what a gorgeous name,” Mom gushes. “How beautiful?”

      “Yeah, and she’s beautiful inside and out,” I say, even though I feel like a dickhead. This should have been a conversation between my mom and me alone.

      “She is,” Carson says as he leans in, adding his two cents. “She’s funny too, and gives your son a run for his money. I already told him he better not fuck things up with her.”

      There is clapping on the other end of the phone. “Oh goodness, when do I get to meet her?”

      “Uh, not for a while. Remember what I said about things being casual? Meeting a mom doesn’t necessarily scream casual.”

      “I would have to agree with him, Mama G. I’d wait until the new semester. Let them figure out what they really want from each other.”

      “That’s so far though. Can I write her a card? Let her know what a wonderful son you are?”

      “Keep the stationery in the closet. No cards, Mom.”

      “But I just bought this new beautiful set with butterflies on it. I really think she’d consider it a classy piece of stationery. Might help you out in the long run.”

      “Or scare her away.”

      “Yeah, it might scare her away,” Carson adds. “But I would love a card, Mama G. That butterfly stationery sounds magical.”

      Fucking kiss-ass.

      “Don’t let him fool you, Mom. He just wants some of your Oreo brownies.”

      “You kept the last batch all to yourself like a selfish prick,” Carson spouts off. “I got one measly square.”

      “Because they’re my favorite. They have Oreos and marshmallows in them, moron.”

      “I know what’s in them and don’t need the play-by-play. It’s why I wanted more.”

      “Boys, boys,” my mom says. She’s used to our theatrics. Although, she must know it’s Carson who’s being a dick right now. “How about I make each of you your own batch? Would that settle things?”

      “That would be much appreciated, Mama G. And don’t forget the butterfly stationery.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of it.” Carson is all too happy with himself. “Well, boys, I should be going, skee ball is going to start soon. I’ll talk to you two handsome boys later.”

      “Bye, Mom.”

      “Bye, Mama G.”

      I hang up and toss my phone to the side and drag both my hands down my face. “Thanks for that, asshole. Now she’s going to be on me about Emory.”

      “You’re more than welcome. That’s exactly what I was hoping for,” Carson answers with a giant grin.

      Why am I his friend?
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        * * *

      

      I look through the crack of Emory’s door and spot her at her desk—head turned toward her book, hand pressed against her forehead, and her headphones on. Cross-legged on her chair in a pair of sweats, she looks adorably sweet with her nose stuck in a book.

      Freshly showered and tired as fuck from a long, drawn-out practice, I make my way into her room and set my backpack on the ground before flopping on her bed. Coach drilled us today. He was on a warpath and made sure we suffered.

      Up, down, up, down. I can still hear his voice chanting as we dropped to do burpees with him hovering over us. When one of the freshmen threw up, I swear I saw a smile cross the old bastard’s face.

      From the corner of her eyes, she catches me approaching her bed and smiles while taking off her headphones.

      “What are you listening to?” I ask, sticking my hands behind my head and making myself comfortable on her comforter.

      She unfolds her legs from her chair, snaps her book shut, and hops up on her bed to sit next to me.

      “The Harry Potter soundtrack. Gets me all amped up to learn.”

      I move my hand over her thigh. “I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone who was amped up to learn.”

      She picks up my hand and threads her fingers with mine. “Well, now you do.” She squeezes. “How was practice? I didn’t know you were coming over.”

      “Practice was good. I didn’t think I’d make it back to the loft with how exhausted I am. And I wasn’t about to let another night go by when I didn’t see you. We made an agreement, I saw you in class on Monday, you denied me lunch—again—and now it’s Thursday, and I was wondering why I haven’t tasted your lips since the dining hall. Are you avoiding me, Ealson?”

      She smiles and shakes her head. “Never. I’m glad you’re here.”

      “Yeah? Even though I wasn’t invited to come over?”

      “Yes. Gives me an excuse to stop studying.” She reaches up and lets her hair out of a clip. The long, brown strands fall past her shoulders, framing her beautiful face.

      “Are you trying to make me hard?” I ask, taking in her full, pouty lips while tracing my finger over her thigh.

      “Seriously? I undid my hair.”

      “And it was sexy.” I pull on her hand and shift her back on the mattress beneath me. I look toward the ceiling and say, “The fire alarm isn’t going to go off again, right?”

      “No, but if you’re thinking of sticking your hand down my pants, you’re going to have to wait.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “I have my period.” She shrugs as if sharing this information is no big deal. It’s not, but since we just started “seeing” each other, I’m really happy with her level of comfort she has with me.

      “Shit, that sucks.” I move my hand over her stomach. “Do you need anything? I can run out and get you candy or something.”

      She smiles sincerely and moves her hand over my cheek. “I have a stash of Pretzel M&M’s I keep around for this joyous occasion. Want to break into them and watch a movie?”

      Fuck, she’s cute. What I said to my mom was right: she’s beautiful inside and out. And I’m the lucky fuck who gets to be with her. Mom will seriously love this girl.

      “Do you have popcorn too?”

      “I think Lindsay does.”

      I hop off the bed. “Then it’s a date.”
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      Knox: Dining hall, 7 p.m. Don’t be late.

      I stare at the text and then look at the time. He’s two minutes late. How dare he? I smile. He’s so busy, and there’s no doubt in my mind he’s working his hardest to get here.

      I lean against the brick wall, thinking back to our movie night the other night where Knox took down my entire stash of Pretzel M&M’s—plus a bag of popcorn—in one sitting. The man can eat.

      He also really likes snuggling, but only if he can have his hand up my shirt. He made that an “honorary” rule the other night when he slipped his hand under my shirt and pressed his palm to my stomach. According to him, he wasn’t getting frisky, he just likes the feel of my skin when he holds me.

      How can a girl say no to that?

      She can’t.

      He was right when he told me his schedule was really tight. Mix that with mine, and there aren’t many options for us to meet up during the week, but that’s okay, because we’re keeping it casual. It also makes me want him more, because the moments I do have with him fulfill a need in my soul I didn’t know I had. Which only makes our time together that much sweeter.

      From over the hill, I spot Knox briskly walking with Carson and Holt toward me. I know the minute Knox sees me, because a gorgeous and happy smile crosses his face. Carson taps him on the stomach and then points directly at me while saying something I can’t hear, but whatever it is, Knox seems to issue him a warning.

      It’s a warm fall day, which means I’m wearing a cute, short black flowy skirt with knee-high knitted socks and a long-sleeved button-up blouse, and I left the first few buttons undone to show off a little cleavage for my man.

      By the way he’s dragging his hand over his face, he likes what he sees.

      Instead of meeting him halfway, I wait for him to close the distance and when he does, he loops his arm around my neck and brings his lips to mine where he slowly works his mouth over mine. Small, closed kisses at first that build and build until my mouth parts and our tongues connect.

      “Dude, I’m starving, and you’re paying, so can you remove your mouth from Em’s so we can get some food?”

      Sighing, Knox pulls away and squeezes my side. His forehead connects with mine as he says, “You look fucking hot, babe.”

      “Good, because I chose this for you.”

      “It’s appreciated.” He moves his hand to mine and presses our palms together as our hands link. “Come on, dinner is on me. I owe these two, and I’m paying for my girl.”

      He doesn’t give me time to protest as we walk up the stairs to the dining hall. There are five dining halls on campus, including one in the student union, but Lakeview is the best not only because it’s where my dorm is located, but because it’s on the second story and looks over Lake Michigan. It also has a make-your-own salad station I’ve become addicted to.

      When we reach the top, Carson and Holt split up as I turn to Knox and ask, “What are you in the mood for?”

      He scans the different stations and says, “I think lasagna and a side salad. And a cookie.”

      I chuckle. “Of course. You can’t go without your sweets, can you?”

      “Hell no.” He kisses my cheek and says, “Meet you at the register.”

      Everyone splits up as we gather our dinners on the black trays. Knox pays, which in all honesty isn’t a lot, because dining hall food is cheap plus he has an unlimited dining card, and we pick a table that’s lined up against the large windows where we have the perfect view of Lake Michigan. Knox sits next to me while Carson and Holt sit across from us.

      Before I can grab my fork, all three guys are shoveling food into their mouths. Holt has a salad and chicken with a side of fries. Carson went with a burger, roasted veggies, and a side of fries. And all three of them have Gatorades and giant cookies.

      Despite the mouthful of food, Carson asks, “Did Knox tell you about his mom and how she’s just dying to meet you?”

      He told his mom about me? When was this? And here I thought we were keeping things casual.

      I turn to Knox, who has already made an impressive dent in his lasagna. “No, he didn’t. You told your mom about me?”

      “Carson did,” Knox says, sounding annoyed.

      “And why is that a problem?”

      “You don’t know my mom.”

      “Please,” Holt interrupts while wiping his mouth. He turns to me and says, “There’s something you need to know about little Knox Gentry. He’s a complete and total mama’s boy.”

      What? I never would have pegged him as one.

      “Really?” I ask, a smile spreading over my face. “Is that true?”

      He stares at his lasagna and shrugs. “My mom might be a good friend of mine.”

      “He once said best friend,” Carson adds.

      “Seriously?” I ask, feeling frustrated. As if I needed another reason to swoon over this man, he says his mom is his best friend? What is that about?

      “We’re close. I mean . . . not so close she’s giving me tips on how to please my girl, but we share things.”

      “And she makes the best brownies ever,” Carson adds. “You two would get along really well.”

      “Which is why you two need to stay as far away as possible. I don’t need them ganging up on me and talking about how I style my hair or any of that bullshit.”

      “I like your hair. I’d never pick on that. Now the baseball hoodie you like to wear a lot . . .” I glance at all three of them, because it’s like their off-the-field uniform.

      “I think she’s mocking our clothing,” Holt says.

      “I think she is,” Carson adds. “What are you going to do about it, man?”

      Knox sits back in his chair and sets his fork down, already done with his meal. Only the cookie is left. Seriously, he unhinges his jaw and shoves it down his throat, there is no other explanation. “Well, boys, I guess the only thing we can do is go home, wash these hoodies, and make sure we wear them every Monday just to drive her crazy.”

      They laugh, and I roll my eyes. “Looks like ‘all the oral’ you want isn’t going to happen as soon as you thought.” I pop a cherry tomato in my mouth and smile while I chew. Both Holt and Carson “ooo” from my threat.

      “Please, I’ll have that skirt up and around your nipples before you can moan ‘oh, Knox.’ Don’t threaten me, Ealson.”

      “Trust me, I can hold out. You’re the one who’s itching to pull my thong off.”

      “It’s hot that she said thong,” Holt says with a point of his fork.

      “I agree with Em. There’s no way you’ll be able to hold out longer than her.”

      “Fuck you. I’m not a horny dickhead. I can hold out. I’ve been holding out.” I can hear the competitiveness in his voice from a mile away.

      Carson and Holt scoff, which only fires Knox up more.

      “You don’t think I can, do you?” He laughs and breaks off a piece of his cookie, a cocky attitude igniting his eyes. “Fine, it’s on.” He turns to me and says, “The first to break and beg for sexual relations loses.”

      “Oh yeah?” I say, finding this all too entertaining. He has no clue how long I’ve gone without sex, and to be honest, because the sex I’ve had has been mediocre at best, I have plenty of patience. “And what do we lose?”

      “Oh, a wager.” Carson rubs his hands together. “I want in.”

      Knox crosses his arms over his broad chest and says, “Fine, if Em cracks first, I get to pick out your walk-out songs. And I’m really digging some early Britney Spears.” He turns to me and says, “And as for you, missy, if you crack first, you have to go out to lunch with me after our Monday class, finally.”

      I can’t help the smile that passes over my lips. “Okay, fine, but if you crack, you’re going to pay for a nice steak dinner for all four of us, and you have to speak in a French accent the whole time while wearing one of my skirts.”

      Carson and Holt both bark out in laughter. I’m so intent on watching Knox try not to show any sense of humor I don’t catch who claps.

      “Deal.” He holds his hand out to me and I take it, but before he lets go, he says, “But you have to be honest, since it’s three against one. No skewing the results.”

      “Do you really believe I would do that?” I ask, shocked.

      “Yes,” he deadpans. “Yes, I do.”

      I chuckle. “You’re right, I would. Okay, I agree to being totally honest.”

      “Good.” He leans in, and pinches my chin between his thumb and forefinger and presses his lips softly against mine before pulling away and says, “Game on, babe.”
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        * * *

      

      “Why are you two sitting out here with me?” Dottie asks.

      We’re in the common room, on the most uncomfortable couch known to man. I’m sitting on Knox’s lap as he slowly makes circles on my back with his finger, driving me crazy. We’re one week in on the no-sex competition, and I’m actually shocked at his self-control. Then again, the only reason he is where he is today in his sport is because of self-control and self-discipline.

      I refuse to be in a closed room with him right now, not when he smells like fresh soap and his hair is still a little wet from his shower after practice. I haven’t seen the man in two days, and when he came into my dorm room, his lips immediately found mine, and all I could do to save myself was push him out into the common room.

      When I shoved him and pointed at him to stay away, he laughed and made himself at home on the couch, only to pull me down on his lap and torture me with his fingers on my back. It’s bliss. And torture. Totally unfair.

      “She doesn’t want to lose the bet,” Knox answers, eyes trained on the baseball game in front of us that he turned on. None of us complained because frankly, we couldn’t care less.

      “What bet?” Dottie asks, crossing her legs under her and getting comfortable.

      “You didn’t tell them?” Knox’s brows rise in surprise.

      I push my hair behind my ear. “It’s none of their business.”

      “What’s none of our business?” Lindsay asks, walking into the room eating a popsicle.

      Jumping right in, Knox fills them in on the bet, including how Carson and Holt got in on it, professing their doubt in Knox.

      Laughing, Lindsay says, “You really think you can outlast Knox?” She shakes her head. “No way. You’ve never had good sex, and your orgasms were few and far between. Your itch needs to be scratched badly.”

      I really do need new friends. What ever happened to girl code around here?

      “You haven’t had many orgasms?” Knox asks. “Why the hell did you stay with your ex for so long?”

      Ignoring Knox, I say, “Hey Lindsay, remember how we talked about censoring what you say? That would have been the time.”

      “Please, Knox needs to know the sexual background you’re coming from.” She leans toward him. “It wasn’t much. Yeah, Neil was nice at first, but after they did it for the first time and then the tenth time, she didn’t have anything wonderful to say. I think her exact comment was, ‘I’ll grow to like it.’”

      “Lindsay,” I snap. “Shut it.”

      “Grow to like it?” Knox drags his hand over his face as if he’s in pain. “Oh hell, I wish I didn’t know that.”

      “Because you want to fuck her even more now, right?” Lindsay asks, looking smug.

      “Precisely.” His finger stills and his hand slides down to my ass. He presses his forehead against my shoulder and then lets out a long breath of air. “I’m going to take off.”

      “Why?” I ask, disappointed.

      “Because there is no way I’m losing this bet and if I stay here, with that new knowledge, I’m going to lose . . . badly.” He shifts me off his lap and heads to get his backpack. When he returns, he presses a soft kiss across my lips and lingers for a few seconds before whispering bye.

      After he’s gone, I turn to Lindsay and sarcastically say, “Thanks a lot.”

      She chuckles and says unapologetically, “You’re never going to win.” And even though I can see the humor in this situation, because I really can, part of me is annoyed. Lindsay just shut down my time with Knox. We don’t get much time together, so when time is stolen like it just was, I don’t feel great. Do I love that Knox wants me so much that he left? Yes, I think so. But, who knows when we’ll get to hang out again? This moment isn’t about the bet, because right now, we’re both losing. And that sucks.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        EMORY

      

      

      Emory: This bet was stupid.

      Knox: Are you saying you want to give up? If so, I’ll be to your place in ten minutes. I expect you naked, legs spread.

      Emory: It’s been over a month, Knox. Over a month, and you haven’t budged.

      Knox: That’s because I have a good hand and a strong imagination of how you look completely bare. It’s the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen, in case you were wondering.

      Emory: I have a good hand too, you know . . .

      Knox: I see what you’re trying to do. Get me all hot and bothered from the shock of hearing that you masturbate. Sorry to inform you, babe, but in my imagination, you masturbate to me anyway. Nice try.

      Emory: Damn it. Are you really not going to budge?

      Knox: On the first day I met you, I asked you out to lunch and you said no. My pride took a hit that day. I’m just stubborn enough to hold on to that nugget and power through. The question is, are you really that stubborn not to go out to lunch with me?

      Emory: It’s the principle of the thing.

      Knox: Your loss.

      Emory: You’re an ass.

      Knox: Whoa, say that again. Turned me on.

      Emory: I hate you.
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        * * *

      

      “Psst, babe, over here.” I look through the books on the bookshelf and spot a black backward hat, followed by a pair of blue eyes—my favorite pair.

      It’s December.

      December. And Knox hasn’t cracked, not even a little.

      We’ve had some pretty heavy make-out sessions and the minute it starts to turn over to something more, he pulls away and turns on a movie, or starts reading a book, or looks at sports highlights. His resistance is platinum level. It’s driving me crazy.

      So crazy I’m just going to say it: I’m horny.

      I’m the horniest girl on campus—with my competition for the title nowhere near me—because every time I’m with Knox, I’m not only faced with the hottest guy I know, but I’m left with metaphorical blue balls whenever we part.

      Anytime I see him, all I want to do is tear his clothes off then let him do the same to me. I want to roll around naked, our sweaty bodies clapping together—yeah, clapping. I want to make so many noises with him, that’s how freaking insane I am. It’s come to the embarrassing point that whenever I see any marketing material of him around campus, I get a dull ache between my legs.

      Sports brochures are turning me on.

      This is so stupid.

      Over a lunch bet.

      A simple lunch bet. It’s ridiculous, something I should have given in to, but I swear on my left nipple that’s constantly hard, anytime I think about losing the bet, Holt or Carson text me with words of encouragement.

      This isn’t just about me.

      It’s about them and walking up to bat to a Britney Spears song.

      So I’m holding strong. At least I think I am.

      “Knox, what are you—?”

      “Come over here, Em.” He motions with his fingers. Fingers I have yet to experience. Fingers I want deep inside me, twiddling, flicking, massaging.

      Maybe I could become acquainted with those fingers right now . . .

      Wait, no. No, I can’t.

      Not only would I lose the bet, but if Mrs. Flower caught me with my skirt up around my waist, that would be the end of my internship and everything I’ve worked hard for this semester. Being under her reins hasn’t been easy.

      Speaking of which, I look to the left where Mrs. Flower is talking to a student, well, more like berating, and when I see that the coast is clear, I set down the stack of books I was putting away on the cart and make my way around the shelf where Knox pulls me by the hand and into his chest.

      His lips find mine immediately and then his hand falls to my backside where he grips my skirt, bunching it up in his hand and lifting it to an inappropriate level. I swat at his hand, but it does nothing but intensify both his kiss and his hold on me.

      We’ve gone through a fair amount of Chapstick over the last few months, our mouths inseparable when we’re together, but our make-out sessions are nothing like this, nothing this carnal, this needy. When I pull away, I stare at his crazed eyes.

      “Knox, what’s going on?”

      He pins my hands above my head and kisses the side of my neck. “I want you, Em. I want you so fucking bad.”

      Jesus. Here? Now?

      Couldn’t he have said that the other night when his hand was dancing with the smooth waistband of my silk shorts?

      “What are you doing here?”

      “Trying to study with the team. We’re in the red room, which has given me the perfect view of your tiny ass in this short skirt, prancing around the library. It’s driving me so goddamn crazy.”

      “You’re here? With the team? Since when?”

      “An hour ago,” he says, his lips moving up to my jaw.

      “And you didn’t come to say hi?”

      “Not when you’re dressed like this.”

      I sigh as his teeth graze my skin. “I’m always dressed like this.”

      “Yeah, which reminds me, can you start wearing pants please? It’s fucking winter.”

      “I have leggings. It works.”

      “In too many tortuous ways.” His lips still, and he lets out a long breath as his head drops near my shoulder. “Damn it, Em, you’re killing me.”

      “You think this is easy on me? This is the stupidest bet I’ve ever taken part in. Do you know how many times we could have had sex by now?”

      “I can’t even think about it or else my dick will cry.”

      No one likes a crying dick.

      “What’s going on over here?” Both Knox and I jump from the shrill voice of Mrs. Flower. We turn side by side and I swear my stomach hits the floor when I see the disapproving look on Mrs. Flower’s face.

      Of all people to spot us rubbing our bodies together.

      “I . . . I—” I’m so fucked.

      Oh God, I don’t think I could have committed a bigger offense in the library. Considering the rules, I think Mrs. Flower would rather see me in non-fiction with a panini press than making out with my boyfriend.

      I might cry.

      How did I let this happen? If I lose this internship . . . Fuck. Only last week I felt bad for a couple who Mrs. Flowers found making out. Her fury is something I swore I’d never cause. And here I am. Shit. Shit. Shit.

      I can’t deal with this. My eyes burn, my throat gets choked, and for the life of me, I can’t find any voice to deny what we were doing.

      “Mrs. Flower, I’m so sorry,” Knox says, using his best southern charm. I glance in his direction, watching as he slowly pleads with the frail gargoyle in front of us. “I was having a bad day. I don’t get much time with my girl, and I was seeking her comfort in a place I shouldn’t have. This is not on Emory.” The way he uses my full name sends my pulse racing, so does his defense, and how he gently links our hands together like a united front. “She told me to go, to meet up with her when she’d finished her shift, but I was irresponsible and impatient. Please, don’t take this out on her.”

      If I already didn’t want to jump this man and hump his face off, I sure as hell do now.

      Mrs. Flower gives Knox a slow once-over as she folds one bony arm over the other, a purse to her chapped lips, and a questioning look in her eyes.

      “Mr. Gentry,” she spits out in her perfect disciplinarian voice. “I’m surprised to find you like this. Your team has always been very respectful of these walls.”

      “I know, Mrs. Flower. We pride ourselves on taking our studies seriously. I was having a crappy day, lost my judgement, and made a mistake. I’m sorry.”

      The stick arms unfold.

      Her face cracks into a smile.

      And light resurfaces to her normally dead eyes.

      I think I’m looking at a completely different woman as Mrs. Flower walks to Knox and pats him on the arm . . . nicely. “You’re forgiven, just make sure you tell Coach Disik I said hi.”

      Errr . . . what?

      “Not a problem.” Knox winks at her, and she returns the gesture.

      What the . . . what?

      I’m still in shock when she faces me. Her smile turns into a thin line of distaste as if Knox is the prized meat, and I’m the onion garnish. “Emory, I suggest you get back to work.”

      “Yes, of course. So sorry.” I curtsy and bow my head like a moron, because I have no idea how to react to the situation. Knox follows closely behind.

      Once the old witch is out of earshot, he says, “Sorry about that.” He grabs for my waist again but I swat him away.

      “Are you insane? Do not touch me right now.”

      He chuckles and says, “Come on. That was fun.”

      “That was not fun.” I glance toward her departing frame. “I’m pretty sure she has a closetful of dead intern skulls from past semesters. I am not one to tempt fate again.”

      He chuckles again. I’m so glad he finds this so funny. My palms are still sweating from being caught . . . and for doing a curtsey. “Fine, no more kissing in the library, but I need to talk to you, so when does your shift end?”

      “Eight.”

      “Okay, meet me outside when you’re done, and we can go for dinner at the Bear Den.”

      “Fine.” He gives me a chaste kiss and then takes off. I want to be mad at him for putting me in a terrible position with Mrs. Flower, but from the looks of it, Mrs. Flower might be a big baseball fan, dating Knox might work in my favor.

      But I would never tell him that, of course. The man’s ego is already inflated enough as it is. I shouldn’t forgive his non-apology, because what if I lost my role here? But I do. Because he came through for me when I needed him to. Despite our bet, and the stupidity of denying ourselves what we really want, he’s committed. Damn the man, but I like that. I like that a lot.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        KNOX

      

      

      The waitress places a pepperoni pizza in front of us, gives me a little wink and then takes off.

      “Did she just wink at you?” Em asks, handing me a plate.

      “I think she did,” I say, giving her a napkin.

      “Does she think I’m your sister?”

      “I sure as hell hope not because that means I’ve been eye fucking my sister ever since we sat down. Not to mention the dirty dreams I have of you all the time.”

      With the large spatula, she picks up a piece of pizza, the mozzarella stretches across the table as she places it on her plate, and she says, “Dirty dreams, huh? Am I naked?”

      Is she naked . . . pssh.

      She’s naked in a whole bunch of compromising ways.

      “What kind of question is that? Of course you’re naked.” I grab a piece of pizza, but being more barbaric, I skip the spatula. “You’re always naked. Naked upside down, naked with legs spread wide, naked on hands and knees, naked jumping up and down—one of my favorites—because dreaming of those tits jiggling is pure perfection.” I kiss my fingers and flick them in the air. She snorts and shakes her head. “What about me? Do you picture me naked? Do I have a cannon of a cock?”

      She side-eyes me as she bites into her pizza. “No, you have a micro penis in my dreams, and I spend about ten minutes trying to find it while it’s erect.”

      Pizza half lifted to my mouth, I stare her down. “That’s not fucking funny.”

      She smiles. “I thought it was.” She chews. “Men are so predictable.” In a fake, man voice she says, “Look at my penis, it’s so big. It’s the biggest thing any woman has ever seen. My massive man cock . . . eeer, look at me. Penis.”

      I must say, her man impression is lacking finesse.

      “When it’s true, it’s true.”

      “Please. Every guy thinks their penis is the biggest.”

      “I don’t think my penis is the biggest.” I pause and then say, “I know it’s the biggest.”

      She’s not impressed, not one bit as she shakes her head at me, as if she’s truly disappointed. “Oh, Knox, I thought you were better than that.”

      “I’m a dude, babe. Sorry to disappoint, but we will always think our dicks are magical and the best on the planet.”

      “Glad to know you’re a douche like the rest; you were seeming too good to be true.”

      Fucking funny, this girl. It’s why I can’t get her out of my mind. She has this sweet and innocent air about her, but when she opens her mouth, she kills me with her witty tongue.

      I wonder what else that tongue could do? Crazy sexy things, given the way she eats ice cream. Fuck. She’s got to be an under-the-cock flicker. I’d bet my left nut on it. Christ, the thought of her flicking the underside of my cock has me harder than a flagpole right now.

      A comfortable silence—well uncomfortable in my pants—stretches between us as we eat our pizza, and it isn’t until we both finish our first slice that I bring up why I wanted to talk to her.

      “So, about what I said in the library.”

      She wipes her hands on her napkin, the greasy pizza leaving its mark. “Yes, you said you wanted to talk? Was that your way of telling me this is over before it began?” She smiles, letting me know she’s only joking, because that little comment nearly gave me a heart attack.

      Over before it began? Yeah, fucking right. There is no way I’m ending this, not when I’ve barely skimmed the surface with this girl.

      “Never.” I smile. “I actually wanted to discuss our little bet.”

      “I’m not giving in, if that’s what you’re wondering.”

      Heaven forbid she does. It’s fucking lunch. Who cares about Holt and Carson and their walk-out song?

      Knowing her though, she’s nowhere close to giving in. But I have some new thoughts on the subject.

      “Nah, I know you’re stubborn, babe, but I thought we should take advantage of the situation.”

      “What do you mean?” she asks, genuinely curious.

      “Well, since we’re both holding out on the physical, thanks to you—”

      “How is it thanks to me?”

      “Because I refuse to take blame for my celibacy.”

      #Fact. No horny college boy would ever take blame for his own celibacy.

      She huffs. “Of course you won’t own up to it.”

      “Should I pull out the court record?” I pretend to scroll through my phone and then point at the screen. “Ah, right here it says you bet you could hold out longer than I could.” I look at her and smile. “I don’t forget things like that, Ealson. This is on you.”

      She takes a sip of her drink and leans back in her chair. “Fine.” She motions with her hand, “Proceed.”

      At least she knows when she’s wrong.

      I pick up another slice of pizza and offer it to her before I take one for myself. It’s weird having a conversation like this in a busy school restaurant, but then again, our first kiss was in the dining hall next to her dorm. It’s easy to ignore the raucous behavior and loud music, especially since we chose a two-person booth in the back corner.

      “Since we’re holding out on the physical, maybe we can focus on the other things, you know, like taking this exclusive casual relationship to exclusively serious.”

      “Serious?” she asks, worry in her eyes. I knew it would be a big step for her, but I need to do more with this girl than only make out with her. I want to know more. There are so many layers to Emory, so many facets that make her the way she is, and I want to dive into those. I want to learn the good and the bad about her. I want her to open up to me about everything. My mom was right when she gave me shit, thinking Em was my fuck buddy. She taught me better than that.

      “We’ll take it slow,” I say, reaching out to hold her hand. “But I want to date you, Em. I want to take you out, call you my girlfriend, makes things official. We’ve been casual for a while now, so don’t you think we should take things to the next level?”

      Her fingers lace with mine . . . a good sign. She’s not pulling away, at least not yet.

      “We barely have time with each other now, how do you expect us to date?”

      Valid concern, but where there’s a will, there’s a way.

      “We’ll make time. My schedule is slowing down, Christmas break is around the corner—”

      “Which means I’ll be going to California while you head to Texas. The timing isn’t right, Knox.”

      “Fuck timing. I’m all in with you, Em,” I admit, feeling slightly desperate. “And I want more.” You would think a girl would be happy hearing that, but it only seems to make her more nervous, so I slow down a bit. “I’m not saying that sex is more. But I need you to know that my eyes are closed. You’re all I see. It’s you and you only. Before you freak out though, let’s start with a real date. You dress up, I put on a tie, I take you out.”

      “You don’t have to wear a tie, but maybe something other than a backward baseball hat and baseball hoodie.”

      I glance down at my hoodie and back up at her. “But you love this thing so much.”

      “Love to trash it.”

      “You act as if it’s ratty and gross. It’s Under Armour, babe, new this year. And I have five of them.”

      “Yes, I know. I’ve seen them all,” she says with a sarcastic tone.

      “Well . . . then, I expect you to wear a dress, not a skirt.”

      “You don’t like my skirts?” Her brows crash together.

      “No, I love them, I’m trying to punish you like you punished me.”

      She chuckles. “You’re such a punk. Fine. I’ll put on a dress for you.”

      “Then you agree? You’ll seriously date me? Like full-on boyfriend and girlfriend type stuff?”

      She swirls her straw around her drink a few times before looking back at me. “Isn’t the girl supposed to ask things like that?”

      “I’m an equal opportunist, babe.”

      She rolls her eyes and then sits up, leaning forward. She brings the back of my hand to her lips and she places a soft kiss across my knuckles. It’s intimate, unexpected, and I fucking like it. “It’s a date then.”
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        * * *

      

      “Sit.” Coach Disik points to the chair in front of him.

      I was called into his office this morning. His text was simple: My office. Ten.

      Translation—when Coach beckons, you arrive when you’re told. I have no idea what this is about but from the furrowed brow, I’m going to guess it isn’t good.

      I scroll through my rolodex of stupid shit I’ve done over the last two weeks, but nothing comes to mind. I’m going into this meeting completely blind.

      Hands folded and resting on his stomach, he stares at me from under the intimidating brim of his hat.

      “I never took you for a moron, Gentry.”

      Well, that’s one way to start a meeting. Only causes me to shift in my seat while a bead of sweat rolls down my back.

      “But what the hell are you doing?”

      Err . . .

      I shift in my chair again. “Would you be able to elaborate?”

      “The girl.”

      “Emory?” I ask, trying to clarify why the hell I’m here.

      “Sure.” He runs his finger under his nose. “The girl in the library. Dora Flower told me about your run-in with the intern.”

      “Oh.” I chuckle and let out a breath of relief. “It wasn’t anything bad, Coach. We didn’t take it any further than a kiss.”

      “You’re not seeing this girl?”

      “Wait, what?” I ask confused. “No. I am. She’s my girlfriend.”

      “You’re a dumbass. Perfect.” He leans forward, lifts his hat, and runs his hand across his forehead. “You realize where you are in your life right now, right?” He holds up his finger. “One semester away from being drafted, and you get involved with a girl? That is the dumbest thing you could do. You need to focus on your future.”

      “Isn’t a girl the future as well?” I don’t know why I say it, apart from maybe I really am the dumbass Coach makes me out to be.

      “So your life-long dream has been to be a boyfriend?”

      Well, when he says it that way . . .

      “No,” I answer, feeling stupid.

      “You’re damn right it’s not. It’s to be a goddamn professional baseball player. This girl could be in it for all the wrong reasons.”

      “That’s not how Emory is,” I say. “She’s different.”

      “They always are,” Coach huffs. “Let’s say she’s different like you claim. What happens when she complains to you during the season that she never gets to see you? What happens when you have a fight, are you mentally prepared to push that to the side and do your job on the field?”

      “I mean . . .” I’ve never even considered that. “I’ve never had a problem blocking things out before.”

      “You never had a girl before either, but you chose now to do so.” Coach shakes his head and mutters, “Fucking moron.” He blows out a harsh breath and turns to his computer where he starts typing away. “I can’t force you to break things off with her, but there are plenty of other players ready to take your place if your performance suffers. Make the right choice for you and the team, Gentry.”

      “And what would that right decision be?” This is so fucked. He can’t be serious that I have to choose between Em and baseball . . .

      He tears his eyes from the computer screen and looks me up and down. “I think you know the answer to your own question.” He nods toward the door. “Now get the hell out of here. I have shit to do.”

      I leave his office and head toward the locker room. I don’t have class for an hour, so I have time to spare. When I walk in, I spot Holt lounging on one of the leather chairs, head dipped toward his phone, his thumbs beating rapidly over the screen.

      I take a seat across from him, feeling defeated. He glances up and asks, “How’d your meeting go?”

      Carson and Holt know everything when it comes to my life.

      “Not great.”

      He pulls his head away from his phone. “What happened?”

      “Coach found out about Emory, wants me to break things off with her.” Even saying the words twist my stomach into knots.

      “What? Why?”

      “Thinks she’ll be a distraction.” I point to his phone. “Kind of like whoever you talk to day in and day out.”

      “You’ve been seeing Ealson for a while, and your game hasn’t changed, why the concern now?”

      “Because I’m a semester away from being drafted. I know he’s looking out for me, but the way he went about it sucked ass. He doesn’t even know her.”

      “What he doesn’t realize is that some of us need the escape. Not an escape like drugs or whatever. But a place to . . . retreat to. There’s more to me than being an athlete, and I don’t want to lose that.”

      I have no idea how long Holt has been seeing this girl of his or how serious it is, but what I do know is that he’s been on top of his game ever since his nose has been buried in his phone. I asked him about her once and he said nothing, so I took that as him not feeling ready to talk about her. I wonder if he ever will be.

      “Is that what this girl is to you? An escape?”

      “Yeah . . . and more.” He looks to the side, toward the showers and says, “She’s locker room material, man.”

      Holy shit.

      Even though I don’t believe in the whole locker room blessing bullshit, my teammates do, and when someone says a girl is locker room material, that means a whole lot.

      “Seriously?”

      “Yeah. She makes me happy. When life’s shit, and even when it’s not, she gives me more . . . perspective I guess. Like she helps me shift my focus off myself. And fuck is she gorgeous.” I’ve never heard Holt open up like this, so his honesty is welcome. Surprising, but welcome. “I can understand why Coach worries we’ll be distracted, but what he doesn’t understand is that some of us need that escape. We eat and breathe baseball. Sometimes we need to shut off that part of our brain and enjoy something other than the sport we were born to play.” He shrugs, as if what he said wasn’t just some heavy shit. “Em makes you happy, so don’t fuck with that.”

      “I don’t want to.”

      “Then don’t.” Holt picks up his phone again. “You know what’s best for you, man. If that’s Em, go for it.”

      “I will,” I answer with determination. Coach isn’t right on this one. Carson didn’t shut up about Em to my mom, so I know he thinks she’s cool. And now Holt. Baseball’s my future, but I’m with Holt on this one. I want the girl, the one who’s already my place of retreat. God, she certainly puts me in my place, and if that isn’t a broader perspective, what is? No. Emory Ealson is staying.

      I pick up my phone as well and start searching places to take my girl on a date. I also understand where Coach is coming from, but I’ve always been able to compartmentalize on the field. Being with Emory isn’t going to change that.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        EMORY

      

      

      Knox: What’s your schedule?

      Emory: Friday, Saturday, and Sunday I have off . . . all perfect date nights.

      Knox: Do I hear a sense of excitement in your . . . typing?

      Emory: Maybe.

      Knox: That’s cute, babe.

      Emory: What did you expect, for me to be dragging my feet?

      Knox: Yes, I love forcing my women to go out with me.

      Emory: How many women?

      Knox: Ten a month. I can’t handle any more than that. You’re number nine.

      Emory: Only ten, pish, child’s play. Try fifteen. Ever wonder why I don’t see you as much, it’s because you’re number twelve on my list.

      Knox: If I didn’t know we were casually exclusive switching to seriously exclusive, I’d be worried. Those skirts attract men like flies to shit.

      Emory: Flies to shit? How pleasant.

      Knox: Texas, babe. I grew up with lots of horse shit and flies.

      Emory: What a beautiful childhood you must have had.

      Knox: Nothing beats scooping shit into wheelbarrows for cash.

      Emory: I bet you looked hot doing it.

      Knox: A skinny twelve-year-old me. Super hot.

      Emory: Eh, no thank you. I only like you because of your muscles.

      Knox: My dick will eclipse that thought once you get to know him.

      Emory: Which will be never at this rate.

      Knox: Mentally we’ve fucked at least two hundred times by now in my head.

      Emory: Yeah? Tell me some of the things we’ve done.

      Knox: Nice try, Satan’s mistress. Fuck that. I’m not getting hard over text messages. No fucking thank you.

      Emory: It will be fun, come on.

      Knox: Nope. Not happening. I have a date to plan.

      Emory: You’re not like the average guy. Anyone else would have jumped on the invitation to sext with me.

      Knox: I’m not average, babe. In any way. Plan to be wooed Friday night, think you can handle it?

      Emory: Easy. I’m just wondering if you’ll be able to handle the dress I’m planning to wear.

      Knox: Bring it, Ealson.

      Emory: Get ready to take a trip to Boner Town.

      Knox: Erection City, here I come, I just booked a one-way trip.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Oh my God, he’s going to die.”

      I glance in the mirror, twirling so I can look at my backside. “You think so? The dress isn’t too much?”

      “Not at all,” Dottie says, sitting on my bed. “And your hair, the honey highlights you added are gorgeous. They highlight your eyes.”

      I sift my fingers through the soft waves. I took a chance and got my hair done today, adding some honey coloring and more layers. It’s not much of a change, just enough to make an impact. I spent the afternoon after classes primping for my date. I shaved all over, lotioned every last inch of my body with my best bergamot lotions, spent at least an hour on my makeup, and thankfully my hairdresser did my hair.

      And the dress? Yellow with a razorback and deep V in the front. The fabric clings to every piece of my body and the hem hits at mid-thigh. I paired the dress with white heels and a white peacoat. It is winter, after all.

      Knock. Knock.

      “Ah, he’s here,” Lindsay screams while running in place.

      “Settle down.” I laugh. “We’ve seen him before.”

      “But this is different. You guys are taking things to the next level. What if he proposes tonight?”

      “Oh my God.” I roll my eyes. “We hardly see each other, but he’s proposing? Get your shit together, Lindsay.”

      She tamps down her excitement. “Sorry, I got a little overzealous there. Want me to get the door?”

      “Sure. I’m going to apply my lipstick one more time.” I chose a subtle pink, but it gives my lips one solid color.

      Lindsay takes off toward the door while I reapply and then fluff my hair. Dottie comes up next to me and says, “You look perfect, Emory. Enjoy tonight and let down your shield. He’s a good guy, better than Neil ever was.” She gives me a side hug and then takes off toward the common room where Lindsay is gushing over Knox.

      “Oh my God, could that shirt be any tighter. Look at your biceps.” His deep laugh floats into my room.

      “I shrunk it on purpose. Did it do the trick?” I can imagine him flexing his biceps for Lindsay.

      “Oh yes, is that a six-pack or an eight-pack? Can I feel?”

      I take that moment to step out of my bedroom. “There will be no feeling of Knox’s abs.”

      Knox spins around and the look on his face when he sees me is entirely too satisfying and something I’ll remember for a very long time. His eyes peruse my body slowly as his hand drags over his mouth.

      “Holy . . . shit,” he says under his breath, taking a step forward. “Babe, you look . . . fuck, you look good.”

      “Thank you.” He snags his hand around my waist and pulls me in close. He sifts his fingers through my hair, examining my new locks.

      “This is sexy. I liked your hair before, but I like this even more.” He glances down. “And your tits, fuck you’re going to kill me with those things. Our bet was only about sex, right? I can suck on these tonight?”

      Dottie snorts from behind.

      “It’s any kind of sex acts.” I pat his cheek and then slide my hands over his black tight-fitting button-up shirt. Lindsay was right; you can see every curve of his strength through this fabric. His biceps are bulging, threatening to tear through the material. His pecs test the sturdiness of the buttons, and the taper of the shirt clings to his narrow hips, where he’s tucked the hem into a pair of dark-wash jeans with a belt that sits low. Super sexy. “You look really good.” I want him to know I just don’t bust his balls, but I can appreciate everything about him. Why the hell did we make this bet? I want to climb him.

      “Thank you.” He lifts his hands to my cheeks where he lightly presses a kiss against my lips.

      “Oh my God, they’re sickeningly cute, aren’t they?” Lindsay asks.

      “Unfairly made for each other,” Dottie answers.

      Even though I want to keep my heart out of this as much as possible, because I’m still trying to put it back together, it’s hard not to agree with them.
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        * * *

      

      “I’m obsessed with this,” I say, taking in the carts moving around the dining space. “Am I dressed too fancy for this place?” I scan the other patrons and take in their simple street clothing.

      “You’re dressed perfectly . . . for me. Who cares what everyone else thinks?”

      After Lindsay and Dottie gushed for five more minutes, we left in Knox’s truck and drove along the lake parkway until we came to Sauce and Dumplings, a beautiful dim sum restaurant right on the water. I’ve heard a lot of students talk about it but haven’t been before. The surroundings are beautiful with the panoramic views of the lake, but since we’re in a college town, the attire isn’t as fancy as the candlelit restaurant.

      But that’s okay, because Knox is right: it’s only about us.

      We started out with tea that Knox didn’t touch but instead ordered a Coke. Then some wanton soup, and now we’re on to the main course that will be delivered on the carts. We’ve ordered a few different dumplings that I can’t wait to sink my teeth into.

      Knox picks up the first one with his chopsticks, his large hand expertly working the sticks like a pro and for some reason, it’s a huge turn-on for me. Since I’m inept at using chopsticks, I default to my fork, feeling a little foolish.

      “Are you ready to dive into being seriously exclusive?” he asks, taking a mouthful of what looks like a beef and broccoli dumpling.

      “I am.”

      “Good.” He holds up his next dumpling and says, “Tell me about your ex.”

      I should have known that was coming, but to ask so early in the evening? Risky.

      “Going right for it, aren’t you?”

      “Yeah, because I want to get it out of the way. Get it off your chest, then we can move on. Tell me the kind of dickhead he was.”

      He has a point. I knew the question was going to be asked tonight. It’s part of getting serious with him, we dig deeper, find out more personal things about each other. I would rather get this over with too than let it hang over our date.

      “I met Neil when I was a freshman in high school and was immediately enamored. He was the first boy to ever look at me like I was pretty, the first boy to kiss me, the first to . . . have sex with me.” Knox’s jaw grows tight, but he doesn’t say anything. “I quickly fell in love. I let him consume me. Everything Neil did was perfect, and I wanted to be a part of it, even if it meant ditching my friends on several occasions or setting my dreams aside so he could follow his. At first, he was sweet and supportive; he had an addictive personality. Fun and outgoing, obnoxious at times, but always knew how to rein it back in. I became very attached.”

      “That’s why you stayed in California to go to school, because of him?”

      I nod. “I applied to schools he was applying to and when he chose Cal State, I went with him, even though they didn’t have the program I wanted to major in. But I wanted to be near him. I needed to be near him. It came to a point where he felt like my safety blanket. I’d been with him that long. But once we got to college, things started to get tense between us.”

      “How so?” Knox asks. I can see he’s agitated in the high set of his shoulders, but his voice is soothing, even . . . interested. Neil never had the kind of self-control Knox shows. It’s one of the many differences about them.

      “He wanted to do things I didn’t. He started to get into drugs, saying it was college and we won’t have any other time to experiment. That wasn’t for me though, so he’d go to parties without me while I stayed at home studying. He took advantage of that, how I take longer to learn something. Whenever I said I needed to study, he’d be out. And then one night, when I finished studying early and wanted to surprise him, I found him in bed with another girl.”

      Knox shakes his head. “What a stupid fuck.”

      “I didn’t think so at first. I thought that maybe it was me, that I wasn’t giving him the attention he needed, but I quickly realized that wasn’t the case. He was a selfish prick, and I deserved better. I deserved more.”

      “You do, you deserve so much more than him.”

      “Yes. I know that now. After breaking up, I finished out the semester and applied to Brentwood. I got in, called up my girls asking if I could room with them, and then I slapped you in the face with a campus map. The rest is history.”

      “Do you miss him?”

      “Neil?” I shake my head. “No. I don’t miss him. There’s a part of me that misses his friendship though, because in high school, he was my best friend. Losing that was really painful.”

      “And that’s why rule number one exists, right?”

      I take a bite of my dumpling. “Yeah, it is. Once I started to get to know you and realized how much I actually liked being around you, it reminded me of what happened with Neil. It’s why I was so hesitant, Knox, why I don’t ever want to lose our friendship. I don’t just think you’re hot or the sweetest guy I’ve ever met, I actually like you as a friend and want to hang out with you.” I shrug, feeling really vulnerable. “I feel good when I’m with you, and I don’t want to lose that.”

      “You won’t. I’m not going anywhere.”

      “You better not.” I finish off my dumpling. Chew. Swallow. Then, I ask, “So, no exes in your life I need to worry about?”

      “Nope. You might have to fight off some groupies, but there are no exes in my life.”

      “Groupies? Really?”

      “Come springtime, things get crazy. The locker room hussies, looking for that golden ticket. It’s ridiculous.”

      “Ah, the locker room.” I take a sip of my tea. “Ever consider taking me there?” I wiggle my eyebrows at him.

      “Do you want to go there?” he asks, surprised.

      “Have sex in a stinky, sweat-soaked room? I’ll pass.”

      “It’s a lot nicer than that. It’s like a major league clubhouse. They treat us well because we bring in good money to the school.” He cuts open another dumpling. “So, no comments on the no exes thing?”

      “Not really, should I have some?”

      “Don’t girls freak out about being the first girl a guy’s been in a relationship with?”

      “Not me.” And that’s the truth. “If you were a douchebag, maybe, but you’re sweet. You’ve been nothing but a gentleman to me, so why do I need to worry?”

      He pauses, fork midway to his mouth when he cocks his head to the side, studying me. “You’re so fucking cool, Ealson.”

      That makes me smile. I always appreciate being complimented on my looks, every girl likes to know the guy they’re with thinks they’re beautiful, but to be called cool by him? That spikes a wave of emotion inside of me. We really are friends, and I couldn’t appreciate that more.

      I give him a pointed stare and say, “Just don’t cheat on me or I might have to cut your dick off in pure, blind rage.”

      He winces. “Deal.” When things fall silent between us, he offers, “I hate what he did to you, but for what it’s worth, I’m kind of glad Neil was a dickhead and therefore lost you. Because that means I get you now.”

      “Oh, you get me? Am I prized possession?” I joke.

      Not even flinching, he smiles broadly and says, “Yup. And you’re all mine.”
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        * * *

      

      Hot chocolates in my hands, I hold them up while Knox drapes a blanket over both of our laps. We’re sitting outside a late-night coffeehouse on a deck that hangs over the lake, scattered with lounge chairs. Heat lamps warm the space while the water laps below us. We were able to secure a secluded lounge chair, away from the booming noise inside, and Knox takes no time at all snuggling in close and pulling me to his side.

      The sky is completely dark. Faint stars dot the black abyss, and a few wispy clouds attempt to hide the moon. It’s chilly, but the heat lamps, blanket, and Knox’s warm body make everything comfortable.

      I hand him his hot chocolate as he wraps his arm around my shoulders and presses a kiss to the side of my head.

      “This place is so cool,” I say as gentle acoustic covers play in the background.

      “I came here my freshman year with a girl. We didn’t hang out up here, but we grabbed coffee. I remember thinking if I was ever into a girl, I’d bring her to the deck.”

      “And you saved it for me?”

      “Nah, brought three other girls up here before you.”

      “What?” I laugh and pinch his side. He yelps but chuckles as well.

      “I’m just kidding . . . it was five.”

      “You’re obnoxious.”

      He cups my face and turns me so I’m facing his cheeky grin. “But you like it.” He lowers his lips to mine and places a soft, unhurried kiss across my mouth. He’s not looking to deepen it, just enjoying the moment of our lips locking. I swipe my tongue across his lips, and he surrenders a low moan before pulling away.

      He leans back against the lounger and says, “What does Christmas look like in your house?”

      I rest my head on his shoulder and stare at the water. “Probably like every other household: matching pajamas with my parents and sister; big Christmas tree with crazy ornaments; cookies made to be consumed throughout the day; an adequate amount of presents under the tree. We’re lazy all day, snacking and watching A Christmas Story on TBS.”

      “Really?” he asks, getting excited. “You do the non-stop marathon?”

      “Of course. It’s tradition.”

      “So do we,” he says with excitement. “But we make cookies while watching it.”

      “Your cookies aren’t already made?”

      “Nope. Mom likes to make them that day as a family after presents are opened. We decorate them and watch A Christmas Story. I swear that poor mom in the movie was mine when I was growing up. I have two older brothers, and we were constantly asking for seconds. My mom never got a warm dinner.”

      “Two older brothers?” I ask. “Oh, how hot are they? I might need to trade up.”

      “One is married and the other is engaged. Nice try, Ealson. Plus, I’m the hottest out of the three, easily.”

      I hold out my hand. “Let me be the judge of that. Show me a picture.”

      He reaches into his pocket and pulls out his phone. He takes a second to find a picture, but once he does, he shows me the screen. Standing at least four inches taller in the middle, Knox has his arms around two guys who look identical. Instead of Knox’s meticulously styled hair, theirs is scruffy and out of place. And instead of broad chests with thick thighs, they have the shape of a runner. They’re cute, they are Knox’s brothers, after all, but they’re nothing compared to the hottie next to me.

      “You have twin brothers?”

      “Yup, and telling them apart is a real bitch. At twenty-seven, they wear the same shit and have the same hairstyle. They fuck with me all the time.”

      Oh, I can see it; a frustrated Knox trying to figure out which brother he’s talking to.

      “And the worst part is, their girls get in on it. It’s a game they like to play with me. I once dotted Jack on the neck with a Sharpie while he was sleeping so I could tell who was who. That didn’t last long.”

      “I think I’d like your brothers a lot.”

      “You would get along too well, it’s scary. What about your sister? Do you get along with her?”

      I twirl my hot chocolate. “We’re okay. She’s ten years older than I am so we’re not super close, kind of in different phases of our lives. She didn’t like Neil though, she made that quite clear when we were dating. I think it was one of the things that pushed us further apart. We’ve talked a little over the last couple of months, trying to build that relationship back up. My mom is adamant we do.”

      “Did you tell her about me?”

      “No. I haven’t told anyone about you.”

      “Ouch,” he says on a chuckle. “And just last week I sent out a family newsletter with your face on the front and your name on the bottom, letting everyone know you’re my girl.”

      “I hope it was a flattering picture.”

      “Nope, sent a real woof bag picture to everyone.”

      “That’s fair, you know, since I haven’t told my family about you.”

      “And why’s that again?” He crosses his legs at the ankles, getting more comfortable.

      “Self-preservation. I’m not ready for the invasion of my privacy. Don’t worry, they’ll find out at Christmas when I’m constantly hanging by my phone, waiting for a text from you.”

      And here’s the truth I’m part terrified to share. He’s probably thought me indifferent at times, a girl with a tough exterior. But I’m not really. This is offering him something that makes me vulnerable. He’s awesome to joke around with, and I definitely love putting him in his place, but I can trust him with this.

      “Are you saying you’re going to miss me over winter break?”

      “Yeah, I am. Terribly.” I turn into him and run my finger over his jaw, the thick scruff of his five o’clock shadow pulling under my freshly painted fingernail. “I really like you, Knox, and I’ve become quite addicted to your random pop-ins and flirtatious texts. You make me feel special, something I’m not sure Neil ever made me feel.”

      “Damn, Ealson. I wasn’t expecting you to say that.” He scratches the side of his head. “You kind of made my stomach do flips.”

      “In a good way?”

      He nods and brings his lips to mine, where he presses the softest of kisses across my mouth. “In a very good way. I like you a lot too. So even though we’re breaking rule number two and not doing all the oral”—he winks—“I’m fucking happy just getting to know you.”

      “I think you’re the first guy to ever say that.”

      “I’m pretty sure you’re right.” He laughs and presses another kiss to my lips. “But you’re worth it.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Lindsay looks past my shoulder and into my dorm room, then furrows her brow. “Where’s Knox?”

      “What do you mean?” I ask, rubbing my eye with my palm. “He dropped me off last night and went back to his place.”

      “What?” Lindsay’s eyes nearly bug out of her head. “You mean he didn’t make a move to peel that dress off you?”

      “Nope.” I sink into one of the armchairs in the common area. “We made out a little in his truck, but then he walked me to my dorm and kissed me good night. When he got back to the loft, he sent me a sweet text, and then I went to bed.”

      “How on earth did you two not do it last night? I’m honestly becoming sexually frustrated from you two not fucking.”

      I shrug and lean my head against the back of the chair in a dreamlike state. “It’s more than just sexual attraction between us. We like each other past everything physical. I truly like being around him and getting to know him.”

      “Still, how do you keep your hands to yourself?”

      “It’s hard.” I think back to being in the truck last night when I was on top of his lap, the hem of my dress almost around my waist as I straddled him. His hands roamed my back, mine ran over his thick chest. We kept things to our mouths only, but God, was I tempted to beg for more. Just from the strength and command in his hands, I know he’s going to be amazing in bed, but now I feel determined to keep working on our friendship. The man I’m getting to know is one of the nicest—and often cockiest—I’ve ever known. I actually think our sexual relationship will be better the more we know about each other. Am I horny? Yes. So much. But, friends first. Always.

      “Well, props to you for being so strong-willed. I would have sat on his face the first time he noticed me.”

      “Aren’t you classy,” I joke. “How are things with the freshman?”

      “Ugh”—she flops to the side—“he’s so immature.”

      “Well, he is fresh from high school, after all,” I point out. “I’m sure it takes them at least a year to mature. What’s he doing?”

      “I can’t tell you.” She drapes her arm over her eyes.

      “Well, now you’re going to have to tell me.”

      “Tell you what?” Dottie asks, coming into the room, coffee in hand, her hair looking like she stuck her finger in a light socket overnight. She pushes Lindsay’s legs up, sits, and then drapes Lindsay’s legs over hers.

      “Apparently Lindsay’s freshman fling is immature,” I provide.

      “You haven’t told her about the whole boob thing?” Dottie asks in disbelief. “Oh my God, Lindsay, you need to tell her.”

      “What happened?” I shift in my seat, ready for a story, because with Lindsay, the stories are always good.

      “I just can’t. You tell it.”

      “My pleasure.” With a huge smile, Dottie says, “The guy likes boobs.”

      “Okay, so . . . he’s a breathing male, makes sense.”

      “No.” Dottie holds out her hand. “Like really likes boobs.”

      “Ohh-kay,” I drag out, not sure where this is going.

      “Two weeks ago, Lindsay invited him back to the dorm after class, when we were both gone. They started to get handsy, and he asked if he could see her boobs. Naturally, our very provocative friend said yes and whipped her shirt off along with her bra.”

      “Nothing new there,” I tease.

      “But then our good old freshman friend sat there, staring . . . for five minutes.”

      What the what? “No touching?”

      “No,” she groans past her arm.

      “None,” Dottie continues. “And when she tried to move things along, he stopped her and slowly circled his finger around her areola but never actually touched it.”

      “Like he was using some weird spiritual force,” Lindsay adds.

      “But no actual touching.”

      “No.” Lindsay shoots up from the couch. “And he had the biggest boner I’d ever seen while doing it.”

      “Tell her the best part,” Dottie urges.

      She groans again. “After staring for five minutes, he left, and then the next day”—she takes a deep breath—“he gave me a pencil sketch of my boobs. It was so realistic, I even got turned on by the gesture.”

      “And she ended up having sex with him three times that day.”

      “I’m so ashamed,” she groans.

      “What?” I laugh, louder and harder than expected. “But you think he’s immature?”

      “Yes,” she shouts. “Because now every time I see him, he gives me a boob sketch. I think it’s hotter and hotter, and I end up fucking him again. Who has time to sketch boobs? That’s so immature. And let’s not even talk about what’s wrong with me and why I like it.”

      “You like it because he’s worshipping your body. Any girl would like that, even if it’s in a weird sort of way.”

      “You don’t think it’s immature?”

      “It’s different,” I say. “But different can be good. Look at me and Knox, our relationship is all kinds of weird, but it works for us. You do you, boo.”

      “This is annoying,” Dottie says, looking between the two of us. “I need to find someone to be weird with.” Oh, Dottie. Our sweet, diabolical, and charismatic friend. Her someone weird will eclipse Lindsay’s and my men in weirdness. He’ll have to be a man of steel to welcome her strength and passion.

      “It will happen, just give it time.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        KNOX

      

      

      “Look at those sweatpants. How can you even deny yourself?” Carson asks, looking Emory up and down. “Holes, dude, there are holes. That shit is sexy.”

      “So sexy,” Emory says, trailing her finger up her leg, around said holes, and then to my chin where she tilts my head and presses a sloppy kiss across my lips.

      We’re lounging in the loft, skipping a party this weekend, even though we’re leaving for Christmas break next week. Finals are wrapping up. I have one left and so does Emory, but when I asked her if she wanted to study, she said she was good, as she feels confident in the material she’s studied. Probably because after our date last Friday, we’ve really only talked on the phone, rather than seen each other. Oddly, I’m okay with that, because every night, I talked with her for over an hour.

      “Stop trying to get me to break the bet,” I say in between kisses.

      “You’re an idiot.” Carson chucks a throw pillow at me. “If I was dating Emory, I would have given in to that bet after the first day.”

      “Because you have zero self-control.”

      He pops an Oreo from my stash in his mouth. “That’s true.”

      Changing the subject, Em says, “So, Garrett, your freshman, he likes to draw boobs.”

      Carson laughs out loud, tipping his head back. So does Holt, who sets his phone down momentarily. “Fucking Garrett. The dude loves tits.”

      “Yeah, my roommate’s.”

      “Those are your roommate’s tits he’s been drawing?” Carson sits up, looking shocked. “Damn, Ealson, how come you never introduced me?”

      “Because she’s with Garrett.” Em rolls her eyes.

      “Are they exclusive?”

      Holt smacks Carson in the stomach. “Don’t be a douche and steal a girl from your tit-drawing teammate. He earned the right to draw those things.”

      “How? He’s a goddamn freshman with fumbling hands. You should see him behind the plate. I swear he’s Coach’s charity case. I don’t know how he got on the team.”

      “Probably slipped Coach a tit drawing,” I say, making my two friends laugh.

      “Coach probably has a drawerful of Garrett’s drawings. That dude is lonely as fuck.”

      “Aw, really?” Emory asks. “What about Mrs. Flower? There seems to be something between them. Her husband passed away, so maybe it could be a new love connection.”

      I shake my head. “Coach will never make a move. He’s old and set in his ways. He lives and breathes baseball, so there’s no way he’d make room for a woman in his life when he spends all his time harping on us.”

      “It’s what makes him the best though,” Holt says, checking his phone. “Hey, I have to go. My girl just got done with her shift.”

      “Are we ever going to meet this girl of yours?” I ask.

      “Not any time soon.” Without another word, Holt hops off the couch and makes his way to the front door where he leaves the loft. That was quick.

      “What’s that all about?” Carson asks, his eyes trained down the hallway. “I don’t like him keeping shit from us.”

      “No idea, but he’ll come to us when he’s ready.” I squeeze Emory and say, “Want to head to my room?”

      “Please do,” Carson says, not letting Emory answer. “Entice him, Em. Get him to break.”

      Standing up, she says, “I’ll try my best.”

      We waste no time. I lock my bedroom door, making sure no dickheads can come in, and turn to my girl who’s getting comfortable in my bed. I lean against the yellow of the door and say, “What do you think you’re doing?”

      “Getting comfortable.” She reaches into her shirt and does some fancy fooling around until she sticks her arms back out of the sleeves along with her bra. She tosses it to the side and then takes down her hair as well, the long locks floating over her shoulders. The thin, white fabric of her shirt leaves nothing to the imagination as her pebbled nipples press against the fabric.

      Jesus.

      She’s going in for the kill, and I feel my will slipping.

      “Are you trying to kill me?”

      She shakes her head. “No, just getting comfortable.”

      “You getting comfortable has given me a goddamn boner.”

      Her eyes focus on my sweatpants that are now bulging at the crotch.

      She sits on her knees and wiggles her finger. “Then come here and let me take care of that for you.”

      “You’re going to break the bet?” I ask, my brows shooting up to my hairline, my excitement peaking at an all-time high.

      “No.”

      My hopes come to a crashing halt. And it must be written all over my face, because she chuckles and lends out her hand. “Come here, hot stuff.”

      Like a depressed puppy, I head to my girl, boner leading the way. She pulls me onto the bed and pushes me against the headboard so I’m sitting against it.

      She straddles my lap and takes a seat . . . directly on my boner. I hiss through my teeth and clamp my hands around her hips.

      “What the hell are you doing?”

      “Talking to you.” She smiles and shifts. “Mmm, you feel good.”

      “Stop it,” I scold. “I know what you’re trying to do, and unless you want my penis to fall off, I’d stop right fucking now.”

      “You’re that determined to win you’d let your penis fall off?”

      “Yes,” I answer, glancing at her tits. Fuck, they’re so perfect, and from the sight of them, she’s just as turned on as me. God, I want her.

      I have no clue how I’m not ripping her top off her right now, closing my mouth around her fucking gorgeous tits. My skin is heating, and all I can think about is her. On her back. On my cock. Fisting that hair while I fuck her from behind. I can feel her heat on my cock through our clothing. Shit. And I bet she knows how close I am to pulling down those sexy-as-hell torn sweats and sucking her pussy until she screams. Shit. Why do I have this stupid bet with the sexiest girl in the world?

      I’ve got to get it together. Think of stats. Think of stupid baseball stats. Anything.

      I lean over to my nightstand and desperately try to ignore the heat of her as I move. Hell. I take out a small box wrapped in red Christmas paper and hold it up to her. Finally finding my voice, I say, “Merry Christmas, babe.” And somehow, somehow, I find self-control to simply watch her expression rather than look at her tits.

      And it’s worth it.

      Her eyes fall to the box and then back at me. “You got me a present?”

      “Of course.” I squeeze her backside. “You’re my girl, and I want to make sure you’re my girl when I get back from Christmas break.”

      “Trust me, I’ll be counting down the days.” She takes the box and asks, “Can I open it?”

      “Yeah.”

      With a huge smile on her face, she has no shame in ripping the paper off and opening the little velvet box. Her mouth drops open and her eyes turn soft. “Oh my God, Knox, it’s beautiful.”

      I take the box from her and lift the very delicate necklace from the casing. White gold chain with a delicate heart strung through it. I knew the minute I saw it, I had to get it for her. It’s subtle, almost too hard to see, but it’s a gentle reminder that this girl has my heart.

      “Can I put it on?”

      “Please do.” She lifts her hair, so I bring the small clasp around her neck, and as she leans forward so I can see what I’m doing, I clasp the two sides together. The necklace falls over her collarbone, the heart so small, it blends perfectly with her beautiful skin. It’s not ostentatious or lavish. I need her to know that even though miles will separate us, she won’t be far from my thoughts. I want to be close to her heart. But do I tell her that? Would she feel pressure from that?

      Her fingers go to the necklace where she feels it along her skin. “Thank you so much, Knox, I love it.”

      I bring her chin close and place a small kiss on her lips. “Just a reminder of who you belong to.”

      “Like I need reminding,” she replies, wrapping her arms around my neck. She bites her bottom lip and says, “So, this bet . . .”

      Fuck, yes, please break it.

      “It’s physical sex, right? Does that include dry-humping?”

      I swallow hard and shake my head. “I don’t think there’s anything in the rules about dry-humping.”

      “So if I were to . . . say”—she slides off my body and pulls down my sweats. I lift off the bed to help her—“take these sweats off, would that be breaking the rules?”

      I shake my head vigorously. “Nope. Not at all. That’s a great idea actually.”

      Her thumbs loop through the waistband of her sweats. “And if I were to take these off, that would be okay?”

      “Totally. Yup, take those right off.”

      With a devilish smile, she slowly works her pants off until she’s only in a black G-string, the thin triangle of fabric between her legs barely concealing anything.

      Fuck.

      Me.

      She pushes her hand through her hair and dips her head to the side. “What about my shirt? If I were to take that off, what are the rules on that?”

      My mouth goes dry and my voice cracks when I answer her. “That’s . . . yeah . . . that’s totally okay.”

      “I thought so.” She sits up on her knees and moves her hands slowly to the hem of her shirt but pauses. My dick pulses in my boxer briefs, begging for any sort of relief. In one smooth motion, she lifts her shirt over her head and tosses it to the side, leaving her completely bare-chested and beautiful.

      Jesus. Christ.

      Her tits.

      Not huge, but perky as shit with little nipples that are hard like stone. And when she moves, they bounce slightly, letting me know there’s some weight to them. Fuck, I need my hands on them, now.

      “Your turn.” She points to my shirt.

      I want to be a savage beast and rip my shirt off from the collar to move this along, but I know what I have hiding under here, and I want to make sure I catch her appreciation. From behind my head, I pull my shirt over, then pull my arms through the sleeves and drop my shirt to the side. I sit up straight and watch as Emory’s eyes rake over my chest, a sigh falling past her lips.

      “Why are you so hot?”

      I chuckle. “No clue, babe, but I don’t want to dive into it. Come here.”

      She shakes her head. “Lie down flat, I want to ride your cock.”

      “Shit, Em.”

      I lie down and she straddles my lap, the tip of my cock moving past the waistband of my briefs. She reaches behind her and shifts her G-string to the side so her warm . . . wet . . . pussy is right on top of my throbbing—yet-covered—erection.

      Greedy and wanting to feel her, I slide my hands up her sides to her breasts where I take both in my hands. So fucking perfect, like heaven in my hands as I squeeze and rub my thumbs over her nipples. She breathes heavily and shifts along my length, spreading her arousal as I work her tits.

      “God, Knox, this is all I think about when I’m around you, feeling your cock between my legs.”

      Talk about a way to make a guy come on demand.

      She sits back and slowly starts to move her hips. “I picture you above me, gliding your long cock in and out of me.” Her eyes are closed, her hair dances down her back, and my hands now rest on her thighs as she takes control.

      Slow.

      I want inside her, so fucking bad.

      She starts slowly, feeling me out and testing how long I can last.

      Answer: not very long at all.

      I’ve wanted Em from the minute I laid eyes on her. I’ve been patient. I’ve become her friend, earned her trust, and even though I’m desperate to bury my dick so deep inside of her, this is good enough if it’s what she’s willing to give me.

      One step at a time. It’s been my motto with her. And she deserves that and more.

      The only protection between us is the thin fabric of my boxer briefs, which are already soaked from how turned on we both are, but she doesn’t seem to mind, as she encourages me with her hips.

      Hands glide along the divots of my abs as her mouth falls open and her head falls to the side, pure lust in her expression. It’s sexy as shit, seeing her let go, watching her pleasure take over and seeing her give in to it. I want to see how much I can make her lose control. I want to know exactly what it looks like when her pussy clenches and I see nothing but pure euphoria unleashed.

      Sucking in a sharp breath, I roll my teeth over my bottom lip and begin to move my hips to match her greedy movements, building the friction between us.

      “Yes,” she quietly murmurs, slipping her hands to my sides, her thumbs pressing into my skin as she tightens her grip. “Knox . . . yes.”

      Up and down. Up and down. She rubs her clit over my thick and hammering cock. Her beautiful tits shift with her rhythm, bouncing together, making my mouth water. I reach up and lift my torso as I bring one into my mouth and suck hard. She hisses as one of her hands grips the other boob and pinches her nipple. So goddamn hot. I knock her hand away and take over, sending her hips into a frenzy as a long, sexy moan falls from her lips.

      She tastes so sweet. There’s a hint of vanilla and something I can’t place. Whatever it is, it’s all Emory. Amazing. Hot. Delicious.

      I’m quickly becoming addicted to everything about this woman.

      “More,” she says, bringing my head closer to her boob. I accept the invitation and suck even harder, adding a nibble that shoots her pelvis into a full-blown attack on my cock. Shit, in a matter of seconds my legs tingle and my stomach tightens.

      God, my orgasm’s building, and she’s only been on top of me for five seconds.

      “Fuck, you’re so big,” she says, “I love how thick you are beneath me. Love how your muscles tense and ripple with every roll of your hips.”

      Can’t hear that enough.

      I pick up my pace, shooting my hips into hers, watching as her mouth falls open with every thrust. When her fingers connect with my nipples, I let out a long, aroused moan. Fuck . . . yes. She scrapes her nails across them, causing me to jolt my hips up even harder.

      “Oh God,” she cries out. “Don’t do that. I want to last longer.”

      “Don’t play with my nipples then,” I groan as the devil woman herself takes one between her fingers and thumb. “Fuck, Emory. Don’t.” My hands fall to her thighs, where I intentionally move her faster.

      She pinches again.

      “God damnit,” I groan. My eyes squeeze shut as my cock grows even harder with need. And when she does it one more time, I let out a guttural growl and attempt to flip her to her back, but she stops me.

      “No. I want to ride you.”

      “And I want to fuck you,” I admit, my will snapping.

      “No fucking,” she states, breathless.

      “Emory.”

      “No. This or nothing. I’m not winning this bet in the heat of passion.”

      “Fucking hell,” I say in agony. I desperately pull on the short strands of my hair, trying to gather myself.

      She takes that moment to lean back and rest her hands behind her, so she’s propping herself up on my thighs. My gaze falls to our connection where I catch a glimpse of her aroused and wet pussy.

      Shit.

      Fuck.

      I want that pussy so damn bad.

      I lick my lips, my eyes jumping to hers for a brief second before they fall back to our connection. So damn sexy. I sit up on my elbows as she leans back farther and feverishly rocks her hips, creating a scorching angle for the both of us. She’s so wet. Hot. Fuck.

      “Yes,” she moans, her head falling back. “Oh God, yes. Right there,” she says, moving her hips even faster.

      Shit, hearing her, feeling her . . . my balls tighten.

      “Knox, oh God, right there.” I thrust my hips up, her tits jiggle, her mouth parts as an indistinct sound flies out of her mouth. She flings forward, her hands falling to my chest as she rides my cock harder than before, and that’s all it takes. My entire body ignites and then goes numb as the first wave of my orgasm hits me like a Mack truck to the chest.

      Sparks ricochet through my body the minute she groans my name, the sound so desperate. Fucking hell. My hips fly up against hers, my control snaps, and we both orgasm, grinding out every last ripple of pleasure until our hips finally slow.

      She slinks forward and presses her chest against mine, her sweaty and slick body sliding against mine as her hard nipples graze my skin.

      So fucking sexy.

      Her fingers lazily stroke over my arm as I run my hand over her backside and under the thin black string to grip her whole ass.

      “You’re so goddamn hot,” I say, not letting up on my grasp as my other hand runs circles along her back.

      She sits up a few inches and looks down at me. Stunning. The smile on her face. Her eyes, half-lidded with lust. I put that there. I gave that look to my girl. “I can’t wait to feel you fully between my legs, Knox,” she whispers.

      “Neither can I, beautiful.” How about right now? I’ll be ready in about thirty seconds. “When?”

      And then I see Miss Sassy reappear, and I know what’s coming.

      “When you break the bet.”

      I look at our practically naked bodies and then back at her. “Uh, I’m pretty sure your wild ways just did that.”

      “Oh, hell no.” She shakes her head. “That was not what we bet on.”

      “I think we bet on oral, right?”

      She nods. “Exactly.” She pauses and looks to the ceiling in question. “Wait, I can’t remember what we bet on now. Was it sex in general or just oral?”

      “I can’t remember either which means if it was just oral, I could strip this tiny scrap of fabric off you, and bury my dick between your legs, it wouldn’t be breaking the bet, right?”

      “Ye—” She pauses again and thinks about it. “Well, I guess not if it was just oral. But is that what we bet? Should we call Carson?”

      “No. We are not calling Carson. Let’s just pretend it was only oral.” I flip her to her back and hover above her but before I can move in for a kiss, she palms my face to stop me.

      “Don’t even think about it. If you’re going to put that dick inside me, you’re going to go down on me first.”

      A shiver runs up my spine from her exception. “You know, it’s really fucking hot when you talk like that.” I lift her hands above her head, pinning them under my force. “But you need to know one thing: when it comes to fucking, I’m always in charge.”
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      If dry-humping were a sport, Knox and I would be Olympic gold medalists.

      The last three nights, we’ve shamelessly been grinding on each other like randy teenagers, huffing and puffing, rubbing and smashing our pelvises together until we both come with such sheer force that we pass out after. Twice at the loft, once in the dorm.

      I want to say I’m embarrassed from having zero inhibition while boisterously voicing my pleasure while humping my boyfriend’s lap, but I’m not.

      I’m loud, it’s true, but oh my GOD, Knox’s penis is the best thing I’ve ever slid along my clit. So thick, so hard, so long.

      Just . . . flawless.

      The last time, I was completely naked, the only thing between us was Knox’s Under Armour boxer briefs. They’re made of a slick fabric, so there’s no chafing, just pure, hard cock beneath me.

      I shot off so fast, I twisted our rules a little and gave Knox a hand job to get him off. I don’t think he minded, given the way his hands dug into the blankets below us.

      I was so tempted to put my mouth on his cock, to bring it deep into my throat, but I held strong despite the burning need inside me to make his eyes roll in the back of his head with a light flick of my tongue along the underside of his length. I honestly don’t know how I’m holding off, waiting, because every time I see him, a burning wave of need rips through my bones, practically bringing me to my knees.

      Finals are over for me. I leave for California today, and I have about two hours until I have to be to the airport, and that’s pushing it.

      I glance at my phone, checking the time. Where the hell is he?

      Suitcase stuffed to the side, I shift on my feet and try to ease the nerves fluttering in my stomach. He wanted to take me to the airport, and I wasn’t going to fight about that, because I wanted him to take me too. Lindsay and Dottie left on Monday but since I had one more exam to take, I couldn’t take the same flight as them, which means, I have the dorm to myself.

      The door to our dorm opens—I gave him Dottie’s key so he could get into the building—and I pose at the edge of my bed.

      “Babe, you here?” his deep voice calls out.

      “In my room.”

      I hear the sound of his backpack hitting the couch and then the door pops open. He walks in looking like a GQ model in his dark-wash jeans and light-blue sweater with the sleeves pushed up to his elbows. His hair is styled, and his eyes are popping against the blue fabric spanning across his chest.

      He looks so freaking good. I’m going to miss this. Him. Us.

      And when his eyes connect with my outfit, and I see the way his face shifts into pure lust, I can’t help but get excited for what’s to come next.

      Decked out in a yellow lace demi bra and matching thong, I don’t move while he slowly rakes over me with a heated gaze. His perusal sends tingles up my spine, especially when he kicks off his shoes, tears his sweater over his head, and makes his way toward me, his eyes never leaving mine.

      His beefy arm wraps around my waist first before he runs the other up the back of my neck and brings my mouth mere inches from his.

      “What’s this?” he asks, his hand falling to my bare ass.

      “Merry Christmas,” I say, looping my arms behind me and undoing my bra.

      He growls when the fabric hits the floor and my already hard nipples skim across his bare chest.

      Knox’s chest is thick. It’s the only way I can think to describe it, as if three chests were stacked on top of each other. His shoulders and arms are carved like stone, every indentation and perfectly sculpted muscle visible. And then his stomach. Despite the intake of food I’ve watched him consume in one meal, his abs are tight and chiseled, and the V at his waist is deep. I’m tempted to run my tongue over the rooted divots.

      “Are you my Christmas present?” he asks, sliding his hand lower down my backside, dragging my thong with him until it falls down my legs. His lips taste my neck, slowly, methodically igniting goosebumps over my skin.

      “I am.”

      “What does this Christmas present entail? Breaking a bet?” he asks, his voice sounding almost desperate and strained. It’s exactly how I feel.

      “No, of course not.”

      He breathes out heavily and laughs. “You’re going to fucking kill me, Em.”

      “I’m holding out. I really want that steak dinner.”

      “I’ll get you a steak dinner anytime you want.” His lips move up my neck to my jaw. “Just name when and where.”

      “It’s not the same. It wouldn’t be a steak dinner won from my sheer ability to resist you.”

      “You’re not resisting me now,” he says as he lowers me to my bed. Staring at my bare body, he undoes his jeans and takes them off along with his socks. Standing in his briefs, his erection pressing against the fabric, he positions himself between my legs and my heart skips a beat.

      Oh my God, is he going to go down on me?

      He licks his lips, a heady look in his eyes as he lifts one of my legs to his mouth. Starting at my ankle, he presses long, languid kisses up my calf to my knee—my breath catches—to my inner thigh—my heart hammers—to my bikini line when I gasp out loud when he parts his lips from my skin.

      A wave of arousal pools at my center as he picks up my other leg and continues his tortuous, yet consuming kisses up my limb, repeating the little pecks he gave to my right leg, pausing at the inside of my knee, scraping his jawline along my inner thigh until he hits my bikini line.

      Shamelessly, my legs fall open. His eyes darken and narrow, his focus on my clit. I know he can see how aroused I am; it’s hard not to when I’m already so incredibly wet. I want his finger inside me. I want him to taste me like that, but we know better. One taste. That would be all it would take . . . for either of us. One. Taste.

      Pressing forward, he kisses above my pubic bone, up my stomach to my breasts where he greedily sucks one of my nipples into his mouth while the hand not pinning mine down rolls my other nipple between his fingers. When he sucks my boob into his mouth, it’s everything I’ve ever dreamed off. Soft slow sucks followed by hard, gasping bites.

      “Oh God,” I moan loudly, my hips thrusting toward his. I pull at my hands, but he doesn’t budge. “Let me touch you.”

      “No,” he mutters against my breast before he moves to the next one, taking my nipple in one suck. He nibbles, laps, sucks, and kisses, until I’m a writhing mess beneath him.

      I’m about to burst. I’ve never experienced anything like this—the teasing touches, the lazy kisses, the appreciation of my body. This is what I missed out on. Thank God I left . . .

      Knox makes me feel beautiful, like a desirable woman, something I’ve never felt before. The look in his eyes when he gave me my gorgeous heart necklace floored me. And his words, “Just a reminder of who you belong to.” Everything he does and says . . . Yeah, it turns me on, but it also makes me feel precious. Worshipped. His.

      “Knox, please . . .”

      “Please what?” He smiles against my breast.

      Yeah . . . please what? I don’t know what I’m begging for, all I know is that I’m begging for something.

      “I can’t . . . ah, God, yes, bite me again.” He nibbles on the side of my breast, sucking hard and then scraping his teeth. No doubt he’s leaving his mark. He works his way to my collarbone, to my neck, then my lips where he swipes his tongue across my mouth. When I open for him, he leaves me hanging and trails his lips back down my neck, lighting up my heated skin with every pass of his mouth.

      He kisses my collarbone.

      Between my breasts.

      To my ribs.

      I suck in a deep breath.

      To my stomach.

      Above my pubic bone.

      My legs spread.

      To my left thigh.

      My right.

      I groan.

      And then he hovers, right above the juncture between my thighs. The air stills around us, my pulse hammers in my throat, my aching clit begging for release as it thrums desperately with need.

      One gust of air and I’ll go off, and when he lowers even closer, I almost explode. Then he kisses the spot right above my slit.

      “Jesus, yes,” I say. But instead of him moving down one more inch, his lips progress north. And I groan out in frustration, tears billowing at my eyes. “No, oh my God, Knox. Please.”

      “Please what?”

      “Please lick me.”

      His tongue swirls around my belly button as he looks up at me. “Like that?”

      “No, you ass,” I say, unable to control myself. His chuckle only turns me on even more. “Lick my pussy.”

      “Hot damn,” he mutters as he continues to move his mouth over my body. “Even though hearing you say that almost made me come in my pants, there is no way.” He moves up my body, releases my hands, and scoots his briefs down so his cock juts out. A serious look in his eyes takes over as he says, “I’m clean. Just got tested a few months ago, and I haven’t been with anyone since.”

      I swallow hard. Is this really happening?

      “Me too.”

      On a primal grunt, he lowers his hips to mine where his cock connects with my clit. A low hiss escapes our lips as he stills my pelvis with his hand.

      “Just rubbing, Em, do you hear me?” He stares at me, completely serious. “Nothing else.”

      “Okay.” I nod, knowing what a huge step this is.

      Wet-humping, I’m good with that.  So good with that.

      Still pressing my hips into the mattress, he starts to move his length up and down my slit. Slick and ready, he glides easily over me, the feeling so raw, so carnal with nothing between us that my orgasm already starts to spike deep in the pit of my stomach.

      “God, Knox, you feel so damn good. I love your cock. So big.”

      “Can’t hear . . . that enough,” he grunts, eyes squeezed shut as his pace picks up. “Fuck, baby, this feels—”

      “Amazing, so freaking amazing.” I raise my hands above my head and grip the comforter beneath me. “Faster, Knox, oh God, faster. Yes,” I breathe out when he picks up the pace.

      He groans before his mouth falls to mine. I open to him, and his tongue dives down, tangling, pulling every last ounce of self-control I have left. I clamp my legs around his waist and thrust my hips into his cock when he slides up and down, creating the most beautifully exquisite friction I’ve ever felt.

      One stroke.

      Two.

      Oh fuck, every nerve ending is on fire as my throbbing clit spasms along his length.

      “Fuck, oh my God, yes, Knox, yes,” I yell, my orgasm hitting me so damn hard that my mouth falls open, but no words escape me.

      It goes on forever, sending wave after wave of pleasure up my spine.

      “Christ,” Knox groans and then stills as wet, hot spurts hit my stomach. His orgasm is sexy, the way his voice rumbles deep in his chest and his body shakes above mine. So freaking sexy. Chest filled with air, he expels it and then collapses on top of me. The weight of his body comforting, like a heated blanket on a cold, wintery day.

      My hand travels up and down his back as his lips press gently into my neck. He takes in a deep breath and sighs.

      “Fuck, babe, I don’t want you to leave.”

      “I know.” His head lifts, and he pushes a stray lock of hair behind my ear. I hate that we won’t see each other for a month. “What happens if you run into an old fling in Texas?” I hate how insecure I sound right now, but I can’t help it. I’m close to tears. I don’t want to leave him. I don’t want to lose him.

      “Clearly I’m going to fuck her.” His joking smile does nothing to ease my worry. “Come on.” He squeezes my side. “You know I’m kidding.”

      “I hate to be that girl, but I don’t find that crap funny. You know what happened with—”

      “Shit, Em, I didn’t mean it like that.” Immediately his face softens with understanding. “I’m sorry.” He leans down and runs his lips over mine before pressing his palm above my heart. “This right here, this belongs to me.” He takes my hand and presses it above his heart. “And this, this right here belongs to you. There is nothing you need to worry about, okay?”

      I know he’s right. He’s done nothing but show me true commitment. Through our make-out phase. He’s been patient, willing to wait, even now when he showed incredible restraint. Respect. He wants to know me, not just my body, and I truly love that about him.

      “Okay.” Tears start to well in my eyes. This is so stupid. I was never supposed to get involved with someone right after Neil, but somehow, Knox Gentry wiggled his way into my world, and I can’t seem to shake him . . . not that I want to. The darkness that clouded my heart after Neil and I broke up has gone, and my soul is beginning to feel again.

      Knox is everything I’ve hoped for in a man. He makes me laugh, he challenges me, keeps me on my toes, and . . . he cares about me. In the last few months, he’s shown me the type of man he is: genuine.

      “Hey, don’t get upset.” One tear falls down my cheek and I blink rapidly to hold back the others.

      “I’m sorry.” I wipe my eyes, chastising myself for showing emotion like this. “This is stupid, I don’t know why I’m getting so upset.”

      “Because you like me . . . a lot, and you’re going to miss me.” When I don’t answer him, he says, “You don’t have to say it, Em. I can see it. I can feel it. And guess what, I’m going to miss you so fucking bad too.”

      With both hands, I cup his cheeks and bring his mouth to mine where I seal our lips together, wanting to capture as much of him as possible before I leave.

      One month without Knox.

      One month without his smile, his laugh, his teasing.

      One month without his caring caresses and insane surprises.

      One month without his hands, his mouth, his cock.

      One month without . . . us.

      I’m not sure how I’m going to make it.

      I just hope after one month apart he still wants to be with me, because even though I wasn’t looking for this, he’s stolen my heart. And I don’t want him to let go.

      Maybe ever.
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      “Tell me all about her,” my mom says, taking a seat across from me, tea in hand and a plate of toffee from Grandma Sue between us.

      “Where do I start?” I ask, looking at the ceiling of our humble ranch on our three acres of property. It’s small compared to most properties in our ranching town, but we’ve lived here for nearly twenty years, have two horses and some chickens, doesn’t take a huge amount of maintenance, so it works for our family.

      “Do you have a picture?” Ever since I got back home, my mom has been grilling me to talk about Emory, but I keep putting her off, wanting to get some much-needed sleep from the grueling semester. When I woke up this morning, I told her I’d tell her everything she wants to know after I worked out, took some swings in the cages, and did some chores around the house.

      Once I was out of the shower and dressed, she was waiting outside my bedroom, tin of toffee in hand, and a giddy look on her face. All she said was, “It’s time.”

      Reaching into my pocket, I pull out my phone and hold up the screen to her. A few weeks ago, I changed my lock screen and wallpaper to a picture of Emory smiling at me. Her honey-colored hair falls past her shoulders in waves, she’s wearing one of those sexy skirts of hers, and her thick lips are painted in pink. Sometimes, I just stare at it because that’s how infatuated I am.

      Gushing, my mom says, “Oh Knox, she’s beautiful. How cute are you for having her on your phone?” She studies the picture a little harder. “Are those her real lips?”

      “Yes.” I hold back the sigh. They’re very much real; if only I knew how they felt around my cock.

      “Well, she’s stunning, but does her personality match her looks?”

      “Easily,” I answer, taking the phone back. “She’s really sweet, timid at times, and I don’t think she realizes how beautiful she really is. And fuck, Mom, she’s funny. Loves giving me shit.”

      “Now that’s my kind of girl.” She sips from her tea. “Are you in love?”

      I shrug, truly unsure. “I’m obsessed, not sure about love. I’ve never been in love before, so I don’t really know. But, I will tell you this, I fucking miss her hard right now.”

      There’s a twinkle in my mom’s eye, and I think she knows something I don’t—something I might be a little afraid to admit at this point in our relationship—so I let her have her suspicions.

      “Did you get her a Christmas present?”

      “Yeah.” I pick up a piece of toffee and pop it in my mouth, letting the flavors melt on my tongue before chewing. Grandma Sue knows her way around a toffee recipe. “Got her a little heart necklace, just something to let her know I’m always with her.”

      My mom clasps her hands to her heart. “Oh, that’s so sweet. I raised such a lovely boy.”

      “Yeah, you did some things right,” I tease.

      “Some things? I did a lot of things right with you boys. All so sensitive and polite, I couldn’t be prouder.” Her lips hover the edge of her mug before she says, “Now, are you using protection?”

      I roll my eyes, knowing that was coming. “Don’t worry, Mom, we haven’t had sex.” Dry-humping, yes. Dry-humping with no clothes, yes, but actual sex . . . that’s a big fat nope.

      And I’m surprisingly not mad about it.

      Do I want to get inside her? Truly connect with my girl? Hell, yeah, but I almost like this crazy foreplay we have going on, the buildup is intense, and I know the minute we finally snap, it’s going to be explosive.

      Stunned, my mom sits across from me, mouth agape. I don’t hide shit from my mom, so she knows I’ve had sex, multiple times, with multiple women. I don’t go into detail, because I’m not a sick fuck like that, but she knows, and I don’t try to hide it. It’s what I love about my mom, she really is a best friend.

      “You haven’t had sex with her?”

      “Nope.” I pop another piece of toffee in my mouth. “I mean, we’ve done some things, but sex, not yet.”

      “That’s . . . wow, I wasn’t expecting you to say that.”

      “Are you calling me a manwhore, Mom?”

      “No.” She chuckles. “I’m just surprised, given your track record with women. You must really care about her.”

      “I do. A lot.” I sit back in my chair, slouching against the Windsor back. “She was hurt badly by her ex of six years. She was really skittish at first, really wanted nothing to do with me, but I knew she was special. I took things slow and we’ve gradually been building a foundation . . . a friendship.”

      “Oh, be still my heart, I don’t think I can take this. My baby is all grown up and finding the perfect girl.”

      “Yeah, she is pretty perfect, that’s for damn sure.”

      “Do I get to meet her this spring?”

      “I hope so. I haven’t given her my schedule yet, but our first exhibition game is shortly after we get back from break. I’m kind of hoping she goes. She hasn’t seen me play yet.”

      Brentwood is the only college baseball team with an indoor/outdoor stadium thanks to the heavy tuition and dedicated sponsors—aka, professional baseball players—making our fields the destination during the early semester months. We host many exhibitions before we head south for outdoor tournaments right before our season begins. It also makes training year around easy since we’re not hindered by the weather. It’s what takes our teams to the next level and why we’re a force to be reckoned with.

      “Well, isn’t she in for a treat then? You’re so wonderful to watch play.”

      “Thanks, Mom.” And I know she means that. She’s been my number-one fan for as long as I can remember, my brothers second to her. Their support is one of the reasons I’ve been able to succeed in my sport.

      She pats the table. “You know what, I need to start bedazzling a hat for her. We can’t have her looking foolish with nothing to support the team with.”

      Because a bedazzled hat isn’t foolish . . .

      But I would never say that. My mom loves her hats. She takes them very seriously and I would never ruin that for her.

      “I think that’s a great idea, Mom. She’ll love it.”

      “Oh dear, I really like this girl already and I haven’t met her. I can tell, Knox, we’re going to be wonderful friends.”

      I sure as hell hope so. The girl who owns my heart will own my mom’s too. It’s inevitable. I’ve watched her welcome two sisters into our family through her genuine and heartfelt kindness, and I want that for my girl too. It’s what my mom deserves. It’s what my girl will deserve too.
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        * * *

      

      “Merry Christmas, baby,” I say while leaning back against my headboard and holding my phone out in front of me.

      Emory’s smiling face takes up the screen, a Santa hat on her head, and bright red lipstick on those delicious lips.

      “Merry Christmas, Knox.” I think she’s in her bedroom, but I can’t really tell because she seems to be sitting in a chair.

      “Get anything good?”

      She runs her fingers along her necklace I gave her and then says, “Some clothes and gift cards. I also got this picture frame with a really hot, shirtless guy in it.”

      I wiggle my eyebrows. “Dottie slipped the present under the tree for me.”

      “Yeah, and opening it in front of my parents, grandparents, and Uncle Zeke was really enjoyable, especially when Uncle Zeke asked why there was a naked guy on the front.”

      “Oh shit.” I laugh. “I didn’t think about that. I wasn’t naked.”

      “Well, the glove covering your junk isn’t necessarily clothing either.”

      “You would be surprised how long it took me to take that picture.”

      “Dottie took a picture of it and uses it as her lock screen on her phone.”

      Of course. I drop my head back and laugh. “I wouldn’t expect anything else from her. But you like it?”

      “I stare at it way too much, but you could have done something about your pasty white legs.”

      “I thought about self-tanner but nixed that idea. I wanted you to see me au naturel.”

      “Slightly blinding but still sexy.”

      “Damn right it’s sexy. I told my mom about the photo and she chastised me for a second before she started laughing. When I showed it to her, she shielded her eyes but then took a look. She appreciated the glove . . . cupping my balls.”

      She shakes her head in humor. “There is something seriously wrong with you, but thank you, it’s my favorite present I got today. Did you get the little package from me? It’s nothing like what you gave me, but it’s something.”

      “I did. I love the cookies, fucking good. I was kind of hoping you were going to slip a pair of panties in there for me, something I could hold on to when I fall asleep at night.”

      “I would never do that.”

      “Not even a little thong?”

      “No.”

      “Come on.” I smile at her. “Loosen up, babe.”

      “There is no way in hell I will ever send you panties in the mail. What if the package gets lost, then some creep is going to have my underwear hanging on his wall where he stares at it every night while gripping his crooked penis. No, thank you.”

      “There are so many things wrong with that sentence, too many to ask about, but I do need to know one thing.”

      “What’s that?” Her smile is so damn contagious.

      “The panties, how are they hung up on the wall? Duct tape? Push pins? Nail?”

      She doesn’t answer right away, just blinks a few times. Finally she asks, “What is wrong with you?”

      “I’m going to take that as duct tape.”
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        * * *

      

      Knox: BAAAAAAAAABE!!!!!!

      Emory: Let me guess, you got my package?

      Knox: Panties!! I’m wearing them right now.

      Emory: Stop it. No, you’re not.

      Knox: Nah, I couldn’t get them past my quad-zillas.

      Emory: You’re obnoxious. Your thighs aren’t that big.

      Knox: You haven’t seen me in two weeks. They’re massive, babe.

      Emory: They’re probably still the pasty chicken thighs I know very well.

      Knox: Hey, watch yourself. They’re not chicken thighs. They’re beefy man legs.

      Emory: Sure . . .

      Knox: Keep doubting me, when I see you next, I’m going to choke hold you with them.

      Emory: How romantic.

      Knox: Want to know what romantic is?

      Knox: [Picture]

      Emory: What the hell is wrong with you? Why did you hang my panties up with duct tape?

      Knox: Seemed like the thing to do. At least the guy gripping his dick while looking at them doesn’t have a crooked member.

      Emory: Or so you think.
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        * * *

      

      Emory: What is this?

      Emory: [Picture]

      Knox: What do you think it is?

      Emory: It looks like a jockstrap, but I couldn’t fathom why you’d send them to me with some of Grandma Sue’s toffee.

      Knox: It is in FACT my jockstrap.

      Emory: Why on earth would you think I want this? (P.S. thank you for putting it in a Ziplock bag so it didn’t taint the toffee)

      Knox: You send me panties, I send you my jockstrap. Don’t worry, babe, I washed it but did press it against my naked penis right before I sent it, in case you wanted to feel close to me.

      Emory: You realize this is worse than texting me a dick pic, right?

      Knox: No way, it’s so much better. Consider it your new pillow.

      Emory: Wow, we really aren’t going to make it a month. I never knew we were going to breakup over a jockstrap.

      Knox: Babe, don’t hate on the crotch protector. That right there is romance.

      Emory: Sorry to be the bearer of bad news, but this is not romance.

      Knox: A little.

      Emory: The opposite of romance.

      Knox: A tiny bit of romance.

      Emory: I almost puked in my mouth when I opened it.

      Knox: Now you’re just being dramatic.

      Emory: Excuse me, I need the toilet again.
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        * * *

      

      Knox: WHAT??? IS?? THIS???

      Knox: [picture]

      Emory: Take a wild guess.

      Knox: Why did you send me an insert to your bra?

      Emory: Since we’re sending each other things . . .

      Knox: Babe, this is . . . please tell me this touched your tit.

      Emory: Multiple times.

      Knox: I could cry right now. I’m going to wear it as a face mask.

      Emory: If you do, I’m going to need a picture of that.

      Knox: Orrrrr, I can duct tape it next to the panties. Have a little shrine of you on my wall that I can stare at before I go to bed. Damn, I’m so undecided.

      Emory: The possibilities are endless.

      Knox: Or, I can have my crafty mom sew me a pillow using both panties and tit insert. Now there’s an idea I can get on board with.

      Emory: DO NOT DO THAT!

      Knox: Already done.

      Emory: I am not kidding, Knox.

      Knox: She likes the color of your panties, very flattering to your skin color she says. I’ve been showing her pictures of you.

      Emory: If you’re not kidding right now, I’m going to murder you.

      Knox: She also complimented your cup size and wants to know if you sleep with my jockstrap.

      Emory: No, I wear it over my head, using it as an eye patch so my parents think I’ve truly lost it.

      Knox: Aye, matey.

      Emory: Did you really show your mom?

      Knox: Nah, your pussy and tits are private, only for me.

      Emory: Good answer, which means you get topless FaceTime tonight.

      Knox: Jackpot!
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        * * *

      

      Emory: I’m afraid to open this package.

      Emory: [Picture]

      Emory: You sent me a jockstrap last time, who knows what this could be?

      Knox: Good, you got it! The person at the post office confused the shit out of me, and I had no clue what postage I was paying for.

      Emory: If I open this, is something going to jump out at me?

      Knox: Nah, babe. It’s a good one. No jockstrap. No peanut snakes.

      The phone rings in my hand and I answer it immediately, letting the phone open to FaceTime so I get to see my beautiful girlfriend.

      “Hey you,” I say, leaning back on my headboard. I just finished a vigorous weightlifting session so my muscles feel like mush. But when Emory looks at the phone, tears streaming down her eyes, I nearly bolt out of bed. “Em, what’s wrong?”

      She holds up my shirt I sent her and brings it close to her nose. I was trying to think of something else to send her, something a little more meaningful and then it hit me the other day. I grabbed one of my Brentwood baseball T-shirts, sprayed some cologne on it—because why the hell not—and then packaged it up for my girl with a sleeve of Oreos. You can never have enough of those.

      The tension in my shoulders eases as I realize she’s crying happy tears, not sad ones. “You okay?” I ask, just wanting to make sure. When she shakes her head, that tension reappears. “What’s wrong?”

      She wipes a tear away, one I wish I could wipe away myself. “I miss you.”

      Don’t smile; she won’t appreciate that.

      I know she likes me, but I’ve wondered if my feelings for her eclipse what she feels for me. Maybe that’s true, but right now, it almost feels like it’s equal. Hell, her admission makes me want to puff out my chest like a proud goddamn peacock. Understandably, Em was reticent and careful, but now she’s opening up to me.

      “I miss you too, Em.”

      “Ugh, this is stupid. I shouldn’t be crying.” She wipes under her eyes again and holds my T-shirt close to her. “But this means a lot to me, Knox. Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. If I knew I’d get this kind of reaction, I would have sent you a shirt way earlier. Only one and a half more weeks, babe.”

      “I know. I’ve been counting down the days. I’ve enjoyed time with family, but spending New Year’s without you is going to suck. My mom’s excited to play games and have appetizers, and all I want to do is be in your arms and make out with you all night.”

      “Hell.” I pull on the back of my neck. “That would have been nice. Think I could have gotten some boob action too?”

      “Most definitely. I probably would have hand-fed you Oreos too.”

      I point at the phone. “Don’t you dare fucking tease me. That’s a fantasy of mine.”

      “What is?” She laughs, that beautiful curve of her lips returning.

      “You topless, wearing that black G-string, hair curled and falling over your shoulders, a sleeve of Oreos in your hand, waiting to pop one in my mouth.”

      “You have really strange fantasies.”

      “How is that strange? I think that’s pretty average. If I said I wanted you to wear an alien mask while wielding a sword and putting Oreos in my mouth, now that would be strange.”

      “I guess so.” She sighs and leans into her pillow, rolling on her side and propping the phone up. I do the same so it’s as if we’re lying next to each other in bed.

      “Do you have any fantasies?” I wiggle my eyebrows.

      A sly smile crosses over her face. “Doing it in the locker room.”

      “Really?” My nose crinkles and brow furrows. No way. She’s showed her distaste for the locker room ever since I’ve known her. “You’re a liar.”

      “I am. Plus, if we did it in there, doesn’t that mean we’d have to be attached at the hip for life?”

      “That’s the general rule. Do it in the locker room, get married.”

      She shakes her head. “I don’t think I can make that kind of commitment. Not when I’m second best to Oreos.”

      That makes me laugh. “Sorry, babe, but facts are facts. Oreos will always be my number-one girl.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        EMORY

      

      

      “I can’t thank you enough,” I say to Dottie while glancing in the mirror one last time. “Seriously, I owe you big time.”

      She waves me off. “You owe me nothing. This is what friends are for.”

      I flew back to Brentwood a couple days early. I told my parents it’s because my internship required my assistance before the student population came back, but when they both looked at each other with that knowing gleam in their eyes, I knew I was caught. I wanted to see my boyfriend, and I couldn’t wait any longer.

      But since I’m flying out early, the dorms aren’t open, meaning Dottie got us a hotel room thanks to her dad. She was more than happy to help when I called her, and we flew back together as well, giving us some girl time.

      “Are you finally going to do it?” Dottie asks, rubbing her hands together while sitting cross-legged on the king-sized bed we shared last night.

      “No. I mean . . . I don’t think so, unless he cracks and breaks the bet.”

      “Ugh.” She flops backward onto the plush, white pillows. “You and that stupid bet. Seriously, get over it.”

      “It’s not just about the bet. It’s almost become the craziest form of foreplay. I’ve done things with Knox I’ve never done before. We’ve gotten each other off in ways I didn’t think were possible.”

      “Like what?” Dottie asks, doubtful.

      My face heats up thinking about the things we did over the phone, the things he said to me in his deep, low voice so his mom didn’t hear. Or what we did before we parted for Christmas break. God, just thinking about how he felt sliding up and down my clit has me shifting in place with a distant ache.

      “Just . . . things.”

      “Like . . . hand jobs? You’ve done that before.”

      “I don’t want to get into detail, Dottie. It’s embarrassing to talk about.” I lean forward and reapply my lip gloss.

      “Why, because you two have been at it like two horny teenagers scared to get pregnant?”

      “Pretty much.” I pop my lips and then fluff my hair one more time. “Do you think he’ll be excited?”

      “Uh, are you kidding me?” She motions to me. “I think the minute he sees you he’s going to come in his pants. Especially after the conversation I overheard last night. He has a dirty mouth.”

      “I know.” I smile, feeling incredibly lucky. “Okay, I’m off.”

      “And he has no idea you’re here?”

      I secure my purse with a package of Oreos inside over my shoulder. “Nope, he thinks I’m still in California.”

      “He is seriously going to lose it. I wish I was a fly on the wall when he sees you.”

      “I’m glad you’re not, because you would probably see some naked body parts.” I blow her a kiss goodbye and then meet up with my Uber driver at the entrance of the hotel. I’m only a few blocks away but given the frigid temperatures, I wasn’t about to walk to the loft. Carson met up with me last night and gave me a key to the loft. The boys reported back to school a few days early, so they’re at batting practice right now, giving me the perfect opportunity to surprise him.

      I check the time on my phone. I’ll have just enough time to get into his room and get ready before he shows up.

      Carson has been sending me text updates, and they’re done with showers and on their way home with pizza.

      I could eat some pizza right about now, after I maul my guy first.

      In minutes, I’m dropped off at the loft and make my way to the third floor. The door sticks a little when I try to open it—it’s one of those giant slide doors—but I get myself in and go straight to the room with the yellow door.

      For a second, I pause, a wave of anxiety hitting as memories of when I walked in on Neil with another girl. Him pounding into her from behind, on the bed we’d shared. My stomach churns and instead of pushing through the door, I lean my ear toward the wood, trying to listen in, see if I hear anything.

      What am I doing?

      To think of such a thing is shameful.

      That was Neil. Bastard. This is Knox. Devoted. He’s different in every way possible. He’s attentive, caring, thoughtful, and committed. To me.

      He would never cheat on me.

      Taking a deep breath, I open his door and am immediately hit with a wave of comfort. Bed unmade, clothes on the floor, an empty cereal bowl on his desk, and his signature scent permeates the decent-sized room. I can’t hold back the smile on my lips. This is my man. God, I’ve missed him.

      Because I’m a nice girlfriend, I toss his clothes in the hamper—why he couldn’t do that, I have no idea—I straighten out the sheets of his bed, and I carry the empty bowl to the kitchen sink just as I hear the voices of the guys coming up the stairs.

      Eep!

      I quickly make my way to his room, shut the door, and strip down to his fantasy.

      Hair curled, check.

      Topless, check.

      Black G-string, check.

      Package of Oreos . . . weirdly check.

      Laughter approaches the door and I steel myself. Kneeling tall on his bed, I hold the Oreos in one hand and put the other hand on my hip while I stick out my chest.

      I hope to God Knox is the only one who comes through that door.

      “I’ll just throw my backpack in my room,” Knox says as he opens the door.

      Butterflies flutter in my stomach, my nerves getting to me so much I almost feel like throwing up. That’s until I see him walk through the threshold of his room. Head tilted down at first, I get to take him in from his black sweatpants, to his tight-fitting long-sleeved shirt and backward baseball hat.

      I’ve missed him so freaking much.

      He sets his backpack down and goes to leave the room, which gives me panic, so I clear my throat, causing him to snap his head up quickly. For a second, he blinks a few times as if he doesn’t believe what he sees.

      “Holy. Shit.”

      I’m about to say surprise when a female voice comes up behind Knox. “Knox, baby, I’m going to put my stuff in your room too.”

      In slow motion, the door pushes open more and a very attractive woman steps into his room. Long blonde hair, petite frame . . .

      Fuck. No. No.

      I quickly throw my arm over my breasts and sink into the mattress just as Knox says, “Mom, get out.”

      Mom?

      Oh.

      My.

      God.

      And then, as clear as day, I see the same eyes I’ve loved staring into over the last month over FaceTime.

      “Huh?” she says, looking at me. Shocked, she stumbles back, hitting the wall and then covers her eyes. “Oh goodness, my apologies. Excuse me.” She shuffles out of the room and shuts the door, leaving me so humiliated.

      On the verge of tears from the emotional rollercoaster my heart just took, I flip over on the bed and bury my head in the pillow, barely able to comprehend what just happened.

      Knox’s mom, his apparent best friend, just saw me topless and in a G-string on her son’s bed . . . holding out a package of fucking Oreo cookies.

      Oh.

      My.

      God.

      Kill me now.

      My face burns in embarrassment, and tears sting my eyes as I try to erase that entire scene out of my head.

      And the worst part? I thought he was cheating on me . . . For that split second, my heart sank to the wood floor, leaving me breathless with a crack in my barely healed heart.

      Tears fall and I hold back a sob that wants to escape. He wasn’t cheating on me, he wasn’t . . .

      But her voice, God, that was the worst few seconds of my life. Knox, baby . . .

      The mattress dips and Knox’s hand slides up my thigh to my bare backside. He leaves his palm on my ass as he leans down and presses a kiss where his hand is rubbing. From there, his lips press a hot and seductively wet trail up my back, to my shoulders, and then to my neck where he pushes my hair to the side for better access.

      “Babe.” He rolls me over, revealing my naked upper half and my fallen tears. His eyes soften as he wipes at my cheeks. “Em, it’s okay.”

      “I’m so humiliated.” I drape my arm over my eyes as my tears flow, unable to stop myself from crying now. This is not . . . this is so horribly not what I wanted.

      His warm body lies next to mine as his arm falls across me, pulling me into his chest. He removes my arm from my face and turns my chin so I’m forced to look him in his beautiful eyes. It only makes me cry more.

      “Baby.” He chuckles, pressing kisses across my eyes and cheeks. “Don’t cry, it’s okay. My mom doesn’t care.”

      “It isn’t just that.” I take a deep breath. “For a second, when I heard your mom’s voice, I thought you were bringing someone back to your room with you.”

      “Em.” He sighs and pulls me in tighter. “You know you’re all I want.”

      “I know, and it was a split second, but that second hit me harder than I was expecting. It was as if everything that was right in my world was just stolen from me.”

      “I can see how that would be upsetting, but Em, you’re all I want . . . ever.” He kisses my forehead then my eyes again and travels his lips down to mine, where he’s soft and sweet, inaudibly communicating how much he truly likes me.

      With every press of his lips against mine, the dark cloud that started to steal my happiness begins to disappear until my head feels clear again, and my hand snakes up past the hem of his shirt. Muscle contracts under my touch as he groans against my mouth.

      “Babe,” he whispers. “You can’t touch me like that, not with my mom on the other side of that door.”

      “I missed you, Knox.”

      “Fuck, I missed you too.” His tongue brushes against mine before he pulls away and cups my cheek. “I missed you so goddamn much, and I seriously can’t believe you’re here . . . in that. You’re so fucking hot.”

      I glance down, still slightly embarrassed. “I wanted to surprise you.”

      “Mission accomplished. I fucking got hard as stone seeing you when I walked in. Shit, babe, I had a boner in front of my mom.”

      I stifle a laugh against his shoulder. “Why didn’t you tell me she was here with you?”

      “She surprised me last minute, coming back with me. She’s here for two weeks. Rented an Airbnb in the building across from ours. She loves watching the exhibitions.”

      “Looks like you’re the guy to surprise.”

      “I loved your surprise way more.” His hand falls between our bodies where he cups my breast in his hand, his thumb passing over my nipple, hardening it to a tight peak from the callouses on his rough hands.

      “God, Knox.” My head floats back. “I want you so bad right now it’s ridiculous.”

      “And you choose to tell me that with all my boys and my mom in the living room, waiting to have pizza together?”

      “I know, I’m sorry.” I prop my body up and his eyes immediately fixate on my breasts.

      “Shit,” he mutters right before pushing me back down on the bed where he spreads my legs and lowers his hand down past my G-string to find me already wet. “Christ, babe. You’re so wet.”

      “Want you, Knox.” Encouraged to return the favor, I reach my hand into his waistband and grip the base of his cock. He hisses harshly between his teeth as his head drops forward. He sits back and pushes his pants and briefs down over his ass, giving me better access and then returns his hand to my clit where his thumb circles the little nub.

      “You have to be quiet, Em. I love when you moan my name, but you have to be really fucking quiet.”

      I nod. “I can do . . . oh God.”

      “Emory,” he chastises, his hand stilling. “I’m dead fucking serious. Quiet.”

      I seal my lips together and nod again. But Jesus, what he’s doing feels so good and when he moves two fingers inside me, I nearly gasp loud enough for his neighbors to hear.

      “Damn it, Em. I’m going to stop.”

      I shake my head and smooth my hand over his cock and up to the head where my thumb passes over the top. “No, please,” I whisper. “I’ll be good. I promise.”

      “Oh-kay,” he chokes out when my thumb rubs the underside of the head of his cock. “Oh fuck,” he groans quietly into my ear. “Shit, babe, I’m not going to last long.”

      “Me neither,” I gasp as he makes small circles over my clit. “Oh, right there. Yes, Knox.” I can barely hear my own voice, I’m hoping from being so quiet, and not from the pounding of my heart.

      “I’m there, Em,” he says on a grunt, his release lethal to my ears, shooting off my own.

      My back arches, my clit pulses against his thumb, and my hips rotate against the pressure of his hand.

      “Fuck,” I whisper, pulling on the back of his neck while riding out my pleasure, floating down slowly until I’m completely spent.

      Breathing heavily, we both look at each other, casually touch one another, running a finger over a cheek, a thumb down the back. Our smiles stretch across our faces as a silent exchange passes between us; we’re together again.

      “I’m so goddamn happy you’re back.” He places a kiss on my nose. “Thank you for the best surprise ever.”

      “You’re welcome. Now if you can help me out of your bedroom window so I don’t have to face your mom, that would be great.”

      “Stop, she’s going to love you. Get dressed, it’s time you meet her.”

      “I hope she didn’t see any of my girly bits.”

      “Nah, you covered up fast.” With one last kiss, he hops off the bed and we both clean up and get dressed. Looks like I’m about to take the next step in this relationship: meeting the mom.
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        KNOX

      

      

      Holy shit, my girl is here. Walking in and seeing her on my bed in . . . well, virtually wearing nothing, there are no words to adequately describe that feeling. Apart from undeniably hot. Stunning. Horny. But it was seeing the necklace around her neck, the one I gave her, hanging close to her heart . . . my girl. She said she hadn’t taken it off, and maybe I’m a proud ass, but I liked it. Topless except for the gift of my heart.

      And as we walk out to the living room with fingers laced together, I still can’t believe she did this. Took an opportunity to be here waiting for me. I loaned Emory some of my clothes, a pair of sweatpants and a T-shirt that is entirely too big on her, but it’s better than just a G-string. Which I would have been fine with, but given that she’s going to be eating pizza with my mom and teammates, I’d prefer her covered up, despite how perfect her ass is.

      When we enter the living room, all eyes are on us and I can feel Emory cower behind me. Keeping a strong hold on her hand, I say, “Any pizza left?”

      “Tons,” Carson says, pushing a box toward us. “You must be ravenous.”

      Fuck, I knew Emory was too loud.

      Slightly cringing, I turn toward my mom, who’s enjoying a piece of pizza while sitting cross-legged on the couch. She looks . . . happy.

      “Uh, Mom.”

      “Oh yes, honey, come sit down.” She pats the chair next to her and motions for us to take a seat.

      I do as she says and pull Emory onto my lap.

      “This must be Emory.” My mom wipes her hand on a napkin and holds it out.

      Still shy and blushing, Emory says, “Mrs. Gentry, it’s so nice to meet you. I’m so sorry about that back there. I’m completely humiliated that you saw me like that.”

      My mom waves her hand in dismissal. “Oh, nothing to be humiliated about. You should actually be proud. You have quite the beautiful bosom.”

      I choke on my own saliva as the room erupts in a fit of laughter, all the guys on my team intent on hearing our conversation.

      “Mom.” I attempt a scold through a fit of coughs while Emory’s hands cover her face in sheer embarrassment.

      Unsure of what she said wrong, my mom looks around. “What? It’s true. So perky with wonderful nipples. I wish I had such a set on me.”

      Jesus.

      Christ.

      I mean . . . yeah, Emory has some mouth-watering tits, the best I think I’ve ever fucking seen, but I don’t need my mom appreciating them, or getting me hard as she describes them in detail to the entire living room.

      I catch some of the eyes of my teammates falling to Emory’s covered-up chest.

      “Hey.” I motion around the room. “Eyes up here, dickheads.”

      They laugh and go back to their pizzas.

      Still unapologetic, my mom continues. “And your physique is quite beautiful, but I will tell you two things.”

      “Mom, maybe we just drop it.”

      She shakes her head while chewing on a piece of pizza. Swallows. “This has to be said.” We quiet down, and I grip Emory a little tighter, trying to convey to her just how sorry I am about what my mom is about to say. “Oreos in bed, sweetie, is not a good idea. Think of all the crumbs.”

      Emory nods. “You’re right, Mrs. Gentry. That was careless.” There’s a note of humor in her voice, and I see the small smirk that curves the left side of my mom’s lip upwards. Fuck, it sends a beam of joy right up my spine.

      My girl is so damn cool.

      “And although quite attractive, the undergarment you chose isn’t very sensible. It barely covered your nether regions.”

      This time, she blanches. And I don’t blame her.

      “What kind of undergarments?” Carson asks.

      “I believe your generation calls it a Z-string.”

      “A what?”

      “G-string, Mom.” Why did I just correct her?

      She nods, realizing her mistake. “Yes, G-string. Oh, it was quite lovely on Miss Ealson, but very insensible. You don’t wear those all the time, do you?”

      Almost every goddamn day, but I don’t say that.

      “No.” Emory shakes her head. “Just while holding Oreos in bed . . . topless.”

      Her answer shocks my mom, but before I can cover for her, everyone in the room, including the woman who raised me, busts out into a fit of laughter. It’s then I look around and notice something important: Emory fits into my entire world. And my mom just approved my girlfriend’s tits and met her match in sass . . . sounds like this girl belongs here, forever.
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        * * *

      

      My teammates have retired to their respective rooms, giving Emory, my mom, and me some alone time together in the small common space near the bedrooms. We have multiple common room areas in the loft and since the big one is taken up by five of my teammates, including Carson and Holt playing baseball on the team PlayStation, we sectioned ourselves off.

      I thought about bringing my mom into my room, but my bed is unmade and given the mind-blowing hand job Emory gave me an hour ago, I thought it would be weird to have my mom sitting on my bed. I can only imagine what she would say if she saw evidence of our coupling earlier.

      With Emory on my lap, because I refuse to let her sit anywhere else, I keep my arm firmly wrapped around her waist and my hand resting on her hip. She leans into me, thankfully feeling a little more comfortable.

      My mom crosses her legs and brings a cup of tea to her mouth. She carries teabags in her purse so wherever she goes, she can enjoy a cup of her favorite hot beverage. She even has a specific tea wallet where she holds three different types of tea at all times. An English breakfast, a green tea, and a peppermint. They are for specific times of the day or mood.

      Right now, she’s drinking peppermint. I can smell the fresh and minty flavor from here.

      She tilts her head to the side after taking a sip of her tea, studying us. “You know, I can’t get over how beautiful you two are together. One of those couples you love to follow on Instagram, you know, the really cute ones that are so sickening in love that you can’t get enough of them.”

      Way to drop the love bomb, Mom.

      Jesus.

      Thankfully Emory doesn’t show any kind of hatred for the term but instead says, “Like Jennifer Lopez and A-Rod?”

      “Yes,” my mom answers with excitement. “Oh my gosh, I’m obsessed with watching their stories. The little videos they do together, I just can’t get enough of them. J-Rod,” my mom says dreamily. “Oh gosh, what would your couple name be?” She thinks about it for a second. “Emox . . . or Knemory. Oh I love Knemory. Sounds so poetic.”

      “Knemory does have a nice ring to it,” I add.

      “I don’t know, what about Emorox?”

      “Ohhh, that sounds like a name that belongs in The Game of Thrones.” Taking on a more masculine voice, my mom says, “Look out, Jon, Emorox is coming over the hill, with her fire-spitting dragons, Knemory and George.”

      “George?” Emory laughs out loud, covering her mouth. “Why George?”

      “Well, look at the names they have in that show? They’re all exotic names you’ve never heard before—Cersei, Gregor, Arya—and then in waltzes good old Jon Snow. It’s only fair that the dragons have a lemon in the bunch as well.”

      “Uh, Jon is anything but a lemon, Mom,” I defend. “He was raised from the dead.”

      My mom’s mouth drops, pure and utter shock in her face. “Jon Snow dies?”

      Shit.

      Emory elbows my stomach. “Where the hell is your GOT etiquette? You never talk about the facts of the show until the air is cleared about how far someone is in watching. You are one of those people who spoils everything for someone just catching up to the trend.”

      *Ahem*

      “I mean . . . uh . . . he doesn’t die.”

      “You just said he is raised from the dead,” my mom says.

      Feeling guilty, I reply, “Well, at least he’s still alive, right?”

      She slumps against the cushion of the couch and mutters, “Unbelievable.”

      “I’m sorry, Mrs. Gentry, that your son is a barbarian and broke your GOT trust.”

      Pressing her hand against her forehead, my mom says, “You know, I blame myself. I thought I taught him a shred of decorum, I guess not.”

      “Don’t blame yourself,” Emory coos. “You did everything right. It comes down to the hooligans he hangs out with. There’s only so much you can control after they leave the nest.”

      “You’re absolutely right,” my mom agrees and leans across the couch to smack me in the back of the head.

      “Hey,” I complain while rubbing the sore spot. I look between the two women in my life and I say, “I don’t like this ganging up on me shit.”

      “You wanted us to get along, right?” Emory asks. “Well, I happen to like your mom, especially since she complimented my bosom.”

      “Ah, I see.” I continue to look between the two of them. “You’re okay with my mom catching you with your shirt off now, moved past the embarrassment?”

      Emory’s eyes narrow. “With that kind of attitude, it might be the very last time you see me topless.”

      My mom raises her fist to the air, as if to say, “Girl Power.” And then she says, “You tell him, Emory. Don’t let him push you around.”

      “I wasn’t pushing her around—”

      “You keep that beautiful bosom under lock and key, and if you have a temptation to show anyone, just flash me.”

      “Mom, do you realize how wrong that is?”

      “Want to go to the bathroom right now, Mrs. Gentry?”

      “I would be delighted to.”

      They both stand but before they can make a move, I pull on Emory’s hand, bringing her back down to my lap. “No way in hell is that happening. Jesus, what is wrong with you?”

      They both laugh, getting too much joy out of their newfound connection. I can’t be mad, because it isn’t very often you find a girl your mom accepts, and from the twinkle in my mom’s eye, she really likes Emory. Makes me feel fucking awesome.
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        EMORY

      

      

      “What should I expect tomorrow?”

      Curled into Knox’s chest, I rest my hand against his bare skin, drawing small circles with my finger as he calmly threads his hands through my long locks.

      “Since it’s an exhibition, nothing too special when it comes to pageantry, as they save that for our first home game of the season, but you do need to prepare yourself for my mom.”

      “What do you mean? I’ve spent the last two weeks getting to know her, she’s fantastic.”

      “She’s insane when it comes to baseball, especially my baseball games. She said she had to go home early because she was tired, but that was a lie. I know exactly what she’s doing.”

      “And what’s that?” I can’t imagine Mama G—yes, I get to call her that now—doing anything out of the ordinary. She’s a little outspoken, which I love, and she’s a really good time, so I envision that kind of personality carrying over to the game. Unless she turns into someone completely different.

      “Prepping. She is her own personal caravan at games. I’m talking flags, foam fingers, snacks for the crowd and the team. She has multiple outfits she tries on the night before, giving her time to decide what she wants to wear to the game, and I’m not talking fancy getups. She bedazzles her own baseball wear. She was once asked to take off her Brentwood denim vest because the sparkles were distracting the players, reflecting off the lights.”

      “You’re lying.”

      “I wish I was. She’s the real deal, babe.” Mama G is the real deal, and it’s easy to see where Knox gets his fun, lighthearted personality from. Seeing the two of them interact together makes my heart happy.

      “If that’s the case, I hope she has a foam finger for me, because I’m excited to cheer you on.”

      “Yeah?” He presses a light kiss to my forehead, his lips lingering. “I’m excited to show you my skills.”

      “You think you can impress me?”

      “Oh, I know it, babe. You’ve never seen anyone like me out on the field. I wear tight pants, so it’s not just my sheer talent on display. I’m a total smoke-show too.”

      I chuckle. “And so modest.”

      “I’m just preparing you. You might get really turned on. I don’t want you having an orgasm in the stands tomorrow, especially next to my mom. She saw your boobs, but seeing your O face, that’s crossing a line.”

      “I’ll try to contain myself,” I deadpan.

      Changing the subject, he asks, “What do you plan on wearing tomorrow?”

      “Uh . . . clothes.”

      “You better be wearing clothes, but are you planning on wearing any Brentwood stuff?”

      “The only thing I have is a simple T-shirt with the college logo. I don’t think that will be warm enough. You said it’s chilly in the stadium?”

      “During the winter, yeah. The school doesn’t want to pay to heat the whole thing for exhibition games. Here’s an idea, why don’t you wear one of my sweatshirts.”

      “The things I hate?”

      “Yeah, it would be hot.”

      “It would be huge on me. You wear an extra-large, Knox.”

      He twirls my hair around his finger. “Do one of those twisty things off to the side that girls do all the time.”

      “With a bulky sweatshirt?”

      He sighs against my head, wisps of hair floating from the exhale. “Please.”

      It’s one word that breaks every single wall erected. The tone of his voice, the way he asks, I can’t possibly deny this man.

      Sitting up, hand on his chest, I stare at him. His eyes search mine for a few short breaths before I say, “I would be honored to wear your sweatshirt.”

      “Really?” His eyes light up with hope. My man really is easy to please.

      “Really. You’re my best friend, after all.”

      The corner of his mouth tilts up. “I like the sound of that.”

      “And my man,” I add before closing the space between us and pressing my lips against his.

      He hums against my mouth and flips me to my back. “I like the sound of that even better.”
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        * * *

      

      Holy.

      Hell.

      Knox was not kidding when he said Mama G was her own caravan. I’m sitting on a Brentwood University portable cushion wearing a bedazzled baseball hat with a Brentwood baseball blanket over my lap while eating a B-shaped peanut butter and jelly sandwich.

      I can’t go into her outfit with all the razzamatazz happening, nor can I describe the excitement this woman is brimming with. It’s as if she’s never had a Christmas before and today is her first one. That doesn’t do it justice.

      She’s beaming.

      “Look at our boy out there.” She loops her arm through mine, holding me close. “So tall, so handsome.”

      And those pants.

      Yowza, Knox wasn’t kidding. He is a total smoke-show out there.

      Tight white pants, perfectly tailored shirt that molds to his broad frame, a baseball cap that shadows his eyes, and a black sweatband on the same hand he holds his glove. It’s hot.

      Really hot.

      So hot that I’m thinking about all kinds of naughty things I shouldn’t be thinking about while sitting next to his mom.

      And I’m not the only girl who notices just how sexy Knox is in his uniform. In the student section of the stadium, there are multiple signs and desperate women vying for his attention.

      Knox, I want your baby.

      Come home with me, Knox.

      Party, my house, you and me, Knox.

      It’s shameful, embarrassing, and frankly, pathetic. I could never imagine being one of those girls, flaunting themselves for a mere look. Well guess what, desperadoes, the only thing Knox is paying attention to is the game on the field.

      And that’s the honest truth; his concentration is impeccable as the first inning is underway. He blocks out the rest of the stadium and focuses on the game, constantly moving around at shortstop, calling out the outs, delivering signs to his outfielders. He’s commanding, and it’s another reason why I can’t wait to get him back to the loft and see what other kinds of situations he can command.

      “Don’t worry about those girls,” Mama G says. She must have caught my gaze. “They’re at every game, throwing themselves at the players, but Knox never gives them a second look. I raised him well enough to decipher between quality”—she eyes me up and down—“and trash.” She glances at the student section.

      “Thank you, Mama G. I appreciate that.”

      She gives me a side hug and says, “I adore you. You’re the first girlfriend he’s ever had, did he tell you that?”

      I nod, as the crack of the bat sounds off. A ball is hit up the middle and before it gets past the infield, Knox makes a diving play, springs to his feet, and throws the guy out at first. The play lasts no longer than a few seconds, he’s so fast. Both Mama G and I clap vigorously, cheering for our boy.

      He stands and holds up two fingers to his teammates as they pass the ball around the infield and finally throw it back to the pitcher. I watch Knox carefully, the way he carries himself on the field with an abundance of confidence, almost as if he’s daring batters to try to get the ball past him.

      I’ve never been a huge baseball fan, but I think that play and the way Knox’s butt looks in those pants, just made me a fan for life.

      “That was amazing,” I say, still astounded. “He’s so quick.”

      Mama G holds a hand to her chest. “He just keeps getting better and better, it’s really impressive to watch. Being under Coach Disik’s training has vastly improved his skills from when he was in high school. It’s been hard, having him so far away, but coming to Brentwood was worth every mile between us.”

      It’s endearing to see just how much Knox’s mom loves him, a pure, genuine, unconditional love. I consider my own feelings as I watch him get into position for every pitch.

      Do I love him?

      I think about him every moment I get a chance. I crave his touch, his voice, his hands dancing through my hair. I crave his warmth and his charm, his teasing and his sweet kisses. There are moments when he walks into my dorm and my breath catches in my throat from the mere sight of him, and when we part, it feels like a piece of me is leaving with him.

      Is this what I felt for Neil? That I hated his absence, but loved every minute with him? No. This feeling is very different than what I felt with Neil.

      I wear the necklace Knox gave me every day, and I remember what he said when he gave it to me every day too. I know I’m his. So, that begs the question, do I love Knox Gentry?

      I think I might be too scared to admit it to him, but, yeah . . . I think—

      “This season is going to be so much fun with you coming to the games. The parents are nice and all, but I enjoy some younger company.” Mama G nudges my shoulder, pulling me from my thoughts. “You don’t talk about things like hip replacements and hemorrhoids.”

      “Hemorrhoids?” I quiver. “Have some of the parents really talked about that?”

      “Oh yeah, it’s retched.” She shivers. “But now I have a girlfriend I can watch the games with.”

      Hannigan strikes out the batter, gathering a big cheer from the fans, while the boys jog off the field. Knox ducks into the dugout and then quickly reappears with his bat, batting gloves, and helmet. With every pull of his batting gloves on his hands, his forearms ripple, and his jersey emphasizes his strong shoulder blades, and pulls on the front revealing his prominent pecs.

      Yup, a huge fan of baseball.

      “Let’s go, Knox,” Mama G yells, startling me in my chair. She chuckles and clutches my hand with hers. “Sorry about that, dear, I have a bit of a megaphone mouth. You’ll get used to it.”

      “It’s okay, I’m ready for everything now.”

      The catcher throws the ball down to second as Knox steps up to the batter’s box. He stares at his bat for a few beats, then looks over at Coach Disik who does some fancy signaling with his hands, finishing it off with a clap. Large paw to the top of his helmet, Knox takes one step into the batter’s box, swings his bat around, and then sets up for the pitch.

      “Does he always bat first?” I ask.

      “Yes. In high school, he dabbled as the second hitter, but because he’s a contact hitter and has incredible speed, he’s usually number one.”

      The first pitch is thrown and it’s high. Knox holds back.

      “That’s it, Knox, let him pitch to you. Don’t hit that crap.”

      I hold back the chuckle that wants to pop out. She’s so serious, I love it.

      Knox resets and waits for the next pitch. I’m holding Mama G’s hand. It’s a game that doesn’t matter, but as Knox said, to Mama G it means everything.

      The pitcher winds up his arm, delivers the pitch, and Knox swings, connecting with the ball and sending it into right center. Like a bolt of lightning, he’s out of the box and rounding first. Mama G is bouncing up and down and cheering as the rest of the crowd erupts as well. He hits second but doesn’t stop, instead, he flies to third as the ball is being thrown into the infield. I hold my breath, the play close as Knox slides into third and the third baseman delivers the tag.

      Bent into position, the umpire waves his arms out to the side, calling safe. I jump out of my seat, screaming and clapping with Mama G.

      “That’s my boy,” she calls out.

      “Good job, Knox,” I say, feeling slightly out of place, but wanting to cheer him on. Either he doesn’t hear me or he’s really good at staying focused, because he doesn’t acknowledge my cheer. It doesn’t matter. Watching him in his element, seeing how intensely inserted into the game he is amazes me.

      Holt steps up to the plate and instead of patting his helmet while he gets into the batter’s box, he holds it up to the umpire while slowly bringing his bat up to his shoulder after Coach Disik does his dance of hands.

      “Oh, I think they’re going to squeeze.”

      “Squeeze? What does that mean?”

      Whispering, Mama G says, “That’s when Knox runs on the pitch and Holt bunt’s the ball, squeezing Knox in across the plate.”

      “What if he doesn’t bunt the ball? Whatever that means?”

      “Then Knox will be caught at home. That’s why it’s imperative Holt gets the bunt down.”

      Sitting taller in her chair and a little more forward, she watches on bated breath as the pitcher winds up and just when he starts to release the ball, Knox takes off from third and sprints toward home.

      “Ah, he’s going for it.”

      The opposing team screams “squeeze” just as Holt lays down the bunt and knocks the ball toward the first baseman. The other team has no chance at getting an out as both Holt and Knox are lightning fast. Knox dives head first into home only to pop up and jog toward the dugout . . . but not before looking up at me in the stands and giving me a wink.

      I swear to the Lord Himself, I nearly faint.

      Feeling wobbly, I take a seat, unable to believe just how sexy this entire sport is. Diving men, rippling muscles, the element of surprise. How have I never spent any time watching baseball before?

      Maybe because I wasn’t personally invested in it until recently. Now that my boyfriend plays, I’m already starting to work out ways to clear my schedule so I’m at every home game.

      “Oh bless my romantic heart,” Mama G coos. “He winked at you.”

      “He did, didn’t he?”

      “He really did.” Mama G snuggles in closer, and I feel a sense of euphoria wash over me. I love everything about this: the feeling I get seeing my man play, Mama G at my side, the tight pants . . . it’s perfect. “I can feel it, this is going to be the best season, yet. The perfect way to end his college career and go on to the big leagues.”

      Errr . . . what?

      End his college career? As in . . . not this year, right?

      “You mean, next year,” I say. I’m surprised she’s confused. My mind’s in overdrive right now too.

      “No, this year.”

      What? Not wanting to put Mama G on the spot, but needing some clarification, I say, “Oh yeah, this year . . .” What has Knox not told me?

      “You know, when Knox told me he was entering the draft after his junior year, I was a little apprehensive because I really want him to finish his degree. But after his talk with Coach Disik, I can see this is the best move for him.”

      What is she talking about?

      I’ve just been sucker-punched in the stomach by Mama G—like a hit and run—but the culprit sits in the dugout twenty feet away.

      Knox is entering the draft after this semester? Was he planning on telling me that at any point in time? What does the draft even entail? Does that mean any team could pick him up? What does that mean for us? I have at least three more years at Brentwood until I earn my master’s in library science, so there’s no way I can move around to wherever he’ll be.

      Not wanting to make Mama G feel bad for completely dropping a bomb on me, I play it cool, needing a little more information. “Yeah, it’s such a huge opportunity for him. Do you know who might be interested in him right now?”

      “Well, Coach Disik was saying Arizona, Miami, and the Bobcats, of course, but that last one is a long shot.”

      Arizona?

      Miami?

      Those are so far away. A plane-ride away. Too far to comprehend at this moment.

      “Wow, that’s amazing.” I swallow hard, my throat growing tight on me. He’s leaving? He’s pursued me . . . but he’s leaving? Surely, I must have this wrong, but Mama G just knocked all the air and hope right out of my lungs, leaving me with a sickening stomach ache and a bruised heart.

      What the hell am I supposed to do with this? The man I think I love is leaving . . .
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      “Not bad boys, not bad,” I say, towel wrapped around my waist as I quickly dry off with another and slip on some boxer briefs. “That’s a great start to the pre-season.”

      We ended up annihilating Riverbend eleven to one. After the sixth inning, Coach pulled all the starters and gave the second-string some playing time. Sitting in the dugout, watching the underclassmen perform just as well as us gave me a sense of excitement for the season. We have a solid group of guys with real talent. Even Farkle stopped prancing across the diamond. Riverbend isn’t an easy team, so I couldn’t be more excited about our victory, despite it meaning nothing.

      Carson sits next to me, pulling on pants as he says, “I have plans tonight and they consist of me lounging in my bed, a plate of your mom’s brownies on my chest, and watching Downton Abbey.”

      I stare at him blankly.

      “What?” He shrugs. “I don’t have a girl to go home to after the game like you and Holt, so I’m shacking up with brownies, unless”—he wiggles his eyebrows—“your mom is looking for a young stallion to keep her warm tonight.”

      It’s not the first time Carson has joked about wanting to hook up with my mom, it’s been an ongoing joke since freshman year, but with every year that passes, it’s almost like he grows more and more serious about it.

      I know he’d never make a move, but if he ever did, I would murder his penis. I would stick that thing so far in a meat grinder, he wouldn’t know I was serving up his own dick in a sausage casing until it was shoved halfway down his throat by me.

      “Stay the fuck away from my mom.”

      He laughs, knowing that shit pisses me off.

      “Are you meeting up with Em?” Holt asks, tying up his shoes.

      “Yeah, I think we’re going out to The Hot Spot with my mom.”

      “Hey.” Carson slaps my leg. “Want to turn that third wheel into a double date?”

      “Fuck off, man.”

      “Come on.” He stands and pulls his shirt from the hanger in his locker. “I would be a really good daddy to you.”

      Holt mutters, “I would pay good money to see that.”

      “So would I,” Turbo, our centerfielder, chimes in.

      “Me too,” Brock says from his locker.

      I motion to the room, pointing to all of them. “Fuck off, all of you.”

      They laugh in unison, and I can’t be too mad if it brings the team together . . . me being uncomfortable.

      “Hey cap,” Brock calls out, letting the room die down before he asks his question.

      “What’s up?” Pants now on, I do quick work of my shirt and shoes.

      “About the locker room rules, as freshmen, are we allowed to bring someone back here?”

      Oh Jesus, this bullshit again.

      “No,” Carson answers for me. “Only upperclassmen. You’re a fucking baby, how do you even know what a vagina is?”

      “I know better than you this year.”

      “Ooo,” the team laughs and chants.

      “Because I have standards, you motherfucker. I’m not about to fuck any willing pussy that throws itself at me. And the locker room isn’t a place for hookups. It’s sacred.” Carson steps on his “soapbox” and gives a warning to all the guys in the room. “There are only two upperclassmen on this team with serious relationships: Holt and Knox. They’re the only two permitted to bring girls back here.”

      “Not interested,” I say, while slipping my jacket on.

      “What?” Brock calls out. “I thought you and Ealson are serious.”

      “We are,” I answer as the entire team listens in. “But I don’t need some stupid legend to confirm what I already know: she’s the girl for me.”

      I pocket my loose items and give Holt and Carson knuckles before taking off. I told my mom and Emory to meet me outside the locker room so we can go to dinner. Normally I stay completely focused during the game, but for the life of me, knowing Emory was in the stands with my mom, I couldn’t refrain from glancing over in their direction on occasion during the beginning of the game. Loved finding the most beautiful smile I’ve ever seen shining back at me.

      I had one of my best games of my career, going three for three with two RBIs, a stolen base, and a stellar glove at shortstop. Having Emory there felt right, exactly how it’s supposed to be. Her confidence in me. Her cheers. It wasn’t a distraction but something that gave me strength.

      When I push through the doors of the locker room, I quickly scan the hallway—thankfully only athletes and family members are allowed in this part of the stadium—and spot my mom in all her shiny glory, but no Emory. Huh, that’s strange.

      Maybe she’s in the bathroom.

      “There he is, Mr. Triple.” My mom pulls me into a hug and squeezes me tightly. “You were amazing out there today.”

      “Thanks, Mom.” I pull her away and look around. “Where’s Em, is she in the bathroom?”

      “Oh no, she left in the fourth inning.”

      “What? Really?” How didn’t I notice? Maybe because at that point I chastised myself for looking in the stands too much and stopped, refocusing on the game. “Why?”

      “She felt a migraine coming on. She told me she gets them on occasion.”

      “She does.” I start to worry, remembering how bad her migraine was last time. “Was she sick? Do you know if she got home okay?”

      My mom nods. “Yes, her friend Dottie came to pick her up. Lovely girl.”

      “Okay.” I chew on the side of my cheek, wondering what I should do.

      My mom presses her hand against my arm, pulling my attention back to her. “It’s okay if you want to go check on her, Knox.”

      “But we had dinner plans,” I say as I start moving toward the parking lot.

      “We can reschedule. It’s fine. I’m quite tired from all the cheering anyway. Go check on Emory.”

      I lean down and kiss my mom on the forehead. “Thanks, Mom. I appreciate it and hey, thanks for sitting next to Em, it was great seeing you two in the stands together.”

      “I adore her.” She holds her hands to her heart and then something flashes over her eyes, changing her expression from content to slightly concerned. “Before you go, I think you should know we talked about you entering the draft today, she seemed to have some—”

      “You what?” My stomach falls to the floor.

      “I mentioned this being your last year.”

      “Mom,” I groan, pressing my hands to my head. “Fuck, why did you say that?”

      “Well, I don’t know. I thought it was public knowledge since there are articles written up everywhere speculating about who’s going to draft you. You didn’t tell her?”

      “No. I didn’t. I was, shit, Mom. I was trying to find the right time to tell her. It’s been a slow process, getting her to date me, to trust me, and I was going to tell her this week, after you left.”

      She cringes. “I’m sorry, honey. I really thought she knew.”

      “What did she say? Was she mad? Is that why she left in the fourth?”

      She shakes her head. “No, she said she had a migraine coming. Would she lie about that?”

      “I don’t know,” I say sarcastically. “Maybe, if your boyfriend’s mom tells you he’s leaving after this semester to God knows where. Jesus, Mom.”

      “Oh dear. I really feel like a boob. I didn’t mean to let the cat out of the bag.”

      I sigh, hating that I’m making my mom feel bad. Letting out my frustration, I pull my mom into a hug and say, “I know, and I’m sorry for getting angry, but I’ve worried that Em’s had one foot out the door, ready to bolt at any time. I told you a bit about her past relationship, but he cheated on her, and it took a while to convince her that I wasn’t him. That she deserved much, much more than that. That I’d never be anything but honest with her. And this . . .” Fuck. Em. I have no idea how she’s going to respond to this. I drag my hand through my still-damp hair. “You don’t mind if I take off, to make sure she’s okay?”

      “No, I insist, please, go to her.”

      “Thanks, Mom.” I give her one more parting hug and take off toward my truck where I quickly make my way to Emory’s dorm. Thanks to Dottie being friends with the resident director, she scored me a key to the dorms, so I make my way to their suite. Not wanting to barge in, just in case any of the girls are indecent, I knock on the door and stick my hands in my pockets, willing my nerves to settle.

      Everything is going to be okay. I’m going to first make sure Emory is not in too much pain, and then I’m going to talk this out with her. Help her understand that this is my last semester at Brentwood, but I’m committed to her, and even if I move across the country, she’ll always be mine. I’ll always be hers.

      As I wait for someone to answer the door, I try to work out what to say to Em. I’ve tried so hard to convince her that we’re solid, and I hope to fuck she’s only hiding while she processes what Mom told her. That’s got to be it. She’s a thinker, needs time, and I’ll be there by her side so we can see this hiccup through.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        EMORY

      

      

      “Okay, talk,” Dottie says, taking a seat on my bed next to me as Lindsay pulls up a chair along with a tray of Lofthouse cookies.

      They both take one, but my stomach is too twisted and tied up to even consider anything at this point.

      “We let you sulk for over an hour, and now it’s time you talk and tell us what happened.” Lindsay breaks off a piece of her cookie and plops it in her mouth. “Was it his mom? Did she say something mean to you?”

      “No.” I shake my head. “His mom is amazing, and I don’t think she could ever say anything to hurt someone’s feelings.”

      “Okay,” Dottie says. “So why did I have to pick you up from the stadium and listen to you cry all the way back to our dorm?”

      “And how come you’re not eating our sacred cookies?”

      “Yes, how come?”

      Both my friends bear down on me. I should have known better than to call Dottie, but I had no choice with every out that passed by, my heart grew heavier and heavier. By the fourth inning, I was on the verge of tears, faked a migraine, and begging Dottie to pick me up ASAP.

      The minute I shut the door to her car, I broke down, and I’ve been crying ever since, not as heavily, but tears are still falling.

      Looking out my window, I say just above a whisper, “He’s leaving.”

      “Knox is leaving?” Dottie asks.

      “Yes, after this semester, he’s entering the draft.” I wipe a tear. “I had no idea, and his mom let it slip today.”

      “Oh shit,” Lindsay says, cookie half-crumbled in her mouth.

      “Like, he’s not coming back to school?”

      “No.” I turn toward them. “I looked it up on my phone. You either enter the draft after you graduate from high school or you wait until after your junior or senior year in college. He’s throwing his name in after this semester and guess what, a million teams are scouting him from all over the country. I researched it. He’s considered one of the top prospects.”

      “And you’re only realizing this now?” Ouch. That stings.

      “I know it’s stupid, but honestly, we never really talked about anything like that. He’s talked to me about practice and the guys on the team, but we’ve never spoken about the future because we’ve been taking baby steps. Small steps that have led to one of the best things in my life . . . and that’s going to be taken away from me.”

      “How do you know—?”

      Knock. Knock.

      We all turn our heads toward the hallway that leads to our door.

      “Who’s that?” I ask, wiping away my tears as best as possible.

      “I told Julianne across the hall she can borrow my straightener.” Lindsay gets up and heads down the hallway where we hear her open the door. “Let me . . . oh, hi.”

      There isn’t a return hello, but instead heavy footsteps sound off down the hallway. Crap. I’d know those footsteps anywhere, and before I can direct Dottie to get out of my room, Knox appears at the doorway, looking distressed and with damp hair that looks like his hand has been running rapidly through it.

      “Knox.” I sit up, trying to hide the emotion bubbling up inside me, but he can see it all over my face.

      Keeping his eyes trained on me, he says, “Dottie, would you mind giving us some privacy?”

      “Yeah, that might be a good idea.”

      She hops down from my bed and pats Knox on the shoulder before closing the door behind her. Still staring me down, he says, “You don’t have a migraine.”

      There’s no use lying to him, so I shake my head and say, “No, I don’t.”

      “So you lied to leave the game. Why?”

      “It just became . . . too overwhelming.”

      “What did?” He takes a step forward, closing the distance between us until he’s sitting on my bed.

      Hands on my lap, I twist them together, wondering how I should go about this. Ever since I’ve known Knox, he’s always been upfront about everything—well, besides this being his last semester—so I decide to be the same.

      “When were you going to tell me this was your last semester here?”

      Visible regret washes over his face as he turns toward me on the bed and takes my hands in his. Just from the sorrowful look, I can’t find it within me to be mad at him, especially since the reason he’s leaving is to pursue his dreams, something he’s been working toward for so long.

      “I was going to tell you this week. Been waiting to gain the courage.”

      Our fingers twine together. “So, tell me then.”

      He pushes his hand through his hair then pulls on the back of his neck before tilting his head in my direction. His beautiful blue eyes connect with mine, eyes that have pulled me into some of the happiest moments I’ve had. But now, I look into those eyes as a blow is about to be delivered that I’m not sure I can come back from.

      “At the beginning of the school year, I thought I’d enter the draft after I graduated, but I spoke with Coach, and he said I’d be killing my career before it started if I didn’t enter the draft after this year. There are teams ready to make an offer, and they’re just waiting.” He’s known since the beginning of the school year?

      This should be exciting for him, to talk about his career right before it booms into something amazing, but instead his voice is somber. I hate that.

      I lift his chin and smile at him. “Knox, that is so freaking amazing. You should be proud of yourself.”

      “I am,” he sighs. “But I know it will put a strain on what we have going on.”

      I press my hand to his cheek. “You don’t have to worry about me, Knox. Focus on your season and what’s to come.”

      And I mean that wholeheartedly. There’s no doubt in my mind that I love this man; he’s resurrected my heart from the ruins Neil left behind, and because of that, I want him to be happy, to do what he’s meant to do—play baseball.

      Even if that means I’m out of the picture.

      “But I am worried about you, Em. This . . . Christ.” He stands from the bed and starts pacing. His steps are almost frantic, unsure which way to go. “I wasn’t planning on this, getting involved with someone. Coach Disik thought I was a dumbass for starting something up with you, but I couldn’t stop myself.” He looks up, his eyes connecting with mine like an arrow straight to my heart. “That first day, Em, when I caught your map with my face and peeled it back, revealing your stunning features, my heart hitched in my chest.” Tears begin to well in my eyes. “And then you opened your mouth. Your wit knocked me on my ass, and I knew I had to be around you, to make you a part of my life. It was stupid to pursue you, knowing I was leaving after the end of this semester, but I wouldn’t change a thing about it. Not one damn thing.”

      “I wouldn’t either,” I admit, even though my heart is slowly crumbling in my chest, the dread of what’s to come hovering above us.

      “So, then let’s make this work, Em.” Excitement brews inside him as he comes back to the bed. “I know it’s going to be hard but—”

      “I think you should focus on your future, Knox.”

      His face falls. “Em, that includes you.”

      I shake my head, a tear falling down my cheek that he quickly wipes away. “You and I both know how hard that would be. I have at least three more years here until I finish my master’s. Who knows where you’re going to end up. The season is long with not much break between.”

      “But you have the summer off. You can come visit.”

      “I have to work during the summer, Knox. And I don’t have the money to fly around wherever you are.”

      “I’ll pay for it.”

      I give him a get real look. “If you think you’re going to be flying your girlfriend around the country on a minor league player’s income, you’re delusional.”

      He grips the back of his head angrily and stands again, both elbows pointed out, his shirt riding high on his waistband. “Then what the hell are you saying, Emory?”

      Pained and frustrated, my name doesn’t sound beautiful falling off his tongue, not this time. It feels like he used it as a punishment rather than a term of endearment.

      Knowing this is going to be one of the most heartbreaking things I ever do, I swallow hard and pour my heart out, ready for it to be sliced. “I’m saying this is going to be too hard. You’re going to be working your ass off on and off the field, preparing for the next chapter in your life. Moments spent together will become few and far between and then you’re going to leave. We don’t even know where.”

      “It could be Chicago.”

      “It could be, but their farm teams are scattered around in different states, so that still doesn’t work. I want nothing more than to be with you, Knox, to come home to your arms every night, but in reality, that’s not what’s going to happen. We’re both on two different paths in our lives, and I don’t want to try to make this work when we both know deep down, it won’t.”

      “You don’t know that.” His voice rises. “Why am I the only one here committed to us?”

      “I’m committed,” I answer, feeling like I was just slapped in the face.

      “You’re not committed, Em. You’re throwing in the towel at the first sign of things getting difficult. Does Christmas break not mean anything to you? We were separated for a month and we made that work. How is this any different?”

      “Because there was an end date. I knew I was going to see you again in January, when school came back. And I’m sorry if you thought Christmas break was a walk in the park, but it wasn’t for me. I missed you. Terribly. To the point that I would cry at night, wishing I was in your arms rather than a cold, lonely bed.” His face softens. “It wasn’t easy for me. None of this has been easy for me. You’re . . . you. Amazing, obnoxious, consuming you. I get lost in you, Knox. You’ve become one of my best friends, and I love sharing the good and bad days with you. I love giving you shit, because you give it right back. When I’m around you . . .” All I want to do is bury my head in your chest and let you hold me for hours on end. “When I’m with you, I know who I am. I like who I am.”

      “Then why the fuck are you trying to end this?” he yells, arms out to the side. “Stay committed to me, Em.” His hand raps his chest. “Make this work.”

      “I am committed to you.” I wipe away another tear, my breath starting to become heavier and heavier as my throat closes. “I’m committed to seeing you happy.”

      “You want me to be happy? Well guess what, Em, you are what makes me happy. You. And you’re taking that away.”

      Oh God. I suck in a breath and will my shaky limbs to hold strong. I want nothing more than to erase this day and go back to how things were—without the knowledge that Knox will be leaving—but I can’t do that, nor can I hold him back either.

      “Is this because you don’t trust me to be out on the road? You don’t trust that I won’t hook up with someone else? I told you, I’m not your fucking ex-boyfriend. I would never treat you the way he did. Ever.”

      “That’s not it. I trust you, how can you question that?”

      “I don’t know,” he answers angrily, still pacing. “Fuck, I don’t know why we’re having this conversation. We should be out to dinner with my mom, celebrating the win, but instead, my fucking girlfriend is breaking up with me.” He sinks into the chair of my desk and rests his forearms on his knees, completely deflated.

      I don’t know what to do. How to fix this, how to make him see what I see. After watching him play today, his future is going to be incredible, and I refuse to be the reason he doesn’t give it his all. This is all for him. Yes, I’m shattering my own heart. Yes, I feel like I’m breaking into a million pieces. I’m barely strong enough to lose him now, so I know I’ll never recover if I grow closer through experiencing even more amazing moments with this incredible man. I just can’t. And I don’t want him feeling torn and undecided because of me. That’s not fair to him.

      “How can this be any different, Knox? If this were a perfect world, how would you play out this relationship? Do you see a future with me beyond dating?”

      His head lifts, but he stays hunched over.

      “You’re fucking kidding me, right?” The muscles in his jaw pulse as he stares me down. “I see more than a future, Em. Fuck, I . . . I . . .”

      “Don’t say it. Please don’t say those words, not right now.” I shake my head, tears in a constant flow now. “Not in this moment.”

      He must sense the kind of impact those three words would have, how they’d be coated in negativity rather than a positive, joyful moment they should be cherished in, because he shuts his mouth and folds his hands together.

      His teeth roll over his bottom lip before he says, “If I had a choice, this is how it would play out. We’d move past this moment, you’d come back to the loft, and you’d sleep in my arms. We’d stay together the rest of the semester growing our bond stronger until the moment I have to leave. From there, we’d promise to make the effort to see each other. Talk every night, send each other gifts, just like over winter break. Only an extended period this time. It will be hard, we’ll get in fights, but in the long run, we’d always come back to each other, because”—he motions between us—“we’re meant to be together.”

      I curl my knees to my chest and rest my face in my hands, trying to envision how that would work. He makes it seem so simple, and yet, three years is a really long time, three of the most important years of his career, where he needs to work his way up through the farm system. He can’t be worrying about me and where my head is at. He needs to worry about himself, and that’s something I won’t budge on. This is his dream, and I’ll be damned if I distract him from giving it his all.

      “I care about you, Knox, and I want nothing more than to follow through on what you just laid out, but we need to be real about this. You’re going to be consumed with baseball, and I want you to be consumed by it, I want it to be your life, your obsession. And that can’t happen if you’re worrying about me and how I’m doing, what my mental state for that week is because I’ll be honest, it will be erratic with you gone. That’s not fair.” I slide off the bed and walk to him, his large sweatshirt hitting me mid-thigh. I push him back on the chair and take a seat on his lap. His arms immediately wrap around me as I lift his chin so he has to look me in the eyes. “Rule number one.” I lightly press a kiss across his lips, taking in the softness one last time. When I pull away, I say, “Friends forever and always.”

      “Shit,” he mutters, his chest rising and falling faster than normal. “Baby, please don’t do this, we can make it work.”

      “We could struggle to make it work and then, a year in, we break up because we can’t handle the distance, the unpredictability, and then we’d be worse off than if we end things now. You know I’m right.”

      He presses his head against my shoulder.

      “But we’ll always be there for each other; we signed on it. Friends first, Knox.”

      “I don’t want to be your friend. I want to be your boyfriend, your goddamn forever.” His hands drive up my sides, holding my ribs, holding on to me tightly. “I want you forever, Em.”

      When he pulls away, tears falls from his eyes and in that moment, every nerve ending in my body goes numb as I watch the man I love cry—cry over what we had and what we’re losing. It’s the last thing I want to do, to inflict this kind of pain on Knox, but I don’t have a choice. He needs to be free, to focus, to be the man, the exceptional ball player he deserves to be.

      Mustering every ounce of courage I have left in my bones, I wipe his tears away and say, “I want you forever too, but I know when forever has to change.” I cup both his cheeks and stare him in the eyes. “You are bound for wonderfully epic things, and I can’t wait to see you accomplish everything you deserve. And I will be there, Knox. I will be the girl cheering for you on the sidelines, but in a different capacity, as your friend. The way we started.”

      “I want more. I want you.”

      I press a light kiss across his lips one last time, unable to stop myself. “I want you too, but I know what it’s like to get lost in someone else and forget about everything you worked for. I won’t let that happen to you. I refuse.” Tears run down both of our faces. “You’re going to be amazing, Knox Gentry, absolutely amazing. And later on, down the road, when we’re thirty and unable to handle a hangover anymore, I hope we’re still friends, still cheering one another on, still in each other’s lives, because you mean so much to me.” I love you. I love you. I love you.

      Friends forever.

      That’s what we promised each other.

      But sometimes promises are made to be broken . . .
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      “Gentry, my office, now,” Coach Disik shouts into the locker room and then quickly disappears.

      I groan and throw a shirt on over my head, my hair still wet from my shower, my muscles aching from the one-hundred-plus pushups we were forced to do at practice . . . because of me.

      My head is not in the fucking game, because it’s back at Emory’s dorm room, along with my heart. Two days ago, she tore my world apart. I understand what she was saying, her reasoning, but what I don’t get was why she wouldn’t at least fucking try to keep us. I just want her to try.

      She doesn’t want me to get lost in her, well, too fucking late for that. I’m pretty sure I got lost in her the minute I drunkenly held her boob in my hand and passed out.

      “Coach is going to rip you a new one,” Carson points out. “It looked like he wanted to shove his bat up your ass during practice.”

      “Give him a break,” Holt says from the side. “He’s hurting.”

      “Because of a girl, and that’s why Coach is going to kill him.”

      I came home that night, without Emory, and went straight to my room. Thanks to Carson being a nosey motherfucker . . . and because my mom asked him to check on me, I ended up having a heart-to-heart with him and Holt about what happened. Carson, the dickhead, agreed with Emory, saying she had made really good points, but Holt felt for me, saying if his girl did that he wouldn’t know what to do with his life, especially since he took her to the locker room after the game and sealed the goddamn deal.

      Maybe I should have done that, even though I don’t believe in the legend. Maybe I should have given it a shot. If I did, Emory and I might still be together.

      What the hell am I thinking? No locker room bullshit is going to change Emory’s way of thinking. The minute she made up her mind, there was nothing I could say or do to change it.

      And she wants to be fucking friends.

      Yeah, that sounds like a whole bunch of fucking fun. I want to be friends with the girl I love rather than be the man who gets to kiss her when she’s sad, or hug her when she’s happy. Sure, friends, what a great idea, so much fucking better than being able to take her naked beneath me and watch as I make her come over and over again.

      Yup, friends is way better.

      I stand and slip my hat over my head. “Mom is making everyone dinner before she leaves tomorrow. She’s serving at seven, prepare to eat.”

      I take off toward Coach’s office, knowing I’m about to be roasted like I deserve. The boys will head back to the loft for my mom’s going-away party. When I spoke with her last night and told her what happened, she blamed herself. I told her no matter how Emory found out, she still would have had the same reaction. Emory thinks she’s saving me, helping me, but in the long run, she’s hurting me, because I need her. She takes all the stress away. She wants baseball to be my obsession, I get that, but baseball has been my obsession ever since I can remember. But I now truly understand what Holt meant about his girl. Emory’s been my retreat, my place where I can step back and recharge. I know my game was more on point because I wasn’t eating, sleeping, and drinking baseball. She gave me a broader perspective. She gave me a chance to breathe, but now she’s let me go and that’s been taken away.

      I don’t bother knocking on the partially open door of Coach’s office, but walk through and take a seat in front of him, knowing exactly what he’s going to say.

      “It’s the girl, isn’t it?” he asks, not sugarcoating anything.

      “Yup.” I stick my hands in my hoodie pocket and slouch in the chair.

      “Do I want to know?”

      “You don’t need to worry about anything, because she broke things off with me so I can focus on baseball.”

      “Smart girl.” He leans back, holding a pen in his hand, occasionally clicking it, the sound grating on my nerves. “You need to focus, Gentry. You’ve come too far to throw it all away now.”

      “I’m not throwing it away,” I say, being assertive for the first time in front of Coach.

      He stays calm. “No? Then tell me what happened at practice today, because you couldn’t catch a goddamn grounder or throw a guy out if your life depended on it.”

      “Everyone has an off day.”

      “Not you.” He shakes his head. “You’re impenetrable. It’s why I recruited you. It’s why you’ll be drafted as one of the first prospects this summer. You’ve never let an outside factor encroach on your play, which is also why I made you captain and put you in charge of those asshats.” He gestures toward the locker room. “You’re one of the greats, so don’t lose that edge right before your big goddamn moment.”

      I look down at my sweats, hating that I’m about to say this, but Coach needs to know. “I loved her. The first girl that ever made me feel something. She gave me air outside of baseball. She improved my game, not impeded it.”

      “She is now.”

      “Because she broke up with me. Fuck.” I sit up, growing irritated. “I’m allowed to be a human with feelings.”

      Coach Disik studies me for a few beats before tossing his pen on his desk and folding his hands over his stomach. “You’re right, you’re allowed to be human, and that’s why I’m going to give you the day off tomorrow. Figure your shit out, and don’t have another day on the field like you did today, do you hear me?”

      “What? You want me to take the day off?” I ask, thoroughly confused.

      “Yes. Wallow, eat shit food, do whatever you need to do to refresh and get back here. And I’m only doing this because since I’ve known you, you’ve never missed a practice and you’ve never denied staying late or coming early. I need your head in the game, Gentry. Find it tomorrow and then return to the man I know you are.” He nods toward the door. “Now get out of here before you start bawling like a baby. That shit makes me uncomfortable.”

      “I’m not going to bawl,” I say, standing from my seat. “Thanks, Coach.”

      “Yeah, well, I once lost someone I cared about deeply, so I know how it is.” A rare confession from the relentlessly driven, uncompromising man.

      “Sorry to hear that.” I bite my bottom lip and try to add a joke to ease the tension that’s built up in the room. “Don’t worry though, Coach, she wants to be friends.”

      That grants me a straight-up guffaw from the old man. Head tilted back, a shake in his shoulders. “Fuck, they always want to be friends. Don’t women know that’s impossible?”

      “Well, she’s bound and determined.”

      “Good luck with that. Don’t let her give you false hope.”

      “I won’t.” Because even though the last thing I want to be is friends with the woman I love, I would never break a promise I made her.

      Friends always.

      At least that’s what I thought, but promises fade, and eventually . . . so do friendships.
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        * * *

      

      My bedroom door flies open, and Holt and Carson stand on the other side, determined looks in their eyes as they take me in.

      I’ve had better days.

      I don’t need to look in the mirror to know there’s Oreo crumbs and milk paste ringing my lips, nor do I need to lift my armpit to know things are a bit ripe at the moment.

      “I tried to stop him,” Holt says before Carson hops on my bed and whacks an empty package of Oreos off my stomach.

      “You need to take her to the locker room.”

      “Jesus Christ,” I mutter, dragging my hands over my face. “I don’t believe in that shit.”

      “Start believing, because it will fix everything.”

      I sit up and press my back against my headboard. “A fictional belief that magical powers are hidden in the walls of our locker room is not going to fix anything. Emory’s mind is made up, she doesn’t want to be with me.”

      “Bullshit, she does. We all know she does. But you need to sprinkle some of the magic on her to convince her. I have a whole plan.”

      “I told him to leave you alone,” Holt says, arms crossed and leaning against the opening of my door. “Clearly, he didn’t listen to me.”

      Not paying Holt any attention, Carson continues, “Believe the legend or not, but every girl that’s been taken into the locker room has ended up with a ring on their finger from the respective player who gave her an invite. If you can get Emory to give you one more shot, meet up with you, we can get her in there and let the walls do their magic.”

      I stare blankly at Carson. What the fuck is he thinking?

      “You’ve lost your goddamn mind. You told me you agreed with Emory, approved of her sacrifice for me. I’m not fucking taking her to the locker room hoping she’ll want to be my girlfriend again. That’s just fucked, man.” Christ, we didn’t have sex when we were together, so there’s no way . . .

      “You never know until you try. I have a plan, we can find her on campus, tell her you’re hurt—girls love rescuing guys in pain—lead her to the locker room, and that’s where you flip her skirt up and diddle her right there against the shower walls. She’ll have the best orgasm of her life—”

      “For fuck’s sake, Carson, shut up. Stop this. Stop disrespecting Emory.” I shake my head. I hate this. “She gave up on us. It’s done. Period.”

      Silence falls. I’ve never spoken like this to Carson. I can see he’s just as surprised as I am.

      “Let’s go, man,” Holt says, eyes on me. He gets me.

      “You’re not even going to consider my idea?”

      “No.”

      Frustrated, Carson hops off my bed while shaking his head. “You know, you think it’s a joke, but that locker room has powers, mark my words. You’re going to regret this.”

      I lift my arm and point to the door. “Go. Now.” I’m so pissed off. What was Carson thinking?

      They both exit the room and I slump back into bed.

      The only thing I’m going to regret is pursuing Emory Ealson in the first place. I should have left her alone that first day on campus. I should have let her find her own way.

      But with the way her innocent and timid eyes looked at me, fuck, I couldn’t have walked away. I wanted to know more about her, and I didn’t relent until I did.

      A lot of good that did me.

      Now, I’m left with a broken heart, an idiotic plan to get the girl to fall for me again—so not using it—and a stomach full of Oreos that didn’t even taste good going down.

      Great, she ruined fucking Oreos for me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      One Month Post Breakup

      Emory: Good luck in Texas. Tell your mom I said hi.

      Knox: Thanks, we’re at the airport right now. I hate traveling with the team. Everyone stares at us, because we have to wear the same warmup gear.

      Emory: You hate people staring at you? That’s hard to believe.

      Knox: I’m so shy, can I bury my head in your tits?

      Emory: You know there isn’t enough room to accommodate your massively sized head . . . and ego.

      Knox: From what I remember—drunk, passed out with tit in my hand—you have enough weight in those tits to handle me.

      Emory: No flirting.

      Knox: Wow, you consider that flirting? Where the hell was I going wrong telling you instead how beautiful you are? Note to self, talk about Emory’s boob weight.

      Emory: Stahhhhhhp.

      Knox: If you want to talk about my dick weight, feel free.

      Emory: I don’t want to embarrass you.

      Knox: Oh, I see what you did there, implying my dick is small. Well, I think you know that’s not the truth.

      Emory: Wouldn’t know, never had it in any of my holes.

      Knox: I literally just spit my drink all over Carson. Now he’s pulling at my pants, trying to trade. Thanks a lot.

      Emory: You’re welcome. Safe flight.
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        * * *

      

      Two Months Post Breakup

      Knox: Carson said he saw you in the library today.

      Emory: Wow, cool story, bro.

      Knox: I wasn’t done typing.

      Emory: . . . I’m waiting.

      Knox: He said you were talking to some girl who was trying to date me, telling her I have a small, un-weighted penis. What’s that shit about, buddy?

      Emory: Was he drunk? Because that never happened.

      Knox: Pretty sure it did.

      Emory: No, it didn’t. It was in the quad, not the library.

      Knox: Why do you have to ruin my jokes? You take things too far.

      Emory: Let me guess . . . you’re going to need to cry in my bosom again?

      Knox: It’s only fucking fair. I’m so distraught, so please bring your tits to me.

      Emory: There’s more to my body than my boobs, Knox.

      Knox: What’s that? Sorry, I was staring at a picture of you in a bikini top you posted on social media.

      Emory: What did I tell you about flirting?

      Knox: Hey, friends flirt. I flirt with Carson constantly. I think we’re one dick pic away from making out on Saturday, which reminds me, are you coming to the party?

      Emory: No. Lindsay, Dottie, and I are going to a show in Chicago, courtesy of Dottie’s dad.

      Knox: And how come I wasn’t invited?

      Emory: Because last time I saw you in person, you “accidentally” kissed me at a party.

      Knox: I tripped, thank God your lips were there to catch me.

      Emory: You pulled me into a corner and made out with me . . . for an hour.

      Knox: Uh, it takes two people to make out, so point that accusatory finger right back at yourself, ma’am. And you were the one who had their hand up my shirt.

      Emory: It was a weak moment for me.

      Knox: Want to have another one tonight?

      Emory: No.

      Knox: Come on, like old times, let’s grind it out and hey, if my dick accidentally slides into you, then so be it.

      Emory: It’s nice to see how delusional you are.

      Knox: Apparently only where you’re concerned.
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        * * *

      

      Five Months Post Breakup

      Knox: You left your bra here last night.

      Emory: Throw it out. I’m never coming to another party again.

      Knox: Why? I had one hell of a time catching up with my friend.

      Emory: Because, we can’t do that anymore.

      Knox: What? Make out, feel each other up, and then watch you sprint out of my room, leaving me with blue balls? I agree, let’s get naked next time.

      Emory: You sucked on my nipples.

      Knox: And fuck have I missed those nipples.

      Emory: Seriously, no more parties. You’re lethal at those. We are just friends.

      Knox: Yeah, well aware. You tell me every time I see you.

      Emory: Well, I just want to make sure you remember. It seems like you tend to forget whenever we’re near each other.

      Knox: It’s because I’ve never in my life wanted anyone more than I want you.

      Emory: Knox . . . please don’t say things like that.

      Knox: You can ask me to stop, but I never will. I’ll never stop wanting you.
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        * * *

      

      Six Months Post Breakup

      Emory: Are you nervous?

      Knox: No, but I wish you were here.

      Emory: I flew home early.

      Knox: I know, without saying bye.

      Emory: Please don’t be mad. I don’t think I could have said bye in person.

      Knox: You owed me a proper goodbye, Emory, but instead you snuck away.

      Emory: I didn’t sneak away, I . . . hell, I didn’t trust myself. The distance is good.

      Knox: The distance is bullshit.

      Emory: Knox, don’t. This is a huge day for you, and I want to celebrate it.

      Knox: If that’s how you truly feel, you’d be here.

      Emory: Don’t start a fight, please.

      Knox: What the fuck, Emory? Two weeks ago, you were in my bed, letting me hold you all night and then you just up and leave without even a goddamn goodbye? And then text me out of the blue as if everything is okay? It’s not fucking okay. You’re fucking with my head.

      Emory: I’m fucking with your head? You’re the one who keeps tempting me, stroking my arm, leaning in to me to whisper in my ear. I can only be so strong, Knox. This isn’t fucking easy on me either.

      Knox: And yet, here we are, acting as “friends.” Great plan.

      Emory: Don’t be an asshole. You promised friends first.

      Knox: Because I wanted in your pants, not because I wanted to be friends.

      One hour later.

      Knox: Emory, I didn’t mean that.

      Knox: Please, don’t shut me out. I’m sorry. I’m just so goddamn frustrated with this entire situation. I miss you. You didn’t say bye. Fuck, I want you here.

      Knox: Answer your phone.

      Knox: Em, please . . .

      Emory: Congratulations on being drafted. The Bobcats are lucky to have you. Good luck.

      Knox: Emory, please answer your goddamn phone.

      Knox: Em, please. You promised friends forever.
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        * * *

      

      One Year Post Breakup

      Knox: Trained with Coach Disik over winter break. Heard he asked Mrs. Flower out on a date. Did you know that?

      Emory: He’s been coming into the library to “check out” baseball books. I had to direct him on where to find them. He wanted nothing to do with those books and everything to do with Mrs. Flower.

      Knox: He said he’s never seen anyone more beautiful in his life.

      Emory: Why does that make me want to throw up a little in my mouth?

      Knox: Because you always thought she looked like a praying mantis.

      Emory: Yup, that’s it.

      Knox: Sorry I missed seeing you.

      Emory: Yeah.
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        * * *

      

      Two Years Post Breakup

      Knox: Coach and Mrs. Flower eloped? What?

      Emory: News of the century.

      Knox: Were you invited?

      Emory: No, my internship has been over for a bit.

      Knox: Oh . . . what are you doing now?

      Emory: Working at a local school library, getting my hours in.

      Knox: Cool, just like you wanted.

      Emory: Yeah. Seems like you’re doing good at spring training.

      Knox: Fingers crossed I get called up.

      Emory: You will.
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        * * *

      

      Three Years Post Breakup

      Emory: Congrats on starting. Are you nervous?

      Knox: Nah, feels like I belong here.

      Emory: You do.
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        * * *

      

      Four Years Post Breakup

      Emory: Mia Franco? Wow, is she as nice as she seems in person?

      Knox: She’s pretty cool. Keeping tabs on me?

      Emory: It’s hard to miss your picture on the gossip magazines with the most famous actress of our generation.

      Knox: I hate those things.

      Emory: Well, you’re bound to be on them if you’re dating Mia Franco.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Five Years Post Breakup

      Knox: I ate an entire package of Oreos for dinner. Thought you would appreciate that.

      Emory: Still addicted?

      Knox: Yeah, and now I have Mia addicted too.

      Emory: She needs to eat some. #TooSkinny

      Knox: Don’t hate.
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        * * *

      

      Six Years Post Breakup

      Knox: I’m drunk.

      Emory: And I’m waiting for Harvey to get home.

      Knox: Who the fuck is Harvey?

      Emory: My boyfriend. Didn’t you read my Christmas card?

      Knox: Too painful.

      Emory: Well, he’s my boyfriend. Hey, sorry to hear about you and Mia.

      Knox: Sure you are.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Seven Years Post Breakup

      Knox: Happy Birthday.

      Emory: Thanks.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        EMORY

      

      

      Eight Years Later

      “I’m not reading that book again.” Cora flops on the desk chair next to me and tosses Mother Bruce, this week’s story-time book on the desk. “I love Bruce, I really do, that bear owns my heart. But I can’t stomach telling it again, especially when the kids don’t appreciate the effort I put into telling the story. The boys constantly try to pinch each other and the girls are always doing each other’s hair. This isn’t a free-for-all, it’s story time.”

      I chuckle, pushing my paperwork to the side and turning toward my good friend. Cora started working at Cedar Pine Elementary a year after me, once Mrs. Gunderson retired after thirty years of service. She taught me everything I know, and somehow the stars aligned and I became head librarian while Cora is secondary. Together, we are an unstoppable duo. We delight students with fun and interesting stories, we teach them problem-solving techniques in conjunction with their in-classroom lessons, and most importantly, we make reading fun.

      We’ve dedicated ourselves to making this the best library in the state of Illinois. Our library is quaint with bruised and battered books, but we go above and beyond, using our own salaries to decorate the library and turn it into something magical.

      I live quite modestly in a studio apartment just outside of the city. I’m doing what I’ve always wanted to do—educate children through literature, so I’m happy.

      “They’ve ruined Mother Bruce for me,” Cora continues.

      “Aren’t you being a little dramatic?”

      “Maybe, it’s that time of the month. Can we please have a girls’ night out tonight? I want all the tortilla chips and tons of margaritas.”

      “I can arrange that. Let me see if Lindsay and Dottie are free.”

      I shoot a text to my two best friends, who both still live in area. After we graduated, we swore to stay close together. Lindsay teaches third grade at Cedar Pine—she applied so we could be at the same school—and Dottie is a bigwig at her dad’s company, living the single life to her fullest. I swear it’s a new guy every week with her, but she’s too afraid to become attached, because she’s been used by guys . . . far too many times. Everyone seems to know who she is and how much she has in her bank account, so she keeps everything casual with men. It works for her.

      Lindsay is the first to text back.

      Lindsay: YESSSSSS! Girls’ night. I love my baby, but I could use a night without him kicking me in the crotch as I wrestle him to the ground to put on his pajamas.

      Emory: Perfect. Cora wants chips and margaritas.

      Dottie: Come to my place. I’ll have my chef make homemade chips and extra-strength margaritas. It’s Friday, so you ladies can sleep over if need be.

      Excited, I look up at Cora. “Dottie said she can have her chef make us homemade tortilla chips.”

      She perks up. “And guac?”

      I type back.

      Emory: And guac?

      Dottie: It will be a fiesta. Just bring your yoga pants and oversized shirts. We’re dining fine tonight, ladies.

      Lindsay: I think I just orgasmed . . . while my kids are playing Thumbs Up, Seven Up.

      Emory: Seriously, you can’t say shit like that.

      Lindsay: Whatever, none of you have kids. You don’t know what it’s like to be a single mom. I already talked to Nana Grace. She’s in for the night. I’m passing out at Dottie’s.

      Dottie: Not in my bed.

      Lindsay: Fuck that. I want the big pillows. I have a date with your bed whether you like it or not.

      I set my phone down as a student walks up to me. “Miss Ealson, could you help me find a Judy Blume book?”

      “Of course, sweetie.” I stand and make my way around the desk, but not before flicking Cora in the arm to look alive. She resumes her position as the perfect librarian and starts helping out again. Sometimes we need five minutes to let it out, and then we’re back in the game. I don’t how I got so lucky with my friends, but I’m grateful. Years ago, I thought the sun would never shine again, but here I am happy, healthy, and with three incredible women as my best friends. Life is good.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Is your chef single?” Cora asks, popping another chip in her mouth. “Because I would marry him just for these.”

      “He’s gay,” Dottie informs. “And his partner is a baker.”

      “What?” Cora’s eyes widen. “How on earth did you score that perfect combination?”

      “Drunk at a gay bar, came across Yan and George, and got to talking. Best decision of my life going to that bar that night.”

      Curled up on Dottie’s enormous couch that overlooks the skyline of Chicago, I sink into the plush cushions and say, “This was exactly what I needed. I’ve felt so stressed lately with the budget cuts I have to make.” I take a long pull from my straw, the lime of the margarita puckering my lips. “I knew getting into education would be rewarding and infuriating at the same time, but when they ask me to make so many cuts from an already minimal budget, it seems impossible.”

      “How much do you need? I’ll write a check right now,” Dottie says so casually. Did I mention she’s loaded?

      “I’m not taking your money, Dottie. It’s bad enough you bought the library all new computers. You’re done donating.”

      “Gah,” Cora gasps while grabbing my hand. “I can’t believe I forgot to tell you.” She sits up taller. “I think I was so consumed with the kids making me hate Mother Bruce, but I got the best email today, one that will help out your budget problem.”

      “Oh yeah?” I chuckle. “Do you have a sugar daddy who’s going to give us a couple thousand dollars for new books?”

      “Not a sugar daddy, but the Bobcats.”

      All our heads snap to Cora as our postures stiffen, straws dropping from our mouths.

      “Did you just say the Bobcats?” Dottie asks, on the edge of her seat.

      “Yeah.”

      “As in . . . the baseball team?” Lindsay pries.

      “Yes, the baseball team.” Confused, she looks between us. “Are you huge fans?”

      Taking the lead, Dottie says, “We’re going to need the details, right now. Don’t skip out on anything.”

      Looking uncomfortable, Cora shifts, clutching her margarita to her chest like if she says the wrong thing we’re going to snatch it out of her hand.

      “Um . . . well, I saw they were doing community outreach with a bunch of schools. I have a friend who works over there and asked her how to get Cedar Pine’s library in the mix. She gave me the name of someone to talk to. I emailed them and applied to their program. I got the email this morning that we were chosen as one of the facilities to receive a grant from the team. I didn’t want to say anything to you because I didn’t want to get your hopes up. It’s twenty thousand dollars.”

      I momentarily forget who it’s from as I blink rapidly at Cora. “Twenty thousand dollars? Holy Crap, Cora, we could do so much with that.”

      “I know. We can actually get those plaster trees and new media center we’ve dreamed of.”

      “Exactly.” She looks between us and then asks, “So why does everyone look like they’re about to throw up from the news? This is good, we should be happy.”

      Dottie sets her now empty margarita glass on the coffee table and folds her hands together. “Is there any media behind accepting the check?”

      “Yes.” Cora lights up. “That’s also really exciting. We get to take pictures with some of the players.”

      My stomach drops and nausea quickly rolls my fresh margarita around.

      “Oh shit,” Lindsay says before gulping down the rest of her drink as her voice cracks. “Yan, we’re going to need a refill.”

      “What players?” I ask frantically, my margarita instantly wanting to make a return.

      “Uh, I don’t know. They didn’t say. Why?” Poor Cora, she looks so confused and I feel bad.

      Dottie exchanges a look with me, silently asking for permission. I nod and scoot deeper into the couch, pulling a blanket over my legs.

      “The reason we ask is because we know one of the players.”

      “Seriously?” Cora apparently doesn’t read the room well, because she’s nearly bouncing in place. “Who is it? Wait, let me guess.” She taps her chin. “Uh, ooo, is it Walker? No, it’s Lincoln. Wait, no, he didn’t go to school here like you guys did.” And then her eyes light up even more. “Oh my God, if you say it’s Knox Gentry I might fall over and die. Is it him? Is it Knox?”

      “Yes.”

      Dottie barely gets out the one syllable before Cora starts freaking out. “Holy shit, you guys know Knox Gentry? Like know him, know him, or just you know . . . we went to school with him, saw him at a party kind of thing.”

      Dottie goes to answer, but I stop her, needing to say this myself. “Knox and I were a thing.”

      “You were more than a thing,” Lindsay says. The sad look on her face digs up the many unresolved, unsown memories I have of him

      “Wait”—Cora spreads her arms out to the side—“you and Knox Gentry went out?”

      “They were boyfriend and girlfriend. He was obsessed with her,” Lindsay says. “Like, obsessed.”

      Bringing my knuckles to my chin, I try to vanish into the couch, hating this is coming up when I’m trying to enjoy an evening of drinks with the girls. If I’m honest, I’ve never gotten over him. How could I? He was . . . God, he meant everything to me. He was the man who showed me there were great men out there. Men with honor, patience, strength, and faithful hearts. He showed me what true love could be, even though we never said those words to each other. And God, he was the man who picked me up and pieced me back together after Neil tore me apart. That seems so long ago now, but it’s another thing I am thankful to Knox Gentry for.

      And setting him free was the hardest thing I’ve ever done. I hadn’t been strong enough to fully break it off, which was why I found myself with his lips over mine months later. On and off we hooked up, never going past anything but kissing and feeling each other up, but still, I’d craved his comfort.

      One night before graduation, before he was drafted by the Bobcats, Neil kept texting me, over and over, wanting to talk to me. He was drunk and decided to poke the hurt he’d inflicted. Before I knew what I was doing, I was at Knox’s loft, bawling my eyes out. I’d broken up with him, but he still took me into his arms and offered his love and comfort. We didn’t do anything that night but hold each other, and it broke me all over again, knowing I was saying goodbye forever to my heart. That was the last time I saw him in person.

      Even though we live in the same city, our wavelengths have been on completely different tracks.

      He doesn’t know I live here. But at this point, would he really care? It’s been eight years, he dated Mia Freaking Franco, and has had many supermodels draped over his arm at events. To be fair, they’ve often been friends rather than lovers, so I’ve heard, but the bar has certainly been set high for any woman vying for his attention.

      We barely speak to each other, only really texting on birthdays now. The friendship we promised each other completely fizzled out and now . . . we’re mere acquaintances. Friends who once meant more.

      At this point, I’d be surprised if he recognized me with my shoulder-length, wavy bob, and the few pounds I’ve put on since college.

      “Oh my God, how come you never told me this?” Cora asks, smacking my leg.

      “We didn’t part on the best of terms.”

      “Did he break up with you? Was he a dick?”

      “No.” I shake my head, thinking back to that awful night when I broke things off, the tears in his eyes, the pleading to reconsider. My throat closes tight as I hold back the crushing pain threatening to spill over. Eight years later, and I’m still a mess about our breakup. “He was going to be drafted, and I didn’t want to hold him back. I wanted him to focus on making his dreams come true. Baseball needed to be his number one, and I knew if I was still with him, that wouldn’t be the case.”

      “So you sacrificed your love for him?” Cora holds her heart. “Oh, that gives me too many feels.”

      At that moment, Yan appears with a new batch of margaritas. Thank. God.

      “He wasn’t happy. Actually, he was really angry with me, but we vowed to be friends. That slowly dwindled over the years and now we barely talk. Really just on each other’s birthdays. We’re cordial toward each other, but I doubt he’d want to see me. I didn’t really give him a proper goodbye before he left school after being drafted. It was just too hard to see him again.” I tug on a few strands of my hair. “And I don’t think I can see him, even now. I barely made it through school after he left, constantly being reminded of what we had. It’s why I don’t watch the games.”

      “Wow.” Cora practically drains her margarita. “When I called for a girls’ night, I wasn’t expecting you to say you once dated the Knox Gentry. I have so many questions, but out of respect, I’m keeping my lips sealed.”

      Good, because I think she’d be horrified to learn that despite being together for many months, Knox and I never actually had sex. And I can say to this day, that is one of the biggest mistakes of my life.

      That stupid freaking bet.

      The most we ever did was . . . wet-hump? If that’s what you want to call it and to date—this is going to sound really pathetic—that’s the best orgasm I’ve ever had.

      So, so pathetic.

      But it was with Knox, and that’s what made it different. Everything with him was different, and it’s the exact reason I can’t see him, why I can’t be in his presence. Not now, not when I’m still not over the man eight years later. I tried. I tried to move on, and for a while, I was happy with Harvey, I guess. But Knox was simply too good and had ticked every single box of what I wanted in a man. He’d loved me. I know that. But at times, it's been hard to believe when I’ve seen who he’s dated over the years.

      “He’s not going to be there, is he?”

      “No clue. They usually send relief pitchers to these things, you know? Doubtful.”

      I sure hope she’s right.
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        * * *

      

      “Where are you right now?” Dottie asks over the phone.

      “In the bathroom,” I whisper. “I can’t do this, Dottie. I seriously feel like I’m going to throw up.”

      “You don’t know if he’s going to be there. What did the media person say?”

      “She wasn’t sure who was picked to join the ceremony and read to the kids.”

      Dottie grumbles. “See, that’s just irresponsible business. She should know exactly who’s going to show up and at what time. I would never hire her.” She’s one hell of a ruthless businesswoman, which is why she’s one of the wealthiest women in Chicago. Her fortune stems from the countless hours she’s put into the business since she graduated, not because of her dad. “Just remember what Cora said; they send the lemons to these events while the starters prep for the games. They have a home game tonight, so there’s no way he’ll be at your school.”

      “What about Carson?” I ask, knowing fully well the dynamic duo who once played together in college now share the middle positions on a major league field.

      “Same thing. He’s a starter, he won’t be there.”

      “And what about the pictures that will be taken? What if Knox sees them when they’re blasted all over the place?”

      “Hmm . . .” Dottie pauses. “Well, maybe you substitute Cora for the pictures. She has a great smile, and she was the one who applied.”

      “True. Which means, I don’t have to be here. I can go home, right?”

      “You know that’s not an option. You already asked the principal.”

      I did. I’m not ashamed of it.

      “I know. Ugh.” I shake my whole body, loosening my limbs that seem to be tensing tighter and tighter by the second. “Okay, I can do this. He’s not going to show up, Cora will be in the pictures, everything is going to be okay.”

      “Exactly, everything will be fine.”

      With that, I exit the stall I hid myself in and take one last look at myself in the mirror. I was hoping and praying all morning I wouldn’t see him, but just in the off chance he does show up, I’ve decked out in my slimmest black wrap dress, red heels, and matching red lipstick. It’s only natural to want to look good for an ex.

      I make it out to the library in time for everyone to show up. It’s right before lunchtime, Lindsay’s class was the lucky class to be chosen—hmm, how did that happen?—and the team’s social media specialists come flooding in, along with some very tall, very built players.

      Standing next to Cora, my breath heavy in my chest, I scan the faces of the guys walking in as the kids cheer. Lindsay walks up next to me and gently nudges my shoulder, letting me know she’s here for me.

      Three guys, and they’re men I don’t know.

      Thank. Fuck.

      From the side of her mouth, Lindsay says, “See, relief pitchers and second-string, so you have nothing to worry about.”

      She’s right, I have nothing to worry about. I relax and put on a smile rather than the tense crazy look I’m sure I was holding. We watch as the kids clap and cheer, some reaching out for high fives. The guys are great with the kids, looking larger than life in their jerseys and finely tailored jeans.

      “Miss Ealson, we want to formally thank you for showing interest in our program,” one of the ladies says, and for the life of me I can’t remember her name.

      “Oh, please, don’t thank me. This was all Cora. She applied and made this happen.” I pull Cora next to me just as a flash of white comes trotting through the door.

      And my heart stops beating.

      Pushing his hand through his hair, looking like he just ran from the parking lot to the library, Knox saddles up next to his teammates and mutters, “Sorry, I got held up.”

      The kids scream in excitement, calling out to Knox who plasters on his charming smile and waves to all of them.

      Frozen in place, unable to breathe, my heart pounding in my throat, I stare and watch as his eyes scan the library slowly, taking it all in until he makes eye contact with me.

      And that’s when every ounce of composure and strength shatters.

      From one shocked look.

      Fuck.
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        KNOX

      

      

      “What’s up, Roark?” I say into my phone. My agent has the worst timing ever. “I have a library event to get to.”

      “Yeah, I know, but I wanted to quickly discuss your upcoming contract. They want eight years for two hundred sixty million.”

      “You know I don’t care about this shit.” I drag my hand through my hair. “I seriously hate all of this. Can’t you just figure it out and let me know when all is said and done?”

      He chuckles before saying, “I think you’re the first player to ever say that.”

      “I want to play ball in Chicago, that’s all. I want the Bobcats to be the only team I play for, so can you make that happen?”

      “Aye,” he says in his Irish lilt. “It’s why you hired me. I’ll hit you up when we have the final offer.”

      “Thanks.”

      I hang up, pocket my phone, and quickly exit my car. I’m late, I know I am, but I also didn’t want to have that conversation in public, nor could I ignore it.

      I jog to the front office and am quickly waved in by the staff and directed to the library. The education initiative the team has taken on became a program I really wanted to get involved in. Over the last few years, during our off-season, I finished my degree and earned my master’s in education. It’s been a long time coming, but what it means is if anything happens to me on the field, I have a backup plan.

      Because of my education background, I told the front office I wanted to be involved in this program as much as possible. And giving back to libraries, that involves a more personal desire.

      The school is a little rundown, but full of colorful paintings and decorations made from paper, strung and hung on the walls. There’s a bulletin board dedicated to the Bobcats that’s super cool. Baseballs made by the students out of construction paper and red-colored macaroni hang in the dedicated space along with a giant thank you.

      I find Cameron and step up next to him. “Sorry, I got held up.”

      “No problem, they’re just starting,” he says as the children start to cheer and go slightly crazy. Some of them bouncing on their butts in excitement.

      I bend slightly and start waving at them, loving their joyful faces. When I get a chance to finally focus on a family, I want a big one. I’m still relatively young in my major league career, so I have some time before I settle down.

      Scanning the room, I take in the meek surroundings, noticing the tear in the carpets and the worn-out furniture. The walls are colorful with decorations, and fake plants are scattered about, but you can tell the money we’re donating today will really help out.

      My eyes roll over the school staff and I swear, I’m seeing things. I blink a few times before focusing my eyes again, but they’re still showing me the same blast from the past.

      Emory?

      Is that really her?

      No fucking way.

      Her hair is much blonder, shorter, but those eyes, those goddamn fuckable lips, and those luscious tits . . . it’s her.

      And from the shocked look on her face, she wasn’t expecting to see me here.

      That makes two of us.

      Emory Ealson. In Chicago? For how fucking long? Is that still her name? Is she married?

      A glance at her left ring finger tells me there isn’t a change of last name, at least not yet.

      A gauntlet of emotions passes through me in a matter of seconds. Shock, anger . . . desire.

      Fuck, she looks so damn good, even better than I remember.

      After she left without saying goodbye, I tried to keep my distance. I turned off all notifications from following her on social media, not wanting to see what she was doing, or who she was doing. I tried to make that solid break. It took some time, but after a few years, I was able to move past what we had, at least that’s what I tried to convince myself. From the way my heart is about to beat out of my chest, I’m going to guess I didn’t sever those feelings. I buried them.

      Vanessa, who’s in charge of the education initiative, starts her speech, something about the Bobcats stepping in to promote education and sports, but nothing registers as I continue to stare at Emory. Her eyes flicker away, her face burning red, her avoidance obvious.

      But I don’t let up. I keep my eyes on her the entire time. When we’re handing over the check, when the principal makes a speech about where the funds will be going, my eyes stay directly on her.

      She doesn’t pay me the same regard though. She’s doing everything in her power to avoid looking at me, even staring at those red heels of hers that make her legs look incredibly long.

      “Can we get a picture with everyone?”

      Vanessa motions with her hands for the staff and players to gather together behind the big check, but instead of joining, Emory takes a step back, pushing her way behind the desks where she pretends to look at some paperwork.

      “Miss Ealson,” Vanessa calls out. Emory’s last name plunges a sword into my chest. All the times I called her Ealson. The way I teased her, made her laugh, threatened her with kisses while using her last name. Fuck. “Please, come join us.”

      Emory looks up, but waves her hand in dismissal, not saying a word, but trying to put on a good show. When Vanessa probes again, Emory shakes her off once more. It isn’t until the principal asks her to join that Emory gives in and stands next to . . . what the fuck is Lindsay doing here?

      When I catch her eyes, she looks guilty and . . . excited at the same time. Does Dottie still live in Chicago too? What the hell is going on?

      Anger boils at the base of my spine. Have they been here since college? And they never once reached out? It’s not like playing for the Bobcats is a goddamn secret. My face is plastered all over Chicago.

      What the fuck happened to friends always?

      Trying not to lose my goddamn cool, I put on a smile for the camera, read a story to the children, shake some hands, and spend a little time with the kids before they head to lunch. Vanessa dismisses us, but instead of leaving like my teammates, I stand in place, waiting to see if she’ll approach me, if she’ll come up and say hi, if she’ll look at me one more goddamn time. When she doesn’t, I have no other choice but to call her out on this bullshit.
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        EMORY

      

      

      Never in my life have I had a panic attack, but I’m almost positive I’m about to have one. I can barely breathe—only short intakes of air are piercing my lungs. My throat is so emotionally tight I can barely speak, and every single inch of my body is shaking with nerves.

      He wasn’t supposed to be here. I wasn’t ever supposed to see him again. I’ve made it a priority to avoid him at all costs, but here he is, in the flesh, never taking his eyes off me.

      After the event is over, I turn to Cora and whisper in her ear, my voice barely audible over my pounding heart. “I . . . I need”—I choke on my words, tears starting to flood my eyes—“I need to get out of here.”

      “Go.” She touches my arm. “I’ll take care of this.”

      “Thank you,” I mouth, because my voice has stopped working.

      Without looking back, I bolt to the tiny office Cora and I share—mainly used to get away for a few seconds and have a bite to eat.

      I shut the office door and lean against the wall. The moment I squeeze my eyes shut, tears stream down my cheeks and a sob slips past my lips. I slide down the wall, my hand covering my mouth to muffle my cries.

      This is exactly why I avoided seeing him, because despite the time apart, everything is too raw.

      Seeing him, standing there in his jersey, looking sexier than ever, it took everything inside me not to break down and cry for the loss of what we had, what our future could have been if circumstances were different. I might have ended things with Knox, trying to ensure he gave his future his all, but my heart never broke up with him. My heart never let go of him.

      Squatting against the wall, I try to regain my composure, taking deep breaths and willing myself to pull it together, and then the door opens. I glance up, expecting Cora, but in place of my good friend is the man I’m still very much in love with.

      I spring up to stand and quickly wipe away my tears as he shuts the door behind him.

      His cologne, fresh and clean, fills the small space, followed by his ripped and sculpted body. He’s bigger than he was in college, thicker, more of a man, which is saying something since Knox was already physically in top form.

      “Wh-what are you doing in here?” I ask as he stares me down, his eyes stealing any strength I have left, which is pretty much none.

      His jaw works to the side before he says, “I see old habits don’t die hard, huh?”

      “What are you talking about?” I ask, taking a step back, needing some space from the powerful presence in front of me.

      “Leaving without saying goodbye.” It’s a well-deserved jab, but it doesn’t mean it doesn’t hurt . . . bad.

      “I . . . didn’t think—”

      “How long have you lived here?” He folds his arms across his brawny chest, his pecs thick and defined beneath his jersey.

      No hi. No how are you. No, wow, I haven’t seen you in a while. He’s skipped past all pleasantries, strapped on a load of anger, and he’s going right for it.

      Nerves bounce around in my stomach, twisting and churning. I’ve dreamt of those eyes, but instead of sharp brows hanging over them, they were full of love. I’ve dreamt of those lips, but instead of a thin line of irritation, they were pressed against mine. And I’ve dreamt of those arms, but instead of folded and closed off, they were wrapped around my body, holding me tightly against him.

      I can’t seem to breathe around him, or find my words for that matter. It’s too much—the memories, the way he smells, the hard look in his eyes. There’s so much anger, so much unsaid between us. The wound I created never truly healed. That’s evident right now.

      “Are you going to answer me?” he growls. “How long have you lived here?”

      I swallow hard, my hands twisting together in front of me, palms sweaty, nerves shot. “I . . . uh.” Tears fall down my cheek. “Since college.”

      “Since—” He sucks in a sharp breath and spins around, pushing his hand through his hair as if he can’t possibly believe it. Finally, when he faces me again, he speaks through gritted teeth. “You’ve lived here since fucking college and you didn’t tell me?”

      “You had your own life. I didn’t want to mess that up.”

      “You were my life, Emory. Fuck!” He pulls on the back of his neck with both hands and looks to the ceiling. More tears stream down my face. “I can’t believe you’ve been here all along, knowing I’m a goddamn phone call away, and never connected with me. What happened to friends forever? What happened to staying in touch?”

      “It goes both ways,” I say on a sob.

      “Yeah, it sure fucking does. Which means the minute you knew I was called up to the majors you should have let me know where you were.”

      “You were with Mia.”

      “Fuck Mia. She was nothing compared to you. Goddamn, Emory, don’t you realize how you fucking destroyed me in college? How breaking us up . . . don’t you know how much that killed me? You were the girl I wanted, the person I wanted by my side, for life. And you took that away and then hid it from me. You’ve been under my fucking nose this entire time and never said a goddamn word. Is it because you really want nothing to do with me? Did you mean more to me, than I did to you?”

      I suck in a sob and try to steady my breathing, but my voice comes out choppy and hoarse. “If that were the case, do you think I’d be this upset?”

      “I don’t know.” He throws his hands out to the side. “Maybe you’re embarrassed you got caught.”

      “If that’s what you really think, you don’t know me at all.”

      “Yeah, apparently I don’t,” he whispers-shouts, probably realizing we’re only a door away from a bunch of people. “The girl I knew would never have hidden herself away from me. She was feisty, strong, sure of what we had together. I don’t know who I’m looking at right now.”

      How can he possibly see anything but love and desire for him? How can he see me shiver with emotion under his stare and think it’s anything but the all-consuming love I still have for him?

      Mustering enough courage to speak my mind, I say, “The girl you’re staring at right now isn’t embarrassed she got caught, nor is she as lifeless as you’re depicting.” I point to my chest, my shirt wet from the tears that won’t stop. “This girl is full of life, full of hurt . . . full of regret. A day hasn’t gone by that I haven’t thought about the decision I made in college.” A sob escapes me. “Not a day goes by that I don’t think about what we used to have, the bond we shared. And although it was my decision to end things, I wouldn’t have changed what I did because you’re exactly where you’re supposed to be.” I wipe away a tear. “Starting shortstop for the Chicago Bobcats.”

      “I could have done that with you, Em.”

      “Don’t fool yourself, Knox. You couldn’t have, and I’m not rehashing my decision with you. What I did was right for both of us.”

      “It was right for you,” he snaps. “It was what you wanted, and you didn’t give me a goddamn chance to discuss it with you. You made your decision and then we both had to abide by it. It wasn’t fucking fair.”

      “You wouldn’t have made the right decision.”

      “And who decided what the right decision was? You?” I don’t know how to answer that, but he doesn’t give me a chance. “Color me stupid, but when you’re in a committed relationship, you usually make decisions together, not one-sided conclusions. But then again, that’s what our entire relationship was, wasn’t it? You making demands, and me fucking bending so I could get a moment of your time.”

      “That’s not how it was,” I shoot back. How did we get in this moment? So angry at each other? “I was protecting my heart.”

      “Because another shithead hurt you. You punished me for his past behaviors the minute we started dating. You never gave me a goddamn chance.”

      “That’s not true,” I say, my voice rising, hating that he still can’t see the reasons behind everything I did. “I was protecting my heart because the minute I met you, I knew you’d ruin me in the best way possible. Everything about you—from your personality, to your commanding eyes, to your sweet, yet teasing voice—I knew any man who came after you would never compare.”

      “And yet, you still broke us up.”

      “I protected you.” I push my hand against his chest, moving forward into his space. “I protected you from my weak heart. Do you really think I wanted to break up with you? I fucking loved you, Knox. You were the man who pieced me back together and showed me my worth.”

      His eyes narrow, his chest heaves, and his hands pulse in and out at his sides, anger rolling off him in waves.

      “I thought we weren’t allowed to say those words in anger,” he says, his jaw so tight his mouth barely moves when he talks. “We’ve never said them to each other and you choose now to say them, eight years later, when it doesn’t matter?”

      “If it doesn’t matter, then why do you care? If none of this matters to you, why are you in here? Are you just trying to hurt me? Because if you are, job well done.”

      “I’m hurting you?” He points to his chest. “Do you realize what I had to do to try to get over you? I almost lost my starting position. Coach often threatened to bench me because I couldn’t get my head out of my ass. My entire first year in the minors consisted of me struggling mentally, because I was hung up on you. You think you helped me? That you protected me? No, you took away the one thing that kept me sane. And I’m still damaged from it. I still think about you and dream about you.” He takes a step forward, closing the space between us, the air around us shrinking. “I still wonder about what it would be like to have your lips all over my body, to eat your pussy until you scream, to be buried so deep inside you I’d never want to leave.”

      Hands shaking, I keep them firmly linked together, the temptation to reach for him too strong.

      “But you don’t have those same feelings, the same thoughts, do you, Em? Because this relationship we had, I was always all in when you had one foot out.”

      I grind my teeth together. “Stop insulting me.” I push my fingers against his chest. “Stop treating my feelings as meaningless.” I poke him again, but this time he clamps his hand over my fingers, sending a bolt of lust straight up my arm as he drags me closer to him. “Stop—” I suck in a deep breath when his other hand wraps around my waist.

      “Stop what? Pushing you to admit the truth, that breaking up with me was the worst decision of your life?”

      Because he stands at least a foot taller than I am, I glance up into his smoldering eyes as they search mine. The usual light pools of blue I memorized in my head are a dark, stormier color, casting a sense of warning over me. His face is sharper, his grip stronger, his voice deeper as he demands answers from me.

      “Just admit it, Em.”

      “Why? So you can tell yourself you were right?”

      “Yes.”

      “No,” I say while pushing him away, but he snags my wrist and spins me around so I’m pressed against the wall of the tiny office. His hand presses into my hips as his gaze roams my body, the heat between us crackling like fire embers, ready to ignite into something bigger.

      “If you won’t admit to it, then tell me this . . . do you still have feelings for me?”

      He moves his head closer, stilling the air around us as his heavenly scent spins and twists my stomach into knots. After eight years of barely any contact, of trying to avoid seeing this man, it’s as if his presence has unlocked a flood of emotions, and I’m slowly drowning in them, one breath at a time.

      His question hangs between us as I try to comprehend what to say. Do I still have feelings for him? The truth is, I never lost them. Always in the back of my mind, in the back of my heart, I carried a gauntlet of feelings for this man. And no matter who I dated or how hard I tried to forget, he was always a part of my life, a piece of who I am.

      “If I did . . . what would you do? Laugh in my face, tell me I told you so, and storm out of this room?”

      If I didn’t think his eyes could narrow more, I was wrong.

      “If you really think this is a trap to prove you wrong, you’re widely off base.” His grip tightens. “This isn’t a trap. This is a test.”

      “A test?” I ask as his hips press against mine. I suck in a sharp breath as my body instantly melts into his, my wobbly legs barely holding me up. “What kind of test?”

      His hands move up my arms, over my shoulders, to my neck where his calloused and rough fingers grip my jaw. Eyes intent on mine, electricity bouncing between us. The old flame that burned bright in college reigniting.

      “This kind of test,” he says right before angling my mouth up and pressing his lips against mine. It’s a soft peck at first, as if he’s making sure I’m not about to run, but when I hold still, he deepens the kiss and the hold he has on me.

      Soft, yet different, with a sense of desperation I’ve never felt from him before, his lips carefully move across mine before his tongue parts my lips and dives forward. My hands slink around his neck. My body presses into his. Flashbacks of our time together hit me square in the chest.

      When I first truly met him on the quad. That smile when he peeled the map off his face.

      That first kiss, in the dining hall when everyone around us faded away.

      The night he held me when I had a migraine.

      The parties.

      The joking.

      The lust-filled glances.

      It’s like a memory reel on fast forward, spinning through my mind as I sink into the most delicious pair of lips I’ve ever tasted.

      I’ve missed this. How could I not when I never stopped loving him? He wasn’t a college fling, or a steppingstone to the next man in life, because Knox will always be the man.

      His mouth slows, his tongue gradually dragging over mine before he pulls out and takes a step away, leaving me pinned against the wall, chest heaving, nipples aching for his touch.

      In disbelief of what he did, he takes one more step back, as if he doesn’t trust himself.

      “Fuck,” he says under his breath while turning around. “Fuck,” he says a little louder.

      “Knox—”

      “I swear to God, Em, if the next words out of your mouth are we shouldn’t have done that, I’m going to lose my motherfucking shit.” His back is tense, his shoulders practically kissing his ears from the tension in them.

      “I wasn’t going to say that.”

      “Then what were you going to say?” He turns to face me, stress written all over his gorgeous face.

      He’s struggling. He doesn’t want to want me, but he does. I can see the indecision in his eyes with a small hint of need.

      I have a decision to make, another big one. I can either walk away from this man, and try to set him free from this hold we have on each other, or I can put my heart on the line and try to make something of this serendipitous moment.

      I take a deep breath and say, “I was going to say . . . will you go on a date with me tonight?”
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        KNOX

      

      

      Deep breath.

      I stare at my bat and tune out the crowd, the beat of the music trying to pump up the fans in the ninth inning. We’re down by one, and I have shit to show for today’s game.

      Letting out a deep breath, I step into the batter’s box and get into position.

      Pederson, Toronto’s closer, has been lights out all season, and being that I’m two deep in the count, he might just have another K under his belt soon.

      He looks over to first where Dunn is leading off, cautious not to get picked, because we’re in the bottom of the ninth and getting picked off at first with no outs while down by one is a cardinal sin.

      Pederson winds up then delivers his side-arm throw right into the zone. I swing and hit air, the sound of the ball clapping against the catcher’s mitt ringing through my ear.

      Motherfucker.

      I rip off my helmet and yell into it as I make my way into the dugout. When I reach the stairs, I trot down them quickly, ignoring the glare of my coach, tossing my bat, helmet, and gloves near the helmet cubbies, and make my way toward the end of the dugout where I grab a drink.

      What a fucking shit game. I can’t remember the last time I played this shitty. And it’s all because my past came back to haunt me.

      I still can’t fucking believe Emory has lived in Chicago this whole time.

      This whole fucking time.

      I’d like to say I wasn’t still pining for a small moment with the girl of my dreams, but that would be a lie.

      “Dude, what the fuck is going on with you today?” Carson asks, coming up to me. “You’re acting like this is your first time hitting in the big leagues.”

      I drag a towel over my face, keeping my voice low around the cameras. “My head’s not in the game.”

      “No shit.”

      The crowd erupts, and we look to the field where Flores just hit a single, advancing the runner. At least someone’s contributing to the team today.

      “What’s going on?” he asks, looking gravely concerned.

      He should know. He knows the only thing that has ever thrown off my game, the one thing that can pull me out of my game mindset: Emory.

      “At that check ceremony today, I ran into Emory.”

      “Em—” He shakes his head. “Wait, what?”

      “Yeah, she’s a fucking librarian at one of the elementary schools we donated to.”

      “She lives in Chicago?”

      “Yeah, she never fucking left.”

      Carson lifts his hat and scratches the top of his head. “Holy fucking shit.”

      “Yeah. Let’s just say, everything around me turned red when I saw her, and before I knew it, I charged into her office where I found her sobbing. I went from angry to furious. She drove the stake between us.”

      “Shit.” The crowd cheers again and Kennedy takes first, drawing a walk from Pederson. Hell, one out, bases loaded; we might actually win this game. “What did you do?”

      “What every other heartbroken fool would have done. I yelled at her, blamed her for everything, and then pressed her against the wall and fucked her mouth with my tongue.”

      “Oh fuck.” He chuckles. “Dude, you made out with her?”

      “Yes, and I’m not kidding when I say it was the best fucking kiss of my life, better than our first. It was like I’d been holding my breath for eight years, and I finally let it out. I was so caught off guard by how much she shook me, that I pulled away and swore up a storm.”

      “Sounds about right.”

      “What happened after that?”

      Like two gossiping hens in the corner, I take a sip of my drink and say, “She asked me out on a date.”

      “What? Are you fucking kidding me? She asked you out? After everything you two have been through?”

      “Yeah.” I pick up a towel and drape it over my shoulders only to wipe my face with it.

      “What did you say?” The crack of the bat pulls our attention to the field. The ball flies into the outfield, deep. Dunn tags up at third and barrels down the third baseline once the ball is caught. He slides into home, tying up the score.

      The team congratulates him with fist bumps and high fives when he reaches the dugout. We join in on the celebration but once it dies down, I say, “I told her I’d think about it, and then I left. She texted me the address to her apartment and said if I felt like coming over after the game, I know where to find her now.”

      “Damn, dude. Are you going to go?”

      “I have no fucking clue, but my game tonight is a clear indication that I need to do something, I need to figure this out.”

      “Do you want to see her again?”

      “Fuck . . . yeah, I do. But I’m still so goddamn mad.”

      “Understandable. I had to almost beat your sorry ass for taking so long to get your head in the fucking game when we were drafted. Then, and clearly now. But she’s the one girl you’ve never been able to get over.”

      “What are you saying?” Out of nowhere, the crowd erupts and our teammates hop out of the dugout in celebration.

      We won, I have no idea how, but we did. Carson and I follow closely behind as he shouts to me over the cheering fans. “You need to see what she wants. You owe it to yourself to do that much.”

      As the team cheers and coolers of water are tossed around, I don’t feel anything but a dull thump beneath my chest, a pulse that’s trying to resurrect itself.

      Seeing her will either be the best, or worst, decision of my life.

      Fuck if I know what to do.
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        * * *

      

      Truck parked, I glance up at the deli sign that reads Joe’s Meats.

      What the hell is she doing living above a deli shop?

      The streets are barely lit, there was a group of guys a few streets down partaking in what I can only imagine is some drug dealing, and there are bars on every single window on the road she lives on.

      What the actual fuck?

      I pocket my keys and head to the side door where Emory directed me in text and take the stairs two at a time, my feet falling heavily on the worn-out, rickety staircase.

      After the game, I took my time showering and dressing. I didn’t text her to let her know I was coming, unsure if I could actually drive to her. I didn’t want to make a promise I wasn’t sure I’d keep, but somehow, my truck found her apartment.

      There’s only one door at the top of the staircase, the wood painted so many times that the door actually looks goopy rather than smooth.

      Before I can convince myself to walk away, I rap on the door and stuff my hands in my pockets. There’s some rustling, followed by the creak of a floorboard, and locks being shifted.

      The door opens, and on the other side stands a surprised, tear-filled Emory.

      Fuck, she probably thought I wasn’t coming.

      Wearing white joggers and a grey tank top, she wipes her face quickly and clears her throat. “Knox,” she squeaks out, “I . . . I didn’t think you were coming.”

      “Can I come in?”

      “Yeah, of course.” She opens the door wider, revealing a very small but homey studio apartment. Her bedroom is separated by a small partition, and she’s made enough room to have a small loveseat across from an even smaller flat-screen TV. Incredibly modest, her apartment is the size of my bedroom, but it’s her.

      I take a step in as she shuts the door behind me.

      Still unsure what to do, I stand in her tiny entryway, hands stuffed in my pockets.

      She’s the first to talk. “I watched the game.” She glances at the ground. “Congrats on the win.”

      “Thanks. I did nothing to contribute.”

      “You got hit by a pitch, that’s something.”

      Shit, I hate that she makes me chuckle. “My grandma could stand there and do that.”

      “Bet she wouldn’t have been able to walk it off though. Probably would have ended up with a cracked rib and a concussion, out for two weeks.”

      I shake my head. “Don’t be fucking witty right now.”

      Her lips thin out. “Why are you here, Knox?”

      “Because you invited me.”

      “But if you’re going to be mad at me, if you’re going to be mean, I’d rather you leave.”

      My brows shoot to my hairline. “What the hell were you expecting? For me to flip a switch and be okay with everything between us? I don’t work that way, Emory.”

      “Then maybe this wasn’t a good idea.”

      “Are you kidding me? Throwing in the towel already?”

      “If I was throwing in the towel, I never would have invited you over. And if I knew you were going to be a complete and utter ass, I would never have let you into my little world.”

      “Yeah, little is right.” I scan the space.

      Her voice grows angrier as she says, “Do not come into my home and insult it. I don’t have a multi-million-dollar salary like you. Mine is meager, and I often spend it on new things for the library when I save enough. And I’m fine with that, because I love those kids. I don’t have to smile for a camera and leave. I’m actually in the thick of things.”

      Packing the punches: two can play at this game.

      “Get off your soapbox, Emory. Just because you’re at the ground floor, doesn’t mean you’re Joan of Fucking Arc. I do what I can, given my schedule. And I show up to events like today because I want to, not because I’m forced.”

      “You sure looked forced today,” she mutters while turning away.

      “I was off my game because my ex-girlfriend came out of nowhere. So excuse me if I was a little stiff.”

      “You’re so quick to blame me for everything.”

      “Because you’re to blame. Why can’t you see that? Do you not remember that night? Faking a migraine, going back to your place, punching me in the gut as you delivered your decision. You are one hundred percent to blame.”

      “I don’t see it that way,” she argues. “And it’s astonishing that you’re so blinded by rage that you can’t put yourself in my shoes for once—”

      “Put yourself in my shoes,” I shout, pounding my chest. “Put your fucking self in my shoes, Emory. See if you’re able to hold your cool and act like nothing happened.”

      “I was in your shoes,” she shouts back. “I felt the same pain, the same heartache, even worse because I was the one who had to be a grown-up and make the decision.”

      “You think you were hurting just as much as me? Unbelievable.”

      She puts her hands over her face and shakes her head. “This was pointless. I don’t know why I invited you here. You’re never going to see it my way.”

      “Yeah, this was pointless.” I take a step back, my heart sinking in my chest as I do.

      “Just leave, Knox. I don’t have any fight left in me.”

      “That was clear in college, giving up before we had a chance to fight for what we wanted.”

      Her eyes snap at mine, defeat quickly replaced by rage. She walks to the door, opens it wide, and says, “Before I met you, I was emotionally abused by a man I thought was supposed to love and protect me. When I arrived at Brentwood, I was barely held together by sticky tape. Remembering to take deep breaths was a labored task for me. And then I met you. You wanted something right away, but I was still broken. Knowing how special you were, I took my time, making sure I could slowly build myself back up and be the type of woman you deserved, someone as selfless and kind as you. I grew and I built and I slowly started to feel worthy . . . of you.” A stray tear falls down her cheek, and my heart wants me to reach out and wipe it away, but my head refuses to show any weakness. “After Christmas break, I knew I could be everything you needed, the strength, the rock, and then I found out you were being drafted. And that you had made that decision before we got together. I was whole. I knew I was still being held together by tape, stronger tape, but tape nonetheless. I knew I’d cause more damage to you than you needed. I knew my neediness would distract you, our distance would irritate you, our lack of communication would affect your game, and I couldn’t have that. You deserved more. That’s why I ended it, because you deserved more. And you got your more, Knox. You achieved your dreams. And as you’ve pointed out, my life is much, much smaller and insignificant in your eyes.” She takes a deep breath and then points out the door. “And right now, even though seeing you again has drilled a crack in my barely dried concrete self, I know I deserve more than your insults and misunderstandings. Leave . . . please.”

      I chew on the side of my cheek, contemplating my next move, but when nothing comes from my mouth, I know what to do.

      Turning my back on her, I take one step toward the door, then another, then another until I’m out of her apartment, and once again, out of her life.
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      The door slams, I fall to my knees, and I sob into my hands.

      I put my heart out there and he stomped all over it.

      But honestly, do I have the right to be mad at him? Not really, because although I didn’t admit to it, I have thought about putting myself in his shoes and how I would’ve reacted if he had done what I did to him. The rational part of me says, oh, I understand, he was trying to help me, to serve me in the best way he could.

      But the passionate side of me, the side my heart dictates, would be just as angry as he is, because what we had was special. What we had was unlike any relationship I’ve ever experienced. I’ve never been so consumed by another human, nor have I ever felt more worshipped.

      We were the perfect match.

      And yet, sometimes the perfect match has to be separated.

      Trying to lift myself from the ground, I take a deep breath, calm the ragged sobs escaping past my lips, and start to peel myself off the ground.

      I steady myself and head to the kitchen for a napkin to blow my nose when there’s a slight knock on my door. I whip around to stare at the entryway, wishing at this moment I had X-ray vision.

      Is he back? Does he want to fight more? Is it one of my fellow neighbors from the connecting building? We do have paper-thin walls.

      Feeling slightly embarrassed from the shouting match and who possibly heard it, I walk to the door and open it to find not a concerned neighbor but . . . Knox once again standing on the other side. Both of his hands are gripping the molding of the door and his head is hung low in defeat.

      Pulse picking up, my hands shaking uncontrollably, I try to find the words to say something, but nothing comes out. Broken with a tiny ounce of hope, my mind questions why he’s standing there, why he’s back at my apartment after such a bitter shouting match. Instead of finding the words to greet him, I wait for him to speak.

      After a few painstakingly long moments, he lifts his head slowly, his blue, stormy eyes connecting with mine. His arms pulse at his side, his knuckles white from holding the molding so tight. Intense and impassioned, his body vibrates with mixed emotions passing through his eyes and for the life of me, I can’t read him.

      Finally, his lips part and in a tortured voice, he says, “I fucking love you, Emory.” Every sound, every flash of light, every beat of my heart stops as he reaches out, grabbing me by the back of the neck, and hauling me toward him. Stunned, my hands fall to his chest finding my balance. He angles my head so I’m forced to look him in the eyes. “I love you so goddamn much that I can’t seem to let my heart stop bleeding until I have you in my arms. I need you in my fucking arms.”

      “I . . . I . . .” Air is barely reaching my lungs.

      “Tell me you don’t feel the same way. Tell me right now, and I’ll walk out this door and never bother you again, but if you have an ounce of love for me, you’ll invite me back into your apartment. What’s it going to be, Em?”

      There’s confidence in his voice, a command I remember hearing many years ago, but it’s contradicted by the shake in his hand at the nape of my neck and the rapid beat of his heart beneath my palm.

      I never stopped.

      “Answer me,” he demands, his patience falling short.

      “I . . .” My voice shutters. “I love you, Knox. I never stopped, and I don’t think I ever will.”

      Lips tight, jaw flexing, I worry for a moment he’s about to push me away, but when he steps into my apartment and slams the door, he hauls me into his arms and walks us over to my bed where he lays me down gently and stands over me. Reaching over his head, he yanks on his shirt and pulls it off, revealing the sexiest chest I have ever seen.

      Holy.

      Shit.

      Knox had already been fit with defined pecs and sculpted abs, but college Knox is nothing compared to grown-up Knox. He’s added on weight, but not fat, just pure muscle. He’s broader, has more meat on his bones. Above his hips, there are muscles that twitch and move with his breath. His abs are perfectly chiseled and sculpted. His arms and shoulders are sharp in their angles, bulky in all the right places, and between his pecs, there’s a definitive line where one begins and the other ends. An Adonis that takes my breath away.

      And also makes me self-conscious.

      I look to the side and bite my bottom lip, not really wanting to strip down in front of this athletic powerhouse.

      “Lose the shirt, Em.”

      I clench it tighter. When he sees my apprehension, he squats in front of me and lifts my chin. “Lose the shirt.”

      “I’m different, Knox. I’m not the same girl.”

      “Yeah, you’re right. You’re even more beautiful than I remember, so lose the shirt.” His hands go to the hem and he slowly pulls it over revealing my black cotton bra. My boobs are bigger because of the weight I’ve gained, and there’s more to my ass than there used to be. Not to mention, my stomach isn’t as flat, nor do I have as much confidence as I did in college. I never had a problem stripping in front of Knox before, but now, it feels like a spotlight is highlighting every insecurity.

      I wrap my arms around my waist and look away. “I’ve put on some weight.”

      Once again, he tips my chin with two fingers so I’m forced to look him in the eyes. “Trust me when I say this, Em. You are by far, the most gorgeous woman I’ve ever seen.” He reaches behind me and with one hand, unclasps my bra, letting the weight of my breasts push the fabric down.

      “Fuck,” he mutters, laying me back and hovering above me. “Em, your tits . . .” His voice cuts off as he takes one in his hand and squeezes. His hand works over the round globe, exploring its new size, my increased sensitivity. My nipples peak, and he takes that moment to lower his mouth to the rosy nub. With his head bent forward and his body over mine, I glide my hands across his back, every muscle twitching beneath my palm.

      Sucking hard, he squeezes one breast while pulling on the other nipple, shooting waves of pleasure through my veins. The ache I have for him grows exponentially when he lifts up, smiles at me, and then grabs the waist of my pants and pulls them down along with my thong.

      “Shit, Em.” He stares at me. “You wax?”

      “Yeah,” I answer, my face burning red as he lowers himself between my legs.

      We talked about this, we joked about it for months, we even bet on who would break first, so for it to finally be happening almost seems unbelievable.

      “I’ve been dying to know what you taste like.” Without hesitation, he spreads my legs, pushing my knees out. He then licks his lips and looks up at me. “I’m not going another minute without finding out.”

      His head dives between my legs as his fingers part me and his tongue reaches out and barely flicks my clit.

      “Oh God,” I moan, my back sinking into the mattress as my hands fall to my sides, gripping the comforter.

      “Are you still a virgin when it comes to your pussy being licked?”

      I want to tell him yes, I want to tell him this will be the first time for me, but unfortunately, I wasn’t a saint over the last eight years, and I doubt he was either. Hell, I know he wasn’t. So I choose honesty.

      “No.”

      His jaw pulses as he studies me through lust-filled eyes. “Well then, I’m going to have to erase the memory of anyone else’s tongue stroking your clit.”

      Instead of diving in like I thought he would, he takes his time, blazing kisses along my inner thighs. Unhurried, he savors every single kiss, his tongue peeking out for a few as he works his way to my apex, pressing his mouth above my pubic bone, then lower, and then on my slit, stealing a gasp from my lips.

      He works his way to the other leg, repeating the same delicious torture along my skin. His lips cause goosebumps to spread over my legs, his hands hold me in place, not letting me take charge, and his mouth does sinful things I’ve never felt before.

      Nips.

      Sucks.

      Licks.

      I’m writhing beneath him, and he’s still avoiding the spot where I’m aching the most.

      Wet and turned on, I groan when his mouth travels north up my stomach rather than south.

      “Knox, please, God, I need your tongue.”

      “Have you forgotten about the other men?”

      “Oh my God, yes. Please, I want you. Only you.” Against my stomach, I feel his lips curve into a smile before he lowers his mouth slowly until he reaches my center. He pauses, spreads my lips with his fingers, and then lightly flicks his tongue across my clit so I can almost barely feel the stroke. Like a whisper, grazing over my most sensitive spot, the pleasure pooling at the base of my spine strikes up with every featherlight touch.

      “Knox,” I breathe. I try to twist, to lift my hips for more pressure but he holds me still, lightly flicking over and over until I can feel the smallest of orgasms start to spasm through my center. It’s so small, so not what I want that I try to hold back. I try to think of something else, to will it to stop. It’s almost as if he can hear my thoughts, because his tongue stops and he lifts his head up, leaving me hanging, my clit throbbing, my need for release causing me to cry out.

      “Wh-what are you doing?”

      “Watching you. You’re on the edge, aren’t you?”

      “Y-yes,” I answer my voice incredibly shaky.

      “Good, then tell me again, tell me how you feel about me.”

      I fling my arm over my eyes, in disbelief that he stopped. “I love you, Knox.”

      “Look at me and say it.”

      I lean up on my elbows and stare down at him, his chiseled face so handsome, his brows perched over his heady eyes. “I love you, Knox.”

      He licks his upper lip and then buries his face between my legs and presses his tongue thickly against my clit. The pressure is almost unbearable before he lets up and lightly flicks, then long, hard strokes.

      He repeats that pattern. Light, hard, light, hard. Thick, thin, thick, thin.

      My body seizes on me, and his name is falling off my tongue in a wave of unadulterated passion. My body convulses, my hips ride his tongue, and my orgasm is unlike anything I’ve ever experienced, consuming every last inch of me.

      He doesn’t let up; he doesn’t stop moving his tongue until I’m a heaping mess on the mattress.

      I can barely hear him above me, undressing until he’s scooting me farther up the bed and his cock is strapped with a condom, hard as stone, poised between my legs.

      Straddling me, he leans down to press a kiss against my lips. His tongue swirls over mine and his hand finds my breast where he kneads, rolling my nipple with his finger and grinding his length against my leg.

      It’s hot.

      It reminds me of every time we were intimate without going all the way.

      His panting, his heavy body above mine, the slickness of my arousal all over his cock.

      God, I want this. I want him . . . forever.

      “I’ve waited so goddamn long for this moment,” he says, connecting our foreheads. “I’ve waited to look you in the eyes while I enter you. I’ve waited to see how snug your pussy is around my cock. I’ve waited to come inside you. I’ve been waiting way too damn long.” His limbs shake and I reach out, cupping his face.

      “I’ve waited too, Knox. This is all I’ve ever wanted. You are all I ever wanted.” Sitting up, I push him back on his knees and grip the back of his neck, dragging his mouth across mine. The heat between us turns up to unprecedented levels as his cock dances near my entrance. His hands run down my back, to my ass where he grips me tightly and groans.

      “Fuck, Em, your body, it’s so goddamn hot.”

      “Knox, don’t—”

      He flips us quickly so I’m sitting on his lap, and his back is against the bed, the tops of his thighs supporting me.

      “Ride me. I want to watch you. I want to see your tits bounce, your hips rotate. I want to feel that ass against my legs. I want all of you.”

      If it were any other guy, I’d think he was just saying things to please me, but when I take a second to study Knox, he’s completely and utterly sincere, which makes me feel sexier than ever before.

      Pushing my hair to the side, letting it float over my shoulder, I press my hands against his rock-hard abdomen and lift my hips up. He reaches between us and positions his cock at my entrance. On a deep breath, I take him in, one slow inch at a time.

      “Ah . . . fuck,” he blows out, the veins in his neck becoming more prominent. “Em, Jesus Christ, you’re so tight. How long has it been?”

      “Two years,” I say, not fully seated yet, allowing my body to adjust to him. “Too long.”

      “Shit,” he groans, hands falling to the tops of my thighs.

      A few more inches. Every time I lower down farther onto him my insides clench around him involuntarily.

      “Em, you have to stop that. I won’t last.”

      “I . . . I can’t control it,” I say, leaning over and lifting up only to fully sit again.

      “Fuck,” he shouts, every muscle in his chest on fire. “Don’t move, give me a goddamn second.”

      I rock my hips back because if I don’t move, I’ll lose my mind.

      “Em, stop.”

      I shake my head and grind down on him.

      “Babe . . . ah shit.” He thrusts upward, impaling me so hard that I can feel my orgasm already building.

      “This position, it’s . . . it’s too much. I’m going to come too fast,” I say.

      Apparently not wanting that, he flips me to my back and hovers above me, pulsing his hips in and out of me.

      “Oh God, this is too much as well.” My hand snakes up to my breast where I give it a squeeze, pulling on my nipple. Knox’s eyes darken to completely black as he watches my hand intently, the way it plucks and pulls at the hard nub.

      From the sight of me, he rocks in and out, picking up the pace, his force driving me up the bed until he’s gripping the headboard with one hand and pushing my leg wider with the other. The tension in his chest . . . it’s unbelievable. The ripple in his abdomen is mesmerizing. And the guttural sound popping past his lips is such a turn-on that my core’s contracting, and a numbing sensation falls over my entire body, pooling at the juncture between my thighs.

      My back arches and my cries fall onto Knox’s lips as he takes my mouth with his, pulling my orgasm from me. White-hot pleasure sears me in half as he pounds into me, hitting me in exactly the right spot. I continue to come as he grunts at the same time, falling victim to his orgasm as well. He rides us through the wave of ecstasy until he starts to slowly come back to earth.

      Head bent toward my shoulder, hips barely rocking in and out of me, he says, “Holy fuck.” He lifts his head, sweat caressing his hairline, shock crossing his handsome features. “Holy fuck,” he repeats. “Em, that was . . .”

      “That was eight years overdue.”

      “That was more than eight years overdue. That was the best fucking experience of my life.” He lowers to his elbows, pressing some of his weight onto me, which I don’t mind. It’s comforting. It’s what I need. “Jesus Christ, I don’t think I can feel my legs.” He chuckles and places a light kiss across my lips.

      Lovingly, I run my finger over his back, my stomach twisting in knots of what’s to come, of where we go from here. Everything about this moment with Knox exceeds my wildest imagination, but a part of my brain is still struggling to accept his anger. His refusal to see things from my perspective.

      The question is on the tip of my tongue, but I hold back, not wanting to ruin the moment. I can’t lose him again. Instead, I snuggle into the man who’s held my heart ever since I met him. I wore his necklace for so many years after we separated, until it broke from being so thin and delicate. At the time I believed it was symbolic, that something so precious couldn’t survive the test of time. I grieved that loss too.

      There are so many words we need to say. So many corners of our hearts we need to open again. But not yet.

      Knox demanded I tell him I love him as if he’s been starved of true love for years. I’ve always thought it was just me who felt starved. Empty. Alone.

      But now he’s here.

      His scent surrounds me. Intoxicating.

      His heart beats alongside me. Solid.

      His love holds me. Relentless.

      I fall asleep in his arms. Peace.

      When I wake up the next morning, I’m sore in all the best ways, until that pain shifts in the worst way.

      He fucked me . . . and he left.
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      I slam the door behind me, the power of the swing shaking the walls.

      “Holy shit,” Lindsay says, spinning at her desk. “Can you warn a girl before you come flying in here like a . . . hey, what’s wrong?” She glances up and down, taking in my disheveled appearance and barely done hair. “Oh no . . . did something happen with Knox?”

      That’s all it takes.

      The waterworks spring a leak and tears start cascading down my face as I take a seat in one of the small desks made for third graders. Lindsay rushes over to me and sits on the desk, facing me.

      “Start from the beginning.”

      “We don’t have that much time. The kids are going to be back from gym any minute.”

      “Then give me the CliffsNotes.”

      She hands me a box of tissues and I quickly dab at my eyes, not wanting my makeup to smear any more than it already has.

      Getting ready this morning was next to impossible, because I couldn’t stop crying. After I first woke up and couldn’t see Knox, I thought maybe he went out to get us breakfast; you know, people do that. But when he didn’t come back, or text, I completely lost it. Did he really come to my apartment, take what he wanted, and leave? Was all that talk about loving me just a way to get into my pants?

      Was he punishing me for what I put us through?

      Every single possible question ran through my head, going unanswered. I sent him a text, asking if he was okay, but when I didn’t get a response in return, I took that as his brush-off.

      Everything he said to me last night, the look in his eyes, the way he touched me, I thought it was all genuine, that he truly loved me.

      I guess I got played.

      By the last person I ever thought would do that to me.

      “You know how I asked him out,” I say, in between hiccups.

      “Yeah, ballsy, I love it.”

      “Well, he finally showed up at my apartment, still raging. We fought, I asked him to leave, and after a few minutes, he came back and told me he loved me.”

      “Oh my God, really?” Lindsay asks, excitement brimming in the corners of her lips.

      “Yeah, I told him the same, because I do, Lindsay. I love him so much, I never stopped.”

      “I could have told you that. What happened after that? Why are you crying now? Shouldn’t we be planning to have drinks to celebrate?”

      I dab at my eyes again as I try to choke out the next part of the story. “We uh . . . we had sex.”

      “Gah, for the first time. Was it everything you imagined? How was his body? God, I bet it was amazing.”

      “Read the room,” I say, causing her to zip her lips. “We had sex and it was . . . it was more than I could have ever asked for. We fell asleep and this morning when I woke up, he was gone.”

      “Wait, what? Did he leave a note or anything?”

      I shake my head. “No, I sent him a text, but nothing.”

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” Lindsay grows angry. “He fucked you and left?” I nod, unable to confirm the worst part of this story. “I’m going to kill him. That’s it. I’m buying a ticket to the game tonight, I’m going to somehow make my way to the locker room, and I’m going to murder him. What the hell was he thinking?”

      Steadying my voice, I say, “I think he was trying to teach me a lesson, almost like, he got what he wanted from eight years ago, and now he can finally move on. I feel so cheap.” So small. How did he become that man? The arrogant son of a bitch who not only belittled me about where I live, but used me for sex with the intention to hurt me. He earns millions of dollars every year, and although I thought it would never go to his head, clearly it did. Did not see that coming.

      Lindsay starts to pace, anger rolling off her. “I can’t imagine him being a dick. He’s always been so freaking nice, but then again, being an adult hardens you. And the way he was looking at you yesterday when he finally spotted you, he did not look like a happy man.” She spins around. “Good God, if this was all for revenge I’m literally going to lose it. Have you told Dottie? She knows people, she can make him disappear.”

      Although my heart is shattered to pieces, I let out a little laugh. I love my friends so much.

      “You’re the only one I could stomach telling right now.” I hear kids starting to filter in from their gym class, so I stand and wince from how sore I am. I lean forward and say, “And do you know what is awful? I swear I can still feel him between my legs with every move I make. I’m so sore. It’s just a constant reminder of what happened.”

      The kids’ voices get louder, so Lindsay presses her hand to my shoulder and whispers so no eager children hear her. “Don’t worry, after work, we’re having an emergency meeting with Dottie. He’s going down.”

      I chuckle and nod, one more stray tear falling. I quickly wipe it away, as the kids come scampering in.

      “Hi, Miss Ealson,” all the kids call out. I give them masked smiles and head back to the library where I’ll try to hold it together for far too many more endless hours.
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        * * *

      

      “Are you really not going to tell me?” Cora asks, as we clean up the library, shuffling through all the returned books.

      “Unless I want to break down again, I’m going to keep my lips sealed until after school lets out. Which is three more hours.”

      “Do you want to grab something from the corner for lunch with me?”

      I press my hand to my stomach and shake my head. “No, I’m not very hungry.”

      “Which means you probably don’t want me to bring you anything back either.”

      “No, it would just be wasting money. Thank you, though. I really appreciate it.”

      “Okay.” She lets out a long sigh. “I feel bad leaving you here. Maybe you want some fresh air?”

      “I’m really going to be a Debbie Downer here, Cora. I want to hide in a hole right now.” Plus walking anywhere, even if just down to the corner deli, seems like a nightmare. I’m so sore, and I’d rather not be reminded with every step what I did last night, what happened. How he treated me. Rejected me.

      “Fair enough. I know the feeling. Well, I have my phone, so if you need anything, let me know.”

      “I will, thank you.”

      When Cora leaves, I head to the office and check my phone for the fiftieth time since this morning. There are three text messages, but none from Knox.

      Leaning back in my chair, I open up the text messages.

      Dottie: Lindsay sent me a text, told me in brief terms what went down. Emergency meeting tonight.

      Dottie: Come to my place. I’ll have Yan make us those delicious crab cakes.

      Dottie: I have a private investigator. We’re going to bring this motherfucker down.

      I laugh at the last text before more tears stream down my face. It’s like there’s no cure to stop them, no matter how hard I try.

      Not in the mood to text her back, I set my phone down and rest my arms on the desk and my head on my arms. I take that moment to soak in the overwhelming sorrow. The heartache that seems to be walking over me like a dark cloud, never letting up.

      I thought . . . God, I thought that after he confessed his love, he’d want me. I was so wrong. It’s just unfathomable that he would be so mean. He’s never hurt me like this, then again, he made it quite clear how badly I hurt him.

      But to seek vengeance, it doesn’t—

      Knock. Knock.

      I prop my head up just as the door opens, Cora’s head popping through the crack.

      “Hey, are you okay?”

      “Yup.” I give her a fake smile and wipe at my eyes. “Fine. Was there something you need?”

      She bites on her bottom lip just as the door swings open wider and Knox stands on the other side.

      My heart seizes in my chest from the mere sight of him—again—and when he excuses himself past Cora, thanking her and closing the door, I lose all ability to breathe. From behind his back, he holds out a bouquet of flowers and then studies my face, confusion in his expression.

      “Hey, what’s wrong?” he asks, his voice soft.

      What’s wrong? He can’t be serious.

      What is happening right now?

      Is he really here, standing in front of me, holding a bouquet?

      “Wh-why are you . . . here?” I swallow hard, my voice cracking with emotion.

      “Why are you crying?” He rounds the desk and kneels in front of me, forcing me to look him in the eyes. “Babe, what’s wrong?”

      Babe?

      Am I missing something?

      “You . . . you left. This morning, when I woke up, you were gone, and when I texted you, you didn’t respond.”

      “I told you I had morning weights, and I would see you for lunch.” His brow knits together. “Em, I left you a note.”

      “What?” My mouth quivers. “Where? I didn’t see it.”

      “On your nightstand, next to your phone. Jesus, did you think I left you without saying a damn thing?”

      Shamefully, I nod. “I thought you got what you wanted after eight years and left.”

      “Fuck . . . no. Christ, Em, I told you I loved you last night. Does that not mean anything to you?”

      “I’m sorry.” I bury my head in my hands, relief starting to ease up my spine. “I didn’t know what to think. Everything has happened so fast, seeing you again, falling for you all over again, spending the night with you. I’m honestly a mess.” He wraps his arm around my waist and pulls me close, hugging me. “I love you, Knox, and after last night, when I woke up without you in my bed, I couldn’t fathom what happened. Maybe I wasn’t as good as you thought, maybe I wasn’t the same girl, maybe I wasn’t—”

      “Maybe you need to stop thinking so low about yourself and see the woman I see.” He pushes a stray hair behind my ear and traces his fingers down my neck. “You’re beautiful, inside and out. You’re so fucking kind and sweet. You’re passionate, and even though it will still take me time to accept what happened between us, I know, deep in my fucking bones, that you’re the most selfless person I know.”

      A sob escapes me.

      “I love you, babe, and nothing is ever going to change that.”

      “But . . . you didn’t answer my text message.”

      “Phone died last night. Didn’t charge it. I was kind of too busy fucking you to remember. I came straight from training to here, because I have an important question to ask you.”

      “You do?”

      He nods, the corner of his lips peeking up in the sexiest of ways. He hands me the flowers that I clutch to my chest, letting the floral fragrance ease my nervous heart.

      “Emory Ealson”—he takes my hand in his—“after over eight years of knowing your beautiful self, I’m going to ask you one more time, and I really hope you don’t say no.” He takes a deep breath, connects his beautiful eyes with mine, and asks, “Will you go to lunch with me?”

      The most unladylike snort shoots out of me right before I cover my mouth. This is really happening. He’s kneeling in front of me, confessing his love, bringing our entire relationship full circle, and I couldn’t love him more for it.

      I reach out and caress his face, still in shock that he’s here, wanting me again. “But, Knox, you lost the bet last night. Which means . . . you owe me a steak dinner in one hell of a revealing outfit.”

      His smiles grows wider. “How about this? You go to lunch with me right now, and this weekend, after our afternoon game, I take you out for steak, and then for dessert I eat that delicious pussy of yours.”

      Can’t argue with that.

      I lean forward and press a chaste kiss across his lips. “Deal.”
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        * * *

      

      I pace my living room unable to stand still. The girls left an hour ago after I filled them in on everything, and I mean everything. Their questions were very specific, and I had no problem answering them because after this morning, I wanted them to fully be on Team Knox.

      And they are.

      They couldn’t be happier for us.

      I called my mom when I got out of work and told her everything. She screamed for a good five minutes and then broke down into sobs, thanking the good Lord for bringing us back together. She was always a huge Knox fan, especially after seeing what he did to pull me out of my Neil funk.

      Now, I wait.

      The Bobcats won. Four to two, and Knox was incredible, making a few diving plays, one into the stands, and hitting three singles across the field. It was amazing watching him again. I always felt like he was an art form on the diamond, a perfect example of what a baseball player should look like and play like. Seeing him execute his moves so simply, after all the hard work he put in, it was a huge turn-on.

      Its why I’m thrumming with excitement, pacing back and forth, waiting for him to come to my apartment.

      From outside, a car beeps, stilling my pacing. I run to the window where I catch a glimpse of Knox walking to the back door.

      He’s here.

      I scan my clothing one last time, a simple nighttime romper with nothing underneath it. Check my hair, cute and styled—I might have taken a shower and made myself more presentable after work. And pop my lips, making sure my Chapstick is still fresh.

      Pleased with how I look, I run over to the door and fling it open, just in time for Knox to be at the front. His smile consumes me, and I can’t help myself as I leap into his arms and wrap my legs around his waist. He holds me with ease and works his hands up my back, a chuckle on his tongue.

      Hands gripping my ass, he walks into the apartment and slams the door with his foot, only to spin me around and plaster me against the wood. His lips find mine with greedy hunger, and his fingers dig into the flesh of my butt, sliding beneath the shorts of my romper. Although I’m not comfortable with the weight I’ve put on, his love of my body—his desire for my body—is helping. Just as he helped my broken heart all those years ago.

      Groaning, he pulls away and observes my outfit. My nipples are puckered and poking against the fabric of my romper. There is no disguising how turned on I am. “Are you wearing anything under this?”

      I shake my head. “No. Thought you’d want easy access.”

      “Fuck, babe, you know me so well.”

      I reach in for another kiss but when he pulls me away and sets me on my feet, I’m thoroughly confused.

      “We need to talk.”

      And just like that, my heart plummets to the floor. Those four words are a death sentence to every relationship. Nothing good comes from “we need to talk.”

      “About what?” I ask, feeling almost stupid for being so excited that he was here.

      He takes my hands and leads me to the couch where we sit. Still holding my hand, he links his fingers with mine and when he stares at me, I see unmistakable adoration. I realize I’m not about to experience heartache, but I’m about to embark on a journey.

      “I love you, Em, more than anything, but we have some hurt feelings between us. Some things were said, some misunderstandings, years of neglect to our friendship.”

      “Yeah, I know.” I lower my head but he tilts my chin up high.

      “We could rehash it,” he continues. “We could pivot around in circles until we’re blue in the face, but I don’t want to do that. I want to build off what we have and make this into something more. I know what you did in college was selfless, wanting me to focus on baseball, I get that completely now, and it’s one of the many reasons why I love you so much. But I want you to listen to me when I say, my life is a thousand times better with you in it. However I can take you. Over the last few years when our communication started to dwindle, something deep within me was missing, and when I saw you for the first time in the library, that something resurfaced. Anger overshadowed it for a second, but once that blew away, I realized, it’s you I want, you I need.”

      Beyond the point of an emotional basket case, I attempt to blink back the tears, but it’s no use. They fall, but he catches them on his thumbs.

      “I want to move past the hurt and the pain, and I want to focus on the good with you. The fun, the jokes, the teasing . . . the passion. I want all of it.” He swipes another tear. “Do you want that, Em?”

      I nod, not giving a second to consider. “I want nothing more.”

      The corner of his lips curve as he reaches into his pocket. “Perfect, I was hoping you were going to say that because I have something for you.” From his pocket, he pulls out a flashy, silver object and hands it over.

      I take it out of his palm and look at the medallion. “What’s this? A keychain?”

      He chuckles and rubs his thumb over my furrowed brow. “Sort of. It’s a key to my apartment. I want you to move in with me.”

      “Wait?” I look at the circular object. “How is this a key?”

      “It’s magnetic, fancy shit.” He takes my hand in his. “Did you hear me? I want you to move in.”

      Yeah, I heard him, and I’m trying not to jump out of my skin in excitement. But just to be sure, I say, “You don’t think it’s too early?”

      “No.”

      He’s so confident, so sure in this decision that I want to test him a little bit more, because my answer is on the tip of my tongue, but I want to make sure this is what he truly wants.

      “We just got back together like twenty-four hours ago, and you want me to move in?”

      “Yeah, because it feels like we’ve been together forever. You’re the one I want everything from, Em. I’m giving you my heart and soul and . . . my apartment.” He glances around my tiny studio. “I can’t have you living here, not with the hooligans outside and the lock that barely works on your door. I was fucking worried sick, knowing this is where you live. It’s not safe, and I need you safe for my own peace of mind.”

      I hold up the keychain thing. “And I’m guessing your place is safe?”

      “Very.” He winks. “Plus, it has amenities.”

      “This place has amenities.” I point to the floor. “Did you not see the easily accessible deli below?”

      “Uh yeah, I can smell the meat, babe.”

      I shrug. “You get used to it.”

      “Come on, move in with me, give me the gift of waking up next to you every morning.”

      Well, how on earth can I say no to that?

      “You’re not going to change your mind in a few months, realize there’s someone better out there for you?”

      “No, because I’m looking at her. You’re the girl I’ve been looking for that’s better than anything I could dream up. You’re it for me, Em. You’re it.” He leans in, his lips inches from mine. “What do you say, be my roommate?”

      I twist my lips to the side, pretending to mull it over.

      “What kind of roommate are we talking about here? Do we share a bed? Do you cook? Clean?”

      Moving in closer, he whispers, “I clean, can’t cook for shit, but I know how to fuck my girl, and that will make up for it, I promise.”

      “So that’s a yes on the bed sharing?”

      “That’s a hell yes.” He presses his lips to mine and pulls me onto his lap, his hands reaching up the back of my romper where he starts to unzip it. The sleeves fall down my arms and instantly my boobs are exposed and his hands are all over them.

      “You know I didn’t say yes, yet.”

      His head lowers and his mouth takes in my nipple, and between sucks, he says, “I’m making the decision for you.”

      I chuckle and then gasp when he bites down.

      This man is going to be the death of me.

      I pull away and scoot down his body until I’m sitting between his knees. “If that’s the case, I think I’m going to make a decision for the both of us. It’s about time you see what else these lips can do.”

      His eyes narrow. “Jesus Christ, I think I just came in my pants.”

      I begin undoing his jeans while saying, “I sure hope not, because in your pants wasn’t where I was planning for you to come.”

      He leans back on the couch and spreads his legs, pure joy pulling at his lips. “Goddamn, Emory. I’m so fucking in love with you.”

      I don’t know how this happened, how I possibly reconnected with Knox Gentry, but I know one thing for sure: I’m going to be one selfish girl, because there’s no way in hell I’m ever letting him go again. This decision to stay is the perfect one.
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      “Thank you, again. This means so much to me.”

      “Well deserved,” Coach Disik says, shaking my hand one more time. I remember the first time I met him, how intimidating he was, but now, I don’t get a small quiver when I see him. But then again, since I’m no longer on his roster, he’s eased up.

      I squeeze Emory’s hand and ask, “Are you ready?”

      She nods and waves to Mrs. Flower. “It was great seeing you again.”

      “You too,” she replies coldly. I don’t know if the old coot has ever been able to lighten up.

      “Take care, Gentry. And I’m counting on those tickets.”

      “I got you, Coach.”

      I give him a quick pat on the back and hop off the stage where my mom gathers me and Emory into her arms. To say my mom was over-the-moon excited about me reconnecting with Emory is an understatement. We FaceTimed her together and I swear, she nearly had a heart attack. It was the best thing I’ve ever witnessed. After she screamed for what seemed like ten minutes, we told her we just rekindled our old flame—Emory’s words, not mine—and we’re now living together. My mom was on the next flight out. She spent a week fawning over Emory, taking her out to do girly shit, and bonding with my girl. It felt good knowing how much she’s still accepted in my life.

      Carson and Holt were just as shocked as Lindsay and Dottie. We had everyone over for one big party to celebrate. Got fucking wasted and ended up having a giant sleepover. Emory kept saying it was like her dorm days, while Carson was on the verge of tears about the loft years. What a fucking douche.

      “I am so proud of you,” my mom says. “My baby is in his college’s hall of fame, and I can’t believe it.” Taking a deep breath, she continues, “I knew you were meant for great things, Knox, but honestly, the greatest thing you ever accomplished was landing this girl right here. You gave her your heart and soul. No one will ever mean more to him, Em.” My mom takes Emory’s other hand and holds tight. “I could not be happier to call you the mother of my grandchild.”

      I glance at Emory’s small but growing belly.

      Yeah, I couldn’t be happier either.

      When Emory first found out she was pregnant—drunk sleepover night, yeah, someone forgot a condom—she was so nervous to tell me, but fuck, I cried. I cried so damn hard that I felt like my mother. We’re having a baby. We made a living thing, and the girl I’m madly in love with is the mother. Yeah, I’m fucking pumped.

      “Thank you, Mama G. But this day really is about Knox.”

      She waves her hand in the air. “He’s had his moment. Let’s talk about you now.”

      “Or, I can show Emory something and we can meet you at The Hot Spot in thirty minutes. Grab us a table?”

      My mom concedes, gives us both a kiss, and then takes off.

      “You want to show me something?”

      “Yeah, they hung a picture of me. It’s hot, and I want you to get all kinds of turned on.”

      “There’s something seriously wrong with you.”

      Not caring that she thinks I’m weird, I tug her hand and lead her away from the event center space and down into the narrow hallways of the stadium, straight to the locker room. Thanks to Coach, I have a workable key, but he told me to keep it in my pants. I just laughed him off.

      When I open the door, I go to pull Emory in, but she plants her feet.

      “You have got to be kidding me. Are you really taking me into the locker room?”

      “Come on, babe, just go with it.”

      “I’m not having sex with you in here.” I tug her into the space, ignoring her statement.

      “How else am I supposed to guarantee you’ll be mine for life?” I say as I pull her into my chest, right in the middle of the room where I hold some great memories.

      She gives me a side-eye and then points to her protruding stomach. “I’m pretty sure here’s your answer. Plus”—she looks around—“I thought you didn’t believe in all that locker room crap.”

      “I don’t, but at this point, I’ll do anything it takes to make sure you never walk out of my life again.”

      “Never going to happen.” She rubs her thumb across my cheek. “You’re stuck with me, Gentry.”

      “In that case.” I reach to my back pocket and pull out a piece of paper, handing it to her.

      Brows knitted together, she takes it and glances down. “Why are you giving me a campus map?”

      “Open it up.” I nod.

      Skeptical, she opens it, revealing what I wrote inside. Her gasp carries through the room as she looks up at me, but she has to look down, because I’m bent on one knee, holding a ring box to her. On the inside of the map, I wrote, “Spend your life with me.”

      “Oh my God,” she whispers.

      “Em, from the moment that map hit me—yes, I stole it from you—I knew you were something special. I also think I knew it when I passed out with your tit in my hand, because honestly, I never forget a good pair of tits. And, baby, you have the best tits around.” She rolls her eyes but tears fall as well. “You are everything I need in my life and more. You’re the mother of my child, the love of my life, and my best fucking friend. Please make me the happiest man on this planet and be my wife.”

      She nods, words unable to fall past the tears.

      I scoop her into my arms and twirl her around, elated . . . no, fucking overjoyed that this girl will forever be mine.

      I place the ring on her finger and we both marvel at it. She tells me it’s too much, I tell her I wish it was bigger. She kisses me all over my face. I let her.

      When she pulls away, I wiggle my eyebrows and nod toward the showers. “Want to get naked?”

      “We are not doing it in here.”

      I think about it for a second. “Then bend over and let me finger you. We have to do something, babe. We need to seal the deal.”

      “Holt has gotten to your head.”

      “It worked for him.”

      She sighs heavily and looks to the side. “Fine, one fingering and we’re done.”

      I laugh. “Come on, babe, you know I always use at least two.”
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      Everyone knows me as the easygoing, fun-loving guy without a care in the world. You know who I’m talking about, right?

      The guy who cheers when a couple kisses, who says stupid shit like YIPPEE when he’s excited, the guy who has no shame in shimmying his bare, bright white ass to his friends just to make them laugh.

      I’m also the guy who is magically smart, can lead an entire bar to harmoniously sing any Taylor Swift song, lucks out in everything he does, and has impeccable taste in clothing—despite wearing a baseball hoodie every Monday. A dude must make himself feel better when the Monday blues hit and a hoodie does just that.

      But have you guessed it? Do you see where this is going?

      I’m not that guy anymore.

      Nope.

      Easygoing and fun-loving? Not anymore. I spit venom at whoever dares to be in my presence. You know the old man who throws endless piles of shoes at the street youths as they walk by? That’s me, minus the incontinence problem and mothball smell.

      My days of singing Taylor Swift with a crowd are over. Instead—if I even make it to a bar—I bury myself in a corner and sneer. Oh boy, do I fucking sneer. I sneer at anything and anyone that even attempts to look at my face.

      That impeccable fashion sense I was boasting about? Gone. I think I’ve been wearing the same pair of athletic shorts for a month—not really—but maybe it’s a little true.

      And the guy who lucks out in everything he does? Ha, my luck was cut short at the beginning of the season thanks to the square ass, dirty dick named Kirk Babcock, also known as Kirk BADcock by my team.

      What did this Badcock do, you ask?

      If you’re thinking he poked me with said bad cock, you need to get your mind out of the gutter.

      What he did was even worse than winging his willy around on the baseball field.

      So bad that you might need to brace yourself . . .

      **FLAILS ARMS**

      He committed a sin against all baseball etiquette.

      The cardinal sin.

      The biggest sin of all sins.

      Are you sitting? I don’t want you to faint from the blasphemy I’m about to share.

      Deeps breaths, everyone . . .

      He . . . damn it, he slid late . . . at practice.

      Gasp, I know.

      I told you it was bad . . . my balls are shriveling up into my taint just thinking about it.

      The dumbass freshman, who had too much juice in his junk, decided to book it to second during a practice game while Holt and I were fleshing out a double play. The dingleberry slid into second base two seconds too late.

      Why is this a problem?

      For those of you who might not be in the know—don’t worry, I won’t hold it against you—back in 2016, the gods of baseball developed a new rule; all players sliding into second must hit the ground first before touching the bag to avoid injuring the opposing players.

      Layman’s terms: don’t be a dickhead and hurt people.

      Apparently, Badcock didn’t get that memo, because the little turd nugget charged second base like an out-of-control steam train . . . just as I slid my foot across the base for the out. His dirty slide took my leg out, twisting me in the process, and tossed me to the ground.

      As I fell, I heard a resounding snap that would make any grown-ass man throw up into his lap, followed by an immense amount of pain shooting up the back of my leg.

      The motherfucker—stenchy bad cock—ruptured my Achilles tendon.

      Like Achilles himself, I buckled to the ground and wallowed in pain while holding my leg, as if I let go, it would detach from my body and float right on up to heaven where it belongs for the many good years it gave me.

      Badcock proceeded to fling his helmet off his head, get in my face, and apologize profusely, making up some excuse about tripping over his own damn feet.

      Yeah, okay, fart breath.

      I’d like to see the tape for a full review, because I’m questioning the shit out of that statement. Tripped, my left nut.

      If I was a freshman and got hurt, I wouldn’t want to rip the skin off Badcock’s scrotum, maybe just give him a swift lodge of my foot up his ass. But ripping scrotum skin, nah.

      But guess what? I’m not a goddamn freshman.

      I’m a fucking junior, and if you know anything about baseball, you know being a junior in college is one of the most important times in a guy’s life.

      Because that’s the year you’re eligible to be drafted.

      DRAFTED.

      Brentwood University is known as a breeding ground for exceptional baseball players; it’s where the scouts come to find their next top prospects. If you want to play professional baseball, you either choose to go into the draft right after high school or be recruited by Brentwood. I chose an education so I had a possible career to fall back on in case something happened to me . . . like rupturing my Achilles tendon.

      Can you guess where this is going?

      Strike up the violins, because a sob story is coming your way.

      I was ushered off the field and straight to the state-of-the-art training room where, after an excruciating physical exam, I had an ultrasound. It was then confirmed I’d be out of commission for the season. I underwent surgery, had the stupid thing stitched back together—let’s take a moment to be physically ill over the thought of that—and then put through an extensive rehab, missing my chance to be drafted.

      You read that right, I was not drafted. My best friends were . . . I was not.

      Because no one wants an injured player, even if he has tons of promise.

      Even if he was the best second baseman in the country.

      Even if he was supposed to be drafted in the first round.

      Not one single team wanted to take the gamble to see if I could make a full recovery.

      Isn’t that just peachy?

      So needless to say, Kirk BADcock stays as far away from me as possible.

      As for me, I’d like to say I’m not a bitter man with a chip on his shoulder, but that would be a massive lie.

      I have the biggest fucking chip on my shoulder, so big that I named him Aloysius and I high-five him every morning, agreeing that we’re going to try to make at least one person’s life miserable that day.

      My suggestion, if you see me around campus? Steer clear, run away, duck and hide, because I’m a polluted motherfucker with an equally rotten Aloysius on my shoulder ready to raise hell in your life.

      Carson Stone is out for vengeance thanks to one moronic bad cock.
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      “Fuck.”

      Bat and helmet are tossed to the ground as the opposing team jogs off the field.

      Yikes, that can’t be a reaction the coaching staff looks for from their players.

      “Stone, get your ass in the dugout,” Coach Disik yells across the field, hands propped at his hips, a look to kill plastered on his face. Yup, doesn’t seem like they like that reaction at all.

      “Oooo,” Jerry, one of my best friends, says next to me. “Someone’s in trouble.”

      “Yeah, Disik is not going to like that,” Shane, my other best friend adds, just as he stuffs a handful of popcorn into his mouth.

      “Stone is having one shitty season.” Jerry leans over and grabs a scoop of popcorn for himself but instead of unhinging his jaw and taking down a fistful of food like Shane, he pops in one piece at a time like a civilized human being.

      “It’s only the start of the season,” I say, feeling bad for the guy. Once the lead-off hitter who led the country in hits, steals, and RBIs as well as fielding percentage, he’s fallen from grace after his injury last year and can’t seem to get it together his senior year.

      Muffled yelling springs from the dugout, but since we’re sitting directly behind it, we can’t quite hear or see what’s going on, but once Brentwood takes the field and Carson is not standing at second, we understand completely.

      “Damn, Disik is heartless. Took out Stone and replaced him with Babcock. That’s just savage.”

      I wince, watching the sophomore, who took Carson out at practice, field some grounders from Romeo at first base.

      Rumor on campus is Babcock was out to get Carson from the beginning, and he took the one chance he had to take out the All-American second baseman and send him to the DL. And the infamous dirty slide, which has been heard around Chicago, was not an accident, but intentional.

      Babcock was jealous of Carson’s talent and stats, wanted the limelight, wanted everything Carson had. Some conspiracy theorists even go as far to say that Babcock reviewed tapes for hours on the way Carson would sweep across second base when turning so he knew exactly where to strike.

      At least, that’s the word on the street.

      You know how people love to gossip about tragedy.

      I don’t believe a word of it.

      I’ve seen Kirk around campus; he’s a klutz and doesn’t seem to have a mean bone in his body. If you want to know the truth, I think he was an idiot freshman trying to prove his place on the team and got overzealous, taking out the wrong person.

      That’s me just giving the guy the benefit of the doubt.

      “I don’t blame Disik. Look how Stone’s been playing, he deserves to be benched.”

      I pick up my cup from my drink holder and suck down a large gulp of Sprite before saying, “Carson’s been playing a great second base. There hasn’t been any issues there; it’s his bat that’s suffering.”

      “And a player without a bat is a nobody,” Shane says, as popcorn flies out of his mouth while he speaks.

      It’s true. You can be the best infielder or outfielder in the world, but if you’re not swinging the bat, you’re worthless. The only player on the team who can get away with a .200 batting average is a pitcher, not a former All-American second baseman.

      “You should give him batting advice,” Jerry says, nudging my shoulder.

      “Yeah, okay,” I scoff. “Let me just step into the dugout and offer my help. I’m sure they’ll welcome me with open arms.” I roll my eyes. “They have the best college baseball coaching staff in the country, so the last thing they need is a kinesiology major butting her head into the dugout, offering suggestions.”

      “From the looks of it, Carson Stone should take any help he can get.” Jerry brushes off his hands. “Come on, we have to get to the field.”

      I check my watch. Crap, we’re going to be late if we don’t start moving.

      Standing together, we vacate our seats and head out to the parking lot where Shane’s blue Corolla is parked in a money spot. The Brentwood baseball stadium is enormous, has a rooftop for rainy days, and costs far too much money to even think about. If I ever wonder where my tuition is going, I only have to look at the seats I was just sitting in.

      “Google Maps says we’re going to get there a minute early, so we better book it,” Jerry says. “Do your best work, Shane.”

      Two hands on the steering wheel and a determined look in his eyes, Shane revs the engine to his sensible sedan and says, “Don’t worry, I’ll get us to the church on time.”
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        * * *

      

      Five minutes late doesn’t look good to parents who are trusting three college students to coach their eight-year-olds.

      Shane blamed it on the red lights, but Jerry and I know the truth; he drives like an old man who’s lost his glasses. Head perched forward, chin nearly kissing the steering wheel, and hands constantly on ten and two, he drove the streets like the wheels were trying to trudge through quicksand.

      It will be the last time we let Shane be in charge of driving.

      “Hustle up,” Jerry calls out as the kids run from foul pole to foul pole and then back to home plate.

      Turning to my co-coaches, I say, “So I’m working with the boys on the tee. Shane, you’re doing soft toss into the net; Jerry, you’re pitching from behind the screen.”

      Jerry stretches his arm over his head. “Yup, I’m ready to strike some suckers out.” A former pitcher in high school, Jerry has a hard time toning it down sometimes when pitching to the kids. He calls it his turbo arm, but I call it his death arm.

      Reinstating the rules, I place my hand on his shoulder and say, “Remember, they are eight, so turbo arm needs to stay on lockdown. We don’t need parents coming at us with a lawsuit because you can’t control yourself.”

      “I dare them to sue me. I’ll flash them my student loan debt and say good luck.”

      Sighing, I reply, “Please take it easy on them. We need to instill confidence in these kids, not break them down into emotional messes.”

      “Breaking them down is how you build them back up.” Jerry winks at me.

      “I’m serious.”

      He rolls his eyes. “I know. Don’t worry, I won’t mow them down with my pitches, but I’m also not going to lob them in. These kids need to learn how to hit.”

      Shane pats Jerry on the back. “That’s why we recruited Milly. If she can’t get these kids to hit, no one can.”

      We break into our different sections, and I wait over by the tee with a bucket of balls and my practice bat so I can demonstrate techniques while teaching the kids at the same time. Finishing up their laps, I take in the bright blue sky and the cool breeze that picks up the freshly cut grass scent around us. Baseball season, my favorite season of all.

      Growing up with three older brothers and a dad obsessed with baseball, I had no choice in the matter of what sport I liked to watch. They started me at a young age, taking me to every Chicago Bobcat game my parents could afford, decking me out in Bobcat gear, and sticking me in front of the TV whenever the game was on, listening to them analyze every swing, every pitch, and every catch.

      I became addicted.

      I spent my weekends driving from ballpark to ballpark with my parents, watching my brothers play, offering them my advice and encouragement. I soon became my brothers’ good luck charm and they started to fight over whose game I attended during the season. My parents got so sick of the bickering they finally wrote out a schedule of what games I attended based on importance.

      I have what seems like hundreds of scorebooks stacked in my parents’ attic from watching my brothers play. Scrapbooks full of newspaper clippings, of pictures of them on the field, of their stats that I would print out and share with them. I was their own personal historian and coach when it came to their baseball careers. They all went to college on full-ride scholarships for baseball, but only one attended Brentwood, my oldest brother, Cory. He plays for the Baltimore Storm now, six years deep in a contract, playing first base, and absolutely killing it this season so far.

      Rian and Sean, my other brothers, own a Division One training facility outside Chicago where they train athletes looking to move on to Division One programs. They focus on agility and power, working in heavy weightlifting and quick cardiovascular spurts to drive up the heart rate. Last year, they were named the best gym in the area and are now expanding to a second location. I couldn’t be prouder, and I also like to think I had a little piece in their success.  Being hardcore baseball fans has benefitted all of us in some way over the years.

      “Coach Milly, do I have to wear my batting gloves?” Dennis, the runt of the team, asks as he stumbles over to me, pants too big, and helmet covering his eyes.

      I catch him right before he faceplants into the grass and squat to his level so I can help him with his helmet and pants.

      “You don’t have to wear them if you don’t want to, Dennis.”

      He holds up a hand where one of the gloves is on backward. The fingers are barely filled by his small hands, and the fingertips of the glove look like deflated balloons.

      Oh Dennis.

      “Were these your brother’s gloves?” He nods. “Well, they seem a little big, and they might get in the way rather than help you.”

      “I thought so.” He takes the glove off and then smiles a toothless grin at me. “I can put them in my back pocket like the big leaguers. Like an asessory.”

      “Do you mean accessory?”

      “Yeah, like my mom has necklaces. I have batting gloves.” He turns around in a short circle for a moment, trying to reach his back pocket and when he does, he shoves the gloves inside, making his little butt very large on one side. “There. How do I look, Coach?”

      I smile kindly at him. “Like a ballplayer.”
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      “Thank fuck,” I answer, placing my EarPods in my ears. “I need to hear your voice.”

      “You make it sound like we’re dating,” Knox says, on the other end of the phone.

      I huddle in the corner of the dining hall, waiting for my teammates to show up. Because of my show of unsportsmanlike conduct on the field yesterday, Coach Disik suspended me from practice today and is benching me for the next game as well. Just what I fucking need when I’m trying to enter into the draft at the end of the season.

      I’m already behind thanks to my injury, add to it my shitty performance on the field, and now warming the wood in the dugout, I’m never going to make it to the big leagues.

      “We are dating. We’ve been dating since freshman year,” I say.

      “When you say shit like that, it makes our relationship seem weird.”

      “Hey, I warned you I was clingy when we first met. It’s not my fault you let me into your world. How’s your mom by the way? I miss Mama G this season and watching her tits bounce up and down in the stands.”

      “I will murder you.”

      I laugh, feeling a small sense of relief talking to one of my best friends on the phone after the stress I’ve been carrying.

      Not only did I miss out on being drafted last season, but because my two best friends, Holt and Knox, were drafted, they left me with all the underclassmen, making me the only fucking senior on the team.

      If you’ve been counting, that’s number two hundred sixty-two when it comes to swift kicks to the crotch when it comes to my luck.

      Luckily, there are a few guys I’ve been able to lean on this year, Jason Orson being a big one since we share a wall in the loft.

      And for the record, he thinks Badcock’s story about tripping is a crock of shit. He was one of the guys in the dugout and saw the sheer force and speed he was running at. Badcock had one thing on his mind: destroy Carson Stone.

      I begrudgingly allow him access to the baseball loft, as the weasel head has convinced some teammates what he did was accidental. But he’ll never make it past door duty while I’m here. Maybe he’ll consider his actions next time before he goes and snaps another man’s Achilles tendon.

      Poking fun at my love for Knox’s mom is one of my favorite things to do so I say, “She sent me Oreo brownies a few weeks ago, and I pictured her while eating them.”

      “I’m about to hang up.”

      Laughing harder, I stop him before he hangs up—he’s done it before and refuses to answer the phone when I call him back . . . multiple times. “Coach benched me.”

      Silence.

      I check the screen to make sure he actually didn’t hang up on me. “What? Why?”

      Slinking against the brick wall, I ask, “Do you want the real reason or the ‘for show’ reason.”

      “Start with the ‘for show’ reason.”

      “I struck out three times in one game yesterday, lost my cool, slammed my bat to the ground, tossed my helmet toward the dugout, and screamed ‘fuck’.”

      Chuckling, Knox says, “Yeah, that will get you benched.”

      “But he also benched me from practice and the next game.”

      “Ouch, really? That seems harsh and unlike him. Now I’m curious. What’s the real reason?”

      l observe the campus from afar, the different types of students always interesting me. There are the happy students without a worry in the world, the ones who just skate through college on their parents’ dime. Then there are the stressed and neurotic who are about to have a mental breakdown any second—love the nervous ticks in their eyes. And then there are the student athletes who have ice bags Saran-wrapped to every part of their body, looking tired and ready to pass out in their sub-par plate of spaghetti and meatballs. We’re all here for one goal: to earn an education, and yet, our lives and worries are vastly different.

      My benching would probably seem menial to someone struggling with student loan debt and trying to earn a piece of the pie in academic scholarships, but like I said, we all have different worries that plague us.

      Mine just happens to control the entire outcome of my career.

      Biting on my bottom lip, I close my eyes briefly. “I think he’s trying to light a fire under my ass so I get my shit together and start performing.”

      “Still in a slump?”

      “Let’s just say Gunner’s slugging percentage is better than mine.”

      “Oh fuck.” He chuckles, and I don’t blame him. When a pitcher is getting more hits than a middle infielder, there’s something seriously wrong going on. “Dude, Gunner has the ugliest swing ever.”

      “Tell me about it, and yet, he’s still able to hit the ball. I might as well step in the batter’s box with a blindfold strapped across my eyes and stick my bat over the plate, hoping for any kind of contact at this point.”

      “Dude, I had no idea it was this bad.”

      “Because you’re in your own personal hell, trying to make a name for yourself in the minors.”

      He chuckles. “I wouldn’t call it hell, but I will say this, the accommodation at Brentwood far exceeds anything I’m sleeping in now. Rich and privileged university to Double-A ball is a rude awakening, that’s for damn sure.”

      “You won’t be there for long; you and I both know that. Triple-A is right around the corner for you.”

      “If I can keep up with this schedule. I thought college was hard. I would give anything to be back at Brentwood with you right now.”

      “Don’t yank my dick. You’re just saying that because you want to see Emory.”

      Emory Ealson, the girl of Knox’s dreams and probably one of the chillest girls I’ve ever met. She’s pretty amazing, so I see why Knox is head over heels about her.

      “Have you seen her?” he asks softly.

      “Here and there, but before I can say anything to her, she gives me a curt smile and sprints in the opposite direction. Something tells me she’s avoiding me.”

      “You think?” He sighs heavily. “Sorry, let’s not get off topic here. So, you suck at baseball.”

      “Wow, you sure know how to make a guy feel better.” The doors to the dining hall open as Jason, Gunner, and Romeo walk in, pulling the attention of everyone in the vicinity. It’s not a secret that the baseball team runs this campus and the hot ticket in town is a seat at the baseball games on the weekends. Some of the guys soak in the limelight, while others, the grounded individuals who seem to have long-lasting careers in the big leagues, are humble about it, kind, and move on with their days.

      Knox is one of them.

      I used to be.

      Now I’m just an old curmudgeon no one wants to touch with a ten-foot pole. It might be the splotchy facial hair, or the unkept mop on my head, or the ever-so-slight limp in my leg where I swear sometimes I can feel the staples holding my Achilles tendon together scraping my bone—a feeling the doctors quickly debunked.

      “I have to take you down with me. Sorry, dude.” He lets out a huge sigh and then says, “Okay, so what do you need to do to get out of this funk?”

      “Turn back time and steal Badcock’s jockstrap so he can’t go on the field that day.”

      “Hmm, do you know anyone with a time machine?”

      “Just murmurs here and there, no concrete promises.” At least I still have a sense of humor with my best friend.

      “Yeah, same here. Since we don’t have a time machine, it looks like you might have to bust your ass. Your schedule is light this semester, right? Just easy classes since you pretty much finished your major last year, pulling double duty.” Remember what I said about being magically smart? It’s true. I’m an anomaly and earned a bachelor’s degree in architecture in three years.

      “Yeah, trying to finish that minor in early childhood education, because why the hell not. Classes are a breeze.”

      “Thanks for not making me feel stupid or anything.”

      Knox majored in early childhood education and even though he was a good student and earned good grades, he had to work hard at it.

      “Anytime. But yeah, classes are simple right now.”

      “So then your ass should be in the cages, in the video room, looking over every swing you’ve made this year and every swing you’ve made last year. Put in the work because you have the time, but even if you didn’t, you would still need to put in the work.”

      “Sure, yeah, that makes sense.” I pause and voice my biggest concern, the one that’s been plaguing me for the last month or so, ever since I haven’t been able to put wood on the ball. “Do you think this is a sign?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I don’t know, that maybe . . . you know, I wasn’t meant to be drafted?”

      “Fuck that,” Knox says quickly. “You and I both know that’s a cop-out. You drew a shitty hand from a bad cock. That doesn’t mean you give up. It means you work harder for what you want. Remember what Tom Hanks’s character says in A League of Their Own. ‘If it wasn’t hard, everyone would do it. It’s the hard that makes it great.’”

      “Such a good fucking movie. When he takes a piss in front of all the girls. Fucking classic.”

      “And when he pegs Stillwell Angel in the noggin with a glove, I cry laugh every time I watch that part.”

      Yeah, A League of Their Own is our favorite baseball movie. What were you expecting? For it to be The Sandlot? Field of Dreams? For Love of the Game? Bull Durham? All greats, but A League of Their Own takes the cake every time. Sliding in skirts? Come on, that shit is real right there.

      “Shit, I need to go back to the loft and watch that now.”

      “I’m praying it’s on Netflix,” Knox says.

      “Good luck.” Jason waves me down and I give him the international sign for one second. “Listen, the boys are here for dinner. I have to go.”

      “Sure, just remember what Old Tommy boy said, okay? The hard is what makes it great. Put in the work.”

      “I will, thanks, bud.”

      “Any time and hey . . . uh, if you happen to see Emory around campus, tell her I said hi.”

      “You have her number, dipshit, tell her hi yourself.” With that, I hang up and push off the wall. I’m fucking starving.
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      Without a doubt, Lakeview is the best dining hall, not just because of its almost 360º view of Lake Michigan, but because of its drop-everything-you’re-doing paninis. They are so fucking good, and I’ve been craving one all day.

      The only problem? Everyone knows Lakeview makes the best paninis, therefore, at dinnertime, everyone is in line for one.

      This is the one time I wish I could use my “celebrity status” at school. Maybe I should offer up the idea for a line and panini press set aside just for the baseball team? That wouldn’t be asking too much, would it? I don’t think so.

      Groaning, I tip my head back and stare at the ceiling, reminding myself that the secret sauce and melt-in-your mouth pastrami is worth it.

      “Are you in line?”

      To my side, a girl wearing glasses in a T-shirt three sizes too big stands next to me, freckles dancing across her face, and a crease between her brows.

      “Yeah, I am, so get behind me,” I answer with a harsh tone. Yeah, I know, rude, right? Well listen, I’ve been waiting in this line for five minutes already and it doesn’t feel like it’s moved at all, so I’m slightly agitated.

      “Okay. S-sorry.” She ducks her head, clearly reading my tone, and takes direction well by standing behind me.

      So she stuttered, that’s totally fine. She might have hiccupped or something. It wasn’t from my tone of voice.

      Definitely not.

      Nope . . .

      Crap.

      I might be a curmudgeon, but I don’t like coming off as a dick, especially when some of the students at Brentwood absolutely despise student athletes and think they’re a pond of assholes tossing around balls and weight equipment—that’s a straight quote from an article in the school paper.

      Do I turn around? Hmm . . . It would be the nice thing to do. Then again, I’m in a lousy mood and I might make it worse.

      Yeah, I’m going to pass. I’m not in the mood to start a conversation with some random student. Last time that happened, some nitwit tried to give me batting advice. Let’s just say the conversation didn’t end well.

      So, I’m not going to turn around.

      Nope.

      I’m going to accept my dickish tone and move on.

      I’m going to forget about her little stutter and the way she cowered when I opened my mouth.

      Forgetting it. Yup, deleted from my brain.

      Think about paninis and pastrami and mustard and . . . fuck.

      Is she telling her friends what an ass I am?

      Is she crying?

      No, I wasn’t that much of a dick. There is no way she’s—did I just hear a sniffle?

      Now I’m imaging things. All I said was “yeah, I am, so get behind me.” That’s not terrible, right? It’s practically a friendly handshake.

      But then again, if I wasn’t rude, why did her face fall flat when she looked at me? Why was her voice so monotone? Is she one of those sensitive Sally’s who’s offended by everything?

      Doesn’t matter. It’s over and done with. No need to harp on it.

      But the longer I stand here, the more awkward I feel with her right behind me, most likely burning holes in my back through her glasses with her pissed-off laser eyes.

      I already suck at baseball. I don’t need laser marks in my back as well.

      Succumbing to guilt and my wandering mind, I turn around to find the girl standing directly behind me with her head buried in her phone and her brown, unkept hair falling over her fair skin.

      “Uh, hey, I just wanted to—”

      She holds a finger up and then laughs to herself, returning both hands to her phone where she feverously types out a response.

      Ohh-kay.

      Look who’s being rude now.

      Maybe I should turn myself right back around and skip out on the apology. Clearly, she doesn’t need one. She’s not crying—but because I’m a nosey bastard, I lean slightly forward and glance at her screen where I spot my name before the text messages move up.

      Is she texting about me?

      Well, yeah, because my name was clear as day in her phone.

      Peeved, I grip the straps of my backpack and say, “Hey, I’m trying—”

      “I said hold on.” She spats to her side, as if I’m standing to her right rather than in front of her.

      Hold on? HOLD ON?

      Excuse me, but she better hold the fuck on.

      She did not just give me attitude. She has no idea the kind of button she just pushed. I’m already steamed up from being suspended from practice, having to deal with Badcock stealing my position right from under me, and my horrific batting average, now this little tartlet in the frumpy shirt thinks she can give me attitude?

      Ohhhh nooooo.

      Not today.

      Not fucking today.

      “You know what they say about millennials. They’re so caught up in their phones they suffer when it comes to human interaction.”

      Her brow creases and slowly, so fucking slowly, she looks up at me, then to the side, and then back to me, almost as if she’s confused that I’m looking at her. “Are you talking about me?”

      “Are you ignoring me to text your friends about me?”

      A stain of red covers her cheeks as she slides her phone down to her side. “I . . . I wasn’t—”

      “Cut the crap. I saw my name in your texts.”

      Despite her short height, she tries to act stern but just comes out a horrible nervous mess. “How d-d-dare you read my texts. That’s pr-private.”

      “I’m not even sorry about it, not when you’re talking about me.” I nod to her phone at her side. “Let me see what you said.”

      She clutches her phone to her chest. “No. That’s n-none of your concern.”

      “It is when it has to do with me. I’m not an idiot, even though I get that everyone knows who I am. My goddamn face is plastered all over streetlight flags throughout campus. What I don’t appreciate is being talked about behind my back.”

      She tugs on her long shirt and looks to the side when she says, “Well then, you must be extremely g-grumpy because I’m not the only one talking about you behind your back. I bet sixty percent of this campus mentions you at least once a day, and it isn’t about how you verbally attack people in the panini l-line.” She pushes her glasses up on her nose, her long-winded response surprising given how her knees are knocking against each other.

      Geared up, I let out a roar of a response. “I am not verbally attack—” I take a calming breath, realizing that yes, I am verbally attacking her. “I was trying to apologize, but you were rudely texting on your phone and didn’t give me a chance.”

      “I was texting my friends, who think you’re a god on the field, that I was standing right behind you. Sorry for exciting them,” she says in the most passive-aggressive tone I’ve ever heard.

      A smile pulls at my face. “Your friends, huh? Any of them blonde?”

      “Yeah, one of them. Blond hair on HIS head and chest.”

      My smile falters.

      “He’s not into dudes, but I can still give him your number if you’re interested.” She pushes her glasses up on her nose again and even though the words coming out of her mouth sound snarky, I can tell she’s nervous from the shake of her hand and the way her eyes shift from side to side.

      Cooling my jets a little, I say, “I’ll pass.”

      We stand there awkwardly, staring at each other for a few seconds, nothing to be said. She nods her head behind me and the bravado in her voice drops when she says, “The line moved.”

      I glance over my shoulder and see that I’m still behind two people. At least I can reach the panini order form to drop it off so I don’t have to wait forever.

      Not sure if I should apologize at this point, I press my lips together and spin back around to grab a piece of paper and pencil. Staring blankly at the order form, the words all mix together, pastrami nowhere to be found in the meat section as my mind floats back to the girl behind me.

      Hating that I’m letting this entire situation bother me—old Carson would have laughed it off—I turn back around and say, “I wasn’t trying to be a dick.”

      She glances up at me, her phone still clutched to her chest. “Yeah, okay.”

      “How come it feels like you’re not accepting my apology?”

      “Well, technically, you didn’t apologize, you j-just said you weren’t trying to be a dick.” She adjusts her glasses again and looks away.

      “That was an apology.”

      She pushes her hair behind her ear, and that’s when I catch a glimpse of her pierced ear. Tucked against her soft lobe is a baseball earring. I think she’s the only other person besides Mama G that I’ve actually seen wear baseball earrings. She must be a serious fan.

      Which means she really, truly knows who I am.

      “You know”—she bites on the side of her cheek—“apologies usually c-contain an ‘I’m sorry’ in them s-somewhere.”

      “Not necessarily. They can also contain an ‘I apologize’ if we’re getting technical.”

      “Either way, n-neither were involved in your said apology.”

      “But there was remorse,” I counter.

      She pushes her glasses up again, round and brown, almost too big for her face and frankly, too boring. “There was complacency.”

      “What are you, a social behavioral major?”

      “Kinesiology.” She looks away and must spot her friends, because she shyly waves and then turns back to her fixed gaze on the ground.

      It’s looking like this is a lost cause.

      Digging deep and sucking up my pride, I say, “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry if I came across as a dick.”

      “You didn’t until you turned around, but thanks for apologizing.” She eyes the order form in my hand. “Better put in y-your order or else I’m skipping you in line.”

      “Brutal,” I say, trying to lighten the mood but instead of smiling, she looks off to the side avoiding eye contact with me.

      Well, okay then. Looks like our interaction is over.

      Back to the pastrami I’ve been craving all day.

      Looking at the counter, I quickly scan the rest of the ingredients offered just in time to see one of the panini magicians put up a sign.

      Out of pastrami.

      Mother.

      Fucker.

      Isn’t that just the cherry on top of this shit cake of a day?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        MILLY

      

      

      Before I can even set my tray down on the table, Shane and Jerry attack me with questions.

      “What did he say to you?”

      “Was he cool?”

      “Did he offer to buy you dinner? I heard baseball players have huge dining card limits.”

      “Did you give him any pointers about his swing?”

      I drop my tray on the table, thankful for the simple roasted red pepper panini and bag of chips on my plate so nothing splatters.

      I take a seat and set my backpack on the ground where I snag my water bottle from the pocket.

      “How about we talk about something else?”

      “No way.” Shane shakes his head. “You actually spoke to Carson Stone, so we want to know everything that happened.”

      “You’re acting like a teenage girl who wants to know if their crush spoke about them during recess.” I pop open my chip bag and stick a jalapeno kettle chip in my mouth.

      “Dude, when have we ever had a chance to talk to one of the baseball players?” Shane asks. “This is our fourth year on this campus and you talking to Carson Stone was the first time any of us have even gotten close to one of them. We are so not cool enough to be allowed into the baseball loft parties—”

      “We haven’t even tried,” I counter.

      “Because we’re not cool enough,” Shane reiterates. “We’re the kinesiology nerds who spend their nights reciting spelling cards for muscles and tendons. We don’t go to hip parties at the baseball loft. We also aren’t lucky enough to be on rotation in the training room when the baseball team is in there, as we always get the early morning shifts when we have to take care of the golfers. You had a glimpse into the legendary world of Brentwood, and you have to tell us about it.”

      I take a bite of my panini, chew, and then say, “You idolize the baseball team far too much.”

      Jerry laughs out loud. “Please, you’re the one who keeps score of every home game and puts smiley faces next to the players you like the best. Pretty sure Carson Stone has two smiley faces next to his name.”

      “He does not. I don’t ever give anyone two smiley faces, but yes, he might be marked in my scorebook, but only because I think he has a very smooth fielding glove and when his bat is working, it’s a beautiful swing to watch.”

      “Just tell us what he said,” Shane pushes.

      Succumbing to his annoying pressure, I say, “It was stupid. I asked him if he was in line, he said yes, he thought he sounded rude, he apologized, and that was it.” I leave out the fine details because frankly, I’m still shaking from the interaction.

      Carson Stone spoke to me.

      The Carson Stone.

      And I was so caught off guard that I really can’t remember what was said or how I acted. All I can remember is being so engrossed with texting the boys that I thought some other random person was trying to interrupt me. It wasn’t until Carson really grabbed my attention, that I realized he was speaking to me.

      Talk about humiliated.

      There is no doubt in my mind my face was bright red and blotchy while I stumbled over my words, trying to sound intelligent. I think I came off more bitchy than anything. Wouldn’t be the first time my shy and awkward personality came off as bitchy. I’ve hung out with guys my entire life, never really having any true girlfriends, so you would think it would be easy for me to talk to someone like Carson Stone. But that was not the case, not when those dreamy light blue eyes shone down at me, as he tried to carry a conversation.

      Not my best moment. Probably goes down in history as one I’ll regret for a long time, because when he’s playing professional baseball and I’m sitting at home with a bowl of Cheez-Its on my lap—watching him make diving play after diving play—I can remind myself of the way I told him the line moved up. Rather than the in-depth conversation I would love to have about baseball and how he got his start.

      It’s as if I was Baby in Dirty Dancing when she speaks to Johnny for the first time. “I carried a watermelon.” Yup, that’s me, the I carried a watermelon girl.

      Despite the probing, there is no way Jerry and Shane are going to get the details of that conversation, especially the part where I argued with him about what an actual apology is. I blame my nerves and total shock.

      “That was it? Seriously? You have one opportunity to talk to him and you didn’t even fish for an invite to one of the baseball parties?”

      “That wouldn’t have been awkward at all. And you don’t need an invitation,” I say exasperated. “Anyone can go.”

      “That’s what they tell you, but I think we all know only certain people get in.”

      “You’re exhausting,” I say to Shane. “It was an inconsequential interaction, one I think we all need to move on from. Now, shall we talk our starting lineup for the little guys? I think we should start Dennis in right field.”

      “Over Linus? You are out of your damn mind,” Shane spouts off, the ever-opinionated friend. Jerry, the neutral zone, watches us bounce back and forth between each other.

      Happy for the subject change, I dive into why I think Dennis would be the perfect starting right fielder for our team . . . despite his uncoordinated little body.
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      “Mildred,” Cory shouts into the phone once I answer his FaceTime call. “How’s my favorite sister?”

      “I’m your only sister.” I lie back against the pillows on my dorm bed and stare at my oldest brother who decided to grow a mustache for some stupid reason.

      “I don’t know, Rian can act like a girl at times.”

      Laughing, I ask, “When are you going to shave that molting caterpillar off your upper lip?”

      With this index finger and thumb, he strokes the small patch of hair and says, “Why would I shave this masterpiece? It’s a work of art.”

      “If you’re trying to repel women, you’re doing a good job. It’s hideous.”

      “You would be surprised with how much ass I’ve gotten since I started growing this thing.”

      “Eww, gross. Can you please not say things like getting ass? That’s so vile.”

      “You brought it up and I thought I would clear the air since I’m sure Rian and Sean are telling you differently.”

      “They haven’t said a word actually.”

      “Smart men. But I’m only kidding. I’m single and lonely just like you left me last time, and I’m shaving tomorrow. This shit itches.” He shifts on his bed and puts his arm behind his head. The sleeve of his shirt slips down his arm showing off his large bicep. It’s weird, seeing my older brother all beefed out like he is now. Many years in the weight room and sucking down protein shakes has paid off, and it’s showing in his stats, but it still feels weird knowing he’s a . . . man, rather than the scrawny boy I grew up with. “How’s your last semester of school treating you?”

      “Fine, I guess. I’ve picked up more hours in the weight room. I now have to wake up at four thirty every morning to be there by five for the golf team.”

      “Golf? Come on, why don’t they have you working with the baseball team? They could use you and your knowledge. Don’t they know you’re Cory Potter’s sister?”

      “No, and I plan to keep it that way. I don’t need people trying to be my friend falsely to get close to you or to score a free autograph or tickets or a date. I’m good with Shane and Jerry.”

      “Are they still taking care of you? After the incident last fall where they left you at a frat party, I’m still ready to twist their kneecaps.”

      “It’s not their fault. They both met girls and I told them to go. I was fine.”

      “You were left outside for over an hour waiting for an Uber to pick you up.”

      “It was a busy night, and we’re not getting into that again. I was fine, they apologized to you profusely and swore it would never happen again, so all is good.”

      “Good.” He cracks his neck to the side and says, “So who do I need to call to make sure you have a better shift in the weight room?”

      “Nobody. I don’t mind the golf team. They’re low-key and listen to country music while lifting, which is nice. The lacrosse team listens to EDM, and I swear I skitz out being in there with them.”

      “Have you given any thought to the offer to work in the training room full-time?”

      I shrug. “I’ve thought about it a little. It could be fun, but I don’t think it hits upon all the things I want to do. I love training athletes and morphing their bodies into well-oiled machines, but I also love teaching the mechanics of baseball.”

      “You want to coach.”

      “Yes, desperately. But I’m not sure if I’ll be taken seriously.”

      Cory’s brow crinkles. “Why do you say that?”

      “Come on, Core. I’m a girl.”

      “Who cares?”

      “Uh, every baseball player past the age of twelve. They don’t want a girl teaching them. That’s why I’m coaching eight-year-olds right now. They don’t judge you by what’s hiding in your underpants.”

      “Putting the words hiding in your underpants and eight-year-olds in the same sentence is not the best idea, Mills.”

      Laughing, I say, “You know what I mean. A woman breaking into the business of coaching men is next to impossible.”

      “That’s not true. There are a few female coaches out there paving the way for you. Look at them. There’s nothing you can’t accomplish, Milly. You know more about the sport than all three of your brothers combined, and it would be a crime if you didn’t put that to use.”

      Smiling shyly, I look out the window of my dorm to the pelting rain splashing against the glass. “Can I tell you something and you promise not to tell Rian and Sean?”

      “Secrets just between us? You know I thrive off them. What’s up?”

      “I’m thinking about proposing an idea to them but you have to tell me if it’s stupid first, because if it’s stupid, I won’t say anything.”

      “Hit me.”

      One of the reasons Cory is my favorite—apart from the fact he’s the oldest and has always taken care of me in every way possible, even buying me a brand-new car last year—is that he’s truly invested in everything I do. He encourages me, tells me when I need to pull back or put all my effort into an idea. He’s my sounding board and the one person I rely on whenever I’m in need.

      I twist my shirt in my finger and try not to sound nervous about my idea. Cory’s always told me to be bold, to believe in myself. “Well, you know how they’re putting together that new facility?”

      “Yeah, the one in Hyde Park? Beautiful location; they lucked out.”

      “Well, it’s pretty big, and they’re thinking about adding an event space, which seemed odd to me because who wants to have an event at a training facility? And I know they don’t focus on one single sport in their training, but I was thinking about suggesting using that space for individual baseball coaching. With the Bobcats and Brentwood in Chicago, this is a breeding ground for young players to learn and succeed, and I think we should take advantage of that. We can have fielding, batting, and pitching cages. Gather some of the top individual coaches in the area, even offer some slots to a few Brentwood boys, and they could rent the space and hold private lessons. And I could be one of the coaches. I’d still help out with the athletic training portion, but I could take on clients and work on their batting.” I cringe, feeling uncomfortable voicing my grand idea for the first time. “What do you think? Is it stupid?”

      “No.” He shakes his head. “It’s brilliant.”

      “Yeah?” I perk up. “You really think so?”

      “Really, really smart, Mills.”

      “You think I should talk to Rian and Sean about it?”

      “I think you need to talk to them sooner than later so they can develop the space properly.”

      “And even though they don’t want to focus on an individual sport, they’d go for it?”

      Cory sits up and grows serious. “If anything, Mills, they’re businessmen, smart businessmen at that, and they know good ideas when presented. This is better than a good idea. This is sheer brilliance and will fill a hole in Chicago. They have the talent in coaches and the name for the facility already, so they’d be idiots not to take it on.”

      I can’t contain my smile. “Okay, so, I should write up a proposal then? Should I include a PowerPoint presentation?”

      “You know Rian needs visuals, so at least include something like that.”

      I laugh out loud and nod. “He does. Okay. Awesome. Thank you, Cory. I really appreciate it.”

      “Anything for my little sis.” He yawns and flops back on his bed. “Shit, I’m whipped. Is there anything else I need to know? Any love interests you’ve left out?”

      I shake my head. “Please, if a guy were interested in me, you’d hear about it. No one is knocking at my door.” I push up my glasses and avoid looking at myself in the tiny little FaceTime box. “I’m not really looking for a relationship anyway, so it’s whatever.”

      “Maybe if you plucked that unibrow every once in a while, a guy would turn his head,” Cory jokes.

      “I don’t have a unibrow.” I rub my forehead with my hand, trying to remember the last time I did pluck my eyebrows. I forget about the everyday girly things to do because growing up, I really never focused on them.

      I’m the tomboy, the girl every guy wants to be friends with but no one wants to kiss. And it’s fine, I’m cool with that . . .

      Although, it would be nice to be asked out on a date just once.

      I’ll pluck after I get off the phone, just for the hell of it.

      “Have you tried on any of those clothes I had Cheryl send to you?”

      “You know I love your assistant, but her choice in clothing comes from the corners of horny and whorebag. I would never wear anything in that box.”

      Chuckling, he says, “Just because the shorts aren’t made of mesh, doesn’t mean they’re made for whores.”

      “I have other shorts that aren’t mesh.”

      “Khaki Bermuda shorts.”

      “Hey, they’re a nice length and I’ll have you know I started wearing skinny jeans.”

      “And let me guess, you wear a baggy shirt on top.”

      “God gave me a bosom, so I like to cover it up.”

      He rolls his eyes and sighs. “Whatever you say, Mills. But you will tell me if there’s a guy you like?”

      My mind immediately floats to Carson and the way he looked at me in the panini line, his eyes boring into me. I swallow hard, and hold back the absolute disgust of the idea that someone like Carson Stone would even consider taking a second look at me. I can one hundred percent guarantee I’m not that guy’s type, not even close.

      “Yes, I would tell you. Now get some sleep. You have some ass to kick tomorrow.”

      “The Lions will have no idea what hit them when I step up to plate. Thanks for the tips by the way, Mills, you really helped me out.”

      “What are sisters for?”
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        CARSON

      

      

      “Thanks for waking up with me and coming to the cages,” I say to Jason, who’s holding a to-go cup of coffee in one hand and a ball in the other.

      “Yeah, sure. I always wondered what campus looked like in the dark. It’s . . . black.”

      “Sorry about the time. I told you, you could sleep in the locker room while I did tee work, but I need you to pitch balls to me.”

      “Nah, I’m good. You need someone here to tell you what you’re doing wrong.”

      I stare at the tee, lift my leg, and swing through the ball, sailing it against the back net, dead center. It’s the perfect hit, smooth and clean, which is how I always hit off the tee. A lot of the guys hate working off the tee, but it’s the most fundamental thing you can do when training your swing. If you can’t do it, don’t even bother going up to plate.

      “But after seeing that swing, I’m not sure there’s anything I could tell you to change.” He lets out a deep breath. “Do you think it’s all in your head, man?”

      “I don’t know.” He places another ball down. I angle my body for an outside pitch and take the ball to the opposite side of the cage.

      Perfect.

      “Sometimes I think it’s in my head, but when I’m in the batter’s box, I don’t think of anything but the pitcher and the delivery, trying to pick up the ball as quickly as possible. I drown out the crowd and the other team and Disik’s loud and obnoxious voice. I’m not distracted easily up to bat, so that’s why I feel like I’m at a loss here.”

      Jason puts another ball on the tee. “Well, keep swinging and let me see if I notice anything.”

      We spend the next hour in the cages working off the tee and doing short pitching with Jason behind a screen and chucking balls over the plate.

      There were a few misses here and there where I rolled my wrists too soon, or my shoulder flew out a little too early, but for the most part, I was very happy with the practice.

      Falling to the ground, I prop myself up with my hands behind me as Jason leans against the pitching screen.

      “Dude, what the fuck is your problem in the games?” he asks, joking, but also perplexed.

      “I have no fucking idea.” I drag a hand over my face, exhausted. “But I need to figure it out because there is no way Badcock is taking my position away from me.”

      “Badcock isn’t having the best season either. Disik is just pushing your buttons.”

      “Well, it’s fucking working.” I check my watch and say, “Want to get in some weights before classes?”

      “Yeah, it’s one of the reasons I came in with you so I didn’t have to do afternoon weights before practice.”

      During the season, we have to lift three days a week, but because we’re constantly practicing and playing games, we have to fit in the weightlifting on our own schedules. Jason and I usually go in before practice together, but it sucks because we’re normally maxed out after practice and can barely make it to the dining hall for dinner.

      Getting the weights done early might be my new routine.

      We pack up the balls along with the tee and the nets—Coach likes everything to be orderly. I stuff my bat in my locker and change my shirt for a fresh one, not wanting to sweat all over the equipment, and then Jason and I walk down the connecting hallway to the training facilities for all the teams.

      The golf team is nearly done, which means the space will be free soon.

      We lean against the cinderblock walls as the golf team finishes up with abs, tossing medicine balls back and forth while country music plays on the speakers.

      “Did you see the drive Collins had the other day? I saw a replay of it on the local station recap. He killed it. Birdie on a par four.”

      “Missed it, but Gunner was talking about it. He told me Collins is going pro after this season. Good for him.”

      “He’s no Tiger Woods but he has great potential,” Jason says just as the team wraps up and starts emptying out of the room.

      When there are only a few stragglers left, Jason and I enter the weight room and both hop on the treadmills where we do a light five-minute jog to warm up our legs. Not that I need it at this point, but Jason’s muscles are probably still cold.

      “Hey boys, didn’t think I’d be seeing you two this early in the morning,” Vinny, the head trainer says, coming up to our treadmills and lacing his beefy hands on the arm grips.

      “Got an early start and did some batting practice,” I say between some light breathing. “Thought we’d get our weights out of the way today.”

      “Smart. Well, your workouts are in your files. It’s leg day today. Your usual trainers aren’t here but Milly and Jerry are both on the floor if you need someone to spot you. I’ll be in my office if you have any questions.”

      “Thanks, Vinny,” Jason says as he picks up the pace. I do the same, matching his speed.

      “Have a good one.” He pats our treadmills and takes off.

      Once he’s out of earshot, Jason says, “I still think he’s banging Elle in the training room. Whenever they’re around each other you can cut the tension with a knife.”

      “Is that rumor still floating around? No way.” I shake my head. “Elle is too young for him.”

      “Eight years isn’t much.” Jason shrugs. “He’s a charismatic guy.”

      “That’s true. I swear I get butterflies whenever he winks at us.”

      Jason roars in laughter and slows his treadmill at the exact moment we hit five minutes. “I knew you felt a little something for Vinny. I could see it in your eyes.”

      “It’s his bald head, there’s something about it that makes me want to rub my bare scrotum all over it.”

      He chuckles all the way to where our workout files are. “There’s something seriously wrong with you, man. I have no idea how Knox and Holt put up with you.”

      “They would stroke my ego quite often actually. Maybe that’s what’s wrong with my batting, I need someone to stroke me.” I press my hand against his back and whisper into his ear. “Will you stroke me, Jason?”

      “Get the fuck out of here.” He pushes me away, laughing.

      I snag my workout file from him and check out what’s in store for my legs today.

      Lateral-weighted squats, box jumps, dead lifts, parallel squats, front lunges . . . great.

      I glance at Jason. “Thank fuck we’re doing this now.”

      “Tell me about it. My legs would be fucked if we did this right before practice.”

      We both walk over to the free weights, claim a station, and begin racking up our bars. Vinny makes it easy on us and tells us how much weight and how many reps for each set, gradually increasing the weight as we move on. It’s mindless work, and we have to go through the correct motions to get the work done. He even provides little check boxes on the paper where we can check off every exercise. Makes us feel like we’re accomplishing something.

      “Do you need any help?” I look to the side where a buff blond dude is standing, wearing a green athletic trainer shirt and khaki shorts. This must be one of the guys Vinny was talking about. What were their names again?

      I stand up tall and lend out my hand. “Carson, what’s your name?”

      With a huge smile on his face, he takes my hand and says, “Jerry, it’s nice to meet you.”

      “Jerry, cool. Yeah, we’re just warming up right now, but once we get into the heavy sets, we might need a spot.”

      “Great. I can get Milly to help out as well.”

      Milly, huh, must be short for Miller.

      “Sure, call him over in a few once we have these warm ups over with.”

      “She.”

      “What?”

      “She. Milly is a girl.”

      “Oh, shit. I’m sorry.” I chuckle. “That was a dick thing to assume.”

      “Nah, she’s considered one of the guys anyway. She might be a small thing but she’s tough.”

      A small thing? I’m about to squat two hundred fifty pounds today. Do I really want a “small thing” spotting me?

      Before I can ask if she’s strong enough to help, Jerry calls out, “Mills, can you come here?”

      “Yup,” I hear a girl reply from the weight room office.

      My eyes carry to where her familiar voice came from, and I blink a few times to make sure I’m seeing correctly.

      Is that . . .

      Panini line girl?

      No, it can’t be . . . is it?

      I lean forward a little more as she approaches, trying to get a better look. I think that’s her, but she looks so different. Instead of an oversized shirt and her hair dancing over her face so I can barely see what she looks like, she’s wearing a form-fitting athletic training shirt, khaki shorts that touch just above her knee, and her hair is pulled back low at the nape of her neck and braided. Her big brown glasses adorn her face that doesn’t have an ounce of makeup. She’s tiny, smaller than I recall, and there’s a swell at her hips I can appreciate, something to grip on to. But what really catches my attention are all the freckles that dot her face. They’re . . . pretty.

      When she looks up from her clipboard and makes eye contact with me, she trips right into Jerry.

      “Careful there, Mills.” Hands on her shoulders he steadies her.

      “Panini girl,” I say before I can stop myself. The name causes her brow to crease.

      “Oh, that’s right, you two were in line together.” From the smile that’s pulling at the ends of Jerry’s mouth, I’m assuming he didn’t forget we’ve already met.

      Clamping her clipboard to her side and standing tall—as tall as she can—she says, “Yes, we were in line together yesterday.” In a very emotionless voice, she asks, “Did your panini treat you fine?”

      What? Who talks like that?

      I chuckle and rub the back of my head. “Yeah, it was delightful in all the right ways,” I answer, mocking her. “No bowel issues, if that’s what you were wondering.”

      Her nose scrunches up. “I really wasn’t.”

      “Ah, so since you already know each other, why don’t you two work together and I’ll take Jerry,” Jason says with a wicked gleam.

      I eye the runt next to me and then look over at the beefy Jerry and his expansive chest, then back at the runt. I think I got the short end of the stick—no pun intended.

      I lift more than Jason at this point, so there is no way I’m going to be spotted by panini line girl.

      “Not a good idea. I lift a lot.”

      “She can handle it,” Jerry says, defending his friend and moving to Jason’s side of the weight rack.

      I give her a once-over. “My arm is thicker than your leg. No way can you spot me.”

      Clearly offended, she says, “Try me.”

      “I’d rather not break you.”

      “Give her a chance,” Jerry chimes in. “I think she’ll surprise you, plus, she’s a wealth of knowledge when it comes to baseball.”

      “Yeah? You know some stats?” Jason asks, loading up his bar with tens on each side to warm up.

      “Pish. She’s not a statistician. She’s a coach.”

      A coach? Really? I would never have guessed that and not because she’s a woman, but because she looks more like a bookworm than someone interested in sports.

      “Okay, you can keep your mouth shut now, Jerry,” she says, her face taking on a scary shade of pink.

      “What? You are. Don’t sell yourself short, Milly. You know your way around the baseball field better than anyone I know.”

      Milly and baseball? Panini line girl knows a little something about the sport? Is that why she was weird in the dining hall, because she’s a huge baseball fan? I mean, she is wearing those little baseball earrings again.

      “You know baseball?”

      “Her brother is—”

      “Shut. It.” Milly takes on a scary deep voice, full of warning—like Satan popped out of her mouth and bitch-slapped Jerry.

      “Don’t be mad at me. I’m just telling it like it is,” Jerry says, shrugging off how upset she is.

      And I was the start of that. Now I feel like a dick. Again.

      Glancing at my weight chart, she folds her arms across her chest and says, “You know, you’re right. You lift too much. I’ll get Vinny to help you.”

      Without another word, she turns around and starts walking away.

      Shit.

      Now I feel like an even bigger dick.

      “Hey, wait. You can—” But she doesn’t let me finish. Instead, she disappears into the office.

      I stand there, silent, staring at the office, guilt hitting my chest. Even though I’m going through a tough time right now, I shouldn’t take it out on other people. I’m not really that man, and to be honest, I’m disappointed he’s the only version of me she’s met. I used to be better.

      I step to go after her and apologize . . . again, but Jerry stills me with a hand to my chest. “Let her do her thing. She’ll only get more irritated if you go in after her.”

      “But if I don’t, I’ll look like an asshole.”

      “Trust me, she probably already thinks you are.”

      “Great,” I mutter and slink back to my weight rack, where I put on the same amount of weight as Jason, who already started squatting.

      I grip the bar, steady my legs beneath me, and lift. I step back and get into position where I start counting off my squats in my head, all the while, peeking in the mirror of the weight room to see if she’s watching.

      No such luck.

      When I’m done with my warm-up set, I rack up more weight, building up to two-fifty, while Jerry sits between both of us, observing with a watchful eye.

      “She really knows her stuff, you know.”

      “Who? That girl?” Jason asks.

      “Milly. And yes, she does. I’ve seen her work magic on batters before. She grew up with three older brothers, dedicated her life to the sport, and all she really wants is to be taken seriously in this field. Maybe you’ll give her a shot, since you seem to be in a slump.”

      It’s a jab, a direct one. A fucking ballsy move too, but then again, I just insulted his friend—or girlfriend, who knows—and he has his armor on display.

      Feeling defensive and unable to hold back, I say, “We have the best coaches in the country on staff. I’m sure they can pick out anything we might be doing wrong.”

      His brows lift as he looks to the side. “Sure, okay. Keep telling yourself that.” He pats his hands on his legs and stands. “I’ll be in the office if you need me.”

      He takes off, and Jason and I both stare at each other in disbelief.

      Okay, conceited moment coming up in three, two, one . . .

      If there’s one thing I’ve gotten used to since I’ve come to Brentwood, it is the immense amount of ass-kissing we’re privileged to, not only by the student population but the administration and faculty too. No one ever gives us shit. Rather, they roll out the red carpet wherever we walk. So to have someone shoot some salt our way, it’s kind of . . . shocking.

      Still confused, Jason asks, “Did he just give us attitude?”

      I glance behind us and then back at Jason. “I think he did.”

      “Huh.” He smiles. “I fucking liked it.”

      “Yeah, it was . . . different. But I’ll tell you what I didn’t like—feeling like an ass.”

      “Then don’t act like one.”

      “You think I was acting like an ass?”

      “Uh, yeah.” He laughs. “You could have at least heard the girl out. Maybe she has some secret sauce you need to drink.”

      “You think she would have more knowledge than Disik at this point?”

      He shrugs and squats under his bar, loading it onto his shoulders. “Couldn’t hurt to find out.”
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      “Come on, Milly, it’s been two days, you can stop giving me the cold shoulder.”

      My feet eat up the paved stone of the beautiful, historic campus. Coffee in hand, and a determined stride, I try to distance myself from Jerry.

      I am still . . . humiliated.

      Why did he push me on Carson?

      I’m a prideful woman and won’t ever turn down a challenge, but there was no way I could have spotted Carson Stone. He’s at least ten inches taller than I am, his squatting weight was obscene, but if he had faltered, we would have crashed down together. And that’s not only dangerous, but it would have bruised my pride as well.

      And then when Jerry opened his mouth about me possibly lending some advice to Carson on his swing, I couldn’t have been more embarrassed. I don’t advertise my coaching, or the fact that my brother is Cory Potter, because I want to be able to prove myself on my own. I don’t need to be begging for opportunities or using my brother’s name to back me.

      I stick with my eight-year-olds, because they think the world of me. And who knows. Maybe I’m training up a future generation of professional athletes. There’s satisfaction in that.

      “Milly, come on.” Jerry pulls on my shoulder. “At least talk to me.”

      I have some time before class—thanks to my power walking—so I stop my pursuit to the classroom and step aside so we’re not in the middle of the walkway. “Why did you do it? Why did you try to force Carson on me?”

      Stunned that I’m actually talking to him—I’m good at the cold shoulder, it’s not the first time he’s gotten it—he stutters a second. “I . . . uh . . . I thought, you know, you’d want to talk to him. You’ve always wished we were in the weight room with the baseball team and there was your chance.”

      “The last thing I want to do is bother the baseball team while they’re trying to work out. That was humiliating, Jerry. And what would have happened if he actually needed spotting? There is no way I could have assisted him.”

      “He’s Carson Stone. He doesn’t need assisting when it comes to weights.”

      “That’s beside the point. You put me in a stupid situation and in the end, I was burned. You saw the look on his face when you said I could help him. If I wasn’t standing directly in front of him, he would have laughed out loud.”

      “That’s not true,” Jerry counters, but I don’t think he truly believes himself.

      “So not only does he refer to me as the panini line girl, but he also thinks I’m some kind of idiot who thinks they know more than his coaches.”

      “You do know more than them.”

      I tilt my head to the side in exhaustion. “I don’t, Jerry. They’re the head coaches at Brentwood University for a reason. They’re the best.” Sighing, I glance toward Lake Michigan, easy as our campus is right next to it. “It doesn’t matter anyway, it’s not like our paths will cross again.”

      “You never know, you could run into him in the dining hall again.”

      “We are no longer eating at Lakeview, because we’re going to slum it at Lincoln dining hall to avoid any interaction with the baseball team.”

      “What?” His brows shoot up. “And miss out on the paninis? No fucking way.”

      “It’s the price you pay for embarrassing me.”

      He shakes his head, determination in the sharp back and forth. “Nope, not happening. Have fun eating by yourself at Lincoln. Jerry is getting himself some paninis.”

      Ridiculous.

      Then again, I don’t want to punish myself either, because their paninis are really freaking good. It’s not just the crunch of the bread and the delicious insides of the sandwich, but the sauces. Man, do they have the best sauces.

      I take a sip of my coffee and look him square in the eyes. “Fine, but for the next three nights you’re buying my dinner, and at the game on Saturday, you’re getting me a giant box of popcorn all for myself.”

      “You’re still going to go to the game?” A smile stretches across his face.

      “It’s not like he’ll see me, and I refuse to let Carson Stone stand in the way of my love of baseball.”

      Chuckling, he wraps his arm around me and says, “Does that mean I’m forgiven?”

      “It means I’m talking to you, but you’re not yet forgiven. That will take some time.”

      “Fair enough.” If there’s one thing I learned from being the only girl in my family, it was this. Do not give boys an inch, because they will always take a mile. Jerry’s smart. He knows he’s not off my shit list yet.

      We start to walk toward our class, Jerry’s arm around my shoulder, the familiar weight of his body pressing against mine. We met freshman year at orientation. We were both wearing Chicago Bobcat shirts and hats, totally twinning. We joked about who wore it better and a friendship was formed. Shane and Jerry were friends in high school, and I was quickly pulled into their little group, for which I am still very thankful. I’d been mildly concerned that I’d get the normal brush-off from college girls that I had all through high school, so these boys saved me. Even if they are annoying at times.

      Never—and I mean never—have we had any romantic feelings toward each other. They’re like brothers to me, two more—as if I need any more in my life. They protect me, tease me, let me use them as sounding boards, and they’re the main reason I wasn’t a hermit the entire four years of college. They also push me out of my comfort zone, which was exactly what Jerry tried doing, and even though I need to appreciate his attempt to make me feel uncomfortable for a good reason, it can’t happen again.

      Pausing, I look at him and say, “Please don’t do that again. I know you were trying to be helpful, but in the long run, it was anything but helpful. Just embarrassing.”

      His face softens and he pulls me into a big hug, his strong arms wrapping around me, holding me tightly. “I’m sorry, Milly. My intention wasn’t to embarrass you. I guess I was excited. We’ve always talked about you working for Brentwood one day.”

      “Yeah, in a dreamland situation, not in real life. We both know it’s a boys’ club when it comes to men’s sports.”

      “And that’s where you’re selling yourself short. You need to have confidence in yourself and your knowledge and stop hiding behind the fact that you’re a woman.”

      “I’m not hiding behind my gender.”

      “It’s what you bring up every time we suggest you offer assistance. We practically had to drag you to the field to get you to coach with us. You offered to help with only female sports in the weight room until we convinced you, you can do both.” He tips my chin up. “If men can coach both genders, you sure as shit can too.”

      Slightly ashamed, I stare at the ground. I’ve never thought I’m incapable of coaching male sports, but there is a definite boys’ club mentality in baseball. And that’s the wall I’m not certain I’ll ever scale. That unwritten code that defines the roles in coaching have most definitely deemed baseball coaching as a male-only profession. But I do appreciate Jerry’s and Shane’s faith in me. “You’re one in a million, Jerry. Not many people think the same way you do.”

      “Then those are people you don’t want to work with.” He wraps his arm around my shoulder again. “You are something special, Milly, and it’s about time you start to recognize it.”
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      “When you said I was buying you dinner, I wasn’t expecting you to buy out the entire dining hall.” Jerry stares at my loaded tray that I plopped on the table.

      “I’m not dumb. I know how to take advantage of a situation when I need to.”

      “Did you need to get three bags of chips?”

      I quickly make work of opening one of the bags—sea salt and vinegar—and pop a chip in my mouth. “Yup.”

      Shane laughs while eating his chicken enchiladas. “I don’t know why you’d expect anything less from Milly. She’s savage when it comes to things like this. Remember sophomore year when she made me buy her drinks at the bar for a month? She was drunk, not because she wanted to be, but out of spite.”

      “I was so sick that entire month, but I needed to prove a point.”

      “Point made. I had to work extra hours at the sporting goods store to support your short stint of drinking like a frat boy.”

      “And aren’t you glad you learned your lesson?” I take a bite of my taco and then sip on my very large Sprite.

      “Yup, I’ll never cross you again. I feel bad for your brothers. I can only imagine the childhood they had growing up with you.”

      “I wasn’t easy on them, that’s for sure.”

      “So have you run into the god of baseball since?” Shane asks.

      I shake my head. “No, thank goodness.”

      “Isn’t it weird that we’ve been here for three and a half years and it took that long for you to actually interact with him? And twice in one week? What are the odds?”

      “Unfortunate ones,” I mutter.

      “Please,” Jerry scoffs. “You totally have a crush on him.”

      “What?” I sit up straight. “No, I don’t.”

      “You should have seen her, Shane. She was all goo-goo eyes when she stepped up next to him. She could not stop staring at his chest.”

      “That is not true,” I say—it was his eyes—“and did you not just learn your lesson, Jerry? I have no problem presenting you with the cold shoulder again.”

      “You can’t double down on hate in one week, plus you’re always teasing us about some of the girl athletes we crush on.”

      “That’s different,” I say, while lifting my taco to my mouth.

      “How so?”

      I bite down on the crunchy shell, chew, and then swallow before answering. “Because you actually have a shot at being with one of them. When have I ever been attractive to the male species? Have you ever seen me go on a date since we’ve known each other?”

      “It’s because you’re too guarded to let anyone in,” Jerry says.

      “And it wouldn’t hurt if you actually did something with your hair every once in a while,” Shane points out. “The low ponytail isn’t attracting anyone.”

      “Hey.” I swat at Shane. “You try having this long hair. It’s impossible to work with. Plus, I braid it.”

      “Yeah, you braid it or put it in a low ponytail. Have you ever thought about curling it?”

      I chuckle. “I don’t even own a curling iron. I wouldn’t know how to work one if I wanted to. But that’s beside the point. Shouldn’t I want to be with a guy who’s attracted to my personality, not my looks?”

      “Yes,” Jerry says, “but you also hide beneath these big clothes and massive amount of hair.”

      “It’s because I don’t know how else to be,” I admit before I can stop myself. I set my taco down and rest my forehead on my hands.

      “Milly.” Shane scoots closer and puts his arm around me. “It’s not a bad thing, being guarded, but you”—he pauses and then whispers—“uh . . . Carson Stone is staring at us.”

      “What?” I snap as my stomach flips in on itself. I glance up just in time to see Carson with a tray of food and eyes set on me, walking toward a table of baseball players. When we make eye contact, I quickly duck away again. “Oh God, why?”

      “He’s probably eyeing the feast you have in front of you made for seven grown men,” Jerry says, digging his grave just a little deeper.

      “Shut it, Jerry,” I hiss and then lean into Shane. “Is he still looking? Please tell me he’s not still looking.”

      “He just sat down—”

      “Oh thank God.” I relax.

      “But he’s still looking and he has a crease between his brow.” Shane snuggles in closer to me. “It looks like Mister I can’t hit a ball right now is jealous.”

      “Are you high?” I whisper, ducking my head again, as if that will make me invisible. “He is not jealous. I’m not even close to his type. He’s probably wondering why I’m showing my face around the dining hall again after our embarrassing interaction.”

      “Or he’s wondering why you’re sticking your face in Shane’s armpit,” Jerry points out.

      “You could be his type. You don’t know.”

      I laugh, shifting out of Shane’s armpit, because I might as well show a shred of self-respect. “Believe me, I’m not his type. I see the girls that hang around the locker room, looking for a stupid invitation inside. You know, the busty-bosomed ladies.”

      “You’re busty,” Shane says. “You just refuse to show it.”

      “No one needs to see my cleavage but me.” I keep my body turned so I don’t have a view of Carson, and I’m not tempted to look at him.

      “Have your boobs ever seen the light of day?” Jerry asks.

      “Has your penis?”

      “How is that the same?” he asks, chuckling as Shane tenses next to me.

      “They are the same thing. A penis is stuffed in your pants just like my—”

      “Carson, wow, what brings you over here?” Shane asks, as my eyes widen and my pulse skyrockets, pushing my body temperature to an all-time high.

      My breath catches in my throat from embarrassment and nerves as my fight-or-flight response kicks in. I hope to the Lord above Shane is just fucking with me, because if I turn to find Carson Stone standing at the side of our table just as I was talking about penises being stuffed in pants, I might just keel over from mortification.

      Shoulders tense, lungs seized, I pause for a heartbeat waiting for Carson’s voice to answer the question. Maybe Shane really is pranking me, and for the love of God, let that be true.

      “Thought I’d talk to Melanie here.”

      Oh God. It’s not. And he doesn’t even remember my name. Could this get any worse?

      “It’s Milly,” Shane says, deadpan.

      “Shit. I’m sorry, Milly. That’s what I thought you said in the weight room but then I thought maybe I heard you wrong since not a lot of people our age are named Milly.”

      Slowly turning toward him, I give him a brief wave, not even bothering to make eye contact. “My parents named me after my grandma.”

      “Ah, nice.”

      “Yup.” I stare at my smorgasbord of food and for once, hate my vengeful tactic. Tacos, three bags of chips, a Caesar salad with far too much dressing on it to consider it healthy, a side of fries with two small cups of ketchup, a cherry pie slice, and four cookies.

      I want to die.

      “So about today . . .”

      Gaining enough courage to look up, I stare at his nose, because I can’t actually look him in the eyes at this point. “No need to talk about it. Everything is on the up and up.” I give him a thumbs up, hopefully dismissing him.

      Apparently my brush-off has zero effect on him, because he doesn’t move.

      “I really would like—”

      “Seriously, it’s fine.” Sighing, I finally look him in the eyes and see those perfectly wicked pupils I’ve quickly realized could be debilitating to any woman who comes in contact with them. “Don’t sweat it. I’m actually”—I stretch my arms over my head and yawn—“man, I’m tired. I’m going back to my dorm.” I stand abruptly.

      He gives me a once-over—because clearly, no matter the woman, they can’t help themselves—making me fully aware of the sweats and an oversized shirt I’m wearing. AKA, frumpy city. I tug on the hem of my shirt and sling my backpack over one shoulder as I push my glasses up my nose. Awkwardly, I pick up a cookie and hold it out to him. “Want a cookie to go?”

      He stares at it and then looks back at me. “I’m . . .”

      I don’t know what possesses me to do what I do next.

      Maybe the nerves.

      Maybe the sheer embarrassment from every odd interaction I’ve had with this man.

      Maybe because I’m the most socially awkward human ever to walk the planet.

      But instead of allowing him to finish his sentence, I smash the white chocolate macadamia nut cookie in his mouth . . . corking him shut with a baked good.

      Err . . .

      I stare at him in shock, eyes wide, lip trembling as he stands there, mouth full of cookie and a look of utter disbelief on his face.

      Oh sweet Jesus, I hope he’s not allergic to nuts.

      “Milly,” Shane whispers, no doubt out of pure shock.

      Pretty sure I just blackballed us from ever talking to another baseball player for the rest of our time at Brentwood.

      Laughing nervously, I adjust my glasses and say, “Good cookie, right? Yeah, delicious. Got to love the subtle hint of nuts. Hawaii in your mouth, am I right?” No answer. “Okay, then. I’ll . . . uh”—I thumb behind me—“I’ll be seeing you boys.” Because I can’t seem to control myself or anything I do, I salute Carson, bow my head, and make way back to my dorm, my cheeks burning in complete . . . there is no word adequate. Shame? Mortification? Distress? Misery?

      I did not just shove a white chocolate macadamia nut cookie in Carson Stone’s mouth . . .

      Oh God, but I did.
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        * * *

      

      Complete darkness, only the subtle sounds of the other dorm rooms around me, just what I need right now. Being an RA is really paying off at the moment, because I don’t need to talk to anyone or look at anyone—well, unless one of the students need something, but I put up a sign on my door that said only if it’s an emergency. My floor is cool, they know I need a minute.

      And boy, do I need a minute.

      What the hell was I thinking?

      I shoved a cookie in another human’s mouth to stop them from talking, without even thinking, arm propelled straight forward ending in a slam dunk into Carson Stone’s mouth.

      Since I haven’t seen any sort of breaking news report of one of Brentwood baseball’s finest athletes going into anaphylactic shock, I’m going to assume he’s good with the nuts.

      Thank God for small miracles.

      I’m never this awkward, this uneasy around guys, because I’ve always been one of them. I’ve never had a hard time hanging out with the opposite sex or striking up conversation, but there’s something about Carson, or the baseball team at Brentwood in general, that has my panties in a twist, making me say and do stupid things.

      Carson seems to be getting the brunt of it.

      Thank God I work with the golf team, because Lord knows if I was in the weight room with the entire baseball team, I would be shoving weights up who-knows-what all over the place.

      The training staff would ask me to leave, my services no longer needed.

      I press my hand against my forehead and stare at the dark ceiling, wondering how I’ll ever recover from this.

      One thing’s for sure, I’m not eating at Lakeview anymore, even if it’s the closest dining hall to my dorm. Even if they have the best view. Even if their paninis are extraordinary combinations of bread, sauces, and meats. Nope, can’t go back. Hyde Park it is and their lackluster choices for college cuisine.

      My phone buzzes next to me. I’m actually surprised it’s taken this long. It’s been at least two hours. Although . . . what if they were talking this entire time, trying to do damage control for my blunder?

      Panic explodes within me, and I quickly pick up my phone to see a text from Shane in the group text I share with him and Jerry.

      I swipe open my phone and squint while reading it. Please don’t let it be bad.

      Shane: So . . . you shoved a cookie down Carson Stone’s mouth. That was fun.

      Groaning, I quickly type him back just as Jerry responds.

      Jerry: I don’t think I know who was more shocked, you or him.

      Milly: Please tell me he walked away the minute I left.

      Shane: Well, he chewed for a few seconds, because you did shove a cookie down his throat without his consent. At least agree to a safe word next time, Milly.

      Jerry: I offered him your Sprite to wash it down, but he declined, and guess what? I listened to him instead of thrusting the beverage into his mouth.

      Milly: Please, spare me the jokes. I’m already on the verge of jumping off a cliff. Did he say anything?

      Shane: Once again, his mouth was full, but I did tell him that you have an involuntary tick that causes you to shove unwanted food in people’s faces and awkwardly salute for no reason.

      Milly: You did not.

      Jerry: He did.

      Milly: Shane! Why would you do that?”

      Shane: Why would you force-feed Carson Stone a cookie?

      Milly: I don’t know. **Flails** I really don’t know.

      Jerry: I’ve seen you do some pretty weird things since I’ve known you, Milly, but that tops them all. I think we need to revisit the whole crush angle, because I’ve never seen you act like that toward a guy before.

      Milly: I don’t have a crush.

      Shane: I’m pretty sure half the student body at the dining hall who witnessed the whole thing thinks you do.

      Milly: Were a lot of people watching?

      Jerry: You could say that. Shane and I snuck out shortly after.

      Milly: That’s it. I’m never showing my face again. Ugh, why did I have to do that? Tell me what happened after he was able to chew and swallow.

      Shane: He asked if that’s how you normally acted and that’s when I said you have a tick.

      Milly: Oh my GOD! I hate you.

      Shane: Would you have preferred that I told him you have a crush on him?

      Milly: I don’t have a crush on him!

      Jerry: I’m thinking that maybe you have a little one.

      Milly: I will punch you right in the dong.

      Shane: She’s totally crushing.

      Jerry: *Clasps hands together* Carson Stone is so dreamy.

      Shane: *Fans self* All those muscles.

      Jerry: *Wipes drool* And the way he grips his . . . bat.

      Milly: Are you two morons done?

      Jerry: Yes.

      Shane: No.

      Shane: *Tweaks nipples* Ohhhhh, Carson . . .

      Shane: Okay, now I’m done.

      Milly: I hope you two have fun sitting out in the nosebleeds at Saturday’s game, because you’re sure as hell not sitting next to me.

      Jerry: It’s cool. We’ll heckle you from afar.

      Shane: And she’ll probably wear that heinous fisherman’s hat she likes to wear on sunny days.

      Jerry: That thing needs to be burned.

      Milly: Just because of that, I’m going to wear it. Fools!

      Shane: The only fool around here is the fisherman hat-wearing, cookie-shoving, crushing-on-Carson Stone lady—I’m talking about you, Milly.

      Milly: Gee, I didn’t gather that.

      Jerry: I still can’t believe you shoved a cookie in his mouth. Best moment of my college years.

      Shane: I’m giggling just thinking about both of their faces. *Uh, er, ehhhhh*

      Jerry: LOL

      Milly: You’re both dead to me.
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      “Really fucking funny,” I say as my teammates bust out in laughter. Reaching up to the shelf of my locker, I pull down a Pepperidge Farm package of white chocolate macadamia nut cookies and open it up.

      Jokes on them, because I actually like these cookies—thanks to Milly and her forceful tactics.

      I’m still unsure what happened last night in the dining hall. The moment I spotted Milly—not Melanie, Milly—I knew I had to talk to her. I wasn’t sure if it was the right time, as it seemed like her friend—boyfriend, who knows—was getting super comfortable. For some stupid reason, I couldn’t sit there, with her directly across me in the dining hall, and not say anything.

      So, I went to go apologize—for the third time, I think—but every time I opened my mouth to say something, she stopped me . . . then literally stopped me. Plugged me up so fast I had no idea what to do but stand there, hands at my side, cookie hanging out of my mouth. Well, it would have been extremely rude to spit it back out, wouldn’t it? I mean, I was taught good manners and all that.

      I don’t think I’ve ever been more shocked in my life. It wasn’t a pie to the face, or a slap to the cheek. It was a straight-up cookie to the mouth, a salute, and then a peace out. An absolute first for me.

      Probably for her too, judging the look of surprise on her face.

      When I got back to the table, Jason and Gunner wouldn’t stop laughing and pretending to shove cookies in each other’s mouths. I went back to the baseball loft shortly after that, and when I was lying in my bed, in the dark, staring at nothing, I let out a long, pent-up laugh.

      What the fuck was that?

      I laughed for a good five minutes while replaying the entire interaction in my head and then proceeded to text Holt and Knox, who immediately made a three-way call to hear every last detail.

      It felt good, talking to my boys, despite being ragged on mercifully. I miss them. I was recruited with them, went through freshman hell with them, and grew as ballplayers with them. We were all supposed to be drafted together. God, that would have been fucking awesome . . .

      Yeah, Jason, Romeo, and Gunner are cool, but my friendship with them has nothing on the bond I share with Knox and Holt. There’s something about sharing a trashcan and throwing up together during freshman conditioning that really solidifies a bond between men.

      Jason takes a seat next to me and sticks his hand in the bag, pulling out a cookie for himself. “Could have been way worse last night.” He takes a bite and then eyes the cookie. “She could have shoved the dining hall’s attempt at meatloaf in your mouth.”

      “Hey, I like Lakeview’s meatloaf,” Gunner says, sitting on the other side of me and taking a cookie as well. “They have that special sauce they put on top.”

      “It’s called ketchup,” Jason says, mid chew.

      “Still good.”

      Romeo pulls up a chair across from me and snags a cookie as well. Pretty sure they put the cookies in my locker for themselves.

      “Did Coach change his mind about you starting?” Romeo asks, right before he shoves the entire cookie in his mouth.

      Impressive.

      I shake my head. “Nah, still keeping the bench warm.”

      “Christ.” Gunner drags his hand over his face. “Badcock is fucking terrible at second, so what kind of stunt is Coach trying to pull?”

      “He’s trying to drive me fucking insane.” I finish my cookie and lean back against my locker. “I’m just hoping the work I’ve been putting in this week pays off in case he decides to stick me in the game in the late innings.”

      “He’ll grow desperate after Badcock punts another grounder off his shin. How did he even get recruited in the first place?” Gunner asks.

      Romeo grabs my water bottle and without asking, downs half of it. “He had pretty good stats before coming here, but you know Coach; he sees the potential and morphs us into what he’s looking for in a player. Junior year, Badcock will be ready.”

      It’s true, despite how much I hate the kid, he’ll grow under Coach Disik’s tutelage. We all have.

      “So, what’s the story behind the cookie monster?” Romeo asks.

      “Her name is Milly,” I say, not wanting the nickname “cookie monster” to become a thing. “She’s a trainer in the weight room, but I actually met her in the dining hall, in the panini line.”

      “Ahh, panini love.” Gunner clutches his heart.

      “More like panini hate. The girl despises me and it’s because I’ve made the worst impression on her.”

      “Whoa, hold up,” Jason says. “Are you interested in this girl, Stone?”

      “What? No. I mean . . . she’s pretty, yeah, but I’m not interested in anyone at this point. I don’t have time to focus on anything else but my bat and getting that working again.”

      “So why do you care about making a good impression?” Gunner asks.

      “Uh, I don’t know, to be a decent human? Despite last year and my shitty attitude, deep down I’m not a dick. We had some weird interactions. I might have insulted her in the weight room and I wanted to apologize. That’s why I went over to see her in the dining hall, to make sure she was okay.”

      “From her reaction, I’m going to say she’s not.”

      “I’m still trying to figure that one out.” I scratch the back of my head. “She said everything and I quote ‘is on the up and up.’ But anytime I actually tried to apologize, she cut me off. It was really odd. The guys with her didn’t have much to say to explain her reaction, so who fucking knows.”

      “Hey, at least you got some cookies out if it,” Romeo says, plucking another cookie from the package and shoving it in his mouth.

      Yeah, free cookies. I’m one hell of a lucky guy.
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      My entire body feels like it’s on fire as I itch to step out on the field.

      We are down by three runs, Badcock has made three errors at second, and I swear to God every time he fumbles a ball, I feel Coach Disik staring me down, as if to mentally tell me this is all my fault.

      But instead of unleashing me on the field to take charge, he has me caged in the dugout, practically frothing at the mouth, begging to be released.

      A strong arm clasps my shoulder, and I immediately know it’s Jason from the bubblegum smell that follows. He’s obsessed with Big League Chew and has to have a wad of it in his mouth whenever he’s playing. I have no idea how he doesn’t choke at least once a game. “So glad Disik is a stubborn old ass. Badcock cost us two fucking runs.”

      “Yeah, I know.” I grip the padding on the short fence in front of me. “I’m about to lose my goddamn mind.”

      Not to mention, sitting the bench with what feels like the entire campus watching is so goddamn embarrassing. There are chants to put me in, squeals from the locker room chasers and rowdy parents getting sick of Disik’s intent to teach me a lesson.

      But the lesson has been well learned. I know we’re losing because I let the team down. If I was out there on the field, we’d only be losing by one run. But instead, Badcock is traipsing around like a moron, unable to—

      “Stone, get your helmet, you’re on deck.” Disik’s voice booms through the dugout, startling me.

      But Badcock is on deck . . .

      Oh shit, okay.

      I snag my helmet from its cubby, select my bat from its designated hole, and put on my batting gloves as I step onto the field. The crowd immediately starts cheering, and if that doesn’t get my blood pumping, I don’t know what does.

      Stepping into the on-deck circle, I pick up the bat weight, slide it down the barrel of my bat, and start warming up my swing. No outs. Frederickson, our left fielder, is up to bat and we’re down by three in the ninth. We need a miracle at this point.

      I keep my eyes focused on the pitcher and try to time my swing with his pitch. I’ve battled against him before, so I know he loves to live on the outside corner with his fastball on righties, and he has a wicked cutter that will jam the best of hitters.

      I’ll be looking for that outside fastball.

      The ping of the bat pulls my attention to the field where Frederickson got jammed and hit a dinker to the third baseman who easily throws him out. Busted on the cutter.

      I tap the end of my bat on the ground, loosening the bat weight, and then step up to the batter’s box. I glance at my third base coach, who has nothing to signal to me. Instead, he claps and calls out my name with encouragement.

      Turning toward the batter’s box, I hold up my bat in front of me and take a deep breath. I’ve got this. I’ve been in the cages every damn day since my last game, I’ve hit probably over a thousand balls by now, and I’m seeing the ball now better than ever.

      Just focus on the release.

      Stepping in, I hold my hand up to the umpire while I position my feet and then I swing the bat up to my shoulder.

      The pitcher sets his hands, winds up, and throws the ball. In a snap decision, my hands start moving and my bat connects with the ball. My eyes adjust to where I hit it . . . a pitiful grounder to the pitcher. I’m barely out of the batter’s box by the time he picks it up and throws me out at first.

      Fuck.

      Me.

      Because I don’t want to get yelled at again, I run through the bag, making sure to show hustle the entire time. On my return, I pull on the bridge of my helmet and glance at the crowd . . . who is dead quiet now. Great. Just add it to the “magical” things I’ve done this season.

      Jammed by the goddamn cutter, and I even knew it was coming.

      While chastising myself and jogging to the dugout, my wandering eyes catch a glimpse of something familiar over the disappointed crowd. A muscular blond. How do I know . . . and then I see her, Milly, sitting behind the dugout, wearing a Brentwood fisherman’s hat and a frown.

      I don’t even know the girl, I’ve barely spoken to her, but for some reason, seeing her in the stands with a frown on her face does something to my pride. Pokes a few holes through it, deflating any ego I have left.

      Fucking great.

      When I hit the dugout, I jog down the steps and shove my helmet back in its cubby, and don’t bother to put my hat back on as I yank my batting gloves off my hands. Jason comes up to my side and says, “Hey, at least you didn’t strike out.”

      “Thanks. That’s really helpful,” I say sarcastically and then take off toward the water cooler where I pour myself a cup of water, as if the run to first base really took it out of me.

      In the blink of an eye, Romeo is put out as well, the game is called, and we’re left to head back to the locker room without a glance from Disik. We’ll hear about it tomorrow. We always do. When he’s this angry and storms off, we’re left to think about the game by ourselves, analyze every out, and be prepared for his attack tomorrow when he throws the inquisition at us.

      My teammates scamper off, but instead of following suit and heading into the locker room, I walk back out on the field where the stands are clearing out.

      I stare at the field, observing the perfectly trimmed turf and raked clay, my second home, one that doesn’t feel so welcoming at the moment.

      What the fuck is my problem? Hitting the ball never used to be complicated. It felt like second nature to me, but ever since my injury, something is off in my body and I can’t figure out what the hell it is.

      Both hands pulling on the back of my neck, I tip my head back and take in a deep breath. It’s just the beginning of the season, and there’s still time to turn things around. I just need to figure out how to do so.

      The only thing I’m hoping for at this moment is that Disik decides to play me again. A part of me thinks I’ll be starting tomorrow because of the poor performance Badcock had, but you never know with Disik.

      On another deep breath, I turn around and stop abruptly when I spot the same green fisherman’s hat. She’s the only one left in the stands, and she’s just sitting there, staring into the outfield . . . until she faces forward and spots me staring at her.

      Nervously, she pulls on the brim of her hat, apparently trying to hide herself. I already know it’s Milly, the girl I can’t seem to stop “running” into.

      I step up to the dugout, putting only a short distance between us. There’s an edge to my voice when I say, “What are you still doing here?”

      “I, uh . . . I was thinking. But I’m leaving now.” She stands and slings a small backpack over her shoulders. Decked out in a Brentwood baseball jersey and jean shorts, she’s clearly a fan. Is that where she always sits? How have I never noticed her before?

      “Did you come to watch me fail?” I ask, taking my anger out on her, because why not at this point. I’m sure I’ll run into her at the dining hall where I’ll apologize later.

      She pauses in her rush to leave and looks over her shoulder at me. “No, I come to every home game, but thanks for thinking the best about me.”

      Yup, see, right there. Immediate guilt consumes me. For some reason, I can’t seem to say the right thing around this girl.

      “Fuck . . . I’m—”

      “And I’ll have you know”—she holds up a finger, interrupting me. Will this girl ever let me finish a goddamn sentence?—“you’re never going to hit the ball like that.” Without another word, she turns on her heel and starts walking up the stairs.

      Excuse me? What the fuck does that mean?

      Getting right up against the netting that protects the close seats, I call out, “What the hell do you mean by that?”

      She barely turns when she says, “Your swing. You’re never going to hit anything worth a damn when you’re swinging like that.”

      Scoffing, I say, “And you think you saw my problem from one attempt to make contact? Please.”

      “I know a lot more than you think,” she says, still walking up the stairs.

      Not giving it a second thought, I toss open the small door that connects the dugout to the stands and take the stairs two at a time until I reach her at the concession level.

      “Hold on,” I say, startling her.

      She leaps in the air and turns around, backing into a brick wall where she clutches her large jersey to her chest.

      “How did you get up here so quick?” She looks me up and down, her chest rising and falling fast.

      “We run the stairs for conditioning.” I could run these stairs in my sleep at this point. But, let’s get back to the topic at hand. “You really think you know what I’m doing wrong?”

      “I . . . I don’t think I do,” she says, her voice shaky. She pushes up her glasses and tries to exude confidence, but her shoulders are slumped and her body language screams nervous. “I . . . I”—she swallows hard—“I know what you’re doing wrong.”

      My tongue slides over my teeth as I cross my arms. “Okay, tell me.”

      She shakes her head, which makes me laugh in anger.

      “Yeah, that’s what I thought. You know nothing.”

      Rolling my eyes, I head back down the stairs. What a waste of fucking time. Everyone likes to pretend like they know what the hell they’re talking about until they’re actually questioned. That’s when they clam up and—

      “Do you know where Acacia Park is?”

      I pause on the steps and look over my shoulder. “Yeah.”

      “Field six, meet me in the dugout in an hour, and bring your bat.” Before I can question her, she takes off, moving faster than before.

      Did she just tell me to meet her on the field?

      Am I about to get a batting lesson?

      From a girl named Milly?

      Who wears a fisherman’s hat to a baseball game?

      I think back to my pitiful groundout to the pitcher and to my even more devastating batting average.

      At this point, I’m past desperate, so I’ll do about anything. Looks like I’m about to meet Milly in the dugout.
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      “Pick up. Pick up. Pick up,” I mutter while the phone rings in my ear. A light breeze kicks up, rustling the leaves of the giant oak trees that are sprinkled throughout the beautiful park, a normally relaxing sound now grating on my nerves as the clock ticks down.

      Ten minutes and counting.

      What was I thinking?

      Fact: I wasn’t.

      I wasn’t thinking in the slightest. I reacted. Crap.

      He was so sure I had no clue what I was talking about, as if I was a liar, an instigator, trying to get under his skin. But I wasn’t. I’ve been watching his swing for a while now and I know how to fix it, and after hearing the doubt in his voice, I couldn’t hold back.

      Now I’m regretting it big time.

      “Mills, what’s up?”

      “Oh my God, Cory. I did the stupidest thing.”

      “That’s a way to start a conversation. Okay, what happened?”

      I twist my finger in my shirt and keep my eyes on the parking lot, looking out for Carson.

      “I don’t have much time to explain.”

      “Then give me the condensed version.”

      I chew on the side of my mouth. “I told Carson Stone I could teach him how to hit, and he’s on his way to field six right now.”

      “Wait . . . Carson Stone, as in the second baseman for Brentwood?”

      I cringe. “Yup, that Carson Stone.”

      “Damn, Mills. I . . . hell”—he laughs—“I’m proud of you.”

      “What? No, Cory, that’s not what you’re supposed to say. You’re supposed to tell me I’m insane and to get in the car you bought me and drive away as quickly as possible. Big mistake, horrible mistake.”

      “Why is that a mistake? Do you not know how to help him?”

      “Well . . . no, I mean, I do know how to help him.”

      “So what’s the big deal? Unless . . .” More chuckling. “Mildred Potter, do you have a crush on this boy?”

      I groan out loud and bury my head in my hand. “No. Jesus. What is with everyone? I do not have a crush on him, he’s just . . . I don’t know . . . intimidating. He’s so cocky and confident, so I trip over my words and NOT because I have a crush on him.”

      “If he’s cocky and confident then you’ll have no problem handling him. You’ve handled me and your other two idiots for brothers for over twenty years, so you have plenty of experience. Stop looking at this as a bad thing and think of it as a step in the right direction. You want to get into men’s sports, here’s your opportunity. If Carson Stone is giving you a chance to work on his swing, you need to seize it and show that coaching staff everything you know.”

      “I don’t know.” I twist my shirt even tighter. “The knowledge is there, I have no problem identifying problems and finding solutions, it’s just having the confidence to say it out loud.”

      “You’ve never shied away from telling me when I’m doing something wrong.”

      “That’s because you’re my brother. It’s completely different with a human I’m not related to, someone my age.”

      “Well, here’s how I see it.” A black sedan pulls into the parking spot right next to my car, and I immediately know it’s Carson. My stomach feels like it flips inside out from the mere sight of him through the windshield. “You can either tuck your tail between your legs and sulk away, or you can take this moment and make something of it. You want a chance? Here it is, Mills. Take it.”

      I swallow hard. “He’s here,” I whisper.

      “Then go for it, because if anyone can get Carson Stone hitting again, it’s you. Good luck, Mills. I love you.”

      “I love you too.” The words slip out of my mouth just as Carson steps up to the dugout gate. I quickly hang up and set my phone on my small backpack on the bench next to me.

      Changed into mesh shorts and a Brentwood baseball shirt, Carson stands tall, hat backward on his head, with his fist clutched around his bat. I quickly stand and try not to fidget under his stare.

      “You didn’t change?” I glance down at my clothes and then back up at him. That’s an odd question.

      “Did I need to?”

      “I don’t know. Thought that shirt might be too baggy to pitch in.”

      “Oh, I won’t be pitching to you.” I shake my head, and he exhales loudly and leans against the fence of the little league dugout.

      This is where I practice with my eight-year-olds, and I’ve always thought the field seemed large, that was until Carson stepped onto it. The dugout feels miniature now, like it’s meant for four people and we’re taking up half of it.

      “Then what the hell am I doing here?”

      An attitude already and I haven’t even said anything. For a second, I consider leaving . . . until Cory’s words seep into my consciousness.

      Seize the moment.

      Steadying myself, I try to stand tall. Here goes. “Yo-you’re here because you . . . ne-need my help.”

      Good grief, Milly. Stop stuttering, and for the love of God, stop shaking.

      Steady, calm breaths.

      He’s not going to bite, at least I don’t think he will.

      “Yes,” he says gruffly. “I’m desperate, so I’ll try anything at this point.” How pleasant. “But how the hell do you expect to help me if you can’t pitch to me?”

      “I didn’t say I can’t pi-pitch to you.” Deep breath. Unclench your fists. Relax. “I said I wasn’t going to pitch to you. I’m here to assess you, and then we can move forward.”

      His brows shoot up. “Are you trying to tell me this is more than a one-time thing?”

      “Th-the Sistine Chapel wasn’t painted in a day, and likewise, your swing won’t magically reappear.”

      He pushes off against the wire fencing and grows taller than I thought possible. The expanse of his chest, the size of his biceps, it’s all so intimidating. “If you didn’t notice, I don’t have a lot of time to figure this shit out.”

      “Th-then, best you st-stop arguing with me.” I push my glasses up on my nose. “And you start listening.”

      Groaning, he drags his hand down his face and finally says, “Fine, where do we start?”

      A little shocked that he gave in so easily—I thought he had at least a few more minutes of fight left in him—I walk over to my backpack, grab my trusty notebook, and I nod at him to follow me.

      “Stand at home plate.”

      “If you make me visualize my swing, I’m out of here.”

      “Ju-just stand at the plate.”

      “Do I need my bat?”

      “No.”

      Groaning some more, he tosses the bat to the side and stands at home plate, as I stand three quarters of the way from the mound to him.

      Arms crossed over his chest, he stands in the batter’s box but by no means is in his position. He’s annoyed, he clearly doesn’t want to be here, and is most likely counting down the seconds until he can take off.

      Which means only one thing: I need to school him.

      Steeling myself, I think back to the many lectures I’ve given my brothers in the past. I dig deep for that inner voice, and start talking about what I know best—baseball.

      “As a batter, how much time do you have to hit a baseball?”

      “I don’t know, a few seconds?”

      “Try four milliseconds.”

      He straightens slightly.

      “The hardest thing to do in sports is hit a baseball. It’s so hard that if you fail seven out of ten times, you’re considered a cream-of-the-crop hitter.”

      His brow quirks up. “Cream of the crop?”

      “Y-you know what I mean.”

      A smirk lightens his frown. “Just never heard someone my age use the term, cream of the crop.”

      Is he teasing me?

      From the way his body language seems to relax, I’m going to assume so, which makes me relax as well. The tension in my throat calms. I can do this.

      I adjust my hat. “As a hitter, you have one hundred milliseconds to pick up the ball from the pitcher’s hands, which puts me right about”—I shift my position—“here. This is where your eyes should be able to see the ball.”

      “Okay.” Getting into it now, he stands in the batter’s box as if he’s getting ready for a pitch and looks my way.

      Holding up my notebook, I flip to the first page where I have a true-to-size picture of a mid-spin baseball. “I want to make sure you can actually see from where you are in the batter’s box. You know the different spins of each pitch, right?”

      “Yeah.” He smiles.

      “Good. Tell me, without squinting, what pitch do you see.”

      “Four-seam fastball.”

      I flip through the notebook, and he correctly calls out each pitch.

      “Two-seam, change-up, slider, curveball.”

      Closing my notebook, I walk toward him. “Good, so there’s no problem with your eyesight. I always check that first, because if everything else is right and you’re blind, that could be a big hindrance to what we’re working on.”

      “I could have told you I wasn’t blind.”

      I pick up his bat that he tossed to the side and hand it to him. “Yeah, all the guys say they’re not blind. I don’t believe them until they take my test.”

      “All the guys?” He takes the bat and offers a soft thank-you.

      “Yeah, I’ve helped a few, two were fitted for glasses the next day after my little eye exam and they’re batting averages went from the low two hundreds to a solid three.”

      “Damn. Well, I’m glad I passed.”

      “With flying colors.” Feeling much more at ease, I say, “Get in your stance.”

      He lifts the bat, adjusts his feet, and looks toward the pitching mound.

      “Hold it there while I do some examining. Is it okay if I touch you?”

      “I mean, just don’t cup my junk or anything.”

      I know he’s joking, but it still makes my face flame, which I know turns my cheeks an awful shade of red. Ducking under my hat, I walk to the back of him so he can’t notice my embarrassment. “I . . . I won’t be grabbing your, uh, junk.”

      He chuckles. “I know, I was just kidding.”

      “Oh yeah, I know,” I say awkwardly.

      Letting out a large exhale, he drops his hands and turns toward me, his large frame towering over me. “Maybe we should clear some things up before we start getting technical with my swing.”

      “We don’t need to clear anything up. We can just—”

      “Milly. We haven’t had the best interactions, and I want to make sure we’re cool.”

      “Yup.” I stare down at the ground. “Totally cool.”

      Apparently, me trying to avoid the conversation doesn’t work for him, because he reaches out and places his finger under my chin. With a small lift, he forces me to meet his eyes, the one place I didn’t want to look.

      “Humor me, okay?”

      My eyes blink a few times as I swallow hard. I’ll give him this; he’s very handsome. Chiseled jaw, enhanced by a soft tan. The lightest of scruff dances across his face, and his lips have a pink pout I would never have expected in a guy. And then there are his eyes, a brilliant blue bordered by long, dark eyelashes. It’s said the eyes are the gateway to a person’s soul, and I can fully believe that when it comes to Carson Stone.

      “Okay,” I answer softly just as the wind picks up, blowing his fresh-soap scent in my direction. What is it about the scent of a spring mountain that makes a girl giddy inside? I mean, not giddy, but that did smell nice, really nice.

      He releases my chin and props his hands on his bat. “I’ve been a bastard lately for reasons I don’t need to get into, but—”

      “Well, there’s your injury, not being drafted, and then having a hard start to the season,” I list off, not even thinking about it.

      He pauses and then shakes his head while chuckling. “Yeah, kind of nailed it.” He pulls on the brim of his backward hat. “I haven’t been myself, and it seems you’ve caught the brunt of that this past week, and I want to apologize.”

      “Like I said, it’s fine.”

      “It’s not. I treated you like a dick in the dining hall, in the weight room, and then at the field. I’ve just . . . fuck, I’ve had every person I know tell me how to fix my swing, and it’s too many cooks in the kitchen, you know?”

      “Totally. It’s like all the information is too consuming, and you’re adjusting too many things at the same time.”

      “Exactly.” He sheepishly smiles and lightly taps my leg with his bat. “You get it.”

      Oh God, that was cute.

      Keep it together, Milly.

      “When my brothers went through a dry spell and their coaches tried to fix whatever the problem was, they shut them out and came to me. We worked quietly together and fixed whatever kink there was in their swing.” I toe the ground. “Baseball is eighty percent mental, and the rest is muscle memory. If your muscle memory is off, then your mental state is going to be thrown for a loop, which will affect your game even more.”

      Head tilted, he studies me, his eyes bouncing back and forth between mine. “Damn, I’m such an idiot.”

      “What?” I can feel my nose scrunch up. “Why?”

      “Because, I could have listened to Jerry and started this training a little earlier, but my stupid pride took over. You know your stuff, don’t you, Milly?”

      “I mean”—I look away, anywhere but his eyes—“baseball’s my life.”

      “A saying I’m very familiar with. Do you play?”

      “Just in the backyard with my brothers.”

      “Never softball?”

      I shake my head. “I wasn’t interested. If it wasn’t baseball, I didn’t want any part of it. Plus, even though it’s technically the same sport, they’re different in every way. Softball is quick, snappy, and they rely on the short game, left-handed slappers, and Texas leaguer hits with the occasional blast over the wall. Baseball is more about the long ball, the precision of each swing. I wanted to learn the mechanics of baseball, the physics behind it. Hitting a softball is completely different than a baseball. I grew up being my brothers’ personal coach, and I didn’t want to mess any of that up with a different set of knowledge. I know it seems stupid but—”

      “Not stupid at all.” He taps me again with his bat, pulling my eyes toward him. “Are you any good?”

      “I can throw and catch if that’s what you’re asking, but if you expect me to walk up to the plate and pull a Mike Trout hit out of the back of my pocket, it’s not going to happen. I can make contact, but the power isn’t there.” I hold my arms out. “This frame doesn’t quite have the power to drive anything much farther than shallow outfield.”

      “Got yourself some noodle arms?”

      “You can say that.”

      “Let’s see, flex for me.”

      Chuckling, a sense of ease washes over me. This is what it’s like with Cory, Rian, and Sean. He’s listening. He’s also teasing, but not with ridicule. Even though he’s still slightly intimidating, seeing him behave like them is making it much easier to talk to him. I can do this. I am doing what I know best.

      “I don’t know. I don’t want to scare you with my muscles.”

      “Try me.” He smirks.

      Pulling back the sleeve of my large shirt, I flex my right arm for him and say, “Startling, I know.”

      He steps forward and gives my pitiful bicep a squeeze with his thumb and forefinger. “Damn, killer, you might want to lay off the ’roids for a bit.”

      “I tried, but I can’t seem to stop.”

      He laughs and leans on his bat again, the pose casual. It fits him so well. “Okay, I feel better now. I feel like we have an easygoing rapport. You’re good? You forgive me?”

      “Like I said before, it wasn’t a problem.”

      “Yeah, you say that, but I don’t believe it. I saw the hurt in your eyes when I was being a dick.”

      “I’ve learned to brush things off quickly.”

      “If that’s the case, I want to bring up one more thing.”

      My hands nervously grip the bottom of my shirt, bunching it together at my waist. “Are you going to ask about the cookie incident?”

      “I feel like I don’t have a choice. For this to be a lasting friendship, we need to get to the bottom of that. I was just an innocent guy trying to apologize and then next thing I know, I have a cookie shoved in my mouth.” He points the bat at me. “You’re lucky I wasn’t allergic to nuts.”

      “Oh my God, I stalked the news websites all night, fearing news of a Brentwood baseball player going into anaphylactic shock.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes, I was horrified for many reasons, that being one of them.”

      “What was with the cookie stuffing?”

      I shift on my feet and shrug. “I get nervous easily, and I didn’t want to make our interactions any more of a big deal than they already were.”

      “So plugging me up with a baked good is the trick to not making any more of a big deal?”

      I chuckle. “Sometimes I don’t think things through in the heat of the moment. I just wanted out.”

      “Okay, well, next time, how about you tell me that rather than stuffing my mouth? The boys haven’t let me live it down.”

      “Ah, so you’re embarrassed.”

      He scoffs. “Please, not much can embarrass me, and that sure as hell didn’t. It was just . . . different.”

      “That’s me,” I say tugging on my shirt. “Different.”

      “Different can be good.”

      Different has never been good for me. I play and rough around with the boys. I care about things other girls couldn’t care less about like the multiple grips of a baseball and the new line of bats that come out every year. I wear baggy clothes most of the time and own three pieces of makeup: foundation, blush, and mascara. I’m not a girly girl, never have been and in the long run, I think it’s hurt me. Even though baseball is my life, there’s a small part of me deep down that wishes to be treated like a girl—asked out on a date, offered to hold someone’s hand—rather than tossed a beer followed up by a burp.

      I so want a guy to want to hold my hand . . .

      Honestly, I wish a guy would look at me the way my dad looks at my mom, like she’s the most beautiful woman he’s ever seen.

      I’m still waiting for that guy to come around.

      Not that I’m looking for that connection from the man standing in front of me, because if there’s one thing I’m certain of, Carson Stone will never look at me like that.
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      “Are we good?” Milly asks, snapping me out of my perusal.

      I’m here to help fix my swing and instead of doing that, I’m checking out the fullness in Milly’s lips and the freckles that dot her face, wondering if any guy has ever traced them before.

      What the hell is wrong with me?

      I need to snap the fuck out of it.

      Yeah, okay, so Milly is pretty . . . unique actually . . . the kind of beauty you don’t see very often. Naturally beautiful with a smile that captures my attention whenever it appears, but she is also naturally awkward. I like awkward at times. I can get along with awkward. That doesn’t bother me. What bothers me is her godforsaken fisherman’s hat. That thing needs to go, because it’s a fucking detriment to her and to society.

      What’s also a detriment? I don’t think she realizes how pretty she is. She obscures it, wearing bulky clothing that hides the curvy frame of her body that I catch glimpses of anytime the wind picks up. And she hides beneath the floppiness of a hat. I don’t mind a casual look on a girl, I appreciate it actually, makes them more cuddleable, but Milly is drowning in her clothes. She keeps mentioning her brothers, and I’m pretty sure she took their hand-me-downs.

      But what does it matter? I’m not here to get romantically involved with Milly, even though, hell, hearing her talk about baseball with such in-depth knowledge is a huge turn-on, but that doesn’t mean I’m about to make a move on her. Knowing her, she’d shove a cinnamon bun in my face the minute I start to tell her she’s pretty.

      I’m here to fix my swing, that’s it.

      No perusing.

      No move making.

      Hands to myself at all times.

      “Yeah, we’re good as long as you accept my apologies, because there were multiple in there.”

      Getting a wicked gleam in her eyes, she says, “Did you actually apologize?”

      “Jesus.” I drag my hand over my face. “Not this again.”

      “Well . . .” She crosses her arms over her chest.

      Studying her I say, “I have a feeling you had your brothers wrapped around your pinky.”

      “Pretty much.”

      Chuckling, I pick up my bat and rest it on my shoulder, gripping the end of it tightly. “Milly, I’m sorry for being a dick to you multiple times. In the dining hall, the weight room, and on the field. I should have never questioned your talents. Now please, will you help me?”

      “Wow, that was better than I expected. And you’re forgiven.” She walks off toward the dugout.

      “Where are you going? Is our session already done? Eyesight and that’s it?” I call out. “I can’t take these sessions in small doses. I need the whole download, Milly. I don’t have much time.”

      “Cool your jets,” she calls out, her back toward me. She snags her phone from her backpack and comes back to where I’m standing. Phone close to her chest, she says, “Okay, so I’m about to show you something, but you can’t judge me or get freaked out.”

      “What a way to start a sentence. I’m not scared at all,” I say sarcastically.

      “I’m serious. This is really creepy, and I apologize in advance, but it’s the only way I know how to show you your challenge.”

      “Uh . . . okay. Do you have videos of me or something on your phone?” I laugh, but when she bites her bottom lip . . . “Wait, do you?”

      “Listen, before you think I’m a psycho, I have videos of all the guys. I analyze them, slow them down, so I can concentrate on what makes a swing great. And I might use some of the videos to show my eight-year-olds what they should and shouldn’t be doing.”

      “Eight-year-olds?”

      “I coach a little league team with my two best friends, Jerry and Shane.”

      I work my jaw to the side. “Is Shane the guy who was sitting next to you at the dining hall?”

      “Yeah.”

      Interesting, okay, so he’s just a friend. Not that I care, but just a nice side note, something to file away as good information to have.

      “That’s cool.” I nod at her phone. “Let me see the videos.”

      “You don’t think I’m weird?” She cringes.

      “I never said that.” Her face falls. I lean forward and whisper, “But I like weird. Now show me what the hell I’m doing wrong.”

      The smile that pulls at the ends of her lips does something funny to my stomach, like a lot of butterflies were set off inside.

      Fucking weird shit.

      Surprising shit.

      Saddling up next to me, she goes to her videos, and then to a file where there are tons of videos of Brentwood baseball players.

      Wanting to see the screen better, I close the space between us so my chest is touching her back and I’m leaning over her for a better view. She sucks in a quick breath and then looks up at me.

      “Don’t worry, I’m just trying to get a better view.”

      “Oh yeah, of course,” she says, her voice flat. “Uh, I know . . . just the video.” She clicks on one and clears her throat, her voice slightly shaking. “This was from last year, before your injury. It was a home run against Springfield.” She pulls up a video and presses play. A decent image comes up on the screen and I watch as she slows down the video by using the scroll option with her finger.

      The shot is head-on, so you can see my hands and how they drive through the strike zone.

      “This pitcher had no idea you could attack a high fastball like that,” she says, her voice neutralizing again. “Let’s start at the beginning. See where your hands are positioned? Your right thumb is almost even with your right ear and your swing drives straight through the strike zone when you spot the ball. It’s a beautifully smooth swing with nothing fancy about it, pure power behind your hips, and solid contact with your hands not peeling away until they’re fully pushed through the strike zone. Stunning.”

      “I’ve never heard anyone talk about a swing like that, let alone mine. I like it.”

      She smiles up at me quickly before turning back to her phone and scrolling through the videos until she reaches the bottom where there are two videos from what look like this year. The only reason I can tell is because of our new jerseys; they’re changed every year.

      “This video was from the game you had three strike outs in.”

      “Fantastic. Can’t relive that enough.”

      She presses play but pauses it with her finger and slows it down. “I love comparing these two videos because they’re both high fastballs. I’m going to let you see if you can identify the difference.”

      This wouldn’t be the first time I’ve reviewed videos of my swing. I feel like it’s all I ever do, review videos. I’m so sick of seeing myself swing a damn bat, and that might be one of the reasons why I’m irritated most days. I never see the issue, but I’ll give this one a go.

      I lean in even closer and catch a brief waft of her perfume, a smell I wasn’t quite expecting. It’s flowery and quite feminine, smells amazing, almost too amazing that I’m distracted.

      Chastising myself, I focus and watch the video, seeing the same position of my hands, the same swing, but this time, I miss the ball by a few inches.

      “Did you see it?” she asks, excited.

      “Uh . . . did something change?”

      “Gah, okay, hold on.” She plays around on her phone pulling up a different app and then opens a file. In no time, both videos are stacked on top of each other and playing at the same time. Okay, this girl is legit, and I really fucking like it. “Watch carefully. Your eyes are trained on the pitcher, your hands are both in the same exact position and then . . . bam, right there, did you see it?”

      I blink a few times and then rub my eyes. Did I see it?

      See what?

      “You’re going to have to spell it out for me, Milly.”

      Chuckling, she says, “Okay. Watch your hands when you pick up your foot.” She slows down the videos again. “In the home run picture, your hands are solid as stone, stuck in place until they’re unleashed. Now watch in the strike-out picture. Right about . . . now, see how they drop down to your shoulder and then back up right before you power through the strike zone?”

      I step in closer, bringing the phone closer to my face. “Wait, show me again.”

      She plays it over a few more times, and she’s right. Plain as day. My hands are dipping down and then up right before I swing.

      “Shit, and you think that’s it?”

      “I know that’s it. Remember what I said. You have four hundred milliseconds from when the pitch is released to when your brain recognizes the pitch and signals your hands to swing. You don’t have much time to waste. You’re wasting time with a hitch in your swing, making you late on almost every pitch, or you’re jamming yourself, not letting your hands fully extend through the strike zone, which leads to grounders to the pitcher.”

      Holy.

      Shit.

      I step back and wrap my bat behind my neck where I hold on to it with both hands. She could not be more right. It’s so obvious now. The hitch in my swing is causing me to get behind on every single pitch and no one has pointed it out. How the fuck did this girl see that?

      “Are you okay?” she asks, startled. “You look like you’re about to beat the crap out of someone with that bat.”

      My grip grows tighter as I look up at the sky. “Just irritated.” I blow out a frustrated breath. “That’s something the coaching staff should have picked up on. Hell, it’s something I should have picked up on.”

      “It’s a small movement, and it took slowing it down and pointing it out for you to actually see it. And honestly, I studied these two videos side by side for a while.” Her cheeks redden. “I hate admitting that, but it’s the truth.”

      “I guess that makes me feel a little better.” Lowering my bat, I hand it to her. It’s huge in her grip and almost comical, but instead of letting it fall to the ground, she holds it up and gets into position, showing me her batting stance. And fuck if it’s not one of the hottest things I’ve seen . . . minus the stupid hat.

      “Ready to learn?” She wiggles her eyebrows.

      Hell yeah, I am.
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        * * *

      

      “Hello?”

      I flop on my bed naked and happily stare at the ceiling. “Dude, I don’t think I’ve been this happy in a really long time.”

      “It disturbs me knowing that it’s your bedtime, you’re most likely naked, and you’re talking to me, telling me how happy you are. Just be honest, are you stroking yourself?”

      “You fucking wish.”

      Knox answers very dryly. “I really don’t.”

      After spending another fifteen minutes with Milly on the field before it got too dark, I thanked her, snagged her phone number, and made plans to meet up tomorrow morning . . . early.

      We didn’t do much when it came to actually hitting a ball, but we did talk. We talked about my injury, the recovery process, how I jumped back into practicing once I got the go-ahead. I didn’t focus on mechanics as much, reminding my muscle memory how to work, but instead drilled myself to death, which led to me tiring out and making mistakes in my mechanics. Mistakes I’ve repeated that have cost me.

      “I think I met my fairy godmother,” I say dreamily into the phone.

      “Like a bippity-boppity-boo kind of lady?”

      “Even better. She wears a fisherman’s hat.”

      Silence.

      “Can you back up for a second? What the hell are you talking about?”

      Twisting my short strands of hair with my free hand, I say, “I first ran into her in the panini line—”

      “Fuck, I miss Lakeview’s paninis. I would give up my pinky toes for one right about now.”

      “It’s the one positive I can think of from not being drafted. One more year of paninis. But we’re getting off track. I met her in the panini line, then the weight room, then—”

      “Wait, is this a girl you’re interested in? Like locker room material?”

      Ah, the locker room. Have you heard about the legend? Rumor on campus is, if a baseball player takes you to the locker room to do the dirty, you’ll be married within five years. Crazy, I know, but it’s true. It’s so true that only baseball players who are serious about their girl can take them to the sacred space.

      I believe . . . Knox doesn’t, at least he likes to pretend he doesn’t.

      “No, I mean, she’s pretty and all and has the sexiest lips I’ve ever seen, and man, her freckles are pretty cool, but no, she’s my fairy godmother.”

      More silence.

      “I think it might be too late for this conversation. Break it down really simple for me.”

      “She knows how to fix my swing,” I blurt. “We started working on it tonight, and we have an early morning session tomorrow before the game to work on it.”

      “A random girl you met just happened to know how to fix your swing? Carson, did she drug you? Are you seriously losing your mind? Do I need to be concerned? I knew leaving you on your own to fend for yourself wasn’t a good idea. I should have enlisted Jason to look out for you better.”

      “I’m not high,” I counter. “I’ve never felt so clear in my life. Listen, she’s a baseball specialist. She knows so much shit, it’s incredible. When I was in the weight room, her friend suggested I give her a try, but being the curmudgeon I am, I brushed it off. It wasn’t until I saw her after the game today that I finally gave in, and I’m so fucking glad I did.”

      “Because she figured it out?”

      “Yeah, she had videos on her phone of me batting and slowed it down for me.”

      “She had videos of you?” Knox lets out a long whistle. “Dude, she might be a stalker.”

      “She’s not, and even if she was, who the fuck cares? For the first time since my injury, I finally feel a ray of hope.”

      “She’s that good?”

      I smile to myself. “Yes, she’s that good.”
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      “Sorry,” I say, running up to Carson, who’s waiting at the side door that leads into the baseball stadium. “I had to borrow toothpaste from another student and getting one of them to wake up at this hour is next to impossible.”

      “Toothpaste?” he asks, lifting off the wall. He holds out a to-go cup and says, “Hot chocolate, wasn’t sure if you liked coffee.”

      “Thank you,” I say, trying to hold back the cheesy grin itching to appear. “And yes, toothpaste. I didn’t want to meet up with you smelling like a gargoyle.”

      He snorts mid sip of his drink. “Thank fuck for that.” With his other hand, he holds up a small bag with the blue label everyone on campus is familiar with: Frankie’s Donuts. “Brought us a little morning nibble. Figured we could eat really quick and then get to work.”

      Try not to drool. It’s not very often I get to have Frankie’s Donuts and when I do, I go on a crazy binge. Jerry and Shane have seen far too many donuts taken down in the time they’ve known me and after every binge, I always wind up in a crazy sugar coma with a sick belly that lasts me the rest of the day.

      But it’s worth it every time.

      “Frankie’s Donuts are my favorite.”

      “Yeah?” He holds a key card up to the door to unlock it. A beeping sound fills the brisk morning air and the door pops open. Carson holds it open for me and I quickly walk inside, him closely behind me. “What’s your favorite?”

      “Blueberry streusel, of course.”

      “Ha, that’s my friend Knox’s favorite too. And you’re in luck. I got one, hoping you’d eat it so I could have the lemon curd.”

      “Lemon curd, really? I never would have pegged you as a lemon kind of guy?” We walk down a barely lit hallway, make a right, and then he throws open a door to a large roomful of batting cages. Good God, this is my mecca.

      “Why, do I not look dainty enough to appreciate a fine pastry filled with lemon?”

      Too caught up in the batting cages, I give him a non-committal sound and walk farther into the space, taking in the deep cages, nets, and buckets of balls in each, the artificial turf, baseball tees—so many tees. It’s pristine, beautiful, and I wish this was a place I worked in every single day.

      “Uh, did you hear my joke?” Carson asks, stepping up next to me. “Or are you too caught up in having an eye-gasm over the batting cages.”

      Once again, my cheeks flame. “Sorry,” I mutter, glancing at my cup of hot chocolate. “It’s just a really nice facility.”

      He laughs and nudges my shoulder toward the cushioned benches along the wall. “Let’s eat and then get to work.”

      We both take a seat, and he hands me my donut. I act like a lady and resist shoving the entire thing in my mouth at once, but instead take reasonable bites, despite it being incredibly difficult.

      I’m mid bite when I catch him staring at me, not just staring, but really studying. I check out my donut to make sure I haven’t gone hog wild on it—nope, still plenty left. Oh God, is there something on my face? In my teeth? Is there toothpaste bordering my lips? I’m tempted to take a napkin and wipe down my entire head, but instead, I shyly ask, “Is there something on my face?”

      He doesn’t answer right away, instead, he lifts his hand and flicks the brim of my fisherman’s hat that I tossed on this morning without even thinking about it.

      “What’s with this thing? You look like a fifty-year-old alumni wearing it. You’re just missing the matching polo.”

      I tug on the side. “You don’t like it?”

      “I mean . . . it’s . . . hell, it’s kind of awful.”

      “Oh.” When Shane and Jerry tell me they hate the hat, I just wash off the insult and keep moving along, but now that Carson is saying it, I feel embarrassed.

      “No need to blush or anything.” He sets his donut down and reaches into his backpack. “If you’re going to be my coach, you have to look the part.” He pulls out a T-shirt and a black Brentwood baseball hat. “It’s a female cut so it won’t be huge on your head.” He hands it over and I stare at both items in awe.

      “You got me a hat and a shirt?”

      “Hell yeah.” He smiles. “You need to coach me in style.” Boldly, he takes my hat off and quickly replaces it with my new one, which oddly fits perfectly. No adjustments needed. He pulls on the brim of the hat and says, “There, perfect. Now we’re in business.”

      Feeling shy and grateful, I say, “Thank you so much. This is really awesome.”

      He chuckles, a hearty sound I’m starting to really like. “I think you’re the only girl I know who would get excited over seeing batting cages and receiving a baseball cap.”

      “I told you I was different.”

      “And I told you I like different.” He winks and then shoves the rest of his donut in his mouth as he stands. “I’m going to do a few laps and warm up. You have time to work on your nutritious breakfast.”

      He takes off, jogging to one end of the cages and then to the other, all the while, my heart is racing a mile a minute, my stomach is churning with butterflies, and for the first time since I’ve run into Carson Stone, I’m willing to admit it: I might be crushing on him just a little.
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        * * *

      

      Crack.

      The baseball flies off the tee and straight to the back of the batting cages, a ripped line drive that would take off any pitcher’s head.

      It’s been a while since I’ve worked with Cory. He doesn’t get home much and when he is home, the last thing he wants to do is swing a bat after a long and draining season, so I’m not used to seeing such power hit through the strike zone and zip the ball as hard as Carson does. I love my eight-year-olds, but they have nothing on the pure power coming from Carson’s swing.

      “That was great,” I say while placing another ball on the tee.

      He doesn’t even acknowledge me or my compliment, because he’s laser focused on what he’s doing. Studying the ball, thinking about his hands, counting off the steps he needs to make before his swing. It’s impressive to watch.

      The strength in his thighs, the endurance he has for hitting over one hundred balls in one training session, the fine sinew that flexes in his forearms with every move of the bat, the narrowness of his waist compared to the broadness of his shoulders . . . everything about him screams professional baseball.

      He might have drawn a bad hand when it came to his injury, but with his work ethic and drive, he’ll make it to the big leagues, no doubt in my mind. He only needs to wipe the mental slate clean.

      Concentrating on the ball, he steps his front foot and then blasts his bat through the ball once again, sailing it to the other end.

      With a resounding sigh, he drops his bat and sits on the ground where he twists his hat backward and props himself up with his elbows as he stretches out his long legs. His neoprene shirt stretches across his chest, clinging to every curve and contour of his thick pecs. I blush from the confidence he exudes just lounging there.

      “I think I need to call it. If I keep going, I’m going to wear out my hands before the game tonight.”

      “Yeah, of course. You don’t want to overdo it.” I stand from the bucket I’ve been sitting on and say, “I’ll start collecting the balls.”

      “Nah, I can do that.”

      I glance down at him. “Take a break. I’ve got it.”

      I pick up the bucket and make my way down toward the end of the cage where I set it down and start retrieving balls. Before I can make my first deposit, Carson is right by my side with a handful of balls.

      “Hey, I said I could pick them up.”

      “And there’s no way in hell I’d let you do that alone,” he replies with conviction.

      Seems like when he sets his mind on something, there’s no changing it, so we work together in tandem. The balls bounce in the bucket, the sound echoes in the large space, the thunk, thunk almost relaxing.

      “Do you feel a little better?” I ask, hoping I’ve been a touch helpful.

      “Yeah. I’m glad we know the issue.” He tosses four balls in the bucket. “I would be lying if I said I was completely confident though. Actually, not feeling confident at all.”

      “That’s okay. That’s what happens when you make a change in your swing. The confidence will come with more practice. Be kind to yourself. We only started figuring things out last night.”

      “Could have been sooner if I’d listened to your friend Jerry.”

      “Barely anyone listens to Jerry, so don’t beat yourself up about it.” I pick up a ball and from about six feet away, I shoot it into the bucket.

      “Oh, I see, trying to show off your picking-up-balls ability.”

      Smiling shyly, I say, “It’s a game I used to play with my brothers. A little game of Horse, baseball edition. Made picking up balls a little more fun but instead of spelling horse, we would spell ball.”

      Picking up a ball, he walks over to where I’m standing—right behind me—his chest almost touching my back, his hand grips my shoulder and before I can ask him what he’s doing, he tosses a ball straight into the bucket.

      “Sunk it.”

      Pulse racing, I slink away and try not to smile psychotically—you know, lips flat, eyes wide, like a clown who’s lost his marbles. “Uh, very good. Nice job. Well done.” There you go, keep complimenting, I’m not sure he’s gotten the point yet. “Congrats.” I bite on my bottom lip, cringe, and turn around.

      “Thanks.” He chuckles and when I go to pick up another ball to put it in the bucket, he says, “Wait, hold on, isn’t it my turn to pick a spot to shoot from?”

      “Oh . . . are we, uh . . . playing?”

      “Hell yeah. I need to see what you’re made of. Come on, Coach, show me your best stuff.”

      “Coach?” I question.

      “Yeah, Coach.” He nudges my shoulder playfully, a very guy friend thing to do. For some reason, it creates a pit of disappointment in my stomach. Not that I EVER think Carson will look at me in any other way than as someone helping him out. But as a girl who is crushing—very minimal crushing, more like an ah, he’s nice and cute kind of way—it does sting a bit when once again I’m treated like one of the guys.

      Licking my wounds, I say, “All right, you shoot.”

      “That a girl.” He rubs his hands together and then picks up a ball. “You’re going down.”

      “Okay,” I say sarcastically, knowing full well I have an undefeated record with my brothers. Cory was close to winning one time, but a rim shot killed him.

      He stands to the right, cocks his hand back and shoots, sinking the ball. He gives himself a fist pump and then gestures for me to join him in his spot. He takes me by the shoulders and positions me exactly where he thinks I need to be.

      “You know, I can find the spot by myself.”

      “Nah, I don’t need you cheating. I prefer to position you myself, thank you very much.”

      Rolling my eyes, I say, “Is this where you want me?”

      “Uh, hold on”—he shifts me maybe half an inch to the side—“there, that should—”

      Before he can finish, I shoot the ball straight into the bucket, pick up my next ball, and move to the back of the cages. Just you wait, Stone. I’m getting serious.

      “What the hell, you just made it no—”

      I shoot again, scoring, but this time from ten feet away. I motion with my fingers to come to where I’m standing. “Hustle up, Stone, I don’t have all day.”

      “Holy shit.” He chuckles. “What did I get myself into?”

      “You have no idea.”
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        * * *

      

      “So, that was humiliating,” Carson says with a teasing grin as he leans against the hood of my car and glances at me. “Can we not mention that to anyone?”

      “How I completely annihilated you back there in the cages?”

      “Yeah, that. Let’s just keep that as a little secret between you and me.”

      “Player-coach confidentiality?”

      He snaps his fingers at me and points. “Exactly.” Shaking his head, he says, “I still can’t believe you shot a ball in the bucket from between your legs backward. What the hell was that?”

      “Told you it wasn’t my first time.” I clutch my new shirt to my chest, excited to try it on.

      Eying the shirt, he says, “You’re coming to the game today, right?”

      “Never miss a home game.”

      His smile grows. “And you’re going to wear your new shirt and hat?”

      “I don’t think I have an option not to.”

      “Damn right.” He lets out a long breath and looks out into the empty parking lot. “God, I could really use a fucking hit today. Or at least a solid hit off the wood, the kind you can feel down to your bones when it pings off the bat.”

      “You will. Just think about driving your hands forward, not down.”

      “Yeah, okay.” He lifts off my car. “After the game, meet me in the dugout, field six?”

      “What? You want to practice some more?”

      “We need to review my at bats, Coach.” He winks and pats me on the shoulder.

      Gee, thanks.

      “I’ll bring some food for us. You like Mexican, yeah?”

      “Yeah,” I answer, my mind immediately going toward an evening full of belching and good old-fashioned shoulder pats.

      “Perfect. See you then, Coach.” He holds up his hand for a high five and I reluctantly hit it, putting myself directly in the friend zone.

      Plunk.

      He takes off and instead of watching him trot away to his car, I get in mine and let out a long exhale as I bring my hands to the steering wheel and push the start ignition button.

      Okay, so I find Carson attractive. Maybe I stared at him a little too long this morning, watching his machine of a body hit ball after ball. Maybe I appreciated his forearms for far too many minutes, and it’s muddled my head. And quite possibly, I might have confused myself when he gave me the shirt and hat, thinking it was more than just a kind gesture to a “friend” that’s helping him out.

      I understand there might be some slight fantasizing on my end, but I dare any girl on this campus to not at least swoon within a five-foot radius of him. He isn’t just handsome and intense, but fun—oh God, look at me. He’s down to earth and kind and thoughtful.

      And yes, all because of a hat, shirt, and donut. Well, that’s not true. The multiple apologies he flung my way were unexpected. I hadn’t thought Carson would even look my way after our panini run-in. His egotistical behavior was expected, not surprising. Carson doesn’t fit in the narcissistic, talented sportsman box. He cares about people and to me, that’s something genuine to swoon over.

      So yes, I might be crushing, but I think we all know it’s temporary, because after we get his swing back together, he’ll be on his way. At least when he’s playing in the big leagues one day, I can say I gave that guy a high five . . .

      How lucky am I?

      Did you hear the sarcasm?
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      “What did you think, Coach?” I ask, stepping into the little league dugout, batting bag in one hand, food in the other.

      Milly’s head whips around to me and her face lights up as she claps her hands together. Fuck, I like how excited she is, how invested she is. It’s like having my own personal cheerleader, something I’ve been missing for a very long time.

      My mom passed away from breast cancer when I was young, leaving me with just my dad, who worked his tail off night and day to send me to private lessons. That meant he wasn’t around very often for games. I was the kid who had no one in the stands cheering them on, just the parents of other kids who knew my situation. Knowing Milly was watching me, cheering for me, it mattered. It mattered a whole lot.

      “You got a hit.” She claps some more.

      Like a dork, I take a bow and then set my stuff down so I can sit next to her on the bench, but I straddle it instead, facing her head-on.

      “Fuck, it felt good. It felt so fucking good being out there again, feeling the dirt under my cleats, tossing the ball around with my boys, feeling the pure crack of the ball off the bat. It might have been a single down the line, but it was a start.”

      “It was a great start.” She smiles brightly, and I can’t help noticing the way her lips perfectly curve up, giving her a flawless set of dimples under her glasses. She’s wearing the shirt I got her, which molds to her every curve, and she paired it with a pair of denim shorts that aren’t slutty short, but they aren’t long either. The perfect Milly length, is what I’m saying in my head. To top it off, she’s wearing the hat I got her, but her hair is bundled up in a messy bun out the back hole, giving her this sexy, messy vibe. I wonder if she knows how good she looks right now.

      “Why are you staring at me?” she asks, shaking me from my thoughts.

      Shit.

      “Uh . . . did I tell you how nice that hat looks on you?”

      “Yeah, a few times.” She blushes. “But thanks, and the shirt is wonderful too. Jerry and Shane were jealous.”

      “Well, if they were as smart as you, they might have gotten one too, but only the best for my coach.” I reach for the food and bring it up between us. “Straddle the bench so you can use it as a table.”

      Clearing her throat, she says, “I’m guessing this isn’t your first rodeo eating in a dugout.”

      “Sometimes I think I’ve eaten more meals like this than at an actual dinner table.” I open a boxful of tacos, set the chips and guac between us, and then hand her a water from the bag as well. “Is this okay?”

      “This is great. You really didn’t have to bring dinner.”

      “Are you kidding?” I pick up a softshell taco and take a huge bite of it. “It’s the least I could do. You don’t have to be spending your extra time helping me out.”

      “It’s what I love.” She shrugs and picks up a taco as well as a chip. Gingerly she dips it, barely gathering any guacamole, and then puts the whole thing in her mouth.

      “What the hell was that?”

      Eyes wide, she crunches down and then asks, “What was what?”

      “That dip. You barely got anything on your chip.”

      “Oh.” She chuckles. “Yeah, that’s how I dip things. My brothers make fun of me for doing it all the time.”

      “Rightfully so. That’s ridiculous.” I take her taco from her hand, set it in the box, and then hand her a tortilla chip. “You’ve taught me some things, now it’s my turn to exchange the favor.”

      “I know how to eat, Carson.”

      “Clearly not.” Growing serious, I say, “You’re doing that chip a disservice by not giving it a proper dunk. Now, watch me carefully.”

      I start to move toward the guac when I stop myself and playfully smack myself in the head.

      “What the hell was I thinking? We need to warm up first. The key to a good dunk is a proper wrist and finger warmup.” I hold up my hands and start flexing my fingers in and out. “Copy what I’m doing.”

      Her head tilts to the side. “You can’t be serious.”

      “I never joke about stretching. Move it along, Coach, get those digits flexing.”

      Humoring me with a smirk, she lifts her hands and starts moving her fingers up and down.

      “That’s it, just like that. Now rotate your wrists, really move that lactic acid. We don’t want any buildup while eating chips and guac.”

      “Heaven forbid.”

      “Other direction.” We switch out rotation. “Have you ever gotten chip wrist? I did once, couldn’t pick up a tortilla chip for a week.”

      “Are you being serious?”

      “You tell me.”

      Her lips turn up as she pushes her glasses back up her nose. I’m seriously starting to become needy for that smile. “From our brief interactions, I’m going to say you’re very much serious about everything . . . when you’re not joking.”

      “Precisely, and I’m very serious about chips and guac, so pick one up and watch me before you dip.” I grab a chip, dip it, and then angle the point upward. “See this angle, the wrist action, the precise hold my fingers have on the chip so it doesn’t break, this is exactly—”

      Crack. Snap.

      Plop.

      Milly snorts and covers her mouth, a giggle bubbling up inside her as we both stare at my broken chip.

      “Well . . . this is humiliating.”

      “Oh my God.” She busts out in laughter, holding on to her stomach now. “That could not have gone worse. What were you saying about the precise hold again?”

      “Are you busting my balls, Coach?”

      She nods, her eyes welling up.

      “Oh, you think this is funny?”

      “Yup,” she squeaks. “You were just so serious. So knowledgeable.”

      “Still am. I’m calling it a faulty chip.”

      “Wouldn’t a chip and guac connoisseur like yourself know how to handle such a faulty chip and still breed success from their dipping?” she counters, looking smug and beautiful simultaneously.

      “You’re quite mouthy when you break out of your shell, you know that?”

      Her confidence falters briefly. “You noticed?”

      I drop the sarcastic banter. “You seemed terrified to be on the same baseball field as me when we first started . . . yesterday.” Her cheeks redden, and I know she’s embarrassed, something that easily happens where she’s concerned. I don’t want to embarrass her in the slightest, but it would be cool if she opened up a little. She is helping me perfect my swing, after all, and it would be nice to know the girl who I’ll give credit to.

      “I was terrified. Not many men give me a shot. My little league team, now that’s a different story, but when it comes to people our age or older, they want someone else teaching them. Someone with a penis.”

      “I’d like to say that’s bullshit, but even I can’t act cavalier, because I doubted you. Then again, I’ve doubted everyone who’s ever offered a suggestion, but that’s for a different reason.”

      “And what reason is that?” she asks, smoothly scooping some guac onto her chip.

      I rub the back of my neck, contemplating how much I should really open up to Milly. In all honesty, I barely know the girl. Hell, I don’t even know her last name, but there’s something about her, maybe her kind eyes, or the way she carries herself, that makes me fully trust her. Like I could tell her anything and she’d never judge me, nor would she ever tell anyone what we talked about.

      It's why I’m exposing some of my deepest thoughts. “After the Achilles rupture, I kind of lost trust in everyone around me besides Knox and Holt, my two best friends. If my own teammate could hurt me so badly, who else was about to turn their back on me? All the scouts considering recruiting me quickly changed their minds. The freshmen who’d admired me, quickly turned into my rivals, all vying for my position. It was like the big guy was taken out, so let’s hang him out to dry. After I went through PT, I had the hardest time finding my groove again, and then it was like everyone was offering their advice, some good, mostly bad. I didn’t know who was truly trying to help and who was trying to smash my career.”

      “I can understand that. You’re at a level where you have to be very careful who you trust.” She pauses and then asks. “So why did you trust me?”

      I should have seen that question coming. “Because I could tell you were someone who wouldn’t screw me over, who actually had good intentions. You have a passion for baseball, not a know-it-all attitude, but a pure passion, and I could jump on board with that. I felt comfortable listening to you because of that passion. Not to mention, you had an entire file on your phone of videos of me.”

      Her mouth drops open. “Hey, not just videos of you, of the whole team. Don’t make me seem like a stalker.”

      “How many times a night do you watch those videos?”

      “Not very often, if you must know, just when I’m trying to study.”

      “Which is . . .”

      She looks to the side and bites the tip of her finger. “Maybe like every other night.”

      My head tilts back as I laugh. “That’s what I thought and that’s why I like you, because you’re honest.”

      “What does anyone have to gain from lying?”

      My brows shoot up. “Are you serious with that question? Everything. People have everything to gain from lying.”

      “But in the long run, doesn’t karma come back to bite you in the ass?”

      “One would only hope.” I take another bite of my taco while she does the same. We chew for a while in silence, enjoying the spring air shifting around us. It’s not too cold, but just brisk enough to warrant a sweatshirt. Too bad neither of us is dressed for the part.

      “Please tell me the Chicago Bobcats are your favorite team.”

      She glances at her food and then back at me. “Hometown girl, I’d be crazy not to like them.”

      “What were the best seats you’ve ever had?”

      She smirks. “Second row behind home plate.”

      I cough up a piece of lettuce. “What? Really?”

      She nods. “Yup. It was the best game of my life.”

      “How old were you?”

      “Twelve. It was Sanderson’s last year at shortstop, and my dad somehow scored tickets from one of his customers. Three seats.”

      “Three seats.” I think about it for a second. “How many brothers do you have?”

      “Three.” She holds up her fingers before taking another bite.

      “Oh damn, let me guess, two of them had to stay home.”

      “No.” She shakes her head. “We were all at the game, just three of us were watching it in luxury.”

      I chuckle, loving how smug she looks. “Okay, so you got one and your dad got one I’m assuming.”

      “Yup, and my brother Cory. Sean and Rian were out.”

      “Okay.” I wipe my mouth with a napkin. “How did you score the good seats?”

      “Bucket ball of course. The top two winners got the tickets. It was a shoo-in for me, and that’s why my dad suggested the game to decide. He knew I’d win. He knew I’d appreciate the seats the most. The third ticket was for whichever one of his bozo sons could beat the other out. I had no doubt it would be Cory, because he always challenged me.”

      “That’s amazing. You’re close with your dad?”

      “Some might say I’m Daddy’s spoiled-rotten little girl, followed closely by my big brother. They always tell me how I have them wrapped around my pinky.” She casually shrugs. “I don’t do anything differently, just talk ball like the rest of them.”

      “Yeah, I can see how they would become attached.” The compliment slips past my lips before I can stop it. Clearing my throat, I gesture to the tacos. “Want another?”

      “Sure, thank you.” With no shame, she picks up another taco and starts taking big bites. A girl who eats without a care in the world. I fucking like that. “It’s cool that you have no qualms about eating food in front of guys.”

      She pauses mid bite and her cheeks flush ever so slightly before she says, “I guess it’s never crossed my mind. I’ve been eating in front of guys my whole life, whether it was my brothers, their friends, or my friends.”

      “Do you have any friends that are girls?”

      “Not really,” she answers, but doesn’t seem to be sad about it. “Girls have never really gotten me. While everyone was getting ready for prom, I was helping my brothers condition their gloves. When they were all working at the mall, getting discounts for all that girly stuff, I was wiping the sweat off my brow as an umpire.”

      “You were an umpire?”

      She quickly holds her hand out to the side and points her finger while sounding out a very loud “Stirrrrrrr-ike!”

      The heavy and boisterous sound causes me to buckle over and laugh. I was so not expecting that from her, but hell, I really liked it.

      She wiggles her eyebrows at me. “You like that? No one messed with me out of sheer fear that I would strike them out and make it loud enough for the entire baseball park to hear.”

      “That’s fucking amazing,” I say, still laughing. “When I was in high school, we had a female umpire who didn’t take shit from anyone. She wore her pants incredibly high.”

      “Past her belly button?”

      “Yeah, almost to her boobs.”

      She nods in understanding. “Yup, the pants they give you aren’t made for women, so you really have no choice but to wear them up around your nipples. Very unpleasant for everyone.”

      “Are you telling me the pants aren’t part of your wardrobe anymore?”

      “Saving them for when I go out on a date.”

      “How often is that?” The personal question strikes me as odd, but then again, I’m curious. Does Milly date? She seems to be so laser focused on her interests, that dating might not be on her list of things to do.

      Shyly, she turns her eyes away and says, “Not as often as you probably do.”

      “I don’t date,” I state. “Don’t have time for it, and I have things I need to focus on, goals I need to accomplish. Dating would get in the way of that.”

      “Makes sense.” She avoids eye contact with me but picks up another chip, this time taking a massive scoop of guac. She stuffs it in her mouth and then glances up, a big smile on her face as she says, “That good?”

      A small spout of guac flies from her mouth and hits me right in the cheek. Her eyes widen and I bust a gut one more time as her face turns beet red. With my index finger, I flick off the guacamole and wipe it on my napkin.

      “That was perfect.”
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      “How much time do we have again?” Milly asks, looking at the clock on her phone after dropping the last ball in the bucket from the hour of tee work we just did.

      “Until three, and then I have to head to the field.” I was able to score some time in the batting cages before practice, which is always a crutch because of the amount of equipment we have here, but I’m not going to lie, going to field six is growing on me. It reminds me of where I came from, and helps the worries drain from my body so I just enjoy the game.

      “It’s two thirty now.” She reaches into her backpack and pulls out a glove. “Let’s do some front toss.”

      “As in . . . you’re going to pitch to me?”

      She cocks a hand on her hip. “Is there a problem with that?”

      “Nope.” I shake my head. I learned very quickly to never question the girl.

      “Good. Now grab your glove, I need you to warm up my arm.”

      “Bossy.” I send her a wink, letting her know I’m only kidding. I lean down to my bag, take out my glove, and then walk over to her, taking hers from her hand to examine it. “Nakona. Great brand.”

      “It’s what my dad lived by. It’s lasted me over ten years, so I’d say it’s good.”

      I rub my hand over the conditioned leather, the perfectly shaped pocket, and the tightened lace that hold the fingers together. “Do you fix gloves?”

      “Yeah, can you tell?”

      I nod. “Yeah, this glove is impeccable.”

      She takes mine and examines it. I watch her face closely as she spreads the fingers—some space shows between them. She rubs her hand over the heel—it’s a little dry—and then she sticks her hand inside where the padding has probably dwindled by now. “This needs help.”

      I chuckle. “He does, but I never learned, given I spent all my time on the field.”

      “He?” She cocks a brow at me.

      “Thor. Don’t you name your glove?”

      “Of course,” she states, as if it would be preposterous to think otherwise. “I’m just surprised you made him a boy. Almost every guy I know refers to their glove as a girl.”

      “He’s manly, he looked like a Thor, so I went with it. What’s your glove’s name?”

      “Simon.”

      “Simon?” I laugh. “Wow, that’s not manly at all. Does Simon play with his calculator a lot and sharpen pencils?”

      Chin held high—I’m sure she thinks she’s taller—she says, “In fact, Simon is the observer, the teacher, the expert. He’s the one who delivers the knowledge so gloves like Thor can earn multi-million-dollar contracts.”

      Tou-fucking-ché.

      I scratch the back of my neck. “Can’t argue with that.”

      “Well, if you want, I can spruce up your glove for you before the weekend.”

      “You’d do that?”

      She glances up at me through her glasses, her beautiful blue eyes teasing. “Not for you, but for the sake of Thor. He deserves a happy life.”

      “For the sake of Thor.” I chuckle. This girl is awesome. “I can give him to you Thursday night after our practice, but could you get him back to me before we leave Friday afternoon?”

      “Yup.” She steps back and grabs a ball. “Now warm up my arm so I can strike you out with my wicked spin.”

      “Oh, okay. We’ll see about that.”

      She doesn’t say anything. Instead, she tosses the ball to me and I toss it back. She has great form, and I wonder why I expected anything less. The girl’s life revolves around mechanics and getting the body moving right. The amount of times we’ve watched the YouTube video on the physics of a swing is borderline obsessive, but it’s also exactly what I’ve needed.

      “Did you pitch to your brothers?”

      “Depends,” she answers, picking up the speed of her throw so there’s a decent pop in my glove. “If it was just me and one of my brothers, I pitched to them, but if my dad was there, my dad pitched so I could watch their swing from the side.”

      “Would they ever pitch to each other?”

      She softly laughs and shakes her head. “No. They were idiots and would try to peg it at each other, so it became counterproductive rather quickly.”

      “And from the practices we’ve had, I’m going to guess you don’t take well to antics.”

      “Nope. If you’re here to practice, then we practice. Don’t waste my time.”

      She throws the ball back and this time, the pop in my glove echoes through the cages. Damn, girl. That’s fucking hot.

      I know, I know, she’s my coach—technically—and I shouldn’t be thinking shit like that given our working relationship, but I can’t deny the tiny bout of excitement that fills my stomach when I watch Milly work her way around the field with such ease. The girls who’ve surrounded me for the last four years have been baseball deficient. They know practically nothing and thinks it’s “cute” to ask me where first base is. Some guys on the team love it, as it gives them a sense of pride being able to tell a girl all about the sport. Not me though. I mean, if you don’t watch baseball, that’s fine, but first base, come on. Everyone played some version of baseball in school at some point.

      But hanging out with Milly has been refreshing. Sometimes she knows more than I do, and I’d like to say I’m being cool about it, that I’m not overtly excited to meet a girl who actually has a love for the game, but hell, I can feel it in my bones—the pure joy—when she corrects my knowledge, or starts spouting off statistics.

      Not to mention, she’s a pint-sized beauty traipsing around the cages like she owns the nets, and I’m just the vagrant putting her out as I lease the nets for practice. She carries herself with an almost careless confidence, which she ought to, but whenever I wink at her or accidentally touch her hand, she shies away. It’s like . . . she doesn’t comprehend the effect she has on men.

      She has no fucking clue. And I’m at a loss to understand why. She’s remarkable, talented, intelligent . . . yet has no inkling of how naturally beautiful she actually is. How the fuck is that even possible?

      “Don’t waste my time. That’s a phrase I’ve heard from every coach I’ve ever had.”

      “Time is the one thing you can never get back, so don’t steal it from me.” She throws the ball and it hits my glove with another resounding pop.

      “You don’t think I’m stealing your time, do you?”

      “What?” A shred of vulnerability peeks past those thick-rimmed glasses. “No, not at all. That’s not what I meant.”

      “I know. I just wanted to make sure. I should be paying you or something.” I throw the ball back to her. She catches it and moves back to the pitching net with the bucket of balls.

      “Grab your helmet and bat.” She situates herself and waits for me. Once in position, she doesn’t throw the ball right away. “You don’t need to pay me, but just remember me when you’re playing for the Bobcats one day and wondering if you should watch the physics of a swing one more time.”

      I laugh out loud and shake my head. “I could recite the entire thing at this point.”

      I get into position, and she cocks her arm back and zings a ball over the strike zone. I’m stunned.

      She tosses a ball in the air and catches it. “Get ready, Stone, I’m not going to go easy on you.”
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        * * *

      

      Fuck.

      We leave in ten minutes.

      I scan the parking lot, biting my bottom lip as Coach sends a warning glare my way. Everyone is on the bus, bags and gear are packed, and we’re about to head to Indiana for the weekend to face Stonehaven.

      “Stone, you have ten minutes,” Coach Disik calls out before he steps onto the bus.

      “Yup, be there in a second.”

      I move to the back of the bus where he can’t see me and take out my phone again, this time giving Milly a call. It rings twice, and then I see her car as she races into the parking lot.

      Thank fuck.

      Her car zooms past the speed bumps and then quickly parks behind the bus. She hops out, engine still running, and holds out my glove to me.

      “I’m so, so sorry,” she says, looking like she’s on the verge of tears. “I overslept. Your text woke me up, and I rushed down here as quickly as possible.” Her lip quivers. “I’m really, really . . . so-sorry.”

      I’ve never seen her like this, so distraught, so close to losing it. Yes, I’ve seen her nervous, I’ve seen her angry, I’ve seen pure joy shine through her addicting smile, but I’ve never seen her so distraught. Nor this disheveled. Her hair is piled messily on top of her head, she has a sleep line cutting across her cheek, and she’s wearing baggy Nike shorts with a tight-fitting tank and black sports bra that’s showing off a decent amount of cleavage. Why the hell does she hide that incredible body? For some reason, the entire outfit is working for me.

      “I stayed up late last night, reworking your lace and I . . . I . . .” She bites her bottom lip. “Anyway. There you go. I’m sorry.” She turns and attempts to rush back to her car, but I grab her arm before she can move.

      “Hey, Milly. It’s okay.”

      And those four little words seem to break her. Tears fall over her cheeks that she quickly wipes away, as if she believes that if she gets rid of them quickly enough, I might not see them.

      But I saw them, and they’re just about breaking me in half.

      “You must have been panicking. I’m sorry. I’m really sorry.”

      “Milly.” Before I can stop myself, I pull her into my chest and wrap my arms around her. “It’s okay. I knew you’d get here.” I don’t mention how I was about to pee my pants from stress, because I was scared shitless I was going to Indiana without my glove. “Everything’s okay.”

      Cautiously, her arms wrap around my waist. “I’m really sorry.”

      I pull away and tip her chin so she’s forced to look at me. Tears pool at the rim of her glasses and her eyes are bloodshot. How late was she up last night? “Please stop apologizing. You did me a huge favor, so how about you give me a chance to say thank you?”

      She tries to force out a smile, but it barely reaches the edges of her lips.

      I bring the glove between us and give it a good once-over. The stitching is pristine, the leather feels smoother than when I first got it, and the pocket almost looks deeper, if that’s possible. I’m fucking impressed.

      “I could have done a better job if I had more time, I would have—”

      “Milly. This is perfect.” I wrap an arm around her and give her another hug. “Thank you so much. This means a lot to me.”

      “Oh . . . you’re welcome.” She pushes her glasses up on her nose once we part. Her demeanor lightening. “So . . . you’re not mad?”

      “Come on, Coach. How could I be mad at you? You have single-handedly switched my season around. I’m not mad, I’m fucking grateful.”

      That beautiful smile appears, her dimples deepening. “Okay, good.” She lets out a pent-up breath. “Well, I’ll uh, let you get to—”

      “I was telling Gunner about your wicked spin.” I don’t want her to leave just yet. “He said he wants to book a lesson.”

      Her face softens as she looks at the ground and chuckles. “It’s pure luck whatever comes off my hand.”

      “Pish, you and I both know that’s not the truth.”

      “Well, maybe not entirely true, but my spin is a secret.”

      “I think Gunner would pay heavily in tacos if you let him.”

      Her face falls for a second and I wonder what I said that caused such a reaction, but I don’t have much time to think about it as she takes a step backward.

      She points at my glove and says, “Have a good weekend. Remember, drive your hands forward, not down.”

      With a half-happy smile, she goes to take off again. “Hey.” She pauses and I try to think of something to say to her, anything that will get her to smile at me one more time before I leave. “Uh, would it be okay if I text you this weekend?”

      Her smile is gentle, but it’s still there, a small glimpse of what I crave. “Yeah, you can text me, Carson.”

      Clutching my glove to my chest, I say, “Thanks, Coach.” I wave and watch her get in her car, wondering why I really wish I’d snagged one more hug from her before she took off.
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        * * *

      

      Carson: Any wise words before the game today?

      Milly: Hit the ball.

      Carson: Wow . . . I don’t think I’ve ever heard anything so profound before.

      Milly: A regular old Hemingway over here.

      Carson: With such inspirational words, they might slap your quote up on a wall with your name beside it, something players pat before every game.

      Milly: I could see it happening.

      Carson: Are you going to watch online today?

      Milly: I have a game with my little league team, or else I’d consider it. Watching the animated play-by-play is torturous. I don’t know why they can’t livestream the games.

      Carson: The boys have a game today? That’s cool. Wish them luck for me.

      Milly: Sure, I’ll let them know Carson Stone wishes them luck. They’ll all probably drop dead right before the game.

      Carson: I wish my schedule didn’t conflict with theirs, or else I’d be there practicing with them. We do have the same coach after all.

      Milly: Yeah and oddly, they listen better.

      Carson: Bullshit. When have I ever given you any sass?

      Milly: I can see it in your eyes.

      Carson: What you’re seeing is pure appreciation. Did you know that, Milly? I appreciate you.

      Milly: Well, prove it today with some hits. Good luck, Stone.

      Carson: Thanks, Coach.
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        * * *

      

      Carson: Two for three today with a triple.

      Milly: I saw online. That’s so great.

      Carson: Thought I was going to pull my groin running. I was really booking it.

      Milly: And here you were talking to me about the importance of stretching for dipping a chip. Same goes for your legs, Stone.

      Carson: The adrenaline got to me and my brain was telling my legs to move faster than they could.

      Milly: But you didn’t pull it, did you?

      Carson: No, thankfully. But I do have a bag of ice on my crotch.

      Milly: Can’t read that enough.

      Carson: Slightly terrified of getting a penis popsicle.

      Milly: Just defrost it with your hand.

      Carson: I literally just barked out in laughter, and now every one of my teammates it staring at me.

      Milly: At least they’ll be staring at you for laughing like a crazy person, rather than having a column of ice poking out of your pants.

      Carson: What have you done with my coach?

      Milly: Same girl, same coach. You’re just getting to see the side my brothers do.

      Carson: I like it.
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        * * *

      

      Carson: Gunner snored last night. I chucked pillows at him at least three times. Claims it’s a head cold.

      Milly: Were you sharing a bed?

      Carson: He wishes. We shared a room. Normally I share with Jason but for some stupid reason, Coach switched it up on us. I wasn’t equipped to be sleeping with a snorer.

      Milly: I’ve slept in a hotel bathroom tub once because all three of my brothers and my dad were snoring. Let’s just say my night was miserable. But, the moments on the road with them I wouldn’t trade for anything.

      Carson: I wish I had moments like those with my dad. He couldn’t make it to a lot of games. Did you have a good night’s sleep?

      Milly: Had to deal with some RA drama last night. Two girls were fighting over the same guy. It was stupid, but I caught up on some sleep. I forgot to ask, how was the glove?

      Carson: Amazing. Thank you so much.

      Milly: Sure. Anytime. I’m still really sorry I was late.

      Carson: Milly, you were right on time. Thank you.
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        * * *

      

      Carson: I’m exhausted.

      Milly: Twenty-four innings in two games will do that to you.

      Carson: At least we pulled out the win for both.

      Milly: Three for four in one game, two for five in the other with five RBIs. I’m impressed, Stone.

      Carson: Impressing my coach means a whole lot to me. Hitting the showers.
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        * * *

      

      Carson: Are you up?

      Milly: Yeah, are you still on the bus?

      Carson: It’s the never-ending drive. We just finished watching a movie.

      Milly: What movie?

      Carson: Do you really want to know?

      Milly: I kind of do.

      Carson: Legally Blonde.

      Milly: You are such a liar.

      Carson: Swear on my bat. The guys have a thing for Reese Witherspoon. On the way to Indiana, we watched Sweet Home Alabama.

      Milly: I am utterly shocked. I thought you would be watching movies like The Avengers, or something like that.

      Carson: We watch those too, but it was a Reese weekend.

      Milly: The secrets behind Brentwood baseball. Any other tidbits you might want to share that will make me laugh?

      Carson: Gunner always wears pink briefs when he pitches. He washed a white load with a red shirt to make them pink. They’re his lucky charm.

      Milly: LOL.

      Carson: Jason has a lucky ribbon he ties in his hair before he puts his catcher’s helmet on.

      Milly: Stop it. Do you have any lucky charms I should know about?

      Carson: Right now? I’d say texting you before each game.
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        * * *

      

      Carson: You still awake?

      Milly: Just got into bed. What’s up?

      Carson: Never mind.

      Milly: Okay, do you really think that’s going to work? Tell me.

      Carson: I’m outside your dorm.

      Milly: Really?

      Carson: Yeah, come down really quick.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        CARSON

      

      

      Its chilly, late, and I’m desperate for my pillow right now, but I couldn’t leave campus, not without seeing her.

      It’s strange. I thought about her all weekend, but not just the mechanics she taught me, or the advice she’s given me. It was in a different way. I thought about her sweet, but stern voice. I thought about the way her right dimple seems to sink deeper than her left. I thought about the way she tosses her hair through the back of her hat, and I thought about her laugh and how it has a slight rasp to it.

      I didn’t think about her as a coach, but as a girl I can’t seem to get my mind off, which I thought would be a bad thing, given my need to focus on the game and the specifics of how I bat, but it didn’t take away from my mental game. In some respects, because the game wasn’t all I focused on, I wonder if thoughts of Milly enhanced it. Her presence in my thoughts gave me . . . calm. A place away from the pressure somehow. Is this Knox and Holt meant when it came to their girls being an escape? A good escape?

      Not saying that Milly is by any means my girl, but oddly, she’s always on my mind.

      The dorm door swings open and Milly appears wearing a baggy pair of sweats and once again, a tank top, but this time, there’s no sports bra in sight . . . or any bra for that matter.

      Hell, her nipples are hard. This is so not what I needed to see, not when I’m having these conflicting and confusing feelings.

      I swallow hard and keep my eyes adjusted to focus on her face. I’m sure she wouldn’t appreciate me staring at her breasts at eleven at night.

      She rubs her face with her palm and says, “What’s going on? Is everything okay? Is your glove okay?”

      Shit, this was a poorly thought-out idea. I don’t really know why I’m here, other than I wanted to see her, talk to her, give her something small to show her how much I appreciate her.

      “Yeah, everything’s fine,” I say, feeling stupid now that I’m standing here. I pull out a packet of caramel M&M’s from my pocket then realize this is something I could have done at another time, but for the life of me, I couldn’t wait. “Here.”

      She reaches out and takes the package from me, confusion written all over her brow. “Thank you.” She clutches the package, still confused. Hell, I am too. “This is why you came here, to give me M&M’s?”

      Yup, looking like a real fucking douche right about now. Is this me trying to flirt with a girl? If so, I am thoroughly embarrassed with my game, or lack thereof.

      “Uh . . .” I pull on the back of my neck. “Yeah, and to say thank you.”

      “You’ve said thank you many times.”

      “Yeah, I know, but I really want you to know how much I appreciate everything you’ve done. I had a great weekend out on the field and you’re to thank for that.”

      She toes the ground, clearly uncomfortable when receiving compliments. “You put in the work, I just assisted.”

      “Either way, I’m grateful.”

      She shifts and then holds up the package of M&M’s. “Want to share them?”

      “Right now?”

      She nods shyly and then goes to a bench in front of the dorm and takes a seat. Spend a little more time with Milly outside of the ballpark? Yeah, I’ll take the opportunity, because something tells me she doesn’t do this very often.

      I take a seat next to her, but straddle the bench so I’m facing her. She pulls up her right foot and hugs her leg to her chest right before opening the package of M&M’s and setting it between us.

      I pop a candy in my mouth and ask, “How did your team do this weekend?”

      “Great. They won.” She picks up a piece of candy as well and I watch as she truly appreciates the flavor combination of the hard candy shell and chocolate and caramel inside.

      “That’s awesome. Good job, Coach.”

      She smiles and then continues. “There’s this kid on the team, his name is Dennis. He’s smaller than all the other boys, pretty clumsy, always loses his helmet, is the kid whose clothes are entirely too big, and he gets distracted by butterflies, but oh my God, he loves the sport so much. He always shows up to practice with the biggest smile on his face and a willingness to work hard. He’s the kid you tell to run faster and instead of moving his legs quicker, his arms pump harder.”

      I laugh out loud, picturing the little guy in my head. “He sounds like my kind of player.”

      “He’s adorable, but he’s struggled on the field with pretty much every aspect of the game. It hurts my heart, watching him try to keep up, but he gives it his all. I’ve given him some extra attention with the bat and it finally paid off this weekend.”

      “Did he get his first hit?” I ask, feeling excited for Dennis, even though I don’t know him.

      Milly nods and leans her head to the side so it’s resting against her knee, her expression wistful as she stares back at me.

      Fuck, she really is beautiful. “He did. It was a soft blooper over the first baseman’s head. I don’t think I’ve ever seen such pure joy on a little boy’s face. When he got back to the dugout, he gave me the biggest hug. I might have teared up.”

      “Damn, Milly. That’s getting me emotional. Look at you helping ballplayers all over the place.”

      “I know your success is vital, especially right now being in the middle of the season and the draft right around the corner, but deep down I always knew you’d find your swing again. You just needed slight reprograming. But Dennis”—she shakes her head—“I wasn’t sure if the guy was ever going to get a hit despite how hard he tried. I mean, when he finally made contact with the ball, his face was so shocked he almost forgot to run to first base. It was probably one of my best coaching moments ever.”

      “That’s amazing, Milly. If I were you, I’d be really proud. You made an impact on Dennis. And maybe he won’t be playing in the big leagues one day, but there’s one thing you taught him. If you work hard, you will make things happen.”

      “It’s what my dad always taught me.” She chews on another M&M. “I remember when I was twelve and my room was full of baseball tutorial books and scoresheets. My dad asked what I wanted to be when I grew up. I told him I wanted to coach. He told me it would be hard, to break the mold, that I would run across people who would believe a woman had no business being in men’s sports, but to continue to persist and follow my dream. I forget about that sometimes, the persistence it takes to accomplish what I want, but Dennis reminded me of that this weekend. I didn’t just help him; he helped me too.”

      It’s hard not to stare at this woman in complete awe right now. I’ve never met anyone like her, so grounded, so down to earth. Every girl I’ve met in college, with the exception of some of my guys’ girls, have seemed so one-dimensional with little substance. Milly is the furthest thing from that. She has layers with a tough exterior, almost like the M&M’s we’re eating. Hard on the outside, soft and sweet on the inside.

      I want to reach out and touch her, put my arm around her, tell her how amazing she is, but I also don’t want to freak her the fuck out. She’s already a little weirded out by my late-night visit, and if I want Milly, which I think I do, I’ll have to take things slow with her. She just snuck up on me. Weeks ago, I didn’t know she existed, and yet now, after such a short time of knowing her, I can’t imagine my life without her. She brings light . . . genuine honesty. My mind has only been focused on baseball, with good reason, but now I want both baseball and this girl. I want Milly. I want this girl to be mine. But making a move on her now wouldn’t be wise.

      “Is that what you want to do after college? Coach?”

      “Yes. My brothers own a training facility, and they’re expanding. I’m putting together a proposal to add individual coaching facilities as well. I’ve been working on it during my free time, and I’m hoping to present it to them after graduation. Kind of want to help turn their business into a baseball mecca. They have the foundation, and I want to expand it.”

      “Do you think they’ll be open to it?”

      “Yes, but they’re also smart businessmen, so they won’t go for it just because I’m their sister. That’s why I’m working really hard on the proposal and making sure I have everything researched and planned so when they question my business plan, I’ll have answers for everything.”

      “That’s really smart. I have no idea what you have entailed, but what I do know is that they would be stupid to not have you on board. You’re really smart, Milly.”

      “You’re just saying that because I’m pretty sure I could do no wrong in your eyes at this point.”

      I chuckle. “Yeah, probably, but I also believe you are smart. I wouldn’t lie about that.”

      She glances away and says, “Thank you,” very softly as her chin rests on the top of her knee. Still staring out at the parking lot, she asks, “Why did you choose to go to college instead of be drafted right out of high school?”

      “Because of my dad. Making it in the big leagues is such a longshot and seeing the way my dad struggled to provide for me, I wanted to make sure in case I didn’t make it, I’d have something to fall back on.”

      “And what is that?”

      “Architecture.”

      “Really?” She perks up, surprised.

      “Yeah. It’s weird. I like to draw buildings. It’s what I do on our road trips when we’re not watching Reese Witherspoon, or studying.”

      She chuckles. “I still can’t believe you guys were watching chick flicks on the bus.”

      “We’re a whole bunch of softies, and don’t let anyone ever tell you differently.”

      “I could see it.” She yawns and covers her mouth quickly, cluing me in that I should let her get back to bed.

      “It’s late, and I still have to drive back to the loft.” I stand and pick up the package of M&M’s, handing it to her once she’s on her feet as well. “Thank you for sharing.”

      “I wasn’t about to eat them in front of you.” She takes the package and I keep my eyes glued to hers, not once glancing at her chest. I should win a goddamn medal. “Thank you again.” She takes a step back, and there goes my small window of getting a hug.

      It would be nice to have my arms around her again, as she fits so perfectly against my chest. It was something I noticed when I hugged her before we left. Yeah, she might have been upset and crying, and I might have taken small advantage of it by pulling her into my arms, but I would do it all over again to feel her warmth against mine one more time.

      “Yeah, sure.” I scratch the back of my head and then point at her. “You’re amazing, Coach. Thank you again.”

      The smile that crosses her face barely reaches her eyes, but before I can understand it, she’s all the way to the dorm door, about to walk in.

      “Have a good night, Carson.” She gives me a small wave and is gone.

      Hands behind my head, I sigh and turn back to my car. I don’t know what I was expecting to happen when I came to her dorm, but her leaving with a lackluster smile and a parting wave wasn’t it. But why did I expect more? It’s possible that she might not be interested in me . . . fuck. I hadn’t even considered that. This is going to be harder than I expected.
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        * * *

      

      “You’re acting weird.” Jason flops on the couch next to me in the loft. He has a ball in his hand and starts tossing it in the air in front of him.

      It’s Thursday night, we’ve finished practice, showered, ate, and now the guys are either studying in their rooms, hanging with their girls, or sleeping. It’s been a long season so far.

      Me, I chose to wallow in the common area while watching mindless reruns of Friends on TV. I will say this to the very end—Phoebe will always be my girl. I’ve always loved the eccentric, the different. Yeah, Rachel is the obvious choice for favorite girl with Monica as a close second despite her OCD tendencies, leaving Phoebe pulling up the caboose. But that’s not how I see it. Phoebe is the one everyone should want to be with. She’s wild in bed, carefree, has some awesome fucking stories, and will probably cut someone if I asked her to. She’s different, and I like different.

      Just like Milly. She’s different. Really fucking different than any other girl I’ve met, and I’m wishing right now I was in the cages with her, hitting balls, even though my muscles are screaming and begging for a break. I considered texting her, asking her if she wanted to meet in the dugout at field six.

      “Just tired,” I answer Jason just as Chandler says something funny, making the live studio audience laugh.

      “I’ve seen you tired.” He picks up Romeo’s bat off the coffee table and pokes me with it. “This isn’t tired.”

      “I am tired,” I say, not even convincing myself.

      “Yeah, okay. Does this happen to be about a girl maybe?”

      “No . . .” I drag out, as a neon pink sign pops over my head flashing the word “liar.”

      “It’s pathetic how bad you are at lying. Who’s the girl?” A smile crosses his face. “Is it that Milly chick you’ve been hanging out with a lot lately?”

      “We haven’t been hanging out, we’ve been practicing.”

      “But you want to hang out with her.” He wiggles his eyebrows and pokes me with the bat again, this time, really starting to annoy me. “Don’t you?”

      “Maybe.” Ross barges into Monica and Rachel’s apartment, wearing nothing but a pair of paste pants, a button-up shirt, and holding a wadded-up bundle of leather pants. Poor, poor Ross. At least I’m not at his level . . . at least not yet.

      “So, what’s holding you up, just ask her out.”

      “It’s not that easy.” I sigh and turn to face him. We’re both shirtless, in mesh shorts, and hair a damn mess from showers and not doing anything to it afterward. “I’m not sure she even sees me being in her life in that way.”

      “Please,” Jason scoffs. “Not to sound conceited, but I’m pretty sure any girl would want to go out with us.”

      “That is conceited. And even if any girl wants to go out with us, I don’t want that kind of attention because they’d be in it for the wrong reasons.”

      “Yeah, you’re damn right about that. Hopkins got that girl pregnant his junior year and is now paying child support with his big-league money. To a girl he doesn’t even know.”

      “Yeah, dumb move.” I pick up a ball and start tossing it in the air.

      “Milly isn’t that kind of girl.”

      “Doesn’t seem like it. She seems laid-back. Cool. No drama.”

      He couldn’t be more right. The most I’ve ever seen her become slightly emotional was when she was delivering my glove and even at that, she was just genuinely upset. I still can’t get the image of her tears filling her pretty eyes out of my head. Haunts me. I hated seeing her that upset.

      “Nah, she’s cool. I honestly can’t think of one thing I don’t like about her. She’s different from any girl I’ve met. She’s not into the girly crap and doesn’t care what her hair looks like on any given day. She’s real, she’s smart as fuck, and she’s funny.”

      “Okay . . . so why is it so difficult to ask her out again?”

      “Because.” I lean back on the couch, stare at the ceiling and toss the baseball above me. “She acts like a friend, one of the guys, rather than someone who’d be interested in dating me.”

      “Yeah, well, you never know until you try.”

      “And what if she says no? That won’t be awkward while she’s watching me swing a damn bat.”

      “Then I guess you have a decision to make. What’s more important? Her knowledge or her soul?”

      “Her soul?” I lift a brow and glance at Jason. “That’s deep.”

      He taps his temple and says, “Not just a pretty face. I have some depth to me.”

      Later that night, when I’m lying in bed, trying to figure out what I want to do, I pick up my phone and consider sending her a text.

      Ten o’clock. She’s still got to be up, as we’re young and in college. I bite my bottom lip, contemplating my options.

      I want to talk to her. I’d prefer to hear her voice, maybe even FaceTime, but I know we’re not at that level, at least she’s not. I’m rearing and ready to go, to put this relationship into a full-on sprint. I want to get to know her more. I want to get to know the girl beyond baseball. I want to know her favorite movies, what makes her cry, what makes her laugh. I want to know about her dating life, her first kiss. Is she still a virgin?

      Before I can stop myself, my fingers start typing a text to her and I hold my breath, hoping she’s awake.
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      “That was so embarrassing,” I say, laughing into the phone just as a beep sounds off, indicating a text message.

      “Okay, I get it, I’m a dumbass,” Cory says, groaning over my persistent teasing. “I’ve been getting shit from the guys all night, and I don’t need it from my sister as well.”

      I laugh into the phone and rest my head against my pillow, sinking under my covers. “I’m sorry, but you shamed the family. You let a bunt go between your legs. A bunt, Cory.”

      “Yeah, I’m aware. I’ve seen the replay at least ten times by now.”

      “What were you thinking?”

      “I have no idea. I honestly can’t remember anything about the play. Thankfully it didn’t cost us a run.”

      “Just your pride. You’re going to be on the Top Ten Worst Plays on ESPN, and I bet you stay there for a while, just like the time Mark Sanchez had a butt fumble when playing for the Jets. They had to retire that worst play because it was number one for so long.”

      “This won’t go that long. Maybe a few weeks, but it’s not butt-fumble material.”

      I twirl a piece of hair around my finger. “You better hope so.”

      “Okay, enough about me. What about you? Did you get my package?”

      “Yes, and I’m pretty sure you gave me enough caramel M&M’s for my entire floor.”

      He chuckles. “That was the point. Tell the students to leave you alone and just chuck a package at them. What about the leggings, did you try them? Cheryl said they’re the best out there.”

      “Not yet. I’m not a legging kind of girl.”

      “Have you even tried them?”

      “No,” I drag out.

      “Then you can’t say you don’t like them. Just do me a favor and try them on at some point, okay?”

      Sighing, I say, “Fine, but you don’t have to turn me into a fashionista, you know.”

      He barks out a laugh. “Mills, a pair of leggings is not even cracking the mold of fashionista. I’m just trying to get you to wear something a little more modern. You have great legs, show them off.”

      “That’s a really weird compliment coming from my brother.”

      There’s a thump against my wall and then some laughing. I’m almost positive the girls next door are drunk and have been drinking in their dorm since seven, but I don’t have it in me to go bust them. I’m far too comfortable in my bed.

      “Someone has to hand you a compliment, which reminds me . . . how are things with Stone?”

      My body heats up from the mere mention of Carson’s last name, or even the thought of him. When he text me the other night, after his road trip, I seriously thought something was wrong, but when he handed me a package of M&M’s, I don’t think I’ve been more confused in my life. That was until he wanted to sit down and talk.

      It was new, different, and made me feel . . . weird.

      I know, not the best reaction, but it’s truly how I felt. I didn’t know what to do with my limbs, how to act, how to answer questions. A wave of heat erupted over my skin and with every move I made, I felt self-conscious. I was awkward and I know I was short with my answers, but honestly, I had no idea what he was doing at my dorm at night.

      There was a brief moment where I thought, maybe, just maybe, he was feeling something for me other than our friendship, but that was completely squashed when he gave me a playful shove and called me Coach. Honestly, who am I kidding? There is no way in hell Carson Stone will ever have romantic feelings for me.

      Ever.

      “He’s doing awesome. Had a great weekend out on the field. We have a session tomorrow and I plan on working—”

      “I’m not talking about his hitting. I’m talking about things between you two. Has he made a move?”

      A loud and very wet snort shoots right out of me. I wipe at my nose, thankful I’m alone. “Oh my God, no. What is wrong with you?”

      “What’s wrong with me? What’s wrong with him? You’re telling me he hasn’t made a move on my beautiful sister yet?”

      “Yeah, that’s exactly what I’m telling you. You’ve lost your damn mind. By no means am I anywhere near Carson’s type.”

      “Did he tell you that?”

      “Uh, no? When would that even come up?” In a nervous voice, I say, “Oh hey, Carson, I was wondering, am I your type?” I laugh. “Yeah, I would never ask that, not that I’m interested in him.”

      “Please. You light up whenever you talk about him.”

      I squeeze my eyes shut, hating that my brother knows me so well, but I try to skirt around the truth anyway, the truth I’m not quite willing to admit just yet. “That’s because I feel like I’ve made a true difference in his swing. I’m proud of myself.”

      “You should be proud of yourself. His stats are climbing and there’s buzz floating around about him, but that doesn’t mean you don’t have feelings for him. Come on, confess to your big brother. You want him.”

      “We are so not having this conversation.” Wickedly, I say, “Remember the time you let a bunt roll between your legs on national television? Now that’s something to talk about.”

      He groans loudly and a smile pulls at my lips. There’s nothing better than teasing my brothers . . . well, maybe Carson’s eyes, but that’s not something I want to admit out loud. “Okay, I get it, you’re going to keep changing the subject on me. That’s fine.” He yawns, the hour ahead of me probably whipping his butt. “I’m going to hit the hay. You be good and stay out of trouble. You hear me?”

      “I always do. Love you.”

      “Love you, Mills.”

      I’ve always loved that Cory still makes time for me even though his schedule with the Storm is so crazy. Rian, Sean, and I tend to meet for dinner rather than talk on the phone. And when Mom calls, we always talk about different things like school and what’s happening in her world. I never feel alone. I know I’m lucky. Very lucky.

      We both hang up and my phone blacks out, but then reminds me of my text message. Carson’s name pops up on the screen and my heart flips. Quickly, I open the message and read it.

      Carson: You still up?

      I can’t help it, my smile widens. Whenever I see his name, it happens, this sense of joy hitting my veins, and I’m immediately in a good mood.

      Milly: Sorry, was on the phone with my brother. I’m clearly still up.

      The little dots that tell me he’s texting back appear and I sink lower into my covers, letting the screen of my phone be the only light in my room.

      Carson: Damn, I thought you were asleep and I woke you up. Glad I didn’t.

      Milly: Nope. Just getting some little sister teasing in before bed. What’s up?

      The dots appear again, then go away and then reappear. Is he trying to figure out what to say? Finally, my phone sounds off with his text.

      Carson: I have a serious question for you…

      A serious question? My skin tingles and my stomach bottoms out, mixed with excitement and fear. What could he possibly ask me that’s serious? Other than . . .

      Milly: What’s up?

      When he’s typing, I try to calm my racing heart, the excitement of what he might say consuming me. How could a guy possibly affect me this much? How could he turn my beating pulse into a rapid jackhammer with just one single question?

      Carson: Favorite baseball movie, go!

      Oh.

      My excitement falls like a brick to the ground, shattering into a bunch of pieces. And this is exactly why I should stop watching those Hallmark movies, because they fill my head with false hopes. Here I am, lying in my bed, thinking that the guy of all guys would actually ask me out. Cory was so wrong.

      “What’s wrong with him? You’re telling me he hasn’t made a move on my beautiful sister yet?”

      “No, Cory. I’m his coach. A friend,” I mutter. I roll my eyes. I know Cory loves me, but he’s being ridiculous. I know. I might love baseball and pal around with the men, but I’m a romantic at heart and I want to know what it’s like to be asked out on a date, to be complimented, to be cherished. But I’m awkward and a lot of the time, guys can’t look past the girl who’s listing off stats to see the girl who loves love, the one who secretly played with Barbies while her brothers were gone and pretended Barbie and Ken found their happily ever after.

      Sighing and succumbing to my endless rotten luck of forever friendship, I type back.

      Milly: Is that even a fair question? If I had to go with JUST ONE, I guess I would choose Angels in the Outfield.

      I smile to myself as I send the text. No self-respecting baseball aficionado would ever choose Angels in the Outfield as their favorite baseball movie, but I’m dying to see Carson’s reaction.

      Carson: Uh . . . really?

      I laugh out loud and type him back.

      Milly: Yes! Every time they start flapping their arms, God, I get teary eyed.

      Carson:  . . .

      Carson: I mean . . .

      Carson: Teary eyed?

      Another bout of laughter hits me as my smile stretches across my face.

      Milly: I used to pretend I was an angel and would fly around the outfield with wings strapped to my back, while my dad was hitting balls to my brothers. I’d pull on their shirts, pretending to help them.

      The dots appear and then they go away. They appear again, and then silence. I’m laughing so much that I almost don’t hear my phone ringing. One glance at the screen tells me it’s Carson.

      I try to hold back my laugh as I answer, but it’s impossible.

      “Hello?”

      “Please tell me you’re kidding. Right, this is a joke? I mean, I respect movie choices, to each their own, but come on, Mills, you can’t possibly think that’s the best baseball movie.” His use of my nickname sobers me slightly, loving how it rolls off his tongue with such ease.

      “It’s just so good.”

      “Stop it,” he says curtly, causing me to bust up. “Stop it right now. I can’t have my coach making such blasphemous statements like that.”

      “Am I losing all credibility?”

      “Yes. Please tell me you’re joking.”

      “I’m joking.”

      He exhales and I can envision him relaxing his shoulders, his fear subsiding. “Thank fuck. We were going to have to really consider our working relationship.”

      Working relationship. I try not to let the words bite, but they do anyway.

      “So be honest, what’s your favorite?”

      Shaking off the feelings of disappointment, I say, “Well, it comes down to this, a childhood memory that I’ll never forget.”

      “Yeah? Lay it on me.”

      “It was after playing ball with my brothers once. They were whipping the ball around and it was a little fast for me. I ended up catching the ball wrong, it bounced off my glove and hit me in the mouth, giving me a fat lip. I cried and ran into the house. They kept playing, which reinforced that I couldn’t quite keep up. I was really upset and my mom scooped me up and took me into my parents’ room where she gave me an ice pack and sat me on the bed. She turned on the TV, popped a movie in, and sat next to me, her arm around my shoulder. The movie was Field of Dreams.”

      “Ah, such a good movie.”

      “It is, but it’s what my mom told me while we were watching that gave me that first bout of hope I needed. Mind you, my mom was never super thrilled with my love for baseball. She wanted a little pal of her own, someone to have tea parties with and play dress up, but unfortunately for her, I was never that girl. I hung around the ballpark with holes in my jeans and a backward hat on my head, long braids cascading down my back. But that day, when she took me under her arm, she told me how brave I was, how smart I was, and that if I build my own field of dreams, the people will come. I will never forget those words and that moment, ever.”

      “Wow.” Carson is silent for a second. “That’s one of the best stories I’ve ever heard. Damn, Milly, you’re pulling at my heartstrings.”

      “You have those?” I joke.

      “Oh, I have a lot. Sometimes, late at night, I clutch my teddy bear and just cry for the hell of it. A good cry can be cathartic.”

      “How come I don’t believe a word of that?”

      He chuckles. “Probably because I’m a manly man. Testosterone oozes from me.”

      “Yeah, I don’t believe that either. I’ve seen you whimper when I accidentally peg you.”

      “Accidentally?” He balks. “Puh-lease, you hit me on purpose when I’m not doing what you want.”

      It’s true.

      “Well, it teaches you to pay attention, doesn’t it?”

      “My thigh is black and blue because of you.”

      “Okay, that’s being a little dramatic, but also, not my fault that you don’t want to listen to me. Do as I say and you won’t get hurt.”

      “You’re cold, Mills.”

      I chuckle, not feeling the slightest remorse about my teaching techniques. And for the record, I don’t use the same style when teaching my eight-year-olds, apparently only my brothers and Carson. They’re old enough to realize when they’re being idiots, so a little knock to the thigh isn’t going to hurt them, just remind them to pay attention.

      “You talk a lot about your brothers playing baseball; did any of them make it to the big leagues?”

      I’ve been waiting for him to ask me that question and for some weird reason, I really don’t want to tell him. Whenever people find out that my brother is Cory Potter, they get weird and dreamy-eyed. Not that Carson would have hearts in his eyes at the mention of my brother’s name, I just . . . I don’t know, I like not being associated with his fame. I like people knowing me for me, and not as the Storm’s famous first baseman’s sister.

      But I also can’t lie, so I decide to tell him a partial truth. “Yeah, but I don’t like to talk about it much.”

      “Oh . . . sure. I can understand that. You probably get asked a million questions about him.”

      “Something like that,” I say, sounding completely elusive.

      “Well, what do you want to talk about then?”

      Confused, I say, “What do you mean? You’re the one who called me.”

      “Because I needed to make sure you were sane. I was really concerned that I was saddling myself to a crazy person.”

      “You still might be, you don’t know too much about me.”

      “You don’t think so?” he asks, a hint of challenge in his voice.

      Curious, I say, “No, you don’t.”

      “Okay, fine.” I can hear him crack his knuckles—gross—and then he says, “I know that you like M&M’s but only the caramel ones. You don’t think they’re comparable to Rolos, because of the hard shell, but you do think Rolos are better in ice cream. I know that when you pitch and your arm starts to tire, the ball drifts to the left because you’re overshooting.”

      “Hey, that’s not—”

      “I know you’re really brave and confident in your knowledge, but when voicing it to someone new, you cower, but you have no problem sassing your brothers. I know when you’re nervous, you have a tick—”

      “What? No, I don’t.”

      “Yes, you do,” he continues. “You push your glasses up on your nose. It’s like a safety blanket, an invisibility cloak you rely on.”

      Maybe that’s a little true. But with every little revelation, my heart grows, knowing how much Carson actually understands me. And honestly? I’m shocked. I’m so used to being the observer in nearly all relationships I’m a part of, that this is kind of strange.

      “I know you would never leave practice without wrapping a ball in your glove to maintain the pocket, and I know that even though it’s the ugliest thing I’ve ever seen, you still enjoy wearing that stupid fisherman’s hat whenever you get a chance.”

      Shyly, I say, “I like my ears being covered.”

      “And I bet you ten bucks that if I could actually see you, your cheeks would be red.”

      I press my hand against my flaming cheeks that seem to be turning hotter by the second.

      “I’m right, aren’t I?”

      “I can neither confirm nor deny.”

      He lets out a long laugh, the sound filtering through my ears and straight into my veins. I love that sound, hearty and real. He never holds back his joy.

      “Okay, smart-ass.” Oddly we both yawn, causing us to laugh. “I think we’re tired.”

      “Yeah, long nights and early mornings are catching up to me.”

      He’s quiet for a second and then asks, “Am I running you ragged?”

      “No, not at all.”

      He continues, as if he didn’t hear me. “Because if you want to slow down on our sessions, we can.”

      “Oh . . .” I pause, biting my bottom lip. “Well, if you want to cut out some sessions, that’s up to you. But I . . . I don’t mind.”

      “You don’t mind spending time with me?”

      I smile in the dark. If only he knew. “No. You smell nice, you’re a good listener—for the most part—and you show great potential.”

      Chuckling, he says, “You think I smell nice, huh?”

      “Decent. It’s not BO.”

      “So you’re saying I’m a step up from body odor?”

      “A small one,” I tease.

      “Uh-huh. You know there’s only so much busting of my balls I can take.” From the playful lilt to his voice, I know he’s not serious.

      “Poor baby, do you need me to coddle them?”

      Silence.

      Wait . . . what did I say?

      Did I offer to coddle his testicles?

      I think back to what I said and yup, would you look at that, I offered to nuzzle his junk.

      Oh, sweet Jesus.

      “I mean, not your balls. Not balls, coin sack. Ugh, no. Gross. No one says that. Your uh, your man dangles.”

      “Man dangles?” he asks.

      Oh.

      My.

      God.

      Humiliation washes over me.

      “Oh God, did I say that? My brother Rian calls them his dangles, but I don’t want to call them that. I don’t want to call them anything really, but now that I think about it, Sean calls them dangles, Rian calls them his weighted penis curtains. Oh . . . I think I just threw up in my mouth. Both of those terms are gross. So, let’s go with testicles. Testies. I don’t want to motorboat your testies.”

      More silence.

      “Man testies,” I mutter, slapping my hand to my head.

      Holy hell, what is wrong with me?

      When he doesn’t say anything, I start to sweat. My back, my armpits, my legs, my upper lip, they all break out in a sweat, and I start wondering why my dorm mattress hasn’t swallowed me whole yet.

      Finally, he says, “Man testies, huh?”

      “I . . . I think I’m dead.”

      “If you were dead, you wouldn’t be able to talk to me.”

      “Then this is a bad dream.”

      “I’m afraid it’s not. This is very much real life and yes, in fact, you did offer to coddle my balls.”

      I swallow hard. “I was afraid of that. I didn’t mean to say to, uh, utter such . . . promises.”

      “I gathered that from your recovery, or lack thereof.” He chuckles. “And here I was worried that you weren’t awkward enough; you just proved me wrong.”

      “Why would you worry about me not being awkward enough?” I ask, kicking off my covers from my totally sweaty body.

      “Because, Milly, I told you I liked different, didn’t I?”

      Far too many times.
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        * * *

      

      “Are you headed back to your dorm?”

      I toss the last ball in the bucket and look up at Carson, who has his hat on backward and the hem of his shirt dabbing at his brow, revealing his stacked and corded abs.

      Good Lord. I would wreck the shocks in my car if I drove over those things.

      Not to mention the V of his waist that dips below his black athletic shorts. There’s no questioning my attraction to him, it’s there in spades and it’s frustrating, because in moments like these, where he’s just acting normal, himself, I get hot and bothered from a little thing like lifting his shirt up. It’s embarrassing, especially when I know my face turns bright red.

      Averting my eyes, I make my way to my backpack, trying to cool myself off so he doesn’t notice.

      “Uh, I was going to grab something from Lakeview first.”

      “Dinner?” He comes up behind me and lifts the netting of the cages, his masculine deodorant surrounding me.

      He smells so nice, like a yummy man. Not the best description, but I can’t think of any other way to describe it. I could bury my nose in his armpit and be happy about it—odd as that sounds.

      “Yeah, dinner and then some studying.”

      “Do you have a lot to read tonight?”

      I grab my backpack and sling it over my shoulders, feeling a little cooler as I take a quick drink from my water bottle. “Just my usual stuff. I like to keep up as much as possible. With finals looming, I want to make sure I’m as prepared as possible.”

      “Makes sense.” He slings his backpack over his shoulders as well, and we both head out of the cages and down the open hallway toward the exit. “Think you have some time to share a bite with me? I’m starving, and I was going to head up to Lakeview as well.”

      Dinner with Carson?

      Uhh . . .

      I mean, yeah, I want to spend more time with him, but now that my nerves are shot whenever I’m around him, I have a feeling I’ll turn into a fumbling idiot if I don’t have a bucket of balls in front of me to keep me distracted.

      But it’s not like I can say no, as we’re both going to the same place.

      So I awkwardly say, “Uh, yeah, sure, of course, that would be delightful.”

      Delightful?

      He chuckles and wraps his arm around my shoulders, pulling me in close and then runs his hand over the top of my head, jiggling my hat until he releases me and continues to walk to the exit.

      Did he just . . . give me an open-palm noogie?

      Just punch me in the boob right now and end my misery.

      I don’t know what’s worse, saying “that would be delightful” or having Carson treat me like his little brother.

      Actually, I do know what’s worse, the latter. Easily.

      A noogie.

      Ughhhh. I cannot even recall how many noogies my brothers have given me over the years. Me, their little sister.

      “Did you walk?” he asks, walking backward to look at me.

      “Yeah,” I answer, my composure slipping, and because he’s one of the most observant people I know, he notices.

      “You okay?”

      No, you just rubbed my head like I’m your favorite dog.

      “Yeah.” I tack on a smile. “Just hungry. My blood sugar is probably getting low.”

      “Then get your ass in gear, Mills.” He smiles at me and takes off down the hall.

      It’s safe to say that I need to shake these feelings blooming inside me and distract myself with something else. Maybe I’ll pick up a paint-by-number at the craft store. That should do it, really keep me occupied . . .

      At least, that’s my pathetic attempt to keep myself busy.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “This is Milly.”

      Jason Orson and Brock “Romeo” Romero both give me a curt wave before they take a seat at our table in the dining hall.

      “So you’re the miracle worker,” Jason says, taking a napkin from the center of the table and folding it across his lap. I hold back the snicker that threatens to fall past my lips. It’s a paper napkin that he folded across his lap; impeccable manners, but super ridiculous.

      “I wouldn’t say miracle worker,” I answer, feeling shy sitting with these three large men, who seem to consume the entire space of the four-person table. This shouldn’t feel any different to being crowded around the table with my brothers. You can do this, Potter. You can do this.

      Once we sat at the table, Carson asked me if it was okay if Romeo and Jason joined us. They were just leaving study hall and looking to get some food. Clearly, I didn’t object, but a little piece of me—and I mean small—thought it would have been nice if it was just Carson and me. Then again, this is probably for the best given my current predicament when it comes to Carson Stone.

      You know, the whole I think you’re really dreamy and I can’t stop thinking about you predicament.

      “The man is swinging the bat better than last year; you’ve done something,” Romeo says right before shoving a forkful of spaghetti into his mouth.

      “It’s like you spread his ass cheeks with both hands and blew talent right up his ass,” Jason says, as if that wasn’t the most appalling visual ever.

      “She definitely didn’t spread my ass cheeks. What the fuck is wrong with you?” Carson asks, voicing probably everyone’s thoughts at the table besides Jason’s.

      “What?” he asks, ham sandwich halfway to his mouth. “That’s not accurate?”

      I shake my head, mortified as Carson steps in. “No, jackass. And if anyone needs something blown up their ass, it’s you. It takes you about twenty seconds to get down to first.”

      “Bullshit,” Jason shouts, as Romeo and I both laugh.

      It’s not a secret that Jason Orson, Brentwood’s number-one catcher, is the slowest guy on the team. With his meaty thighs and bubble butt, he’s not the quickest when sprinting to first, but he sure does have some of the best reflexes I’ve ever seen, and his throw down to second is absolutely breathtaking.

      Talking with his mouth full, Romeo says, “Our freshman year, Jason cost us extra sprints because he couldn’t get his fat ass in shape for timed suicides.”

      “Listen.” Jason grows serious, dabbing at his mouth with the napkin that once was on his lap. “You don’t have to sprint in goddamn catcher’s gear, okay? It’s fucking clunky as shit.”

      “He makes you sprint in your gear?”

      “Yup,” Carson cuts in. “Whatever you use on the field, you’re sprinting in.”

      “Yeah, so while these pansies are prancing around with just their gloves in their hands”—Jason motions to Carson and Romeo, making me giggle—“I’m over here, practically running through mud with fifty pounds of gear strapped to me.”

      “Jesus,” Carson mutters. “Exaggerate much?”

      “Just making a point.”

      “No need.” Carson leans back and drapes his arm over the back of my chair casually. Both Romeo and Jason’s eyes narrow in on the move as the hairs on the back of my neck stand tall. It’s a small gesture, maybe he’s stretching, but it still drives my mind mad with wonder and sends my breath into erratic spurts as I try not to move an inch.

      I don’t want to bump into his hand, assuming the worst, nor do I want the two pair of watchful eyes observing my reaction to Carson’s closeness. One look at my face and I know they’d be able to read me . . . easily.

      And just like that, I feel so uncomfortable that my body heats up and I have an itch to squirm away. I wish I could be confident and collected when it comes to a crush—yes, a crush—but I have very limited romantic experience. Yeah, I’ve had a few one-night stands, but nothing that’s ever formed into a relationship, or anything even close to being touchy-feely, hand-holding, arm-draping, cute-kissing-against-the-wall behavior.

      From behind, Carson reaches up and tugs on one of my braids. “What are you studying tonight?”

      The tug on my hair, the position of his arm, the smell of his deodorant, him? It’s everything I’ve always wanted, everything I’ve searched for in a relationship, but I know he’s being kind, that his actions aren’t romantic, but instead fall in the friend zone. My face flushes as my body starts screaming at me to abort, abort.

      And I listen.

      Not answering his question, I abruptly stand, nearly knocking my chair out from under me. Like a robot, I scan the table and then the floor where I hitch my backpack over my shoulder and stiffly move away from the table.

      “I need to go. Right now. I need to go right now. Okay, so, I’m leaving. Yup.” Because I am a masochist, just like the first time, I give them all a salute and then take off without looking back. Tears start to flood to my eyes as embarrassment consumes me.

      Why do I have to be so awkward?

      Why do I have to be this awkward . . . especially around Carson Stone?
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        CARSON

      

      

      “At least she didn’t shove a cookie in your mouth this time,” Jason says casually while biting into his sandwich.

      “I kind of wish she did,” Romeo adds. “I had my phone ready the minute she tensed when he put his arm on her chair.”

      I press my hand against my brow and sigh.

      Jesus Christ.

      She fled, muttering something about having to leave. Was it really my arm that scared her away? I’ve hugged her before, so an arm on the back of her chair really shouldn’t be an issue.

      But Romeo is right, her entire demeanor changed the moment my arm landed on the back of her chair. She tensed, her body language reading get the hell away from me, and her eyes got very shifty, like she was looking for an escape route.

      Am I really that repulsive?

      “Aw, look at our boy, he looks sad,” Romeo says, pointing at me with his fork.

      “It’s because he’s crushing on Milly big time and has no idea how to handle her.”

      It’s true. I am completely clueless when it comes to Milly. My little gestures, my texts, the small, and I mean small, attempts to get closer to her when we’re together. I’m walking on thin ice whenever I’m around her, not wanting to push her too hard and not wanting to scare her away.

      “She’s confusing.” I lean back in my chair and stare at the dining hall ceiling. “She’s seriously unlike any girl I’ve ever met and for the life of me, I can’t read her. It’s like she has a mask on at all times.”

      “I hate to admit this, but I’m actually getting a little joy out of your discomfort,” Jason says with a smile.

      “Thanks, you’re a true friend,” I reply sarcastically and stare at the lawn that leads to the dorms. I spot her walking slowly up the hill and before I can stop myself, I grab my bag and jog after her, Jason and Romeo both laughing as I take off.

      I’ll hear about it at the loft later, how I’m a besotted jackoff who can’t seem to convince a girl to stay through half a meal with him. But the way my teammates see me is the last thing on my mind. I just need to get to Milly.

      I fly down the stairs, past a few guys who call out my name in a hello. I toss them a wave but then jog up the sidewalk path toward Milly. It doesn’t take me very long to close the distance between us and when I reach her, I bump into her shoulder.

      When I smile down at her, I catch the tears in her eyes and immediately pause.

      Oh shit. Why is she crying?

      She turns away, wipes her eyes, and starts walking faster.

      “Milly, wait.” I catch up to her and pull on her shoulder so she has to face me. “What’s going on? Are you okay?”

      “Yeah, just . . . dusty out here.” She dabs at her eyes again. “I’m fine.” She crosses her arms and stares at the ground. “What’s up?”

      Dusty?

      I glance around at the never-ending expanse of grass that surrounds us, not an ounce of dust in sight. I step forward and tip her chin so I can see past those big glasses of hers.

      “What’s really going on, Milly? Did Jason and Romeo say something? Did I do something?”

      She glances to the side, unable to look me in the eyes. “No, it’s fine. Okay? Just let me go.”

      Her body is pleading to leave, pushing forward, and I know she wants to be left alone, but deep down, I can’t do that. I can’t in good conscience leave her, so I step to the side, letting her walk to her dorm, but follow closely.

      It takes her a few steps to realize I’m right next to her and when she does, she sighs. “Carson, I’m fine.”

      “Okay,” I answer casually and continue walking at her side.

      “I’m serious.”

      “Yeah, I know.”

      We fall in step together and when we reach her dorm, she finally faces me and says, “Then why are you following me?”

      “Oh, I’m not following you. I’m actually going to visit someone in the dorms.”

      “Really?” Her brow pinches together. “Oh, okay.” She presses her key card to the scanner and I follow her in. We reach the elevator and when we get in, she presses the button for the fourth floor and then asks which floor I need to go to.

      “Four as well.”

      Her frown deepens. “You’re visiting someone on the fourth floor? That’s a girl floor.”

      “Is that a problem?” I ask, one single brow raised.

      “What?” she asks, stuttering. “No, I mean . . . no.” She shakes her head. “That’s not a problem.” She crosses her arms and stares at the elevator buttons. “Not a problem at all.”

      You would think four floors were one hundred with how excruciatingly long it takes to climb, and the deafening silence from Milly doesn’t help. Wait. Does she think I’m visiting a girl on the fourth floor? As in, not her? She looks pissed off now.

      Milly couldn’t possibly be jealous, could she?

      Her body language speaks of jealousy, but I can’t get too excited about it because I could be wrong, I’ve been wrong about Milly before, and the last thing I want to do is jump to conclusions and scare her away . . . again.

      She’s skittish and unsure and . . . did my arm over her chair really drive her away? I would love to ask her but even if I did, I believe I wouldn’t get the truth. Possibly a scone to the mouth before I could finish my sentence.

      Finally, the elevators pop open and Milly steps out first, I follow closely behind.

      “Well, have a good night,” she says, walking a little faster. I stay in pace.

      “Yeah, you too,” I reply as she stops at a door and holds out a key card.

      Completely oblivious—or possibly ignoring me to the best of her ability—she opens her door and I follow her inside. It isn’t until she tries to shut the door that she realizes I’m right behind her.

      “Oh my God,” she shouts, bringing her hand to her chest. “You scared me. What are you doing?”

      I plaster a smile on my face and say, “Visiting a friend.” I take in her small, one-person dorm.

      The first thing I notice are the baseball-themed decorations on the walls, from posters to framed pictures, to pennants. Legends live on her walls, men I’ve looked up to almost all my life—at least most of it. There are some newer players on her wall like Dustin Garnett and Cory Potter. The two pennants hung above her desk are the Bobcats and the Storm. Interesting choices. Then again, she does have a Cory Potter poster.

      On her shelf, there are a few signed baseballs, but I’m just far enough away where I can’t see who signed them. There’s a picture of her with Cory Potter—I think we have a superfan—and there’s a Bobcat blanket draped over the back of her desk chair.

      But then there are feminine touches like her bed. Pure white and fluffy as fuck, it looks like her own personal oasis. Bottles of lotion and perfume are stacked together on her dresser. Colorful notebooks and binders lay on her desk next to a pink desk lamp and matching stapler. To the left is a small kitchenette with a microwave and a mini fridge with a vase of flowers brightening up the space.

      Her room is an interesting contradiction of her tomboy tendencies and beautiful femininity.

      It’s so Milly.

      I turn to Milly, who’s twisting her shirt in her hands, and avoiding all eye contact. This has to stop. I take charge.

      Setting my backpack down, I walk over to her bed and flop on top of it. Fuck, it’s more comfortable than I imagined and it smells like flowery shit . . . like gardenias or something. If I knew what those smelled like. Peonies maybe? Or roses? Who the fuck knows, who cares? It just smells really fucking good.

      “This is where you live, huh?” I prop my hands behind my head and take in the rest of her room. “No posters above your bed? Nothing to fall asleep to?”

      “What are you doing here?” Milly asks, sounding exhausted.

      “Hanging out with my friend. Come on.” I pat the bed. “Come sit and talk.”

      “I told you I have to study.”

      “Yeah, about that.” I rest up on my elbows. “I think you were lying. And that’s okay, because maybe you had something else you wanted to do but didn’t want to tell me about. Are you binge-watching something embarrassing? Hmm, let me guess.” I tap my chin. “Are you obsessed with baseball documentaries?” I don’t let her answer. “No, that’s not it. Uh-oh, I know. You want to watch Michael Bolton’s Big, Sexy Valentine’s Day Special, right?”

      “What?” She chuckles, and as her shoulders relax, she takes a seat at her desk. It’s not on her bed, but I’ll take it for now. “Is that really a show?”

      I nod. “Romeo was watching it the other day, as he has a love for the soothing voice of the Bolt.”

      “I never would have guessed that from his walk-out song.”

      “You pay attention to those?” She nods as a small smile spreads across her lips. Of course she does. Milly misses nothing. “What’s that smile for?”

      “Just thinking about your walk-out song.”

      I sit up even taller. “What’s wrong with my walk-out song?”

      “Nothing.” She shakes her head. “Just another song I wouldn’t have guessed you’d pick.”

      “Seriously? It’s a classic baseball song.”

      “It’s called “Centerfield,” and you play second.”

      “Ah, but centerfield was my first position until my coach in high school switched me to second. Before every game, I played “Centerfield” by John Fogerty. Really pumped me up.”

      She laughs out loud, the sound filling the small space.

      “Are you hating on my song?” I ask.

      “No, I actually love that song. It’s just funny that you jammed out to it before every game.”

      “Like headbanging kind of jam.” She laughs even louder. “I know, it’s not a headbanging kind of song, but it works for me.”

      “It’s more like a song you perform the twist to with your grandma.”

      “Yeah, a groovy grandma,” I say, adding a little shake to my shoulders.

      “Oh my God, you did not just say groovy.”

      Just to prolong that smile and laugh, I pull my phone from my pocket and open up Spotify to play “Centerfield.” Tuned clapping plays from my phone and then there’s the entrance of a guitar, and that’s when I hop off the bed and start twisting back and forth, arms and legs all moving as I shimmy my butt in her direction.

      Her laugh is contagious as she pushes my side to get out of her face, but I don’t budge. Instead I pull her up by the elbow and make her dance with me.

      She sidesteps but that’s about it. Hmm . . . disappointing.

      “Is that all you’ve got, Milly? Am I going to have to teach you the fine moves of a mom in her forties wearing high-waisted, camel-toe jeans?”

      “Please.” She chuckles. “Please teach me.”

      I motion to my body and say, “Watch and learn, Mills. Before you know it, you’re going to have all the moves.”
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      Three songs later, and she’s just as terrible as she started. No rhythm in those stiff hips of hers, then again, she would not stop laughing, so it’s possible her concentration wasn’t fully there.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” she asks, eyeing me on her bed.

      “Getting comfortable. What does it look like?”

      “It’s eight o’clock,” she says, now changed into a pair of plaid shorts and a Storm tank top. She braided her hair when she was in the bathroom, and I’m assuming she brushed her teeth as well because she’s smelling minty.

      “And your point?”

      Her eyes shift back and forth. “Uh, aren’t you going to go back to your place?”

      “Nah, it’s comfortable here. Thanks for the offer though.” I put my hands behind my head and her eyes narrow.

      “Well, I want to lie on my bed.”

      “What’s stopping you?” I ask nonchalantly.

      “You. You are stopping me.”

      I gesture to the full-size mattress. “There’s plenty of room. Hop up.”

      “Do you really expect me to jump into my bed with you?”

      “What?” I pretend to clutch imaginary pearls. “Heavens to Betsy, no. I’m not a harlot. Wash your mouth. I’m talking above the covers. Nice try though, lady. Nice fucking try.”

      She gives me a dramatic eye-roll but doesn’t budge, causing me to let out a long sigh.

      “Mills, stop being so stubborn and come sit down. I’m not going to bite.”

      She gives me a brief once-over. I see the moment she capitulates, and she finally climbs into bed, leaving at least a foot between us. Wow, I’m not sure she could be more obvious if she was wearing a porcupine-shielded costume with sign saying don’t touch me.

      Noted . . . no touching. I learned that from our experience in the dining hall.

      This girl, seriously, she’s confusing as fuck, because I swear, there are times where I catch her looking at me, when I see interest in her eyes, and then there are days like today where she’s so damn skittish, I can barely get close to her.

      Am I crazy for even attempting to get close to this girl? Maybe. I’m sure there are guys who wouldn’t even give her a second thought at this point, but I’m not one of those guys. Milly’s interesting, different, and possibly dangerous to my heart. I can feel it deep down. She was brought into my life for a reason and not just to help my swing, but something so much more than that. My dad showed me how to respect women. He could have dated when I was growing up, but I knew he still loved Mom so much. He’s a handsome and kind man, so he should have found someone easily, but he held on to my mom for so long. It taught me that when you find something you feel so connected to, you don’t let it go. He taught me perseverance.

      So, here I am, trying to decipher our something else. I need to convince her what our something else is. Hands rested in her lap, her shoulders tense, and her gaze forward, she stares at the little TV in front of us where reruns of Friends play. It’s kismet; we both like Friends.

      Then again, who doesn’t like Friends?

      Wanting her to loosen up, I say, “So, big Cory Potter fan, huh?”

      “Yeah,” she mutters, keeping her eyes fixed on the screen.

      Ohhh-kay.

      Sometimes I can’t get this girl to stop talking, and other times it’s like I need a tire jack to crank her mouth open to force her to speak to me. Huh, that’s not such a bad idea. Now where can I find a tire jack? *Mentally taps chin*

      Maybe I’ll take a different approach, one that I’m sure will strike a chord.

      “Did you catch the Storm game the other night? Potter couldn’t hit a high fastball if it was soft tossed to him.”

      Her head whips to mine as if I insulted her, not Potter. “He was having an off night.” Her defense is kind of comical. Yup, a true superfan. I wonder if she has a crush on him. He is the heartthrob of the Storm . . . so I’ve heard.

      “It’s like every three games he has an off night. He’s good and then he completely bombs. I have no idea how he got such a baller contract when his play isn’t steady. It’s so up and down. Don’t you think?” I ask, laying out the bait.

      I don’t necessarily agree with what I just said, but she turns toward me on the bed, a pinch to her brow and a fearsome fire simmering beneath. Yup, she’s a superfan all right.

      “His play isn’t steady? Are you serious? He’s the second-best first baseman in the American league, only falling short to Trevor Alpine, who is a phenom with a glove in his hand. Cory leads his team in batting average, slugging percentage, RBIs, and he even has a few stolen bases despite his larger stature. He’s been a starter in the All-Star Game for the past three years, and is easily a fan favorite. He has a baller contract because he’s amazing on and off the field.”

      Yup, the fire is raging.

      “Not to mention,” she continues, barely getting a breath in, “he does so much outside of the stadium. He volunteers, helps run clinics for the youth—boys and girls because he’s a huge proponent for equal opportunity—and he constantly donates large sums of his paycheck to those in need. He’s what every baseball player should strive to be.”

      A sly smile falls over my lips. “Looks like someone has a bit of a crush on Cory Potter.”

      A look of disgust immediately crosses her face.

      Did she just sneer and snort at the same time?

      Okay, wasn’t expecting that. I’m secure enough in my manhood to admit when a guy is good-looking, and Cory Potter has an amazing jawline that catches all angles of the camera. I’ve never met a girl to have this look on their face when Potter is mentioned.

      “I think you’re the first person to balk at the idea of crushing on Cory Potter. Is his impeccable jawline and manly muscles not your type?”

      “He’s not my type because he’s my brother.”

      Eh . . . what?

      Did I just hear that right?

      I blink a few times, realizing that my mouth is hanging open.

      “Did you just say Cory Potter is your brother?”

      “Yes, I did.”

      “Wait . . . are you serious?” Everything she’s told me starts clicking in my head. “So . . . the Potter brothers who run the D1 facility, those are your brothers too?” She nods. “Holy shit,” I breathe out. Milly isn’t just incredibly intelligent when it comes to baseball. She comes from a baseball dynasty. The Potters are well-known in the baseball circuit and Illinois in general. All three brothers excelled at baseball, Rian and Sean opting to open a business when Cory went all the way. And I know why . . . because of the girl sitting next to me.

      “So, before you go trashing Cory, I want you—”

      “Mills, I was only kidding.” I place my hand on her leg and her eyes immediately fall to the connection. “I was trying to get a reaction out of you, loosen you up to talk to me. I saw you had Cory Potter things all over your room so I thought that was an easy target. Honestly, your brother is one of the guys I idolize.” I pause and think about it. “And that’s why you don’t tell people who he is, huh? Because he’s so loved.”

      She picks at a piece of lint on the bed and nods. “Yeah, I don’t want fake people around me, you know? It’s why I never told you my last name, and it’s why I keep people at a distance.”

      “Like me,” I say, taking the moment to grow serious with her. “You keep me at a far distance.”

      “That’s not true.”

      “Milly.” I give her a get real look. “It took me a whole lot of convincing you to hop into this bed. And there have been many times where you’ve just taken off without another word. Getting to know you hasn’t been easy.”

      Her head turns to the side as she chews on her bottom lip. Hell, what I wouldn’t give to nibble on that lip, to take off those glasses, unleash her hair, and roll her onto the cushiness of her mattress and play around with her mouth, explore it in every way I’ve thought of since I’ve met her.

      “Milly, look at me.”

      Her beautifully confused eyes meet mine, and I swear my breath escapes me as I take in the vulnerability in her expression. She’s scared and nervous, but there are goose bumps prickling her skin, and in this moment, Friends playing in the background, I have a second of clarity. Of understanding.

      Her talkative moments.

      Her smiles and laughs.

      Her goose bumps when I’m near.

      Her stuttering when she’s nervous.

      Her need to flee when I get too close.

      Her hesitation . . .

      Holy shit.

      She fucking likes me but has no idea what to do with her feelings. She’s not repulsed by me. Honestly, if she was, she wouldn’t be sharing her bed with me right now. She would have asked me to leave an hour ago. But she didn’t. Instead, she kept talking, we kept watching Friends, and now she’s sitting a foot away from me, slowly but surely growing more comfortable with the possibility of opening up the door to her attraction.

      Holy fuck, I think Milly Potter, baseball queen, and sexy-as-shit girl likes me.

      The realization spreads a giant smile across my face that I don’t bother hiding.

      She likes me.

      She really fucking likes me, and now there’s only one thing left to do: make her admit it.

      “It’s hard—”

      “Don’t worry about it, Mills.” I hop off her bed, put my shoes back on, and grab my backpack. I need to make an action plan to win this girl over and make it impossible for her to run away from me again . . . or shove an unexpected cookie in my mouth.

      “Carson.” She gets off her bed as well and takes one step forward, but doesn’t move any closer than that.

      “I’ll talk to you later, okay?” I give her a small wave and grip her doorknob just as she clears her throat.

      “I’m sorry,” she says quickly. “I’m . . . I’m sorry I’m so awkward.”

      Fuck.

      The last thing I want her doing is apologizing, but if I walk over there, if I close the distance between us, there’s no telling what I’ll do, how my body will react. Just like I keep telling myself, I need to go slow, draw out her affection one moment at a time, and even though this is tough on me—not going over there to cradle her in my arms—I need to make this first move perfect.

      “No need to apologize, Milly,” I say over my shoulder. “We’re good. Talk to you later.”

      I quickly leave her and start thinking. I’m going to find my inner Knox and woo a girl. If he can do it, so can I. Milly Potter is going to admit she likes me, whether she likes it or not.
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      Milly: Carson knows you’re my brother.

      Cory: You told him?

      Milly: He came to my dorm room and saw all my pictures of you and me, so I didn’t have a choice.

      Cory: Hold up, what was he doing in your dorm room?

      Milly: It’s a long story, but what it comes down to is I’m awkward and make situations really uncomfortable. He probably felt bad for me and followed me back to my room to make sure I was okay. We hung out for a bit.

      Cory: Did you kiss?

      Milly: Why do you act like a teenage girl sometimes?

      Cory: Someone has to be a step-in sister for you on occasion. Answer the question.

      Milly: No. We didn’t, and he wouldn’t want to kiss me anyway. He doesn’t see me like that, trust me.

      Cory: Then there is something wrong with him. How did he take the news of your famous and extremely attractive brother?

      Milly: Shocked, to say the least. And then . . . ugh, and then he called me out.

      Cory: What do you mean?

      Milly: For being distant. For not letting him in.

      Cory: Did you tell him why?

      Milly: I didn’t get a chance. He got up and left. I tried apologizing, telling him I was sorry for being awkward. He said everything was cool. But I haven’t talked to him in three days, and now I’m worried. I don’t really know what I want from him, not that he would want anything more than friendship. But I don’t want to lose what we have.

      Cory: Aw, Mills. Don’t ever apologize for being you. You hear me? If he doesn’t like you for who you are, then fuck him. When he makes the big leagues, I’ll be sure to have my pitchers catch him between the shoulder blades.

      Milly: You’re the best, but I don’t think he deserves that. Honestly, I don’t blame him. I’ve been really awkward, and I know it’s because I have no self-control around him. I like him, Cory, and that’s what makes things really problematic, because he doesn’t feel the same way.

      Cory: How do you know?

      Milly: Because he treats me like all my friends . . . like a guy.

      Because the minute he knew who I was, he left. Even with the “status” of being the Potter sister, he still wasn’t interested in me. I sigh and put my phone down to glance at the cloudy sky. Doom and gloom. That’s what it feels like. As if the sky can read my mood and is following me around, the last three days, it’s been cloudy and gross, deepening the hole of depression I’ve tossed myself into.

      I keep replaying the other night over and over in my head. Carson Stone came to my room. He not only pursued me after I fled upset, wanting to know the reason for my reaction, but he chose to come to my room. I have no clue why, but I smile every time I think of Carson Stone lying on my bed. My. Bed. And then, of course, my blundering self-consciousness arrived. I couldn’t read him, but everything I did was wrong, every chance I had to possibly get closer to him, I didn’t take. I shied away, pushed him away, practically kicked him out of my room. Awesome work, Potter. You just lost a friend. I haven’t told Shane and Jerry, and it’s been hard to hide my despondency. They know me very well, but so far, they haven’t bombarded me with questions. Thank God.

      And now, of course, Carson’s not talking to me. Well, not like he used to. The team went to Iowa this weekend to face Iowa State, a tough team. Saturday morning, I texted him good luck and to remember to keep his knuckles in line, another slight tweak we made this past week, and all I got was a curt thanks.

      It’s Sunday night and I haven’t heard anything from him. I kept my eyes on the play-by-play on the Brentwood website when I wasn’t coaching my little guys. Carson was amazing, going two for four each game with four RBIs and not one strikeout. He made solid contact every time, at least from what I could tell.

      I expected him to text me all about it like he did the weekend before, but it’s been radio silence.

      My phone buzzes, but I’m too tired to even think about answering a text from Cory, so I leave it on the arm of the chair I’m resting in and stare at the lake. Lakeview dining hall has a beautiful balcony overlooking Lake Michigan, and if you’re lucky enough to score a chair outside, you squat there until you absolutely need to leave.

      I’m not at that point just yet. I brought my books with me to study but my head isn’t quite in it.

      The door to the balcony opens and I glance over at it quickly before turning back to the lake. When my brain finally catches up with my eyes, I realize Carson just stepped out on the balcony and is handing out high-fives.

      I’m curled up on my chair, wearing a large Brentwood baseball sweatshirt but am hidden under my hood. At least I thought I was, until Carson spots me, smiles, and walks in my direction. I don’t even bother sitting up. I stay curled and keep my eyes fixed on the lake in front of me. That’s until Carson sits on the little coffee table blocking my view.

      “Hey Mills.” He greets me with a smile.

      Emotions clogs my throat, and I instantly hate that this man can make me feel more than any other person. I’m never like this, an emotional nutcase, but for some reason, just a small smile from him evokes such strong emotions.

      I rest my chin on my propped-up hand and say, “Hey, Carson.”

      He nods at my sweatshirt. “Way to represent, girl.”

      “Always showing my support,” I reply with a lackluster lilt to my voice.

      “Good thing.” From the pocket of his sweatshirt, he pulls out another bag of caramel M&M’s. He holds them out and says, “These are for you.”

      Even though I feel frozen in place, I take them. “You know you don’t have to keep getting me these.”

      “It’s tradition now. I leave for a road trip and bring you home some M&M’s.”

      “Well, thanks.”

      “You’re welcome.” He stands from his seat at the coffee table and stretches right next to my chair. He tips my chin up and stares at me before saying, “Have a good night, Mills.”

      He takes off toward the crowd and starts chatting them up, speaking about the weekend games. Even though I try not to, my ears deceive me and I eavesdrop, wondering why he’s not having that same conversation with me.
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      Carson: Sorry, can’t make it today. I’ll catch you later.

      I stare at the text for the hundredth time today, trying to decode it to see if there’s a hidden message. This is the first time since I started working with Carson on his swing that he’s missed a practice. The cancellation comes a few days after he gave me the package of M&M’s and then took off to hang with his “groupies.”

      I might be a little upset, not that I have any right to be upset, but still, I have some bitter feelings, and I know it’s why I’m in such a mood this morning. It’s as though he’s used me to get what he wanted from me and wants nothing to do with me anymore. I truly was just Coach to him.

      At least my shift is over and I don’t have to hear the clanging of metal plates and the grunts of male athletes lifting their weight in squats anymore. This is the first time I’ve been in the weight room and have wanted to leave earlier than my shift finished. I’ve even offered to stay longer to help out. Not this time.

      With my backpack saddled up, I give Vinny a quick wave and head out and down the wide hallway toward the exit of the training facilities. My day is done and I have one thing on my mind: a giant Philly Cheesesteak, salt and vinegar chips, and a movie. Shane and Jerry invited me to their apartment for dinner and video games but I passed, telling them I was tired. Technically I yawned earlier, so that means I’m tired, right? I hate lying to my friends, but I’m not very good company right now anyway. They’d just be annoyed with me.

      I open the door to the parking lot and run smack into a very strong and stable chest.

      “Just the girl I was looking for,” Carson says, clutching my arms and steadying me. I’m pretty sure I just head-butted his right pec, but he doesn’t seem to mind.

      Blinking a few times and trying to gain my bearings, I look up at him and say, “Oh sorry, didn’t mean to run into you.” I wiggle from his grasp and start to move toward my car, but I’m stopped when he comes up beside me.

      “Where’s the fire, Coach?”

      “Huh?”

      He stands in front of me now, stopping my rush. “I’m trying to talk to you.” He laughs.

      “Oh, sorry,” I answer sheepishly, even though I know that’s exactly what he’s trying to do.

      “I have some things for you. Come with me.” He nods his head toward his parked car and I follow him, staring at his perfectly rounded ass the entire time.

      I’m hopeless.

      He opens the back driver side door and pulls out a stuffed duffle bag. “Here you go.”

      When he hands it over, it falls to the asphalt. “Oh my God, what’s in here, bricks?”

      Chuckling, he picks it back up and says, “I’ll carry it to your car for you.”

      Following closely behind, I ask, “What’s in it.”

      “Shirts, signed baseballs, tickets, and hats.”

      “Oh, um . . . for me?”

      I unlock my car for him, and he puts it in the back seat and then turns around to face me. “Well, if you want another hat and shirt, sure, but they’re for your little league team. I had all the guys sign balls for them and then I had the PR team hook me up with the rest. It’s for this weekend, so they can come cheer us on. There are enough tickets for each little guy to bring a parent. I’m sure not all of them can make it but if they can, we’d love to have a little cheering section. And I asked if one of the boys can throw out the first pitch. The PR team thought that was a great idea, so I nominated Dennis.” He winks, and I die a little inside.

      How on earth am I supposed to hide my feelings now when he does something so incredibly sweet, when he offers up the opportunity of a lifetime to a little guy like Dennis who wants to be just like Carson?

      My heart is ramming in my chest, trying to break free, as a warm glow of complete joy passes through my veins. I can’t believe him.

      Actually, I can.

      “Carson, that’s . . .” I press my lips together, trying to hold back my true emotions. “This is so thoughtful.” Quietly, I add, “Thank you.”

      “Anything for you, Mills.” He steps forward and before I can decipher what he’s doing, he wraps both his arms around my back and snags me into a deep embrace. Caught off guard, I stand there ramrod straight until he laughs and whispers, “You can hug me back, you know.”

      God, do I want to hug him.

      So bad.

      I think about it all the time, what it would be like to have his arms around me again, so I take advantage of the opportunity. Arms trembling, I circle his narrow waist and hug him back.

      Sighing above me, he tightens the hug, squeezing me harder than before while one of his hands travels to the nape of my neck and cradles my head.

      It’s a tiny movement, one I’m sure not everyone would notice, but to me it feels like the most comforting move I’ve ever experienced.

      “Does this mean you’re going to come to my games this weekend?”

      “I never miss them,” I say, reluctantly pulling away.

      His mouth curves into an endearing smile before he starts to move away, but not before tipping my chin up with his index finger once again. “Good, because I want you there.”

      With a quick wink, he takes off, jogging back to the training facilities, his large gait eating up the asphalt in no time at all.

      Carson really is a decent guy. I’m learning it’s typical of him to do something so giving, not understanding the effect it has on my desperate heart. I guess it’s lucky he’s cancelling practice times with me. At least that way, I don’t have to work out how to act unaffected around him.

      A small mercy.

      The irony.
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        * * *

      

      “Wow, would you look at that, it’s our dear friend, Milly,” Jerry says, making a commotion as he takes a seat next to me on the quad’s lawn where I’m studying and trying to catch some much-needed vitamin D.

      “I thought she was quarantined with some deathly disease,” Shane adds, flopping his body next to mine. He flicks at my notebook, trying to get my attention, but I keep my eyes focused forward.

      These two.

      I can’t really blame their sarcasm. I can’t remember the last time I actually saw them in person other than for practice with our team. And even at that, I haven’t hung around after, telling them I had to study.

      “Oh no, Shane, she doesn’t even remember who we are. Look at her trying to ignore the strangers.”

      Shane puts his hand on my leg and shakes it. “Milly, Milly, remember us? We’re the guys who peeled you off Sigma Alpha’s bathroom floor after you had your very first atomic juice drink. We wiped the drool off your mouth.”

      I snap my notebook shut, startling both of them into laughter. “What did I tell you about that story?”

      “To tell it as many times as we can?” Shane asks.

      “No, to never mention it again. It was an off night for me.”

      “It was an off night for all of us. We found Jerry making out with his hand in a closet, remember?”

      Chuckling, I lean back on my palms and say, “How could I forget?”

      “Best make-out partner I’ve ever had,” Jerry says with a wink and then plucks at the leggings I’m wearing. “Where did these come from?”

      “Cory’s assistant sent them. Figured I’d try them. Turns out, they’re really comfortable. I mentioned it to Cory, to tell Cheryl thank you for me and then two days later, ten more pairs in all different colors showed up.”

      “Man, I wish my brother was a major league baseball player who sent me ten pairs of stretchy leggings,” Shane says wistfully as he closes his eyes, adding a goofy grin.

      “He spoils me.”

      “The leggings look good,” Jerry says. “A much-needed change from the giant sweatpants.”

      “Cory told me I wasn’t allowed to wear those in public anymore.”

      “Cory is a good man.” Shane opens his backpack and tosses us all a fun-sized package of caramel M&M’s. “Daddy brought the goods. Now tell us what’s been going on in your life. We haven’t talked to you in a long time, Mills. You’re either studying, doing your RA duties, or in the batting cages. And since the baseball team has had two weekends in a row with away games, we’re feeling lonely.”

      “I know, I’m sorry. Things have just gotten crazy.”

      “And is it just me, or”—Shane sits up and stares at me—“you look different. Doesn’t she look different, Jerry?”

      He sits up as well and gives me a full assessment. “She does look different. The leggings are new . . . is it the tank top? I’ve seen you in a tank top before.”

      “Not the tank top, but”—Shane taps his chin—“is your hair a different color?”

      “No.” I laugh, patting down my long brown hair that I have braided to the side this morning. “It might have some natural highlights from the sun, but that’s it.”

      “Hmm, it’s not the hair. What . . .” Jerry pauses and then leans in closer. “Are you wearing mascara?”

      “Gasp,” Shane says, leaning in closer. “No, are you?”

      They’re both about five inches away from my head, studying my eyelashes through my glasses. Anyone on the outside watching our little spectacle would assume we were in the midst of some soon-to-be-rough-and-wild threesome.

      “Take your glasses off,” Jerry demands.

      “Yeah, take them off,” Shane repeats, coming even closer.

      “Will you two get out—”

      “Hey Milly.”

      Our heads snap up as a large shadow passes over our triangle of weirdos. Standing tall, hands gripping the straps of his backpack, is Carson, looking confused and amused simultaneously.

      “Oh, hey . . . Carson.” I awkwardly give him a short wave. “Hey there. Hi. Hello.”

      “Go ahead, say hi one more time,” Jerry says out of the corner of his mouth. I push his head to the side hoping Carson didn’t hear him.

      “Jerry and Shane, right?” They both nod in awe. “Good to see you.” He tilts his head at me. “What’s up, Coach?”

      Trying not to look like a fool in front of my friends, I say, “Just getting in some studying.”

      “Cool, yeah. I’m headed to the library right now. I have study hall with the boys. Walk with me for a second?”

      “Oooooo,” Shane says under his breath, making me want to die on the spot.

      I quickly stand, needing to get away from these two meddling morons and kick Shane in the shin in the process. While I gather my things, he buckles over and whispers, “Satan’s mistress.”

      Smiling to myself, I stand next to Carson and say, “I was headed to the library too.”

      “I’m sure you were,” Jerry says this time, and I flash him my I’ll kill you eyes. He visibly shivers. “Text us.”

      Yeah, I’ll be texting them all right.

      When we get a few feet away from Shane and Jerry, I say, “Sorry about—”

      “No need to apologize. Are they coming to the game tomorrow?”

      “Yeah, they always do. It’s tradition for us.”

      “Cool.” For some reason, Carson almost seems nervous. It’s . . . weird.

      “Are you ready for tomorrow?”

      “What? Oh yeah. Feeling good.” He shrugs his shoulders and then swallows hard. “Hey, uh”—he clears his throat—“we’re having a party at the loft after Sunday’s game. You’re invited if you want to go.”

      “Oh, thanks,” I say awkwardly, not completely sure what to do with that. A baseball party? Shane and Jerry will die, as they’ve always wanted to go. But parties have never appealed to me. If they’re anything like a frat party—which I’m sure they are—I’m not interested. A bunch of drunk people making fools of themselves . . . I’m good. I’m a senior in college and I know a lot of students my age are getting in their last party moments before the end of the year, but I’m more interested in my proposal for my brothers and figuring out what I can do after college.

      “It’s casual, drinks are provided, but yeah, bring the boys. It will be fun.”

      “Okay, I’ll think about it.”

      He pauses. “Think about it? As in, it’s not a definite yes?” His nerves float away and his joking personality returns. “It’s going to be the party of the century.”

      “That’s a big statement.”

      He turns and walks backward, facing me now. “Magical things happen at the loft.”

      I roll my eyes. “Please, you already have the locker room as the most magical place on campus, you can’t claim the loft as well.”

      “Ah, so you’ve heard the rumors about the locker room?”

      “It’s hard not to hear the rumors, especially at the baseball games. It’s why we moved out of the student section after freshman year. We couldn’t stand listening to it anymore, so we moved behind the dugout . . . thanks to Cory.”

      “He’s a good man, because those are sick seats.” Reaching the library, he opens the door for me and says, “Where you headed?”

      “Private room.” I glance over to where a few baseball players are congregating. “You’re at the tables?”

      He nods. “Yeah, we have to stay out in the open so we’re forced to be quiet. If we were in a private room, we’d be obnoxious and get nothing done.”

      “I could see that.” Giving him a small smile, I say, “Okay, well, have a nice study session.”

      “Hey.” He grabs me by the shoulder. “No hug goodbye?” Before I can answer, he pulls me into his chest and my arms instinctively wrap around him. “That’s better,” he says, snuggling in closer.

      Well, this is new.

      Overwhelmed with his fresh soap smell surrounding me and his warmth, I lose track of how long we hold each other until he finally steps away and stuffs his hands in his pockets, a bright smile tipping up the corners of his mouth.

      “Do you always hug your coaches goodbye?” I ask, trying to rein back my combusting emotions.

      Stepping forward, he tips my chin up and says, “Only the pretty ones. I’ll catch you later, Mills.” With a wink, he takes off toward his teammates, who he high-fives in greeting, leaving me absolutely and totally stunned.

      Pretty?

      Did he just call me pretty?

      He did. He called me pretty.

      I don’t . . . I can’t . . . Oh God, I’m so screwed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        CARSON

      

      

      Milly: I know you’re getting ready for the game, but I just have to tell you the kids are so excited about today. Dennis especially.

      I’m sitting in front of my locker, going through my pre-game ritual when I see her text.

      Today is the fucking day, the day I finally make a move on Milly. I’ve been priming her, prepping her for an incoming bomb of “Hey, I like you a lot, will you go out with me?” The texts, the hugs, the surprises here and there. I hope she sees what I’m doing so when I approach her at the party tonight, she has no reason to say no. At least I hope so. I think I’m reading her right, and I’m almost positive she feels similarly.

      I guess we’ll see tonight.

      Carson: I can’t wait to hear them cheer in the stands.

      I reach for my cleats as she texts back. Seeing those three little dots does something to me. I’ve never felt like this—so enamored with another human—but Milly is so much more than just my coach and friend. She’s consumed my mind in so many ways—her kindness, her talent, her sweet yet wicked sense of humor—and . . . my heart as well. I had no clue what this felt like.

      Milly: They keep asking if you’re going to hit another home run like the two you hit yesterday.

      Carson: Tell them I’m just hoping for some solid contact.

      Milly: The perfect answer from a smart hitter.

      Carson: I had one hell of a coach helping me with that frame of mind.

      Milly: You had that frame of mind, you just needed to be reminded of it.

      Carson: Meet me after the game? Coach said the kids could run the bases when all is cleared out.

      Milly: Seriously? They’re going to be thrilled. You’re amazing. Thank you.

      I smile to myself and set my phone down, confident with my chances tonight. When I first met Milly, I thought she was quirky, pretty, but I never thought I’d crave her and harbor such heavy feelings toward her. She’s the whole package—intelligent, supportive, loves baseball, gorgeous—and has the perfect smile. After tonight, I know I’m going to call her mine.
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        * * *

      

      “You’re so cool,” Dennis says, eyes wide, staring up at me. “Thank you so much.” The runt of the team sweeps his arms around my leg and gives me one more hug before he parts with a wave, his mom holding his hand, dragging him to the parking lot.

      Milly was right. He’s adorable, loves the game, but man, is he clumsy. Wearing the baggiest baseball pants cinched tightly around his waist, he stumbled up to the mound to throw the first pitch. Hat a little too big, shirt shelves past his elbows, he was drowning in gear, but the smile on his face told everyone in the stadium that throwing out the first pitch was the best moment in his life. His mom, Denise—yes, Dennis and Denise—thanked me profusely after the game while the kids were running bases. All the parents did and wished me luck with the upcoming draft and college world series. One dad asked if I was hoping to be picked up by the Bobcats. I told him I couldn’t think of a better way to start a new chapter in my baseball career.

      “Thank you,” Dennis shouts again, his hand waving dramatically in the air.

      I chuckle and turn to Milly, who has the most endearing expression on her face. And I take that opportunity to study her. In a pair of denim shorts, a Brentwood baseball tank top, and the hat I gave her, it’s simple but beyond tempting. It’s taking everything inside me to not press my hand to the small of her back, then reach down and link my fingers with hers.

      She looks toward me and catches me staring, but I don’t care at this point. It’s only a matter of hours until I ask her out. She removes her sunglasses, and that’s when I catch her unguarded eyes.

      Blue, with full lashes that curl up . . . I’ve never noticed how vibrant they are.

      “You’re not wearing your glasses,” I say, almost mesmerized.

      “I knew it was going to be a sunny day so I put my contacts in. Took me about five tries since I haven’t worn them in a while, but Cory got me these new sunglasses, and I figured I should wear them at some point.”

      I want to tell her, her eyes are stunning, that I want to spend the rest of the night staring into them, that I want to scoop her up and carry her to my car where we can drive somewhere and not be bothered by a single soul.

      But that time is coming and standing on the baseball field with the grounds crew still milling around and Jerry and Shane waiting for her in the stands is not the perfect time.

      I reach up to my hat and spin it around on my head, pulling nervously on the brim, to keep my hands as far away from her as possible.

      “Good game, huh?”

      “Fishing for compliments, Stone?”

      “If you’re handing them out, Potter, I am.”

      “You know how I feel about the game.”

      “Yeah, but if you could wax poetic phrases about my studdliness and skill, that would be greatly appreciated.”

      “Disik do that for you?”

      “Every Monday morning,” I retort with a smile.

      She pats my shoulder and says, “Then I’ll let him handle that for you tomorrow morning.” Damn. “Thanks again, for everything. It meant a lot to the kids and to me.”

      “Of course.”

      She gives me one more pat and starts to walk away. “Hey, the party is tonight.”

      With one more flash of those dimples, she heads up the stairs where Shane wraps his arm around her shoulders and Jerry pulls up the rear. After tonight, it’s going to be my arm around her shoulders.

      Okay, it’s time to get ready.
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        * * *

      

      Crash.

      I slam my door and pace the length of my room.

      She’s not fucking here.

      It’s been two hours and she’s not here. And if I know Milly like I think I do, she’s probably curled up into a ball on her bed, watching . . . hell, she better not be watching Angels in the Outfield.

      There’s a knock on my door and Jason peeks his head inside.

      “So, I’ve been voted as the teammate who gets to make sure you’re not going to blow your fist through the wall and break every knuckle right before post-season.”

      “Why the fuck is she not here?” I ask, pulling on the short strands of my hair.

      When I got back to the loft, I took a shower rather than just rinsing off in the locker room. I cleaned the hell out of my room, made sure I put on new sheets—high hopes here—went to the store for some snacks in case Milly wanted to hang in my room, put some of my special beer in the fridge for me and her, and did my hair.

      I did my goddamn hair.

      And she’s not here.

      Nowhere to be seen.

      Don’t worry though. Shane and Jerry are here and having the time of their lives. I made sure of it since they’re the best friends and all, and when I was about to ask them if Milly was on their way, Shane drunkenly said, “Can’t believe Milly chose to stay back at her dorm.” Then he proceeded to do a keg stand.

      That’s when my boiling point hit and I blew past everyone in the party and straight to my room.

      She actually chose not to come. After I asked her to, after I told her she has an invite, after I even reminded her about the party at the game. She chose not to show.

      What does that say about me?

      Have I really read her wrong this whole time? Do I need to give up and accept that she doesn’t share the same feelings as I do?

      Wouldn’t she want to spend time with me?

      “Okay, I can see a vein in your forehead throbbing,” Jason says nervously. “I’m going to assume you’re talking about Milly. You invited her tonight?”

      “Yeah,” I snap. “I fucking did, and I was going to finally ask her out. Fuck,” I shout. “I was prepping her all week, trying to subtly show her that I’m interested, that I want more than just her coaching. I want her, and when she’s supposed to come to the party, she doesn’t.”

      “Did she ever say she’d come?”

      “Ye—” I pause and think about it. “I don’t know now.”

      Jason leans against my door, arms crossed with a beer in hand. What I wouldn’t give for an icy-cold brew right now. I haven’t had one drink, wanting to be sober tonight. “I don’t know a lot about Milly, but she doesn’t seem like a girl who would enjoy a party like this.” He lifts off the door, opens it a crack, and lets the boisterous party goers boom through the small opening. He quickly shuts it. “I don’t think this is her scene, man.”

      I scratch the back of my head, thinking about it. “Hell, you might be right.” With hope springing in my chest, I say, “You think she didn’t show because she doesn’t do parties, or because she doesn’t want anything to do with me?”

      “Both.” My hope splinters. “Just kidding. That girl likes you, you can see it in her eyes and the way her body reacts whenever you’re around.”

      “You’re a fucking dick.”

      He laughs unapologetically. “I’m not even sorry. Someone has to yank your dick.”

      “I’d prefer it not be you.” I let out a large pent-up sigh. “So what the fuck do I do now?”

      “Well, you’re not married to this party, so go find her. Have her meet up with you somewhere else. Tell her it’s an emergency and then lay out all your cards. Women like that romantic shit.”

      I mull his idea over. “She’s probably in for the night.”

      “Pull her out. If you want this girl, then make it happen. Go to her, man, rather than expecting her to come to you. Don’t you have a place you can meet? Somewhere special between you two?”

      My mind immediately falls to one place as a smile stretches across my face. “I know exactly where.”

      “Then send her a text.” Jason pushes off the door and brushes off his hands. “My work here is done.”

      When he leaves, I pull my phone from my pocket and shoot her a text. I just hope she responds.

      Carson: Meet me in the dugout. It’s important.
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        * * *

      

      Milly: Is everything okay? Be there in ten.

      I stare at her message and then at the time. It’s been fifteen minutes since I sent her the text, and with each minute that ticks by, I’m starting to lose my nerve.

      I can see us discussing late-night statistics followed by even later naked adventures. I can envision her by my side throughout my baseball journey. All I can see is us. I want to get to know her more. I want to be the guy who encourages her to chase her dreams, the one who stands behind her, acknowledging her intelligence and drive. I want to hold her hand, kiss her every time I see her on campus, spend the night in her dorm room, and wake up to those dimples.

      Becoming restless, I bounce back and forth on my heels just as headlights shine on the parking lot and she pulls into the spot next to my car.

      A wave of nerves and butterflies hit me, making me feel excited and nauseous. Thanks to a Brentwood baseball fan, I was given the code to turn on the lights on the field. Not wanting a giant spotlight on the both of us, I left it to one light so we can see each other.

      I have a backpack full of picnic items if she says yes and an escape plan to tamp down the humiliation if she says no. Either way, I’m going to find out soon what the answer is.

      Eyes trained on her, I watch her hop out of the car in a pair of leggings and a Bobbies for Life shirt. I smile to myself, loving that she’s a hometown girl. Chicago Bobcats fans are known as Bobbies, and even though her brother plays for the Storm, she still has a love for Chicago.

      Keys in hand, she jogs down the hill to the field and slips past the chain link fence and into the dugout, looking frantic. She takes me in, my jeans and perfectly styled hair. Not what she was expecting, I’m sure.

      “What’s . . . what’s going on?” she asks, sounding out of breath.

      I stand from the bench, leaving my backpack on the ground but close enough that I can retrieve and sprint away. I rock on the back of my heels. “Why weren’t you at the party?”

      “What?” Her brow pulls into an affronted frown. “That’s why you called me out here? To ask about the party?”

      I nod, not caring that she might be mad about it. “Yeah, why didn’t you come?”

      She exhales sharply and slips her hand up to her ponytail holder, letting her hair loose. My eyes immediately watch the wave of brown that floats down her back, swishing back and forth as she expels a breath of anger.

      “Carson, I thought something was seriously wrong. You said it was an emergency.”

      “It is an emergency. I need to know why you weren’t at the party.”

      “This could have been done through text.”

      I shake my head. “No, it couldn’t. I need to hear the reason, not read it. Why weren’t you there?”

      “What does it matter?” she says, avoiding the answer.

      “It matters to me. Why, Milly?”

      She glances to the side. She’s about to tell me a lie. I know her well enough to understand her cues, and she’s on the verge of letting a lie fall from her lips.

      “Just not my scene,” she answers, now looking at the ground.

      Not her scene. That’s what I was hoping she’d say, that it was just an uncomfortable situation for her to be in. But her answer was also a lie, a flat-out lie. She looked away while saying it, unable to actually tell me face to face.

      That only leads to one thing . . . it was me. She didn’t come to the party because of me.

      My pride deflates into hurt and my ego is completely shot as I reach for my backpack. I need to get the hell out of here so I can go back to the loft and lick my wounds . . . and get massively drunk. I’m sure my boys will have no problem helping me with that.

      “Okay,” I answer, slipping my backpack over my shoulders. “Good to know.” I step past her. “I’ll catch you later, Milly.”

      I start for my car when she calls out, “That’s why you called me here? For that?”

      I ignore her, my heart about to crack from embarrassment. I want to murder Jason for even convincing me to come all the way out here and make a grand statement. He’s getting a punch to his dick the minute I see him.

      “Carson.” Milly pulls on my shoulder, halting me. Strong for such a little thing. “Why are you leaving?”

      “Because I got my answer.”

      “There has to be more,” she says, her teeth chattering. It’s not very cold out, so is that nerves? “You didn’t just ask me out here to inquire about the party.”

      “I did.”

      “Then tell me why it matters. Why did it matter if I went to the party? I didn’t think it was a big deal, just an open invitation.”

      “It was a big deal,” I roar, losing my ability to keep it together. When I glance at her, she’s startled, but she doesn’t move.

      “Wh-why was it a big d-deal?”

      Great, now I made her stutter. Could this night get any worse?

      Realizing she’s not going to let me leave without an explanation, I say, “Because, I wanted you there, okay?”

      “Why?” she asks softly.

      Succumbing to defeat, I say, “Don’t you see, Milly? Don’t you see the way I am whenever I see you? Don’t you see the way I itch to touch you? Don’t you see how desperate I am to spend more time with you?” Her eyes widen in surprise. “Fuck . . . you don’t, do you?”

      Her head shakes. “No, I . . . no, I had no clue. I’m”—she bites her bottom lip—“I’m n-not your type.”

      “How the fuck do you know what my type is?” I ask, offended. How the fuck can she not know?

      “I . . . I don’t, b-but, Carson. Come on.”

      “Come on, what?”

      “I’m . . . me.”

      “Yeah, I know exactly who you are,” I say, growing angrier and more passionate by the second. “I know that you’re Milly Potter with the devastating dimples and ocean-blue eyes. I know you’re Milly Potter with the perfect laugh and beautiful sense of humor. I know that you’re Milly Potter with more knowledge about the game I love than any person I can even comprehend, and I know you’re the Milly Potter who continues to invade my mind every second of every goddamn day.” I take a step forward and pull her hand into mine, linking our fingers together. God, how long have I wanted to do this?

      She doesn’t say anything at first, just stares at our connection in awe, shock, and surprise. When she finally brings her eyes back to mine, they’re watery.

      Quietly, she says, “You’re holding my hand.” Her surprise? It’s just adorable enough to chip away at my annoyance.

      “I am.”

      She studies our connection some more, tears filling her beautiful eyes. “You’re holding my hand.”

      And just like that, my anger vanishes, and I pull her into my chest and wrap my arm around her shoulders. It only takes a few seconds before I hear her sniffle, snapping my will. I press my lips to the top of her head, her cheek, and then I lift her face so I can see those soulful eyes of hers. I brace myself, lean down, and kiss the tip of her nose right before I lift her mouth a little higher, angling her just right so when I bend even lower, my lips match directly with hers.

      Hesitant at first, she scares me, not giving me her sweet mouth, but after a few passes of my lips, she moves her free hand up my chest to the back of my neck and presses into me.

      And fuck is it amazing.

      Soft, sweet, and timid, it’s everything I could have hoped for in a kiss from Milly. That’s until her lips part, letting my tongue swipe inside her mouth.

      That’s when I truly get lost. Everything around us falls to silence, and the night just becomes me and my girl, Milly.
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        MILLY

      

      

      Is this really happening right now?

      Am I dreaming?

      If I’m dreaming, why does this feel so real?

      Not only is Carson Stone kissing me, but he’s . . . oh God, I’ll cry again.

      He’s holding my hand. It’s what I’ve wanted for such a long time, to have a guy hold my hand, appreciate me enough to want to reach out and touch me. Intimately.

      But Carson sees me.

      He truly, truly sees me.

      My hand grips tighter to the back of his neck, not wanting this moment to end, but my traitorous emotions take over and my tears start falling.

      Pulling away with a hazy look on his face, he studies my eyes and then my tear-stained cheeks, causing his demeanor to change into protection mode. I’ve seen this side of him before. The first time was when I almost didn’t get his glove to him before an away trip. He was protecting me from myself. It was the first time he held me, and I swear I can still feel his arms around me from that day.

      But this concern is deeper as he bends at the knees to get a better look. “What’s going on? Why are you crying?”

      “I’m sorry.” I wipe at my eyes from behind my glasses. “I’m never this emotional, but you do something to me that turns me into a mushy, unstable female.”

      He chuckles and whispers, “I hope that’s a good thing.”

      I don’t answer him, I can’t, my throat is all jammed up, so instead of reaching for an answer, he grips my hand tighter—which only causes me to tear up all over again—and he guides me back to the field and into the dugout where we both take a seat facing each other on the bench. He sets his backpack down and grabs my other hand, bringing them closer.

      “Milly, look at me.”

      Through blurry eyes, I try to focus on the man in front of me, the one I thought only saw me as his coach, as a possible friend, never anything like this, like he described me as.

      “Tell me these are all good, happy tears.”

      I nod. “They are.” I take a deep breath. “I’m sorry I’m such a wreck. I . . .” I settle my racing heart. “This was the last thing I ever expected to happen.”

      “Seriously? Milly, what do you think this last week has been?”

      “I don’t know.” I shake my head. “My imagination?” A gentle brush-off?

      He tilts his head to meet my eyes. “Your imagination? Does that mean you were hoping something would happen?”

      I chew on the inside of my cheek. “Are we being open an honest with each other?”

      “Yes, if anything, I always want you to be open and honest with me.”

      “Then yes, in my wildest dreams, I thought about you actually looking at me as someone other than your coach. But honestly, I was convinced it would never happen. I’m always the friend, never the girl guys want to be with.”

      He cups my chin and says, “You are the girl I want, the girl I want to be with.” His face gentles, and a small smile picks up the corner of his lips. “Will you go on a date with me, Milly . . . tonight?”

      “Tonight?”

      I nod. “Tonight. If you say yes, I have everything we need in my backpack.”

      “Seriously? You were planning this?”

      “I should have planned it here all along, but I was nervous as shit to show you how I felt.”

      “Nervous? You, Carson Stone, nervous?”

      “Yeah.” He grows serious. “Damn, Milly, you have absolutely no clue how amazing you are, do you?” My grin falls when I hear the tone in his voice. “When I first saw you in the weight room, I thought you were pretty, but I wasn’t in the right frame of mind to accept everything about you. But the moment you stepped out on this field and schooled me, I knew you were something special. The more we worked together, the more I found it harder and harder to keep my hands to myself, the more I found it difficult to hide my attraction. And when I took small chances to show you how I felt, to give you a hint toward what I was feeling, you fled before I could take my next breath.”

      “Because I was so desperate for you,” I answer. “Because I didn’t want you to see how I reacted to you, how much I wanted you to be mine. Not because I wanted nothing to do with you. I wanted all of you. It’s why I fled the dining hall, why I had a hard time getting up on my bed, why I didn’t go to the party. I was so nervous of exposing my true feelings, worried you’d then politely let me down.”

      “Jesus.” He scrubs his face and laughs. “Shit, Mills, could you imagine where we would be now if we’d actually given in to our feelings instead of hiding them?”

      “Probably in the same spot, because I’m really awkward and make things weird.”

      “Well, if what we have is weird, I really like weird. I really like you, Milly. A lot.”

      Total elation fills me as I try to process his words.

      Carson Stone, the boy who I quickly crushed on, actually likes me. Milly, the girl who doesn’t know how to dress herself or do her hair, but she can pick out the spin of a baseball from twenty feet away. He likes me.

      It’s almost too much to handle.

      “So how about that date? You up for it?” he asks.

      Am I up for a date with Carson? I’ve shamelessly dreamt of this moment since we started training together. There is no way I’d say no at this point, not after that speech, not after his beautiful words, and surely not after that kiss.

      If he wants me, he can have me. All of me.
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        * * *

      

      “I must say, your food spread is so refined.” I pick up a mini Nutter Butter and plop it in my mouth.

      Spread out on a plastic dining hall tray in his attempt of a charcuterie board is a combination of caramel M&M’s, Nutter Butters, Bugles, Combos, Red Vines, and carrots in a cup. The carrots, because he said he loves them. It made me laugh.

      “Thank you.” He leans back on one hand, a Red Vine hanging out of his mouth. “Some people might call it fancy.”

      “Really fancy, and the orange soda really adds to the level of posh and sophistication.”

      “That’s exactly what I was going for, sophistication.” He kisses the tips of his fingers like a douche.

      “I also enjoy sitting on your face,” I say, taking in the Carson Stone picture blanket he laid out on the grass.

      His head lulls to the side and he stares down at me. “I expect to hear you say that more than once.” He winks, and the minute the innuendo hits me, my face heats up. He sees my embarrassment and asks, “What? Never sat on a guy’s face before?”

      “Oh my God, Carson.”

      He laughs and pokes my side. “Come on, if we’re dating, we can talk about this kind of stuff.”

      “Yeah, I know, but I need you to realize something. I’ve only hung out with guys. I honestly don’t have any girlfriends and yeah, it might be weird, but I’ve just gotten along with guys better.”

      “Okay, that’s fair, but what does that have to do with telling me if you’ve ever sat on a guy’s face?”

      I do love how candid Carson is.

      “Because I don’t ever talk about this kind of stuff . . . like ever. Shane and Jerry joke around about sex but we never go into anything serious, and Lord knows I don’t talk to my brothers about it. So it’s just weird for me.”

      He reaches out and pulls me toward him, situating me so I’m straddling his lap and staring at him as he leans back on his elbows. It’s unfair how attractive he is with his carved jawline and daring eyes. He literally makes me lose my train of thought.

      “No need to be weird around me. Trust me, I think we passed weird the night you shoved a cookie in my mouth.”

      I cover my eyes with both my hands and groan. “God, I’d hoped you’d forgotten about that by now.”

      “Mills, there’s no way in hell I’ll ever forget about that. It’s one of my favorite memories of you. The look of pure terror on your face.” He chuckles. “It was the best thing I’ve ever seen.”

      “Glad I could humor you.”

      He squeezes my thigh, sending a new thrill up my leg to my core. Oh boy, I’m pretty sure I’m far too attracted to this man if my body is reacting like that to a light squeeze.

      “Okay, stop avoiding the question.”

      Sighing, I say, “No, I have not sat on a guy’s face.”

      “Good.” He slyly smiles. “You can do that with me for the first time.”

      “And here I thought I was weird.”

      “You’re telling me you didn’t have any naughty thoughts of me?” He draws a lazy circle on my knee.

      I shift on his lap, feeling the contraction of his abs beneath me. “I mean, of course I did. I’m human.”

      “Yeah?” His smirk grows even wider. “Tell me all about them.”

      “No.” I cross my arms over my chest. “That’s embarrassing.”

      “Hey now, what happened to being open and honest with each other?” He pins me with his question. I hate that he has a point, but sex dreams? Fantasies? We just kissed like half an hour ago. “How about this, I’ll tell you one and you tell me one, and I’ll go first.”

      “I guess that’s fair.” I bite my bottom lip, feeling nervous but excited.

      “My top one is easy—you in my jersey, unbuttoned, with nothing else on besides a thong and my hat. I swear I’ve jacked off to that image at least a dozen times.”

      I choke on my own saliva and start coughing uncontrollably, causing him to laugh and rub his hands over my thighs until I can control myself. Did he really just say that?

      He’s masturbated to me?

      Well, that’s something I didn’t know.

      “Weren’t expecting to hear that, were you?”

      “Nope.” I laugh and shake my head. “Not even a little.” I pause and lean forward, whispering, as if I speak any louder, the sacred outfield grass could hear me. “You’ve thought of me that way?”

      “Hell yeah.” He continues to rub my thighs. “You’re gorgeous, Milly. I’d be broken if I didn’t think about you that way.”

      A blush creeps up the back of my neck. “No one has ever spoken to me like that.”

      “Well, you’ve been hanging around the wrong people. Can I ask you a serious question?”

      “Yeah.”

      “And don’t get mad at me, okay? But, are you a virgin? And it doesn’t matter to me if you are, that won’t change anything. Just thought I’d ask so I know for the future.”

      I smile softly at him and press my hand against his chest. “No, but that was sweet to ask. I might be naïve when it comes to the romance thing, but I’ve had a couple hookups along the way. Trust me though, nothing that’s blown my mind. They were more of, I’m slightly drunk and lonely.”

      “Anyone I would know?”

      “Maybe. Carlton on the golf team?”

      “Carlton?” he asks in a disgusted voice. “Milly.”

      “Remember, drunk and lonely.”

      “You’re not fucking lonely anymore. You have me and when the time comes, trust me, I’ll be a thousand times better than Carlton.” There’s no doubt in my mind about that. Just from the way his large hands move back and forth on my thighs, he already has me geared up and ready to go. “Now, about that fantasy.” He nudges me with his finger.

      “You’re going to think it’s stupid and it’s nothing compared to yours. Which, for the record, I don’t own a thong.”

      “What?” He sits up, moving me along with him. I’m still on his lap but now we’re face to face. “What do you mean you don’t own a thong?”

      “It’s not a proper piece of underwear.”

      He drags his hand down his face. “Mills . . . do you wear . . .”

      “Granny panties?” He peeks through his fingers and nods. “No.” Exhaling, he pulls me into a hug.

      “Thank God. Or else I’d be running to the store tomorrow.”

      “That’s awfully shallow of you. What if I did wear granny panties, then what?”

      Grinning, he says, “I guess I’d help pick your wedgies for you.”

      “Oh my God.” I go to push him away but he pulls me in even closer, keeping his hands firmly placed on my back so I can’t go anywhere. This touching, this intimacy, it’s still so very new to me, but so welcome. And I like it. I like him. “Just so you don’t have nightmares at night, I wear cheekies.”

      “You mean the underwear that shows half your ass?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Damn, Coach,” he drags out, making me laugh. “That’s fucking hot. Let me see them.”

      He tries to reach around me but I swat him away. “Get a hold of yourself.”

      “Listen, now that everything is out in the open, it’s going to be really hard for me to keep my hands to myself. I’ve held back for too long. It’s been torture. Watching you bend over and pick up balls, seeing your tits jiggle with every pitch you threw at me. I wasn’t taking in the speed of your arm, because I was watching your boobs.”

      “Seriously, Carson?”

      He chuckles and shrugs. “I’m a guy and you’re sexy as shit, especially when you’re holding a glove and lecturing me about fundamentals and lining my knuckles.”

      “That’s the first thing they teach you in little league. It’s appalling I had to remind you.”

      “It’s appalling you haven’t told me your fantasy yet.”

      Oh right.

      I drag my finger over his collarbone, feeling how strong he is beneath my fingertip. I can’t even begin to imagine how many times I’ve thought about touching Carson this way since he came into my life. Far too many to count, and it’s unbelievable I’m actually able to do it. That I’m sitting here, on his lap, with his arms wrapped around me, talking to him about intimate things. I did not see tonight going this way.

      “Okay, but don’t laugh at me.”

      “I would never.”

      “Liar.” He smirks. “My fantasy, honestly, was you holding my hand. I know it’s simple and not really sexy, but I’ve never really held a guy’s hand. I’ve never been in a relationship, so the little romantic heart inside me didn’t really fantasize about sex, but about the intimacy of being with another person, the touches, the smirks, the quick snag to grab a kiss.” I shrug just as he entwines our fingers together. “I fantasized about the small things.”

      Without skipping a beat, he says, “Then it’s the small things I’ll give you.”
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        * * *

      

      “What happens if I don’t get drafted by the Bobcats?” Carson asks as he outlines the words on my shirt with his finger. He’s skimmed my boobs at least ten times now. I’m lying on the blanket and he’s leaning over me, his handsome face staring at me, a constant smile on his lips.

      It’s hard not to think of this thing between us as more of a one-way connection since I still can’t believe Carson wants me. Out of all the girls he could have, he chose me, but I’m going to get there.

      “Still a Bobbie for life,” I answer.

      “What if I’m drafted by the Warriors? Does that mean you’re going to be a Bobcats, Storm, and Warriors fan?”

      “Looks like I’ll have to make room for a new pennant.” I drag my finger down his coarse cheek. “But once a Bobbie, always a Bobbie. Sorry.”

      He grumbles and then asks, “Okay, who would you want to win in a World Series? Or better yet, Fuck, Chuck, or Marry. My team, Cory’s team, and the Bobcats.”

      “Impossible.” I shake my head. “I can’t answer that.”

      “Fine, it’s my team and the Bobcats in a World Series, whose shirt are you wearing?”

      “Do you really want to know?”

      He slips his hand under my shirt so his fingers caress my bare skin. “I do.”

      “Do you really think your hand up my shirt is going to sway my decision?”

      “I would hope that your extremely attractive and talented boyfriend would sway your decision.”

      My heart skips a beat at the mention of boyfriend. He’s jumping both feet into this, which can only mean one thing: he really likes me.

      “Boyfriend, huh?” I tease.

      “Yeah, which means you’re off the market.”

      I snort. “You have nothing to worry about. There’s no one lining up for the position.”

      His eyebrows sharpen, and the smile that’s been a permanent fixture on his face quickly fades.

      “Hey, let’s get one thing straight. You’re not allowed to talk so poorly about yourself anymore. Just because you’ve never been in a relationship doesn’t make you any less special. It means the guys you’ve met weren’t intelligent enough to realize how incredible you really are.” He pauses and says, “Also, you were wearing a fisherman’s hat to baseball games, so . . .”

      “You’re an ass.” I laugh and push him off me, but he quickly pins me to the ground, hands at my side, his nose brushing against mine.

      “It was a hideous hat on a drop-dead gorgeous girl.”

      My breathing picks up as I realize every time he says I’m pretty, a little piece of the puzzle that makes me whole melts away, becoming a piece of him. My brothers and my dad have always told me I’m pretty, but that’s because it’s their obligation to say so. But no one has looked at me the way Carson does and called me drop-dead gorgeous, or sexy, or beautiful. I’ve never associated myself with those words either. There have been days where I’ve felt cute, but never really beautiful. It’s why it’s so hard for me to actually accept the compliment.

      “Aren’t you going to kiss me?”

      “Are you fishing for kisses after saying such sweet things?”

      “Compliments are free, no payment necessary. But I’ll take anything you’re willing to hand over.”

      I have a feeling it’s going to be next to impossible for me to deny this man anything, especially when he looks at me like that, with such admiration. Part of me wonders why I never saw it before, but now that I truly think about it, everything he did to get closer . . . I should have known . . . if I thought it was a possibility. And let’s face it, I didn’t. It’s not about a low self-image, because I like who I am and know from my family and closest friends that I’m lovable. Perhaps I’ve simply believed the lies that only a certain shape, certain dress style, and a certain personality catches the attention of attractive men.

      Releasing my hand from his grip, I glide it up his neck to his hair where I weave my fingers through the short strands and then bring his head closer so our lips barely touch.

      “If it were your team against the Bobcats in the World Series, your girlfriend would be proud to wear your shirt.”

      “Damn right.” He smiles right before pressing his lips to mine.

      Carson’s kisses are unlike anything I’ve ever experienced. They not only make my stomach somersault with excitement, but they flip a switch in my body, making every inch of my skin tingle.

      He’s gentle but demanding. Soft, but hard, with the pressure he applies with his hands, his body. He doesn’t just kiss with his lips. He kisses with his entire being, pressing his hips against mine, holding me adoringly with his hands, maneuvering his tongue around mine, showing me how much he wants me.

      It’s hot.

      Consuming.

      And I can easily see myself getting lost in his touch.

      His hand falls to the juncture of my neck and shoulder where his thumb rubs across my collarbone. Featherlight strokes awaken my senses even more, igniting the many dull and lifeless parts of my body.

      I deepen the kiss, pulling him even closer. Our mouths collide, our tongues dance, and the beat of our hearts hammer wildly as we kiss under the one single light of a ballpark.

      I couldn’t ask for a more perfect moment.
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        * * *

      

      Hand clutched to mine, Carson walks me to my car and then pushes me against the driver’s side door. We dropped his “picnic” items off at his car first so they didn’t get in the way of the make-out session. At least that’s what Carson said.

      “I’ve never made out with a coach before,” he says, pinning me with his hips and moving his hands up my waist.

      “Not even a little peck with Disik?”

      “Pretty sure if anyone kissed that old fart bag he would disintegrate on the spot.”

      “He does seem very crotchety.”

      “That’s an understatement. The man is a bastard most of the time, but he makes us good, even if he can’t pick out a problem with my swing.”

      “Hey”—I move my hand over Carson’s carved jaw—“it took me a bit to figure it out and reviewing a lot of video. And I was only assessing you, because it was gnawing at me. Coach Disik has a whole team to assess and train.”

      “Yeah, I know. But . . .” He smirks. “When you were reviewing that video, were you thinking how hot I was the whole time?” He wiggles his eyebrows.

      “No,” I answer and his face falls. “Sorry to let you down but I will admit, I thought your forearms were super nice.”

      “Oh yeah?” He lifts up his arm between us and starts flexing. “You like that, huh? Are you getting all hot and bothered?”

      I stand there, completely deadpan, not even humoring him as he continues to flex in a bunch of different ways.

      “See all that sinew firing off, probably just like the fireworks in your pants, right?”

      I should be surprised by his cocky and confident attitude since he’s been pretty low-key, but I’m not in the slightest. That side of him is like every other athlete I know. I grew up with three cocky guys, Carson is no different, although his heart does seem to do a good job setting him apart.

      “Wow. In the matter of a few hours you went from completely mature to a douchey college boy.”

      “It’s always been there, Coach, just haven’t showed it. Now you get all of me, douchiness and all, but the whole package does include the muscles, so that’s a benefit.”

      “Keep telling yourself that.”

      He lowers his head to mine, our foreheads touching, and he whispers, “Are you always going to bust my balls?”

      “Someone has to keep you in line.”

      “What happened to the shy, stuttering girl who caught my attention?”

      “She’s still there, but you gave her a breath of confidence today.”

      His lips press lightly against mine for a second before he exhales and says, “I think we both gave each other some confidence.”

      “You didn’t need any—”

      “I was lost before you came along, Milly.” He grips my hip tightly. “I might seem confident, but it’s a front. You truly have changed the season for me; you’ve changed my way of play. And you never gave up on me either, with how you encouraged me and stood by my side until I started to kick ass again. You make me better.”

      Carson brings both hands to my jaw and tilts my mouth to his where he leans me to the side and then captures my mouth. He clutches my jaw tighter, moving his tongue inside my mouth and as I match each stroke of his, my feelings for this man intensifying. He’s truly desperate for more, sincere with his words, and honest with expressing how much he likes me with his body.

      This isn’t fake. This isn’t him putting on a show. This is Carson Stone wanting me.

      Propelled by my own passion, I move my hands to the back of his neck and dig my fingertips into his hair, my heart thumping erratically, my ears hammering with the tangible bond weaving between us, and I’m catapulted into one of the most sensual experiences of my life.

      Up against my car, in the dark, only the stars above us shining, I get lost in Carson Stone. Blissfully lost.
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      “There’s our girl,” Jerry says, making room at the dining hall table for me. Last night, after I finally peeled my lips away from Carson’s, I sent the boys a text saying we should have breakfast together before classes to catch up. They responded with an enthusiastic yes.

      I thought telling them in person about Carson and me would be more fun, especially since they’re huge fans. Just seeing their faces of shock will be worth the wait.

      “Hey.” I take a seat and set my tray down. I grabbed some eggs and bacon this morning with a side of fruit, but both Jerry and Shane went with the giant cinnamon rolls. I’d been tempted, but knowing these two, they’ll give me a piece. “How was the party last night? Did it fulfill your wildest dreams?”

      Shane sighs wistfully and leans back in his chair. “I don’t think I’ve ever experienced anything so magical. I saw stars.”

      Jerry snorts and shakes his head. “He met up with some girl last night and she gave him a hand job in one of the coat closets.”

      “Eww, Shane.”

      “Why ew?” he asks, offended. “It wasn’t ew; it was an act of art. I don’t think I’ve ever felt anything like it. The pressure this girl had and the way she played with my—”

      “Spare me the details.” I glance at my eggs and opt for the bacon for a minute. I’ll get to the eggs once the image in my head disappears. “Did you even know the girl?”

      “No, but I got her number and she agreed to go out on Friday.”

      “What’s her name?” I ask, loving how crispy the bacon at the dining hall is.

      Shane looks to the side and then leans forward, a worried look on his face. “Okay, so her name is a little odd for our age group, but I promise you, she’s our age.” Well, now he has my attention. “It’s Edith. But before you make fun of her,” I hold back my snort, “Edie has the viselike grip of a twenty-one-year-old and the lips of an angel.”

      “Also, you had your beer brain on so, she could have been awful but in the moment, felt great,” Jerry points out.

      “Only one way to find out.” Shane winks and then peels off a piece of his cinnamon bun and puts it on my plate. He knows me so well. “Jerry had a good night himself. Threw up on the fire escape.”

      “Oh Jerry, no, you didn’t.”

      He casually raises his hand and says, “Guilty.”

      “Seriously, you guys. Do you lose all sense of being normal humans when I’m not around? Hand jobs in closets and spilling your guts on fire escapes?”

      “Shall we talk about the frat party—?”

      “I was a freshman,” I hiss. “And you two have done plenty of stupid shit since then, including last night.”

      “I don’t think my thing was stupid,” Shane states. “It was smart. I saw an empty room and I took advantage of it.”

      “You saw a closet, not a room. Please just tell me you didn’t get anything on anyone’s jackets.”

      “Please, I’m not a barbarian.”

      Changing the subject, Jerry steps in and says, “How was your night all alone? Carson asked if you were at the party last night.” My stomach flutters. “Looked like he really wanted you there.”

      “Yeah, he seemed actually . . . oh shit.” Shane’s eyes widen. “Stone’s headed right toward us. Everyone act cool. Milly, don’t waste my cinnamon bun by shoving it in his mouth.”

      Before I can turn around to see Carson, I feel his hand touch my back, and then he’s leaning over my shoulder and taking my jaw in his hand. He lifts my lips to his and presses a sweet kiss across them, the taste of mint fresh on his tongue.

      When he pulls away—and I stop swooning—my eyes divert to my two best friends, whose jaws are touching the table. Their eyes are as wide as their cinnamon buns.

      Best. Reaction. Ever.

      Carson pulls up a chair next to me, keeps his arm around my shoulders, and says, “Morning, Mills. How was your night?”

      “It was amazing.” I smile at him and because I can, I lean over and press a quick kiss to his jaw. The grin I get in return is just perfect.

      After staring at me for a couple seconds, Carson picks up one of my pieces of bacon and addresses Jerry and Shane. “Hey boys, how’s it going? Have a good time at the party last night?” He bites into the piece of bacon and looks between two boys who are stunned speechless.

      I place my arm on Carson’s leg and say, “I haven’t actually let them know what happened at the ballpark.”

      “Ah, that explains the looks on their faces. I thought they were just in awe of my muscles like you were last night.” Like the cheesehead he is, he holds his arm out in front of me and flexes his wrist so his forearm muscles fire up.

      “Keep it up, Stone. Last time I tell you anything.” He chuckles and plants a kiss on the side of my head.

      “Uhh”—Shane blinks a few times—“what the hell is going on here?”

      “Are you two . . . dating?” Jerry asks, swallowing hard.

      “Is that why you were wearing mascara the other day? You were planning on making a move?” Shane continues.

      “The mascara should have been a dead giveaway.” Jerry snaps his fingers. “We’re losing our touch.”

      “The mascara has nothing to do with this. I just like wearing it sometimes,” I say, feeling a blush creep up my cheeks.

      Carson leans over and says, “You’re pretty with or without it.”

      Shane clutches his chest. “Ah, look at that, dude. He fucking likes our little Millipede.”

      “This isn’t because she’s Cory Potter’s sister, is it?” Wow. Jerry holds nothing back.

      Carson stiffens next to me as my stomach momentarily drops. He does know I’m Cory’s sister now, but that doesn’t matter, right?

      Dread starts to fill me, and I attempt to recount the timeline of when Carson found out to when he started showing signs of liking me. Muddled and confused, my brain attempts to account every instance. Carson sits up straight and keeps his arm tight around my shoulders.

      “Valid question, and if I didn’t know that you were protective of Milly, I’d be ready to punch your cock off over that assumption, but I get it. No, this has nothing to do with her brother and everything to do with Milly. I like her. I’ve liked her for a long time now.”

      “So the fact that her brother is one of the highest paid baseball players in the sport doesn’t factor into your decision?” Shane asks.

      Gee, thanks, boys. This isn’t insulting or embarrassing at all.

      “Not even in the slightest. I didn’t find out until recently. I started crushing on this girl the minute she put me in my place after one of our games. And then when she schooled me in the cages, I was a goner.”

      “Mm-hmm.” Jerry rubs his chin. “And what are your intentions with our Millipede?” Why are they just starting with that nickname? I really think they live to humiliate me.

      “My intentions are to date her, exclusively,” Carson answers with ease, taking on this spur-of-the moment questioning with ease.

      “Exclusively.” Shane steeples his fingers and rests his chin on them. “What does that word mean to you?”

      Jesus.

      “It means we are exclusive. She’s mine and I’m hers, no one else is involved.”

      “I see. I see.” Jerry taps the table and then leans forward and says, “She’s had two sexual partners her entire life, so what are your intentions sexually?”

      “Annnd we’re done.” I stand abruptly from the table. “This was fun, but I need to get to class.”

      “That’s fine.” Shane waves me away. “You don’t need to be here for this inquisition.”

      Taking Carson by the hand, I pull him—

      “Gasp.” Jerry points at my joined hand with Carson like an idiot. “Look, they’re holding hands. Aw, Milly.”

      Shane and Jerry lean in together, holding their hearts and each other at the same time.

      “Our little girl is getting everything she’s ever dreamed of,” Shane says on a fake sniff.

      Yup, I should have waited to tell them. I love these two idiots and their protectiveness, but along with their shield comes relentless teasing. It’s something I’m used to—something I realize is an automatic consequence when hanging around guys—and I’m accustomed to absorbing each jab with little to no care.

      But that doesn’t mean I don’t know how to vacate a situation before it gets out of control. And we are about one question away from total humiliation.

      I point to my two obnoxious friends and say, “When you two get your shit together, maybe we can have another conversation.”

      “Or a dinner date,” Shane says, releasing Jerry and going back to his plate.

      “A dinner date sounds like a winning idea,” Jerry says, feeding off Shane.

      Rolling my eyes, I pull on Carson’s arm, who says over his shoulder, “More than a winning idea, fellas, a dinner date must be penciled in to your schedules.”

      “Anything for you, beefcake,” Shane calls out and pretends to dab at his eyes. “I’m just so happy right now.”

      “Take her to the locker room,” Jerry calls out. “She’s totally locker room material.”

      Yup, I’m going to murder the both of them. So glad I’ve had these past few years with them, but they’re dead to me now.

      Locker room material . . . could that be any more embarrassing? As I drag Carson through the throng of students in the dining hall, I briefly consider whether Carson even believes in the locker room rumor. Surely not. I’m as superstitious as they come, growing up in a prominent baseball house, superstitions are nothing to joke about, but sex in a locker room? I’m not sure I can truly believe that . . . or get on board with the idea. Not that Carson would invite me.

      I’m getting way ahead of myself.

      Once outside, Carson slows me down, yanks on my arm, and presses me against the brick wall of the dining hall, so we’re not in the middle of the walkway.

      “That was fun,” he says, leaning in and pressing a quick kiss across my lips. When he pulls away, he tugs on one of my French braids and says, “I like it when you wear your hair like this.”

      I pull on the brim of his hat and say, “I like when you wear hats, because your eyes shine brightly under the brim.”

      “Are we flirting with each other?” he asks, a giant grin spreading across his face.

      “I think we are. Are you okay with that?”

      “More than okay.” His lips connect with mine, soft and patient. There’s no aggressiveness to his kiss, not like last night when he couldn’t get enough. This go-around, he’s taking his time, exploring to the point that my muscles begin to turn into mush and my heart begins to hammer so hard in my chest that I have to pull away to catch my breath.

      He keeps his head close so I can feel the smile on his lips. “You taste so good. I should have been doing this a long time ago.”

      “If you did this a while ago, you never would have fixed your swing. You would have been too busy trying to count my teeth with your tongue.”

      “Nah, I would have wanted to impress you. I would have fixed my swing, but I wouldn’t have parted so easily after we were done practicing.”

      “Are you saying you can concentrate in the cages and not get distracted by touching me?”

      “Hell yeah. When it comes to baseball, I’m all business, Coach.”

      “Uh-huh,” I say skeptically. “Do you want to practice tonight?”

      “Are you challenging me?”

      “I might be.” I press a chaste kiss across his lips then step aside, leaving him with both hands pinned against the wall and looking over his shoulder. “Cages tonight, after your practice?”

      “I’ll text you. Bring some electrolytes, we’ll be working our asses off.”

      “We . . . or you?” I give him a quick wave then take off toward the main campus, but not before he calls out my name.

      I turn to see him with his arms spread and a cocky grin on his face. “No goodbye kiss?”

      Walking backward, I say, “You already took enough this morning. See you later, Stone.”

      Pleased with myself, I pull my phone from my pocket to text my brother just as a pair of strong arms wrap around my waist and spin me around.

      My breath knocked from my lungs, I glance up to see Carson lowering his head to mine. Then his mouth is claiming mine in the middle of the walkway just outside the dining hall.

      If anyone was questioning our relationship, they’ll have no questions now.

      His mouth covers mine in hungry nips and languid strokes. My hands fall to the back of his neck as he grips the base of my spine, just above the swell of my ass. He holds me in place, groans when my tongue slips past his lips and quickly pulls away.

      On my tippy-toes, I rest my forehead against his and grip his cheeks. “I’ll see you later.”

      “Let me walk you to your class.”

      “Don’t you need to eat and get to class yourself?”

      “Nah, came to see you, and then I’m going to get a quick run in.” He releases me and slides his hand into mine. He brings our connection to his lips and presses them softly against my knuckles. “Come on.”

      And just like that, Carson walks me to my class. My stomach swirls with joy and wonder that this man is completely and utterly infatuated with me. Even more incredible? Carson Stone is holding my hand. Holding my hand.
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        * * *

      

      Milly: I know you can’t talk right now, but I have to tell you something.

      Cory: Getting my muscles unknotted. I might cry soon. They’re using the devil’s tools on me. What’s up, sis? Did you finally finish your proposal for the boys?

      Milly: No, still working on that, coming close to finishing though.

      Cory: Good. Once it’s finished, send it to me and I’ll look it over. Do you need more leggings?

      Milly: No! OMG, my dorm room is flooded in leggings. I have every color ever made. I’m good. Thank you.

      Cory: Just making sure you’re all set. Did you get the bike shorts too? Cheryl said they’re comfy.

      Milly: They’re really short, like, barely cover my butt short . . . Huh, maybe I’ll wear them today.

      Cory: Please don’t be showing your ass off.

      Milly: We’re getting off topic. I have something huge to tell you.

      Cory: I’m all ears.

      Milly: Carson kissed me last night, like a lot, and now we’re dating.

      Cory: . . .

      Cory: . . .

      Cory: WHAT?!

      Cory: Wait, seriously?

      Cory: Carson, the guy you’ve pretended not to crush on kissed you? Wait . . . did he hold your hand?

      Milly: He did, and I cried.

      Cory: Ah, Mills. Fuck, I love you so much. I wish I could call you right now, but I’d be grunting in pain the entire time and that would be awkward. He finally got a clue and realized my sister is fucking amazing.

      Milly: Honestly, I didn’t believe him at first. I was quite clueless, but yeah . . . he really likes me and has for a while now.

      Cory: I have a huge smile on my face. That’s great. I’m really happy for you, and he’s a smart man for asking you out. You’re keeping things exclusive, right?

      Milly: Yeah, his idea. Seems like he’s all in.

      Cory: He better be. You’re a catch and he’s lucky to have you.

      Milly: I’m lucky too. He’s really sweet and funny and attentive.

      Cory: Damn, Mills. You’re totally crushing on him.

      Milly: Guilty. I like him a lot.

      Cory: I could tell when you first started working with him, but I let you figure it out on your own. I do have a serious question though.

      Milly: We haven’t had sex.

      Cory: That was not my question, and Jesus, don’t talk to me about that shit.

      Milly: LOL. Sorry. What’s your question?

      Cory: The World Series, if we were playing against each other, whose jersey would you wear?

      Milly: What is with you two? He asked me a similar question but I’m not answering this one.

      Cory: I demand an answer.

      Milly: That’s cute . . . not going to happen.
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        * * *

      

      “You have got to be kidding me.”

      “What?” I ask innocently, batting my eyelashes as I pick up a ball and toss it in my hand.

      With his bat, he points at my smooth legs and says, “What the fuck are those shorts?”

      “These?” I glance down at the bike shorts that barely slip past my butt and then back at him. “Cory sent me some new things. These are super comfortable. Do you not like them?” I give him a quick spin.

      His eyes bulge. “Do I not like them? You don’t wear things like that, Milly.”

      Aaaand, the confidence I had putting these on vanishes. I know I dress a little more conservatively and might not wear a bunch of makeup or curl my hair, but I do sometimes. On those rare occasions, I always feel a tad self-conscious, like someone is going to mock my attempt at being more girly.

      Like Carson just did.

      My face falls flat and I stare down at the ground, unsure what to do. “Uh, maybe I should go change then, we can pick this up tomorrow.” I toss the ball I’m holding at the bucket and sink it.

      When I attempt to walk past Carson, he catches me by the waist and stops me.

      “I’m sorry,” he says quickly. “I didn’t mean to make you upset when I said that. I only meant, you don’t normally wear shorts this short, which means you’re going to distract me for this entire practice.” The hand not holding the bat falls to the base of my spine and spans slightly over my rear end. “You have a great ass, Milly.”

      It’s hard to stay upset when he says things like that.

      “I do squats,” I say awkwardly.

      He chuckles and says, “I can tell.” He presses a kiss to the top of my head and lingers for a few seconds. “Did you wear those on purpose? To challenge me?”

      “I wouldn’t wear them for any other reason. I saw an opportunity to prove you wrong and I took it.”

      “Testing my will. You are one good fucking coach. But I’m much stronger than you think.”

      “Okay,” I say casually, feeling better when I step away and Carson’s eyes immediately fall to my legs. I chose these shorts along with a tighter-fitting T-shirt and clearly kept my hair in braids since he likes them so much, but I wasn’t counting on this reaction.

      I move to the tee and say, “Are you already warm from practice? Did you do your tee work?”

      His eyes snap up to mine—caught staring. Winning. “Uh, yeah, we fielded grounders.”

      “What?” I ask, laughing. “I asked if you did tee work.”

      “Oh, yeah.” He scratches the back of his neck. “Isn’t that what I said?”

      “No. You told me you fielded grounders.”

      He nods slowly, his eyes scanning me. “Yup, we did all the things.” His voice is lazy and drawled out.

      “Oh my God.” I roll eyes and go to my backpack where I pull out a pair of warm-up pants and start to slip them up.

      “Hey, what are you doing?”

      “As much fun as this is, I need you to focus. You’re in the second half of your season. We need to make sure everything about your swing is perfect.”

      “Or”—he says, taking a step forward just as I pull the pants up to my waist—“we can play strip baseball. Every solid hit I make off your slider, you take a piece of clothing off.”

      I reach out and pat this cheek. “It’s cute how delusional you are. I am not taking any clothes off in a public place.”

      “What does it matter? You were practically naked in those shorts.”

      “Oh yeah? Is that right? I didn’t know I was practically naked.” I clutch my heart. “How humiliating. Do you think everyone saw my privates?”

      His brow creases and his lips flatten. “I don’t see how this is a funny matter.”

      I push his face away with my palm and point to the tee. “Get to work, Stone. If you have a good practice, I might let you come up to my dorm afterward. We can order pizza and watch Friends.”

      “Now that has my attention.” He taps me on the side with his bat. “Let’s get to work, Coach.”
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        * * *

      

      Pizza is ordered.

      Carson took the quickest shower known to man.

      And I changed back into the bike shorts, because Carson begged.

      I shut the door to my dorm room and set my backpack down as Carson flings his large body onto my bed. His long legs stretch a few inches past the mattress, his shoes dangling off his feet, his backpack is tossed on the floor, and his partially wet hair makes a wet spot on my pillow, but I couldn’t care less. Having him here, in my room, stretched across my bed means more to me than any mess he might make.

      “Make yourself at home,” I joke.

      But he takes me seriously and kicks off his shoes and then reaches over his head and pulls his shirt off, tossing it on the floor next to the bed.

      Uhh . . .

      Wow.

      I mean . . . WOW.

      I’ve seen glimpses here and there of Carson’s abs when he lifts his shirt to wipe his brow, but I’ve never seen his entire naked chest.

      It’s, uh . . . it’s really chiseled. His pecs alone are something to marvel at, but the way the muscle wraps up around to his collarbone and then his shoulders to his . . . oh God, look at his arms. Bulgy and carved. Those arms have held me, tightly. They’ve captured me, made me feel safe.

      And then there’s the V in his waist, so narrow that his sweats are actually lifted off his waistline, allowing his white boxer briefs to make an appearance. I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything more sexy, and seeing him like that is firing up the temperature in my body.

      “Get a good look, Milly?” He puts his hands behind his head, and I swear, every muscle in his chest flexes.

      Hand on my hip, I say, “So you can stare at my legs but I can’t take in the goods?”

      “Never said that.” He smirks. “Just wanted to make sure you got a good fill or if you need me to stand and flex for you.”

      “It’s really not necessary.” I reach into my dresser, grab some clothes, and then head into my bathroom where I quickly change. I can play that game too.

      Growing up with three brothers made me incredibly competitive, which means I never back down from a challenge, and Carson taking his shirt off was him throwing down the gauntlet.

      I quickly freshen up, put on a pair of cheekies, chuck my bra, and slip on a camisole that I usually wear under shirts. I let my hair out of the braids, spray my fingers with some nice-smelling hairspray and makes the waves in my hair less frizzy and more pieced out, like I just came from the beach. Learned that one from a YouTuber.

      Happy with my look, I take a deep breath and casually walk back into the room. Carson’s staring at the TV but the minute his eyes focus on me, they darken at least three shades. He sits up on his elbows, taking me all in.

      I pretend not to notice and start working my way around my room, putting things away, grabbing drinks for us, and getting plates ready for when the pizza will be here, which will be in forty-five minutes.

      Even though I’m busying myself, trying to stay away from the bed as much as possible, it’s a demanding task, because I can feel his heated gaze igniting every inch of my skin.

      And when I bend over, ass in his direction to pick something up, he grunts and shifts on the bed. I might be an amateur when it comes to seduction but there is one thing I do know: guys like skin and lots of it, so the more I show it off, the better.

      I place the pen that was on the ground back on my desk and in the process, shimmy my camisole down so when I turn around, Carson gets nothing but cleavage in his view.

      “Does Disik have anything special planned for your last game of the season?” I ask, sitting on my desk and crossing my leg.

      “Are you really going to try and have a conversation looking sexy as fuck?”

      I take in my outfit and give him a confused look. “This is just what I wear to bed.”

      “Bull . . . shit.” He angles his finger in my direction and makes a come here motion. “Get your ass on this bed right now, Potter.”

      “I don’t respond well to demands.” I cross my arms over my chest, hopefully hiding how hard my nipples are . . . but accentuating my cleavage. Just because . . .

      “Don’t make me manhandle you. I will come over there and pick you up. Do you want to make this easy or hard?”

      Oddly, having him pick me up sounds appealing, but I don’t risk it and hop off the desk, slowly making my way toward the bed. The entire time his eyes are traveling up and down my body.

      My workouts in the training room seem to be paying off from the heat in Carson’s eyes.

      He makes no attempt to scoot to the other side of the bed, but instead stays dead center giving me little to no space against his broad body.

      “Are you going to scoot over?”

      “Nope,” he answers with a cocky attitude. “I don’t want any space between us with what I have planned.”

      I sit on the very edge. “Oh yeah? And what exactly do you have planned?”

      He pulls me down onto the bed so we’re sharing a pillow. “Lots of touching.” His large hand falls to my hip and his thumb curls up the edge of my shirt.

      I clear my throat and pretend not to be affected by the smooth and simple placement of his hand. “I had other plans.”

      “Oh yeah? Does it involve us naked?”

      “No.” I laugh. “I want to play a game.”

      His eyes are lazy and seductive when he says, “Yeah, I like my idea better.”

      “What if I tell you my game involves touching as well? Does that interest you more?”

      He perks up. “I’m listening.”

      Such a guy. I don’t know why I expected anything different.

      “Okay, how about for every question we answer from each other, we get to touch something.”

      “Something?” He chuckles. “How romantic.”

      I push at his chest. “You know what I mean. Light caresses, exploration, getting to know each other physically and mentally.”

      “Uh-huh. And how far are we allowed to touch?”

      “Good question.” I bonk his nose, making him chuckle. “Above the clothes only.”

      “What? That’s bullshit. No way. I’m not even wearing a shirt, so how’s that fair?”

      “Any exposed skin is up for grabs, anything under clothing can only be touched with the layer of fabric in between. It’s not my fault you were overzealous with ripping your shirt off.”

      “With the way you ate up my body with your eyes, I’m guessing it wasn’t a hardship on your end.”

      My cheeks flame.

      “You know, it’s really fucking adorable how embarrassed you get. There are moments when you put up a front and I see courage in your cute, little body, and then there are moments like now where you’re so shy. I like it a lot.”

      Not sure what to say to that. “So, do you want to play?”

      “A game where I can touch you—even if it’s over fabric—I’ll take it.” His thumb strokes my hip and I already know this game is going to be glorious torture. “Can I start?”

      “Since you’re already touching me, I’m going to say yes.”

      He tightens his hold on me. “This right here, gripping your hip, this is boyfriend rights, not part of the game.”

      “Are you making up your own rules now?”

      “Nope.” He shakes his head. “Universal rules, ask anyone.”

      Playing along, I say, “Fine, you start.”

      His hand slips higher up my shirt and I stop him. “Hey, question first and above the clothes. Don’t make me sit back on the desk.”

      “You wouldn’t,” he says with an obnoxious and affronted tone. So dramatic.

      “I would; don’t test me, Stone.”

      “Brutal.” He removes his hand and brings it between us, keeping a small distance. “Is your name short for anything?”

      “Mildred Marie Potter. I’m named after my grandma. No one ever calls me Mildred though, not even my family. Well, besides Cory.”

      “Mildred is a little old school, but it fits you.”

      “Thank you,” I say. “Since I answered, I get to have my way with you.”

      He puffs his chest out. “My body is yours, touch whatever you want. I heard things down south are really fun to stroke if you want to start there.”

      “It’s funny how hopeful you are,” I say, even though my body is already heating from the thought of feeling how hard and big he is. I’m going to save that until I gather more courage. I start at his face and drag the tip of my finger over his scruff and along his carved jawline. “Your face is so handsome,” I say, observing the way his light blue eyes darken with my strokes. “Do you look more like your mom or your dad?”

      “Dad, but I have my mom’s eyes. She passed when I was in elementary school, but I carry her eyes with me wherever I go. It’s a constant reminder that she’s always with me.”

      If I wasn’t already seriously crushing on the man, I would be big time after that statement.

      “I’m so sorry. I couldn’t imagine losing a parent.”

      “It was hard, especially when my dad was working double time to afford my baseball practices. I’ll always cherish the moments I had with her before she passed.” He lifts his hand to my collarbone and drags a finger along the bone, just a whisper of a touch. “Did you really never see how much I liked you?”

      I shake my head. “No, I honestly thought I was broadcasting my feelings too much and when you noticed, you’d let me down gently.”

      He chuckles. “God, you completely underestimate yourself, Milly. You have no idea the kind of power you hold over me.”

      He leans forward and presses a light kiss across my lips before pulling away and asking his next question.
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      Let’s play a touching game. It will be fun.

      We can get to know each other.

      It will be fun.

      Fuck. No.

      This is not fun.

      So far, Milly has answered one question and has touched my face, and I can already feel my dick getting hard. What the fuck is that about? She touched my face, not my pec, not my abs, not my actual dick, but just my face, and I’m already turned on.

      Then again, the minute she walked out of her bathroom, I knew I was in trouble. She might be shy and reserved, but she’s also daring and surprising, two attributes I’m really attracted to. And when she’s daring, she goes all out, meaning the booty shorts at practice and the thin camisole she’s wearing right now. I swear I can see the outline of her nipples, and I’m itching to lift that shirt up and over her head and suck each little peak into my mouth.

      Holding myself together, I take a deep breath. “What’s your favorite smell?”

      “What?” She laughs. “That’s not the kind of question I was expecting.”

      “I like to keep you on your toes.”

      “Okay, well . . .” She pauses to think about it. “Do you know what I really love? The fresh smell of rain on a ball field.” A girl after my own heart. “There’s something about it that brings back such good memories. Do you know the smell I’m talking about?”

      I nod. “Yeah, and I would have to agree with you.” I motion at my body. “Go ahead, touch away.”

      With a sly smile, she drags her finger down my face to my neck. She dances her fingertips along the soft skin and then to the hollow of my shoulder, but the entire time her eyes stay connected with mine, never once looking away. It’s not only hot and tempting; it’s forming a deeper connection between the two of us.

      “My turn,” she whispers, her leg moving closer to mine. “What’s your favorite thing to do on the Internet?”

      “Isn’t it obvious? Porn.”

      She rolls her eyes. “I knew you were going to say that. Answer seriously.”

      “Uhh . . . I did.” I start to touch her but she stops me.

      “Seriously? I thought you were going to say baseball clips or something.”

      “Milly, I’m a twenty-two-year-old male who hasn’t had a girlfriend since high school. Porn is absolutely my favorite thing to do on the Internet.”

      “You haven’t had a girlfriend since high school?”

      I shake my head and move my hand over her shoulder and down her ribcage where I rest my palm against her side, my thumb falling below her breasts, where I stroke back and forth, never touching her breast.

      “When I got to college, I knew what my job entailed: earn a degree, play professionally. My dad worked his ass off to get me to where I am today, and I wasn’t going to do anything to screw that up.” I glide my fingers over her stomach and ever-so-lightly graze them up the center of her chest to her breastbone. The swell of her breasts tickles my fingers as her breathing picks up. I continue to mimic the circular motion moving down her shoulder, across her ribcage, up her stomach, over her cleavage and to her breastbone. With each pass, her eyes become heavier and heavier and her breathing becomes more labored.

      “Have you been celibate this whole time?”

      “Cute, Mills.” I glide my finger over one swell to the other. “I’ve fooled around, but nothing serious. Nothing like what I feel for you.” I draw a lazy circle over the top of her right breast. “My turn to ask a question. Have you crushed on any other Brentwood baseball players beside me?”

      “Oh yeah,” she answers without skipping a beat.

      “Ouch. And here I thought I was special.”

      “You are.” She brings her finger down my pec and circles my nipple with her thumb.

      Fuck.

      Me.

      Just like that, my cock strains against my sweats and boxer briefs, an ache starting at the base of my spine. It’s been a long time since I’ve had any sort of release with a girl. I’m not sure how long I’ll last if we keep up this game.

      Trying to take my mind off my hardening cock, I ask, “Who was it? Whose ass do I need to kick for trying to steal the attention away from me?”

      “I mean, there are quite a few good-looking guys on your team, but crush, crush. There’s only been two.”

      “I better be one of them.”

      Her thumb passes over my nipple and I hold back the hiss that wants to escape. “You know one is you, but the other was my freshman year, well, our freshman year. He was a junior, drafted after the end of the season.”

      I think back to who was a junior when I was a freshman. There’s only one guy who would have turned Milly’s head. “Brett Dover.”

      A small smile passes over her lips. “He was a vision in baseball pants, and he had an accompanying smile that struck me every time I saw it. And his stats alone were a huge turn-on. Still holds the record for most home runs and highest paid rookie contract and signing bonus. Not to mention when he was here at Brentwood, he spent every Thursday at the homeless shelter making lunches. Every Thursday. He even scheduled his classes around it. And those eyes . . .”

      I stare at her, blinking a few times when she stops. “Please”—I motion with my hand—“go on. Don’t stop on my account. I want to hear so much more about Brett Dover.”

      She chuckles and runs her finger down my chest to my abs. “Are you jealous?”

      Her finger toys with my stomach and even though I am jealous, with every pass of her finger, I grow stiffer.

      “What do you think?” I ask, my hand sliding down her arm to her backside. I pull her in a little closer and splay my hand across her ass, my pinky finger skimming her bare skin.

      She sucks in a short breath, her hand slipping a little farther as her thigh brushes against my erection. Her eyes widen in surprise right before a wicked smile crosses her face.

      Fuck. That look is about to get me into some trouble.

      “I think you’re excited to play this game.”

      A hearty laugh comes out of me. “Yeah, a little too excited.”

      “It’s not a bad thing.” Her fingers dance down to my waistline and play with the band of my briefs. She slips the tips of her fingers inside, teasing the ever-loving fuck out of me.

      “What do you think you’re doing?”

      “Cashing in on my touching reward.”

      “I think you need to answer another question to gain access to that.”

      Her fingers scrape along the sensitive skin right above my pubic line, and it takes every muscle in my body to contain my pelvis from thrusting forward. This is the secret part; I’m totally digging this new, previously hidden facet of Milly. From her shy demeanor, you’d never anticipate this side of her, this secret sexy side that I hope like fuck I get to see more of. It’s hot. She’s hot.

      “I’ll have to wait, because it’s my turn to ask a question.”

      Christ.

      I swallow hard.

      “Okay, ask away and make it quick.”

      She chuckles and rubs her fingers along my skin, so fucking close to the head of my cock. Just a few millimeters . . . and she’ll be right there. Just a brush, a minor touch, anything to ease the buildup in the base of my spine and the aching in my balls. It’s been so long that I might explode the minute her hand touches me.

      “Favorite body part on a woman.”

      “Tits,” I answer, letting my hand show her exactly what I mean. Over her shirt, I draw a circle around her ample tit, outlining how voluptuous she is. She has what I like to call sneaky tits—probably because she wears sports bras a lot of the time—but they don’t look that big. They look like they’re a decent size, until she lets them free of their spandex confines and then holy fuck, she’s stacked. So gorgeous—and I’m dying to pull them into my mouth—but this is her game and if she’s going to tease me, then I’m going to tease her.

      “There’s something about being able to turn a woman on with a small stroke over her nipple.” My thumb passes a featherlight touch over her already hardened nipple. She sucks in a breath and her body shifts, her fingers moving as well, so deathly close that my entire body hums with need. “I love that they come in all shapes and sizes and that each and every one is beautiful in its own right. And, they seem to define the woman they’re attached to.”

      “Oh?” she asks, her lashes fluttering as she opens her eyes, her breathing making her chest rise and fall against my hand. “What do mine say about me?”

      “Well, I haven’t really gotten a good look,” I say, my fingers going to the edge of her camisole. I test my chances and lightly pull on the neckline. She doesn’t protest, so I pull a little more. Not fully exposing her, but bringing the fabric close to her nipple, I say, “From what I can tell, from the outside, you act small and shy, but when you let yourself free, you’re larger than life and so fucking sexy.” Over the camisole, I make small circles around her nipple, the peak pressing dangerously against the fabric. I drag my thumb over the nub, and the feel of her breast under my hand is incredible. Perfect.

      “God,” she groans, the sound full of lust. “That feels . . . that . . . God, you’re turning me on so much.”

      With a confession like that, I’m not sure I’ll be able to hold back tonight like I planned. When I came over, I was thinking a little make-out session with some snuggling, maybe a grope here and there, but this game, this moment, I was not expecting at all. Nor was I expecting her to be so vocal about how she’s feeling. Milly’s confidence in baseball I understand. She lives and breathes it. But her natural sexiness? It’s wanton. Sensual. She’s a goddess.

      “Ask me a question so we can move this little touching game along.” I pinch her nipple and her chest lifts off the bed, her mouth falling open in surprise.

      “Carson,” she breathes. “Play . . . nice.”

      “No way in hell. Your hand is so fucking close to my cock, teasing the shit out of me, that I’m going to make sure you get the same torturous but amazing treatment. Ask away.”

      Her smile is pained, but in a good way. “It’s actually your turn to ask me a question.”

      “Oh fuck.” I squeeze my eyes shut. “Okay, uh . . . favorite color. Go ahead, touch me.”

      She laughs and the sound hits me hard in the chest, sending a wave of heat through my bones. So sweet, so hearty, so fucking beautiful.

      “You can’t ask a simple question, it has to be thought-provoking.”

      “That’s thought-provoking,” I strain out. “So many fucking colors, so hard to answer. Take your time and feel free to use my dick as a thinking stick.”

      “You’re so ridiculous.”

      “I’m desperate,” I say, my voice cracking. “Fuck, Milly. I don’t think you have any idea how much lying next to you, practically naked, touching me, is affecting me. I’m seconds away from losing my cool and pinning you to this bed.”

      She nibbles on her lip and quietly says, “That wouldn’t be such a bad thing.” Her fingers move lower and connect with the head of my cock, eliciting a long, slow hiss from me.

      Holy.

      Shit.

      She touched my dick, just touched it, and now there’s a strong, forceful throb beating up and down my body.

      “Milly,” I grind out. “Answer the question.”

      Detecting the agony I’m going through, she takes her time but doesn’t leave me hanging. Her index finger makes the softest pass over the tip of my cock, back and forth, back and forth. My cock jumps and twitches under her touch, begging for more.

      “I guess you’re right, but this is a hard question to answer.”

      Her finger circles the head. And my eyes roll to the back of my head.

      “I mean, there are so many different shades.”

      Her thumb falls to the underside of my cock and very lightly presses against a throbbing vein, lowering with its length. The sensation is too fucking much as she passes over a sensitive spot, causing my hips to buck up, pressing my cock directly into her hand.

      “Fuck. I’m sorry.” Christ. My hips rock against her hand. “Shit, Mills.”

      In an instant, her fingers wrap around my length, and she squeezes so hard that I groan loudly. I’m actually nervous the other girls on the floor will think there’s a feral wolf in Milly’s room.

      “Green, I think it’s green.”

      “The fuck if I care,” I say, right before bringing my hand to her cheek and capturing her lips with mine. I crash our mouths together. There’s no finesse involved. It’s raw and not even close to pretty, but I need this woman.

      I’ve felt like I haven’t been able to have her for so long, that she was a distant dream I’d never capture and now that she’s here, that I can actually call her mine, I’m lacking coordination as my hips thrust with her hand.

      I need to slow down.

      I need to gain control over my frenzied hormones but when her hand slips to my balls and tugs on them lightly, I nearly pop straight out of my pants.

      “Fuck,” I groan while reaching down and pushing my pants and briefs to my knees, giving her better access. Still on our sides, she slows her movement and her grip, stroking me still, but torturing me with the pressure.

      I take that moment to reciprocate the favor. I glide my hands from her face down her body, to the juncture between her legs. I feel her through her panties.

      Jesus Christ. She’s really fucking wet.

      There’s no stopping me when I move her cheekies down her legs and then lift her top leg so she’s completely exposed. She holds herself there as I bring my hand to her pussy. I test her out with a light swipe across her clit and when she moans into my mouth, I bring two fingers to her sensitive nub and start playing with it, loving how turned on she is.

      She wasn’t lying.

      Together, we play with each other. Increasing speed, pressure, taking it away and keeping our mouths tied together the entire time. In tandem, we bring each other to the precipice of orgasm, our moans mixing together, our groans tangling, our pleasure wrapping into one.

      It takes seconds before both of us are clawing at each other, her hand working my cock so fast that I fear I’m going to come before her, so I slip two fingers inside her while applying pressure to her clit with my thumb. The movement has her jerking forward and her mouth falling from mine.

      Her body stiffens beneath mine, and the most beautiful moan I’ve ever heard falls past her lips. Her grip loosens on my cock for a second before she realizes I’m on the precipice of falling over with her, and then she strokes me harder than before.

      Once.

      Twice.

      Oh fuck . . .

      Three times and I’m coming, my head falling to the crook of her shoulder where I bite down on her skin, as my orgasm rips through me.

      It feels like a cannon went off in my body, and all the pent-up anger, anxiety, and nerves are released, sending me into a euphoric state, a place I never want to leave.

      When I come to, my breathing evening out, I look up at her and realize I left bite marks on her shoulder.

      “Oh fuck, Mills. I’m so sorry.”

      She smiles lazily at me, her hand still casually stroking me. “Don’t apologize, that was really hot.”

      A stupid grin passes over my lips. “Yeah?”

      “Yeah, big time.” She releases me and after quickly cleaning us up with tissues, she wraps both arms around my neck. “You’re really sexy. That was really sexy.”

      “Because you turn me on so damn much.” I press a kiss against her lips and then settle in next to her, the comfortable silence between us soothing.

      It’s not weird with her, it’s not awkward. It feels completely and utterly right, like we’ve been meant to be together this entire time.

      Sighing, I press a kiss against her neck and say, “When the pizza gets here, you’re in charge of getting it.”

      “No way.” She laughs. “That’s the man’s job.”

      “What? When did you become sexist?”

      “When I can’t move my legs after you just made me come harder than any other guy.”

      I pop up on my elbow to look down at her. “Yeah? More than any other guy?”

      She rolls her eyes and brings her hand to my jaw where she cups it. “Yes, Carson. You made me come harder than any other guy . . . with only your fingers.”

      “Well, with compliments like that, I’ll get you anything you want. Unless you want me to rub you out with my tongue. I mean . . . up to you.”

      She pushes at my chest and turns away, but I capture her beneath me and press my mouth against hers. The entire time she giggles. I can honestly say that no female giggle has ever done anything for me, but Milly? She’s . . . everything. “Same goes here, Milly.”

      She looks up at me with her sweet face. “Same goes what, Stone?”

      “Never come harder with another girl. Only you, beautiful Milly. Only you.”

      At that, she leans up, cups my cheeks, and kisses me gently.

      How the fuck did I not know this sort of happiness existed? Something tells me it’s only going to get better.
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      “What the hell are you doing?” Carson’s sleepy voice breaks through the silence of the early morning. “Why are you up right now, and why am I alone in bed?” He lazily pats the mattress. “Come back to your man.”

      I glance over my shoulder to see his hair in a crazy mess and his bare torso exposed. We ended up making out a little longer after we ate pizza but left it at that. I almost expected him to want to go all the way, but I can tell he’s holding back. Not because he doesn’t find me attractive—that’s clearly not an issue with the way he reacts when I’m around—but because he’s being respectful and taking things slow, an attribute I’m not used to when it comes to guys. They always want to get the goods and the that’s about it. It’s why I’ve never really tried to have a relationship, but stuck with random one-night stands.

      “Couldn’t sleep.”

      “Why not?” He rubs the palm of his hand over his forehead and then tosses the covers off him and walks over to me. “Scoot forward.” He helps me move forward on my chair and then sits behind me, pulling me back into his warm chest. He rests his chin on my shoulder and wraps his strong, bulky arms around my mid-section. “What are you looking at?”

      My computer screen lights up the room, showing multiple links in an email.

      “Apartments.”

      “Apartments?” He kisses my shoulder, the light touch sending a wave of goose bumps over my skin. “Why are you looking at apartments?”

      “We graduate soon, and I need a place to live. I don’t want to move back home, and Cory sent me these links of apartments he thinks would be ideal for me. They’re ridiculous and completely out of my price range. He says he’s going to cover my rent, but I don’t feel right about that.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because, I don’t want to look like a mooch, you know? Cory worked hard for his money, and he already spoils me, more than anyone in the family. It just doesn’t seem right.”

      “Yeah, but aren’t you the one who helps him every off-season? Who spends hours with him training? I’m sure it’s his way of thanking you.”

      “Yeah, I guess so, still. Just seems weird. There are some reasonably priced ones too that I’ll consider. He said at least let him help me get on my feet, you know, until I get settled.”

      “He’s a good brother and I really like that he cares about you so much. Do your brothers get jealous?”

      “No.” I shake my head. “They have their own success and even though I’m not as close with them, they have each other. They’re Irish twins, only thirteen months apart, so they’ve always been attached at the hip. It’s why Cory and I are so close because we spent more time together.”

      “That makes sense.” He leans over and grabs the mouse, clicking on a high-rise that is so insanely expensive I would never consider living there. “Wow.” He chuckles, his chest rumbling against my back. “This is fancy.”

      “Yeah, it has a food service and everything. Way too much. I think this was more of a joke than him actually being serious.”

      “You should tell him you can’t imagine living anywhere else, call him on his bluff.”

      I press my head against Carson’s shoulder. “The scary thing is, if I told him I wanted to live there, he’d make it happen. He can afford it, but I’d feel so terrible. I already know when I move in he plans on furnishing the place too, so I want to keep expenses really low.”

      Carson presses another kiss against my neck. “You’re one of the good ones, Milly. There are people who’d take advantage of your brother, other siblings who’d think it wasn’t a big deal to use their sibling’s money, but not you.”

      “I don’t love him because of his money. I love him because he’s one of my best friends. I uh . . . actually told him about you.”

      “I expected you would. Did he tell you I was a douche and to stay away?”

      I chuckle and lean deeper into his embrace as he clicks on each link, checking out the approved apartment choices from Cory. “He was really happy. Asked if you held my hand. It’s a known thing among Cory and the boys, that I’m happy with having someone to hold my hand, to like me for who I am, not who some guy wants me to be.”

      “Did you tell him I’m infatuated with you? That I’m head-over-heels obsessed and not because you know how to fix any swing that comes your way, but because your slider and change-up give me a boner?”

      I jab him with my elbow in the chest and he laughs out loud. “I didn’t talk about boners with my brother, but I’m glad to know where you stand.”

      He moves his lips up my neck to the sensitive spot behind my ear, making my nipples hard in seconds. “Come on.” He slides his hand up my stomach to my breast where he cups it and passes his thumb over my hardened peaks. “You know there’s so many more layers to you that I can’t seem to stop thinking about.”

      Since his pelvis is pressed against mine, I can feel his erection poking the back of my ass, and I really love how easy it is to turn him on. It gives me a sense of power I’ve never felt before, knowing he sees me as an attractive and irresistible woman.

      I shift my backside against his length, causing him to groan, and because he instills confidence in me, I reach for the hem of my camisole and pull it up and over my head.

      He sucks in a harsh breath as I lean back and bring both of his hands to my breasts. I grip the back of his neck to keep me in place and lift up so I’m sitting on his lap, my legs spread so I’m straddling him, his hardened length right beneath me.

      “Jesus, Milly,” he groans into my ear and kisses my shoulder.

      I work my hips, grinding into him and loving the way his chest rolls against my back, how his hands seem to not function smoothly as I take over the moment. He’s slightly clumsy, lost in his lust for me, and it’s empowering. He’s a confident man, and unsurprisingly exudes prowess when it comes to the bedroom, but in the moment, when he’s turned on to this point, he loses finesse. Some might find it an unattractive quality, but I love it. It’s raw. Real. All for me.

      Wanting to try something different, I reach behind me and pull his length out of his boxer briefs so his cock is pointing straight up against his flat stomach, and then I bend slightly so my ass cheeks hug his cock. Oh God, he’s so warm. Hot against me

      He hisses as his hands leave my breasts and go straight to my hips where he moves me up and down, his groans filling the early morning quiet.

      With each pass, his grip grows tighter and tighter until he calls out my name and pumps even harder. He stills and shouts, “Fuck,” as he comes.

      Smiling to myself, I slow down. I did that. His front slumps against my back and his lips find my skin again, his breathing hard and sporadic.

      “Christ . . . Mills.” He shifts me backward on his lap so I’m completely reliant on him holding me up. He smooths his hand down my body, his lips continuing to sweep across my skin as his hand disappears under my underwear, finding my arousal. “You are so fucking perfect. You’re wet from making me come. Do you know how fucking hot that is?”

      His fingers slide past my clit and I prepare myself for a very short bout of foreplay. He’s not going to have to do much because he’s right, I did get turned on from making him come. It’s not just because he has the most gorgeously sculpted body I’ve ever seen, but because I can hear his passion for me in his groans, the way he says my name, his cursing when I touch him a certain way. It’s like he needs me to know every pressure point on his body.

      “Right there,” I moan, spreading my legs wider.

      His fingers slide easily over my clit, as I hook my feet around his calves and move my pelvis lightly up and down with his fingers, my orgasm building in my center, every last ounce of pleasure pooling in the middle. Building and building and building until I can’t hold back anymore, and my body is thrown into white-hot pleasure.

      I call out his name as my clit throbs against his fingers, soaking up every last swipe until I can’t take it anymore, and I shut my legs tightly, my body humming and quaking from how hard I just came.

      “Oh God,” I say, my voice shaking as I turn my body and curl into him.

      He kisses the top of my head and holds me close to him. “Are you okay?” he asks quietly.

      “Perfect,” I answer, in disbelief at how good he can make me feel in the matter of seconds.

      This isn’t just a passionate romp with a guy I like, this is something deeper. Our connection dives way past the surface and is going past layers to the very core of our souls.

      It’s early in our relationship, but it feels like I’ve known him forever.

      It feels like Carson could possibly be my forever.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I don’t think I’ve ever been more nervous, which is so weird because my entire life has been surrounded by guys. Brothers, friends, my dad . . . so hanging out with a bunch of baseball players should be a breeze, but for some reason, as I walk toward the baseball loft door, I feel like throwing up.

      I worked with Carson in the cages early this morning, and he asked if I wanted to come over to his place after practice for dinner. The guys were grilling burgers and apparently Jason Orson made his famous potato salad, and it’s something I can’t possibly miss out on.

      It was cute, he was nervous asking me, as if I was going to turn him down.

      I could never turn down that smile.

      I finished my last final today. Yeah, school is over. School has been my life for so many years, that it feels surreal, weird, to know that I’m done. Now it’s time to move forward with my life, my time to find my niche in the world. I’m lucky, because I don’t feel pressure from my parents, but I’m excited to start work. When I get a job . . . I have another week in the dorms though thankfully, so it doesn’t feel completely real yet. And now I’m heading to my boyfriend’s place. Another thing that is surreal. I spent a good amount of time trying to figure out what to wear. I even FaceTimed with Cory and asked him for advice. He made me take him through my closet and show him what I have, which then made him text Cheryl to get me more date clothes. I begged him not to spend more money on me but as he put it, what’s done is done.

      We wound up picking out a pair of denim shorts he got me a while ago that I’ve never worn because they seemed a little short, but he told me they were fine. I paired the shorts with a Bobbies tank top because Brentwood is the Bobcats as well, so it works out, and I wanted to still feel comfortable. I French-braided my hair, put on some mascara, topped the outfit off with my glasses and a pair of sandals, and called it a day. It’s nothing special, and I’m sure any other girl would be decked out when going to hang out at the baseball loft, but that’s not me and it’s not the girl Carson fell for, so I kept it simple.

      Taking a deep breath, I walk up to the big medal sliding door of the loft and knock. From the other side, I can hear a bunch of male voices shout, “She’s here, she’s here. Carson, your girl is here.”

      Oh Jesus, they sound way too excited, which makes me even more nervous.

      I twist my hands together, trying not to puke, but the minute the door opens and Carson’s there on the other side in a Brentwood baseball shirt and a pair of athletic shorts, my nerves fall to the wayside and my heart pounds rapidly from the sight of him.

      Wet hair and a lazy smile; it’s everything I could ask for.

      “Hey Coach,” he says, his voice deep and sexy. Taking me by the hand, he pulls me into the loft, shuts the door, and lifts my chin where he plants a wet and long kiss on my lips. My hand instinctively goes to the back of his neck for support just as the guys behind him hoot and holler.

      Carson peels his lips away and presses his forehead against mine. “I’m sorry in advance for any stupid things my teammates say.”

      “I won’t hold it against you.”

      With my hand in his, he turns around and reveals the Brentwood baseball team with their arms draped over each other’s shoulders, and mushy looks on their faces. They make a collective aw, and there’s no question that my cheeks are bright red.

      Sounding embarrassed as well, Carson ruffles his hair and says, “Guys, this is Milly. My girlfriend. Milly, the team.”

      “Hi, Milly,” they say in unison, as if they’ve been practicing all day.

      I give them a curt wave and try not to freak out. These guys might be Carson’s boys, but they’re also Brentwood’s finest, a whole lot of talent in one room and even though I’m trying to act cool, my little baseball heart is wild with excitement.

      Jason Orson, Brock Romero, Gunner Klein—all three top prospects for the draft this year along with Carson, who’s been rumored to sign with Chicago. There’s a whole new class of major league ballplayers right in front of me. It’s unreal.

      “Look at her, she’s in shock. Too many muscles in one room, huh?” Brock “Romeo” says.

      “Shut the fuck up,” Carson responds, taking me by the hand around the loft, the entire team with their eyes glued to us.

      “They’re so cute,” someone says.

      “Match made in heaven.”

      “Total locker room material.”

      I snort at that just as Carson pulls me into his room and shuts the door. He lets out a deep breath and says, “That could have been worse.”

      “It wasn’t bad.”

      “Really?” His brow shoots up to his hairline. “Because your face is bright red right now.”

      My hands go to my cheeks and I can feel how hot they are. “Oh God, are they blotchy too?”

      He chuckles and shakes his head. “Just red. Please tell me you’re blushing because of the talent in the room, not because you find them all wildly attractive and you’re deciding who you’re going to leave me for.”

      My lip curls to the side. “Please, you’re easily the hottest guy in the loft.”

      “Your flattery doesn’t go unappreciated.” He leans down and kisses me. “So, it’s the talent?”

      “I mean . . .” I bite my lip and then gush. “It’s incredible. Do you know the kind of draft class you guys have this year? We’re talking first-round picks for everyone. Scouts have been saying this is by far the most talented and impressive draft class they’ve seen in years.”

      Chuckling, he wraps his arms around me and says, “You’re such a baseball nerd, and I fucking love it.”

      He leans down to kiss me when his door opens wide and Jason stands in the doorway, an apron draped over his large shoulders and a wooden spoon in the other hand. “Dude, the potato salad is ready. No sexuals before you eat.”

      “Don’t fucking say sexuals,” Carson responds before moving us back into the living room.

      The gawking men have dispersed, as they’re all grabbing plates of food around the kitchen island and I have to admit, I’m impressed.

      For some reason, when Carson said they were grilling out, I expected a bunch of burgers stacked on a plate and some potato salad in a tub, but they have proven me wrong. To the right of the kitchen is a burger bar, full of fixings like bacon, lettuce, tomato, onion rings, and every condiment you could think of with a variety of buns as well. On the island, there is a large bowl of potato salad, fruit salad, four different kinds of chips, a pickle platter—what—and a giant bowl of . . .

      “Is that a vat of M&M’s?”

      Carson presses a kiss to my head and says, “That was my contribution. Mostly caramel, but I threw in some other flavors for the guys.”

      “You’re too cute. And what’s with the pickle platter?” There are at least ten jars of pickles sorted and fanned out on a giant platter, the prettiest thing on the island for sure—my apologies to Jason’s potato salad.

      He rolls his eyes and grabs plates for us. “Pickles are a serious thing on the team. There’s an ongoing argument about what kind of pickle is best. We are usually a cohesive unit but when it comes to pickles, we’re divided. I’m a sweet pickle kind of guy, but then you have the dills, the bread and butters, and the Polish kosher. So instead of fighting, we always make a giant platter so everyone is happy. Freshman are always in charge of the pickles and there must be equal representation of every kind.”

      I can’t help it, I laugh out loud. “I think that’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard.”

      “Trust me, I agree, but I don’t think I’ve ever seen a more passionate fight on the team than when we start talking about pickles. It’s best you just take a sweet pickle and be done with it.”

      “A sweet pickle? Why would I do that?”

      “Because it’s my favorite,” he says, picking one up and putting it on my plate.

      “But I don’t like sweet pickles.”

      The room falls silent and Carson squeezes his eyes shut before mumbling something under his breath.

      Out of nowhere, Romeo pokes his head around us and says, “Did I just hear that right, Stone? Your girl doesn’t like sweet pickles?”

      Jason pops up from across the island. Was he lying on the floor? Where the hell did he come from?

      “Did you hear that, boys?” he shouts. “Milly doesn’t like sweet pickles.”

      From the corner of his mouth, Carson asks, “What have you done?”

      I just opened a can of worms for Carson and even though I try hard, I can’t tamp down the smile that crosses my face.

      Gunner hops up on the counter and holds a large serving spoon and quiets down the ruckus that was created from Jason and Romeo. “Boys, listen up. We have a new pickle opinion, and looks like there’s trouble in paradise because it doesn’t match the betrothed.”

      “Jesus, fuck,” Carson says, dragging his hand down his face.

      I snort, very unattractively but oh my God, I think Carson is in for a world of teasing pain.

      Jason and Romeo hop up on the counter with Gunner and they loop their arms over each other’s shoulders, a band of brothers, who I’m going to assume all like the same kind of pickle.

      “Milly, coach of THE Carson Stone, the only lover of sweet pickles in the loft, please step up on a chair,” Gunner says, motioning to one of the stools next to the island.

      “Fuck off, she’s not getting on—”

      I step up onto the stool as all the guys hoot and holler their appreciation. Clearly, I want to gain their approval. I have brothers, I know how this works.

      “Milly.” Carson tugs on my arm, but I ignore him.

      “Look at this fine specimen,” Gunner continues. “Well-educated in the art of baseball, has the prettiest head of hair in this here space.” I blush. “Legs for days, a chest that—”

      “Get the fuck on with it,” Carson snarls next to me.

      Gunner clears his throat. “Milly, with pride and emotion, please puff your gorgeous chest—”

      “I will murder you.”

      The guys all laugh and Gunner continues, “Please puff your chest and announce to the room your favorite kind of pickle.”

      Carson tugs on my hand again and says, “You don’t have to do this.”

      I bend down, cup his cheek, and give him a chaste kiss. “Oh, but I want to.” I stand back up, flip my braids over my shoulders and with a loud, boisterous voice—my umpire voice—I shout, “Polish dill.”

      The room erupts in laughter, I hear a few cries of “Yes, Polish dill”, and Carson brings his head to his hands. The guys playfully push him around, rag on him, and give me high-fives as I get down off the stool.

      I wrap my arms around Carson’s waist and press a kiss to his chest. Thankfully, he doesn’t take my announcement to heart and brings his strong arms around me.

      Whispering in my ear he says, “That was sexy as shit, but I’m going to make you pay for that later.”

      I can’t wait.
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        * * *

      

      The baseball players have it made. They’ve created a legacy here at Brentwood, which has led to pretty impressive digs. It’s why I’m sitting on a comfy outdoor couch on the rooftop of the loft, swaddled in Carson’s embrace with a giant bowl of M&M’s split between Carson, Romeo, Jason, and me. Gunner has a final tomorrow and chose to stay in his room for the rest of his night. Responsible.

      There’s a light breeze coming from the nearby lake and faint music of today’s hits playing in the background. Currently Billie Eilish’s “Bad Guy” is bumping through the wireless speaker. Twinkle lights hang above us, and the conversation of baseball surrounds us.

      “Sorry, we must be boring you,” Jason says, after they ran through the competition for the upcoming run for the college baseball World Series. The college baseball season is an odd one and extends past the school year, the regular season not ending until the end of May with regionals picking up at the beginning of June.

      Carson chuckles. “Are you kidding me, she’s probably in heaven right now, aren’t you?”

      Shamelessly, I nod. “Yes, I am but I have to say, I believe you’re underestimating the strength behind Fairfax’s bats. Their pitching is average, they can pull together some outs in the right moments, but they do give up a lot of hits. What you should fear is their ability to string together multiple doubles in a row. Looking back at their season, they have a fifty percent chance of winning a game by multiple double innings. Their lineup is lethal.”

      The guys are silent and they all exchange glances. Romeo is the first to speak when he says, “Shit, I think I just got a boner.” He shifts in his seat, adjusting himself as Carson throws an M&M at him.

      “Jesus, dude.”

      “What?” He shrugs. “That was really hot. Coach Disik should hire you.”

      “I told her that too,” Carson agrees, but I just laugh.

      “You guys are sweet, but Brentwood baseball is a boys’ club, always has been, always will be with Disik at the helm.”

      “He does tend to hate women,” Jason says. “Remember last year when he told Gentry to break up with his girl? He gave Holt the same speech. He thinks women are a distraction.” Jason laughs and shakes his head. “Yeah, the more I think about it, the more I know Disik would never hire Milly even if she’s valuable to the team. He would be too worried about all the guys trying to hit on her.”

      “Huh,” Carson says behind me. “I didn’t think about that. Yeah, they’re a bunch of horny bastards. I wouldn’t trust them not to hit on you, especially after you strike them out with your killer change-up.”

      “Which I’m still waiting to see,” Jason says, popping an M&M in his mouth. He’s been picking out the peanut ones, while I’ve been searching for the caramel, occasionally getting surprised by a pretzel M&M. “When are you going to let her pitch to us?”

      “Have you been asking?” I ask and then turn to Carson who looks guilty.

      “Listen, I wanted to keep you to myself. Is that such a bad thing?”

      “Yeah, when your boys want a challenge.” Romeo pops up from the couch. “Let’s grab the stickball and go to the basketball court.”

      “Yeah,” Jason says, standing as well while stretching out his wrists. “Let’s see what this coach has.”

      Carson stiffens behind me. “You guys, it’s late and—”

      “I’d love to.” I smile and pat Carson on the cheek before following them back into the loft, Carson grumbling behind me the entire time. I always love a good challenge.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Let’s go, Milly.” Clap, clap . . . clap, clap, clap.

      The boys chant together as I have two strikes on Carson, a line of them already taken out by my slider and change-up.

      Looking very serious, Carson stares at the broken-off broomstick in his hands and then back at me, his light blue eyes blazing at me. My heart flips in my chest as adrenaline pumps through my veins.

      Once news spread that we were heading to the loft’s basketball court, the boys all gathered, lined up, and took their shot at hitting against me.

      I’ve struck out every one of them, but to their defense, I’m standing pretty close and they’re trying to hit a tennis ball with a broomstick—which I’m sure feels like a toothpick in their hands. Stickball is no joke and only the best of the best can get a hit.

      “Two balls, two strikes,” Romeo calls out. “There’s fatigue in Coach’s arm, but there’s also determination to strike out the guy she calls her man.” Romeo and Jason both commentate, holding fake microphones to their mouths. “I don’t know if she has what it takes to deposit one more strike, especially against the team’s blue-eyed dreamboat.”

      Cutting in, Jason says, “She’s going to have to really dig deep, but there’s a chance. Look at the sweat on Stone’s brow, the nervous shiver in his panties—”

      “Fuck. Off,” Carson says, making all the guys laugh, even me.

      “He’s nervous, scared, intimidated by the five-foot-three ball of power on the mound.”

      “Five four,” I say.

      “I stand corrected. Pop one more inch on her and now she’s a true menace out there.” Romeo leans in. “Only time will tell who will win this battle. Quiet on the field.”

      Everyone hushes. I focus on the freshman’s glove, as Carson’s tall stature stands in the box, his forearms flexing, his eyes fixed on me.

      I’ve been in this position many times. Face to face with Carson’s serious zeroing in. The focus, the intention in his body to put everything behind one powerful swing. I know his weaknesses by now and he knows mine. We’ve practiced so many times together that at this point, I’m surprised he hasn’t been able to hit the ball off me tonight. Then again, I’m throwing with more speed than I usually do, which will only lead to ugly pain tomorrow, but I’m ready to take it on, to become a part of the group of men surrounding us.

      I get into my pitching stance. I glance at the guys who have huge smiles on their faces, and then focus back on the mitt. I’ve thrown two sliders in a row, so he’s expecting a change-up. It would be a classic move, to throw him off balance, but he knows that’s what’s coming, so he’ll have his hands locked, waiting for the off-speed ball. I need to get him where it counts.

      Sending a mental apology to the freshman behind the plate, who has no idea what I’m throwing, I split my fingers over the seams and chuck a fastball in the top right of the strike zone, completely freezing Carson.

      The “umpire,” also known as Gunner, bellows out a loud strike and makes a show of punching Carson out as all the guys rush the mound and hoist me over their shoulders, chanting my name and making a spectacle. Worried because I struck out my boyfriend in front of all his guys, I wince when I go to take him in. But instead of being greeted with anger, Carson, with the “bat” hanging over his shoulders and a huge smile on his face, has pride rolling off him in waves.

      He gives me a wink and then watches as the guys praise my pitching and troll Carson relentlessly.

      And of course, he takes it like a champ.
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        * * *

      

      Teeth brushed and ready for bed, I slip into Carson’s cool sheets and welcoming arms. He pulls me tight into his embrace and I rest my cheek and hand on his bare chest, hearing his heartbeat beneath me.

      It’s late, later than expected, and I’m just about ready to pass out. After hours of the guys taking their turn at trying to strike me out—Gunner was the only one I couldn’t get a stick on his pitch—we retired for the night. But it was a challenge getting to where we are right now. The boys begged for one more shot, asked for another chance to hit against me, but Carson finally stepped in and took charge, shutting everyone down.

      He tossed me over his shoulder and took me to his room. He gave me a shirt to sleep in, gave me a spare toothbrush and a washcloth, and let me get ready for bed after he did. Now I’m snuggled into his warmth with my eyes closed and ready to pass out.

      “I’m exhausted.”

      “I bet,” he says, kissing the top of my head. “Needless to say, the guys really like you. You totally earned their approval tonight.”

      “You think?”

      “Without a doubt. I’d be surprised if they don’t try to stake claim on you tomorrow if I fuck things up with you.”

      “Oh, you think I have my pick of any of them?” I playfully tap my chin, pretending to think long and hard about it. “Let’s see. Who would I want to be with? Well, Romeo has quite the reputation of treating the ladies well, and Orson, well, who can get over those catcher’s thighs? And then Gunner, just seeing him grip the ball does all sort of things to me.”

      Silence.

      Chuckling, I turn in his arms and face him. His brow is pinched together and he has an unamused expression. I press my finger between his brow. “You know you’re the only one I really want.”

      “Wouldn’t hurt you to say it every now and again.”

      Laughing, I grip his sides, his steel muscles flexing beneath my touch. “You’re all the man I will ever need, Carson.”

      “And the other guys are mere peasants compared to me.”

      “They shouldn’t even be in the same ballpark as you.”

      “And their penises are tiny.”

      I groan, of course. It always comes down to the penis with guys. “I can’t agree with that, I haven’t seen their penises, or yours for that matter.”

      “We can change that.” He squeezes my backside. “Want me to take my briefs off so you can stare at it?”

      “As appealing and magical as that seems—a total opportunity—I’m going to pass. I don’t want to examine your penis with tired eyes.”

      “That would be a huge mistake, letting you go all in without a sharp perspective. Good call.” He pulls me in tighter and nuzzles his chin on my shoulder. “Thank you for coming over and getting to know the guys. It was probably intimidating.”

      “A little. I was really nervous at first, but it felt like I fell right into step with them. And hey, I’m sorry about the whole pickle debacle.”

      “No, you’re not.” He laughs, his minty breath heavy against my skin. “I actually think you took great pleasure in busting all of our balls tonight. It started with the pickles and it ended with showing us up at stickball. Your swing is actually pretty incredible.”

      “Thanks. I mean, it’s not amazing, but it can get the job done, and I figured if I’m going to teach I should at least have a decent swing. Practicing with my brothers was one of my favorite things.”

      “And yet you didn’t play softball. It’s still so weird to me.”

      I shrug. “I was passionate about baseball. What I really wanted was to play with the boys, but my high school wouldn’t allow it, no matter how good I was. Kind of shitty.”

      “Kind of? If you want to hang with the guys, why not?”

      “Because girls have softball. If I wanted to play the sport then I was told to try out for the softball team. And don’t get me wrong, softball players are badass. If you make one mistake, the other team can gain a mile. And the game is so quick and fast-paced. But the two sports are different, and I’ve always been into baseball more. It’s weird, I know.”

      “No, I get it. I really do. The mechanics are different especially when hitting. In baseball, the pitcher’s arm is falling down, creating a different spin. With softball, they work the up and the down, the left and the right, there’s a different perspective, and if you wanted to be an expert in one, might as well choose the one you love the most.”

      I sigh. “That’s why I like you so much. You get me.”

      “You like me sooooo much?” he teases.

      “Maybe, yeah.” Thankfully my back is to his chest so he can’t see my blush. “What about you? Do you like me sooooo much?”

      “Hmm.” He thinks about it like a jerk and when I elbow him, he laughs and kisses my shoulder. “Yeah, I like you sooooo much. You’re one of a kind, Milly, and you’re all mine.”
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      “Will you stop fidgeting? Jesus Christ, you’re driving me nuts,” Jason says as we make our way to the Brentwood baseball stadium.

      We just graduated.

      We weren’t handed our actual degrees but we’ll slip the actual piece of paper in the fancy, pillowed folder later when it comes in the mail.

      Now, I’m going to meet Milly’s family.

      And . . . I’m nervous as shit.

      I didn’t even want to walk today; it felt stupid since I didn’t have anyone there to watch me. Dad couldn’t get the time off, and I understand. I’ve always understood when it comes to my dad’s work schedule. I’m just hoping he can start to slow down now I’m out of college and will hopefully be drafted soon.

      I promised him the first thing I’d buy with my signing bonus is a new truck for him. He told me not to be frivolous and to put it into savings, but there’s no way. My dad drives a rusted old Chevy on its last cylinder. When I was back home during Christmas break, we spent an entire day trying to get the clunker to start working, to last a few more years as my dad put it.

      After everything he’s done for me, everything he’s sacrificed, he deserves a new truck, and I want to be the one who gives it to him.

      Jason took some pictures for me in my cap and gown, and I sent them to my dad, letting him know I love him and that I received the care package from him. It was full of hot sauce from our hometown in Kansas and some cookies from Mrs. Wethering across the street. The lady is super nice but her cookies leave much to be desired. I really think she mistakes salt for sugar most of the time.

      I’m still waiting to hear back from Dad. I asked Jason to walk me to the meeting point, because I’m a chickenshit. I don’t know why I’m so nervous.

      Scratch that, I do.

      This is the first time I’ve ever met my girlfriend’s family. I have zero practice where this is concerned and since it’s such a huge baseball family, I’m nervous they might not think I’m good enough for their daughter. Hell, Cory Potter is the family superstar. That’s some pretty huge talent to live up to.

      And Cory won’t be there. I already asked and checked his schedule. He has a game in Pittsburgh tonight.

      Kind of glad, because I’d feel so intimidated. Happy as shit, but intimidated.

      “Do I look nervous? I feel nervous.”

      “Yeah, you look like an idiot, so stop touching your collar.” Jason swats at my hand. “They’re just people.”

      “People I want to like me.”

      “Please, one look at those baby blues and they’re not going to be able to resist you.”

      “Thanks,” I deadpan. “Nothing you want to say about my personality?”

      “Yeah, actually.” I perk up. “Don’t show it, or you’ll come off like a real douche.”

      I hate him.

      “You’re such a pleasure to be around,” I say just as I hear my name being called out.

      I turn to see my girl running toward me, her gown flapping in the wind and her hand clutched to her cap. Her hair is curled, and she has slightly more makeup on than I’ve seen before. Same gorgeous smile with irresistible dimples, same passionate sparkle in her eyes.

      “Ahh, we did it.” She jumps into my arms and her legs wrap around my waist as I grab her. She presses her lips against mine and then pulls back, joy pouring out of her. “Oh, you look hot in your gown.”

      “Ah, this old thing,” I say, pulling on the collar. “Just pulled it out of the closet this morning.”

      “Jesus Christ, you’re lame.” Jason drags a hand over his face as Milly climbs down my body. She walks over to Jason and pulls him into a hug as well.

      “Congratulations, Jason. You look very handsome too.”

      The motherfucker that he is, he holds on to her tight and doesn’t let go. Instead he looks over at me and says, “Did you hear that? Your girlfriend is hitting on me.” They part a foot but he keeps his arms on her shoulders and asks, “Want to go back to the locker room with me, Milly?”

      Before she can even answer, I tug on her hand and pull her into my arms. “You can leave now.”

      “What? Now that your girl is here? You don’t need me to hold your hand?” He turns to Milly. “Did you know he’s really nervous to meet your family?”

      “Dude.”

      “Like he cried to me last night, hoping he doesn’t make a bad impression on them. It was weird but I took care of your boy, told him he would be great and to not act like himself at all.”

      Milly glances up at me. “You’re nervous?” She tugs on my gown, concern growing in her eyes. “My family is so chill. They’re excited to meet you.”

      “He’s afraid they won’t approve of his mediocre talent.”

      “You can leave now,” I snap at Jason, who laughs and starts to walk away, but not before gripping my shoulder with one hand.

      “You’re going to do just fine. They’d be stupid not to like you.” And just because he’s an asshat, he grips my cheeks and plants a kiss on my lips before taking off.

      “What did I tell you about that shit?” I call out as he laughs like a hyena, making his way back to the parking lot. “Christ.” I wipe my mouth as I catch Milly’s surprised expression.

      “Is that not the first time he’s done that?”

      I shake my head. “Unfortunately, no. He’s the guy who loves getting a reaction out of people so he’ll do the most ridiculous shit, like standing on top of a counter and making you announce your pickle choice . . . and kissing his best friends on the lips with no warning.”

      She chuckles and looks back at the retreating Jason. “I like him. He’s going to rock some lucky girl’s world one day.”

      “Or they’re going to rock his world and put him in place.”

      She grips my hand tightly. “Oh, that would be even better.”

      Together we walk to the front of the stadium where Milly’s family is waiting. It was an easy meeting place since everyone is milling around the events center and trying to take pictures in front of the stone Brentwood University sign. Milly said she’d rather take a picture in front of the stadium where some of her best memories were created.

      “Are you really nervous?”

      “I mean, it’s your family, and since I like you sooooo much,” I say with a teasing tone, “I want to make sure they like me too. What if they thought I was a piece of trash, what would you do?”

      “Easy, dump you and move on to one of Cory’s teammates.”

      I halt immediately and she flies in front of me, our hand connection being the only thing that stops her. When she yo-yos back to me, she’s laughing—a little too hard for my liking.

      “Excuse me?”

      Through her laughter, she says, “You know I’m kidding.”

      “Uh, you answered that question way too quickly, as if you’ve been thinking about it, and that scares me.”

      “Please, we all know the single guys on the Storm don’t have good enough stats for me to even consider them.”

      My jaw works side to side.

      “This isn’t fucking funny.”

      But her boisterous laugh tells me otherwise.

      “Stop it. My family will like you because I like you. My dad and brothers will be thrilled you play baseball, and my mom will die over your blue eyes and probably say something really inappropriate like . . . ‘you two will have the cutest babies.’ So be ready for that. She’s said it to every one of my brothers’ girlfriends. It’s mortifying, so there’s your heads-up.”

      “Cute babies, huh?” We start walking again.

      “Drop it. We are not talking about that.”

      “But I mean, you want kids, right?”

      “Carson, we’ve been dating for a few weeks, we just graduated, why would you—”

      “You want kids, right, Milly?” I’m serious.

      Her face softens and she sighs. “Of course I want kids, but that’s grown-up stuff I don’t want to talk about yet. Which reminds me, my brothers don’t know about the proposal for their facility, so please don’t mention it.”

      I bring her hand to my lips and press a sweet kiss across her knuckles. “Wouldn’t dream of it. That’s your story to tell, but, back to the kids thing. How many?”

      “Carson,” she groans as we turn the corner and spot a group of guys standing together with an older but spitting image of Milly directly in the middle. Milly is her mom’s twin, while her brothers and dad all tower over her.

      “Cory?” Milly whispers, just before she releases my hand and takes off running. That’s when I spot him, Cory Potter, in a pair of blue Dockers and a light blue button-up shirt, sleeves folded to his elbows. With his hair styled short and to the side, his expensive watch and polished loafers, he looks like one of the classiest motherfuckers I’ve ever seen.

      I glance down at my worn-out dress shoes and feel embarrassed immediately. Shit, I should have bought something nice to wear.

      “I can’t believe you’re here,” Milly says when she releases herself from her brother. “I thought you have a game tonight.”

      “Coach gave me the night off. I just have to be back in time for the first pitch,” his deep, refined voice says.

      “This is the best surprise ever.” I don’t think I’ve ever seen Milly this excited. She really does have a special connection with Cory.

      “What are we, chopped liver?” one of her other brothers says before pulling her in for a hug.

      From a distance, like the outsider I am, I watch Milly receive love and praise from her family including her mom and dad, who are probably overjoyed to have their last child out of college and gearing up for the real world.

      And even though I know my circumstances are different, I can’t help but feel a little pang of hurt from not having the same with my family. It’s just my dad and me, and even though I know he loves me unconditionally, I don’t think he’s ever hugged me like Mr. and Mrs. Potter hug Milly, nor have I ever seen him smile as wide like when her parents saw her approach.

      The day my mom passed away, a piece of my dad died too; he’s never been the same. He’s stayed strong-willed and hard-working, but affection disappeared. The occasional handshake and pat on the back has been my greeting when I’ve returned home, but nothing like the affection in Milly’s family. No wonder she’s as warm and incredible as she is. How could she not be?

      But my dad has shown his love differently. He saw my passion and helped me in every way he could to make my passion a reality. He sacrificed, he put his actual blood and sweat into his jobs so I could be where I am today. His love is different, but it’s still love.

      “Carson,” Milly calls out. I lift my gaze and see her calling me over. Throat tight, I try to relax and not let my emotions about missing my dad get the best of me. “Come here.”

      I plaster a smile on my face and when I reach Milly, I take her hand in mine and let her give introductions.

      “Everyone, this is Carson Stone. Carson, this is Cory, my dad, my mom, Sean, and Rian.” I reach out and go to give them a handshake, but Cory is the first to scoop me up into a hug, sending my mind into a tailspin.

      Fucking Cory Potter is hugging me, straight-up . . . hugging me.

      “Congratulations on graduation and the amazing season.” He pats my chest when he releases me.

      “Uh, thank you,” I say right before I go down the line of family members, getting a hug from each of them and unexpected words of encouragement. By the time I’m released from Rian, I’m an emotional wreck about ready to tip over the edge into boo-hooing my way through the night.

      Jesus. Get it together, man.

      Milly must see the emotion clouding my eyes because she quickly snags me around the waist and says, “Shall we go get pizza?”

      “Lead the way,” her dad says, motioning with his hand.

      “Wait,” her mom calls out. “Pictures first, then food.”

      Classic mom . . . from the brief interaction we’ve shared, my mom would have liked Mrs. Potter.
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        * * *

      

      “Milly, what the fuck?”

      “What?” she asks, whispering back.

      “What the hell are you wearing?”

      We’re sitting at the table, as her family’s still parking their car, and Milly is sitting next to me looking fine as fuck in a yellow sundress I’ve never seen before. The sleeves are capped, showing off her toned arms, and the neckline scoops just low enough for me to catch some cleavage. And did I mention the dress is hugging every last inch of her body?

      She takes in her outfit and says, “It’s a dress.”

      “I’m aware, but why are you wearing it?”

      “Jerry helped me pick it out. You should have seen him at the department store. Kept telling everyone he was my Jerry godmother, getting me ready for my debut—I think that’s how he put it.”

      “Jerry,” I mutter. “Is he trying to embarrass me in front of your family?”

      Her eyes widen and she leans in even closer, her hand on my thigh. That’s not helping. “Oh my God, are you getting turned on?”

      “Uh . . . yeah. My girlfriend, who I’m crazy about, showed up for graduation in a dress that’s barely containing her perfect body and decided to reveal it right before we have to eat a meal with her family.”

      “Ah, you’ll survive.” She pats my cheek, her compassion at about a level two—not really giving a fuck whatsoever.

      “You’re a temptress, you hear me? An evil fucking temptress.”

      “Oh, is that how you really feel about me? Does that mean I’m going back to my dorm alone tonight? Such a shame, I had a new bra I wanted to show you.” She winks and then casually takes a sip of her water.

      I lean over and whisper harshly into her ear, “I don’t know what you’ve done with my shy and blushing girlfriend, but if you can return her, that would be great.” And I sure as hell hope Jerry didn’t help her pick out her new underwear.

      She laughs and doesn’t show one ounce of care for how incredibly turned on I am simply from the sight of her. I’m about to reprimand her again, let her know how difficult she’s making things for me, when her family walks up to the table and takes a seat. Sean and Rian sit at the end, her parents sit on the corner, and Cory sits directly in front of us.

      Seriously . . . Cory Potter is about to share a pizza with me. The guys at the loft are going to shit themselves and yeah, I had zero chill and asked for a picture with the guy in front of the Brentwood dugout. He put his arm around me and he smelled like fresh spring. I wanted to stuff my head in his armpit, live there for years, and breathe in his scent, his manliness, and his talent.

      Guy crush? Possibly, and I’m not even sorry about it. It’s Cory Fucking Potter. The dude just sticks his bat out over the plate and hits a home run.

      “Get whatever you want, it’s on me,” Cory announces, as Sean and Rian both start surveying the pitchers of beers.

      “Oh honey, you don’t have to buy,” Mrs. Potter says, a hand to her son’s forearm. “We can pay.”

      “Mom,” Cory says with a get real look. That’s all it takes, because Mrs. Potter backs off. I admire Cory more than before. There’s no doubt he’s very generous with his money. It’s the same way I want to be when I make it to the big leagues. I used to say if, but I know I’ll get there. I’ve worked too damn hard not to make it, but only time will tell how long it will take me.

      With Milly by my side though, I know I can make my dreams come true.

      Mr. Potter orders a few pizzas for the table that everyone agrees on. I was asked at least five times if those choices were good. Little do they know if they cut up their shoes for pizza toppings, I would still eat it. Sean orders a few local brews and fills up a glass for all of us. I’ve never drank with adults before, so it feels a little weird. Dad doesn’t drink, says it’s a waste of money. The man is incredibly frugal.

      Cory pins me with a stare and says, “So when did you first fall for my sister?”

      “Cory,” Milly says, almost groaning out his name.

      Sean and Rian both move closer and say, “We’d like to hear that answer too.”

      “Yes, please.” Mrs. Potter claps her hands and then says, “Can I just say, you two would make the cutest babies.”

      I hold back my snort while the rest of the table groans.

      “What?” Mrs. Potter looks around, as if she doesn’t understand what she said. “They would.”

      “Please, Mother. Don’t scare him away.”

      “Nah.” Cory shakes his head, looking me dead in the eyes. “This guy isn’t going anywhere, I can tell.”

      He’s damn right about that. I know our life moving forward is going to be hard, but I’m bound and determined to make it work, even if it means having a long-distance relationship, something we have yet to talk about, but something I feel confident Milly will work hard for, just like me.

      Under the table, I squeeze Milly’s hand and say, “Well, the first time I ran into her was in the dining hall and that wasn’t a pleasant interaction on both accounts. But the first time I was introduced to her was in the weight room, and I was a bit of a douche to her. I was in a shitty mood and brushed off her help.”

      “Is that right?” Cory asks, bringing his pint glass to his lips. I’ve seen this man play so many damn games of baseball, I’ve seen his lighthearted attitude, but I don’t think I’ve ever seen the seriousness that passes over his face when I talk about his sister. Something tells me if I fuck this up, he’ll have my balls ripped from my body and shelved in a glass case with the rest of his monumental memorabilia.

      “For the record,” Milly steps in, easing her brother, “Jerry was being a dick and inadvertently told Carson how much he sucked and how I was the one person who could help him.”

      Cory nods and motions for me to continue. Jesus, I feel like I’m being interviewed by the head of the mob. All we’re missing is some gold rings and a dead horse’s head . . . well, and I guess some serious weaponry. But the intimidation is there.

      “Just wasn’t in the right headspace. Then after a game, Milly was still in the stands when I was walking back to the dugout. She told me I’d never hit the ball with the swing I was taking to the plate.”

      The boys laugh as Cory says, “That’s my girl.”

      “That was the moment.”

      “Really?” she asks, turning toward me.

      “Yeah. You might have been nervous and were stuttering, but you still had confidence in your knowledge and that to me was sexy.” Her face blushes, Mrs. Potter coos, and the boys all give me stern looks.

      “Sexy?” Rian asks.

      “Ehh, I mean . . . it was . . . uh . . . nice.”

      “Better.”

      “I can be sexy,” Milly says, defending herself, puffing her chest out. Yeah, she can be sexy . . . really sexy.

      Rian and Sean cover their ears but Cory doesn’t seem to mind. “Damn right, sis.”

      And fuck . . . I like him more with every second that passes. There are people in your life who help extract the power and confidence resting deep inside you, and Cory is one of those people for Milly.

      Not to mention, she seems different right now. Like she’s at home, and looking around at her family members, I can see how the atmosphere they create would make her feel that way. There’s no competition among siblings, no animosity, just love. Shows me where Milly gets her kind and loving spirit . . . also her teasing attitude.

      “She told me she wasn’t crushing on you, but you should have heard how much she talked about you on the phone.” Cory shakes his head and laughs. “I knew it was only a matter of time and if you were a smart man, which you are, I knew you’d make a move.”

      “You talked a lot about me?” I ask Milly, who is giving her brother her best murder eyes.

      He doesn’t even flinch. “So much. I would text Rian and Sean and fill them in on her hours of gushing.”

      “Oh yeah, we all knew she was a goner,” Sean says, carefully examining his beer.

      “She’s never talked about a guy like that before. Totally smitten.”

      “Will you guys shut it?” It’s cute how defensive she’s getting.

      “Aww, Coach.” I kiss the side of her head, loving that it’s my time to tease her, especially after the whole pickle debacle at the loft. “I knew you were smitten from how many times I caught you staring at my abs every time I dabbed my brow with my shirt. Ever wonder why I did it so much?”

      Her eyes widen. “You did not know. Don’t even put on a front.” Caught red-handed. I had no fucking clue. If I’d known she was “smitten” life would have been so much easier.

      “Did you tell your brothers how you shoved a cookie in my mouth because you were so nervous around me?”

      “Oh yeah.” Cory nods. “That was my favorite story. Fly-by baked good to the mouth.”

      “What kind of cookie?” Sean asks.

      “White chocolate macadamia nut. It was pretty good. The boys on the team kept putting packages of them in my locker after that, because of course, they saw the entire moment unfold.”

      “I need to go to the bathroom.” Milly goes to stand but I pull her back down by the hand.

      “If you leave, I’ll only tell more juicy stories about you.”

      “Oh, maybe she should leave.” Rian rubs his hands together. “We have some great stories to tell too.”

      She plants herself firmly in her chair and folds her arms. “Yeah, nice try. Why don’t we change the subject?” With a wicked smile, she says, “Cory, why don’t you tell us about your relationship with Cheryl?”

      “Yeah,” Sean says, “tell us.”

      “We really want to know about the mystery woman who keeps you in line,” Rian adds.

      Looking all too excited, Mrs. Potter asks, “Would you make cute babies?”

      This time I snort. I can’t help it, but it goes unnoticed thankfully as Cory shifts in his seat and takes a sip of his beer.

      Casually, he sets his pint glass back on the table and says, “Well, Cheryl is the woman behind the man, my backbone, the reason I’m able to function during the season and not lose my damn mind.”

      “Aww.” Mrs. Potter claps her hands again. We have a clapper, folks. I really like it. “Is it love?”

      “Do I love Cheryl? Sure,” Cory answers. “I love her like a grandma since she’s seventy years old, has a bad hip, and has no problem smacking me on the back of the head when I’m acting like a moron as she likes to call me often.” With a smile, he takes another sip of his beer.

      I take a moment to observe everyone’s reactions and all their faces have fallen flat, especially Milly’s.

      “She’s old? And she has better fashion sense than I do?”

      Rian and Sean both laugh out loud.

      “Yeah, tough pill to swallow, huh, sis?”

      “But . . . I thought she was your secret love affair,” Sean says. “I was wondering when you were going to finally admit that you were doing your assistant.”

      “Sorry to disappoint, but the thought of hooking up with Cheryl literally makes bile rise up my throat. I love the lady, but she’s not my type. Plus her husband scares the shit out of me. Retired marine with a constant scowl on his face.”

      “Does she have a granddaughter who has caught your eye?” Mrs. Potter asks.

      And for a second, I catch a flash of uncertainty in the stoic eyes of Cory Potter. Well there, looks like Cheryl might have a granddaughter for the famous baseball player.

      “Yeah, but she has a boyfriend. Also, you might have forgotten, but I’m not really looking for anyone right now. Thanks for the inquisition though.” He turns to Sean and Rian and asks, “What about you two? Any prospects in the works or are you forever going to be Bert and Ernie?”

      Sean flips him off while Rian says, “Dating fucking sucks.”

      Could not agree more, it’s why I’m so thankful I have Milly, because I could not imagine having to go through the dating process once I make it to the big leagues. I’m sure it’s why Cory has been so guarded; it can’t be easy.

      Mr. Potter grabs my attention and says, “Are you looking forward to regionals?”

      The rest of the night, we eat pizza, talk about baseball—poor Mrs. Potter is bored out of her mind—and the potential for each rising baseball player looking to be drafted in the first round. All the men at the table and Milly believe I’ll be drafted early in the first round. It sends a bolt of nerves and excitement through my veins.

      Drafted in the first round would be a dream come true.

      Drafted in the first round with my girl by my side? Nothing could be more incredible. I didn’t know that part of my dream was to have the love of a good woman with me, but now I can’t imagine anything else. That would be perfect.
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        * * *

      

      “Come here.” I hold out my arms, and Milly climbs onto the bed and straddles my lap, wearing a pair of short plaid shorts and the baseball shirt I let her borrow the other day. It’s enormous on her but she looks good in it.

      Really fucking good.

      “Did you have fun?” she asks, dancing her fingers over my bare chest. “My family can be a little invasive. I hope they didn’t scare you away.”

      “You’re currently sitting on my lap, and I’m pretty sure there are hearts in my eyes as I stare up at you, so you tell me if I was scared away.”

      “Hearts in your eyes?” She leans down and brings her forearms to my chest, propping herself up just enough so her lips can find mine. “Does that mean you like me even more after meeting my family?”

      “You could say that. Seeing how you interact with them, the way you all laugh the same, with a slight tilt to your head, and how much love you have for every single one of them was really sexy. I don’t have a big family, it’s always been just my dad and me since my mom passed, so it was nice seeing how you interact with your family . . . like they’re part of your lifeline.”

      “They mean everything to me. They’re the reason I have so much confidence to do what I do.”

      “I could tell. But I hope you know, it only made me want to attach myself more to you. Are you prepared for that? I might become a clinger.”

      “Are you telling me you’re not already a clinger?” She kisses my chin. “Because from the way you can’t stop touching me, I’d say you’re a stage-five clinger.”

      I shrug. “Where you’re concerned, I’m not ashamed to admit that yeah, I might be a stage-five clinger.”

      She chuckles and brings her lips to mine. My hands fall to her back and my mouth parts, giving her more access. She shifts up my body and brings her arms by my head where she straddles my ears. Her hands fall to the short strands of my hair and they twist and turn as her lips capture mine in a warm, passionate kiss that has my body stirring and my groin hardening.

      Tongues dancing, our mouths taking control, I glide my hands under her shirt and drag the fabric up and over her head. She sits up, helping me remove it completely, leaving her in a purple lace bra that barely covers her ample breasts. Her hair falls over her shoulders in a mound of curls and her shorts are folded at the waist, showing off her fit body.

      She’s so fucking hot.

      Hands on her thighs, I say, “Mills, you’re a fucking dream girl.”

      She smiles at me. “You’re not so bad yourself. Do you like my bra?”

      “A lot. Please don’t tell me Cory, oh God, or Cheryl, got that for you too.”

      “No.” She shakes her head. “I picked this out just for you.”

      “That’s hot. Does your underwear match?” She nods. “Let me see.” She shifts off me for a second, removes her shorts, and then climbs back on my lap. My hands fall to her bare ass and my eyes widen. “Are you wearing a thong?”

      “Yeah, it’s kind of awful, but I wanted to wear it for you.”

      “Milly,” I say gently. “You didn’t have to do that.”

      She shrugs and stretches out across my body. Legs to legs, hips to hips, and chests rising and falling together. “I wanted to. You make me feel sexy, and I wanted to show you how much.”

      “You’re so fucking hot.” I grip her cheeks and sigh, I’m so goddamn lucky I met this girl and let her school me in the sport I spent my entire life learning. “Can I ask you something?”

      Her finger circles around my cheek and her lips grow closer and closer to my mouth. She’s on a mission, but I need to talk to her about what’s been on my mind before we move forward, because from the looks of it, Milly wants to go all the way tonight.

      “You can ask me anything.” Softly, like a feather, her lips brush against mine and fuck, it makes me snap for a second. My hand grips the back of her neck and I bring her in closer right before rolling her to her back and pressing my erection against her leg. She gasps but then smiles against my mouth. “I love how easily you’re turned on.”

      “It happens easily with you around.” I work my mouth across her lips, to her cheek, and down her neck, forgetting that I wanted to ask her something. It isn’t until she gasps when I nip at her collarbone that I realize I have a question.

      When I remove my mouth from her skin, she protests with a big sigh. “What are you doing?”

      “Question,” I mutter, my dick hating me for stopping my pursuit.

      “Right, okay, make it quick.”

      Laughing, I pull up so I’m not too tempted, but don’t stray too far. I allow my fingers to toy with the straps of her bra.

      “We graduated and I have some big things coming up, so I kind of wanted to see where you stood.”

      The lust in her face sobers and she grows serious. “What do you mean? Like, where I stand in this relationship?”

      “Yeah.” I look to the side and try to figure out how to say this in the best way. “Life is going to change drastically soon, and I guess I just wanted to see where your head’s at. Are you in this for the long haul or are you going to call it quits after, you know . . . I’m drafted? There’s a lot of uncertainty and your life is going to be here in Chicago, and who knows where I’ll end up.”

      She bites her bottom lip and avoids all eye contact with me. My stomach immediately drops.

      “Well, what are you thinking? Do you want to take a break?” she asks in a pensive voice.

      “What?” My brow forms a V. I’m shocked she would say that. “A break, from you? No.” Her eyes snap to mine, relief clear. “Milly, I’m asking if you want to do long-distance with me, if you think you can handle it? Shit, I’m not strong enough to go on a break from you. I wouldn’t be able to stay away. I want you in my life, for the long haul. I just want to make sure that’s what you want.”

      And just like that, her dimples reappear, and her hand falls to the nape of my neck. “Of course, that’s what I want, Carson. I understand your life is about to get really crazy. I saw Cory go through it, and I believe I’m more prepared than any other girlfriend in my same situation to handle your insane schedule and the lonely nights. I just wanted to make sure you still wanted me.”

      Jesus Christ, this woman.

      “Milly, I don’t think I’ll ever stop wanting you.”

      “Really?”

      I nod. “Yeah. You give me strength and push me to be not just a better ballplayer, but a better person. It’s going to be challenging, but I wouldn’t want to go through it with anyone else but you.”

      She brings my mouth down to hers and flips my world upside down when she pours her passion in to our kiss.

      There’s no question where her head’s at when she spreads her legs wide and moves her hand down to my ass, encouraging me to move against her. I glide my erection along her center, the fabric between us driving me crazy as with each pass I grind harder and harder, her cries of passion lighting me up inside.

      “Shit, Mills. Do you want this? Do you want me?”

      “All of you,” she answers. Thank fuck. Thank you, Jesus. I want this girl so much. And she wants all of me. That’s what she’s going to get, because there’s nothing more I want right now.

      Pushing me up, she glances at my crotch. Without skipping a beat, she reaches forward and starts massaging my cock while I sit on my knees, letting this gorgeous woman get her fill of me.

      “Milly. Clothes. Off,” I say between clenched teeth.

      Taking my demand the wrong way, she tugs on my boxer briefs and forces me to take them off before pushing me back on my ass and positioning herself between my legs. She grips my cock in one hand and presses her other hand against my thigh right before lowering her mouth to the tip.

      It’s not the first time she’s swirled her tongue along the head, or the first time she’s taken me all the way in her mouth, or the first time she’s made me black out from how hard she’s made me come with her mouth, but tonight, it’s going to be different.

      I let her suck me for about two seconds before I’m pulling away and attacking her body with my hands, undoing her bra and ripping off her thong. I flip her on her stomach and make her spread her legs wide. I take her arms and stretch them above her head.

      “Wh-what are you doing?” she asks, sounding nervous.

      I soothe my hand over her back and say, “Taking full advantage of your body.” Before she can ask more questions, I bring my lips to her skin and start working them across her shoulders and down her back. In a matter of seconds, her flesh erupts with goose bumps and I can only imagine how wet she’s getting.

      My girl gets turned on quickly, and it’s sexy as fuck. It doesn’t take much to get her ready, to make her soaking wet and primed for me.

      I want to see how hot I can make her, so I bring my hand to her thighs and drag my fingers up to her ass, repeating the motion over and over again while my mouth continues to press kisses across her back.

      With each pass of my fingers, I bring them higher and higher, closer to her middle, until I’m caressing her ass. The first pass over her crack makes her grip the sheets and a sweet, light moan fall from her lips. The second pass causes her to moan out my name.

      The third pass . . . her legs spread wider.

      “That’s sexy as shit, Milly.”

      “You’re going to destroy me, aren’t you? You’re going to make me wait forever.”

      “I’m just seeing how wet I can make you.”

      “No need to wait,” she says, her voice strained as I come close to her pussy with my fingers. “I’m already desperate for you.”

      “Yeah?” I lower my fingers until I test her arousal.

      She’s right, she’s so goddamn wet.

      Without even asking, she lifts her pelvis up and balances on her knees, opening up to me. “Please,” she begs. “I’m throbbing so hard. I need release.”

      How can I deny my girl what she wants?

      I release my lips from her back and position myself right behind her. I raise her hips even higher, spread her lips, and then press my tongue against her clit.

      “Oh God,” she shouts, her hands falling to the pillow that she brings to her head to muffle her cries.

      I swipe again and her hips buck. “Carson, oh Jesus, wh-what are you doing?”

      “Eating you out, what does it feel like?” I bring my mouth back to her clit and suck on it. She screams into the pillow and my erection surges against my stomach.

      I have to make this really fucking quick. I’m not going to last long.

      In intermittent strokes and sucks, I play with her clit, using my mouth as a lethal weapon until she’s crying out so loud that her voice starts to echo against her now bare walls.

      “Please, oh God, I’m going to come,” she announces right before a wave of arousal hits her and she’s moving her pelvis against my tongue, working out her own orgasm. It’s raw and hot and nothing I’ve ever experienced. She cries into her pillow and collapses in a heap of post-orgasm bliss.

      Hard as a goddamn stone, I pull a condom from my bag next to the bed, sheath myself, and flip her over. Her breasts sway with her movements and I consider playing with them for a little bit, but if I don’t get inside her right now, I literally might die.

      “Milly?” She opens her eyes and sees me hovering above her. “Please tell me I can get inside you now.”

      She doesn’t answer, instead, she spreads her legs and reaches down to my cock. She guides me to her entrance and with what little control I have left, I guide myself in, the entire time trying to focus on every last inch.

      “Oh, Carson.” Her eyes widen. “Oh you feel . . . oh Jesus, you feel so good.”

      “You feel so . . . goddamn perfect,” I grit out, my control snapping with every inch. “Shit, Milly. I want to go slow, but it’s not going to happen. I need to fuck you.”

      “I need you to fuck me too,” she says, surprising the hell out of me.

      I lean down and press a light kiss across her lips. “I’ll be slow next time.”

      She kisses me back and loops her feet around my calves. I give her a few more kisses before I start thrusting. I’m slow for a second—one fucking second—until my hips start to piston in and out of her. I prop myself up on my hands, my muscles straining, her moans spurring me on, making me go deeper and deeper until I bottom out.

      The first hit is like tapping into euphoria.

      The second creates a bolt of white-hot bliss straight through my balls.

      “Fuck, I’m going to come.”

      She doesn’t answer me as her own orgasm takes her. Her fingers dig into my skin and our hips move together, her pleasure spurring mine on until I’m coming so goddamn hard I can’t see anything. All I can feel is the indescribable feeling of my orgasm ripping and tearing through every last inch of my body.

      “Oh fuck, fuck,” I groan, spilling inside her.

      My hips slow down but don’t fully stop. I don’t want to stop yet. I want to feel her wrapped around me, like a glove, like we were made for each other.

      Her arms loop around my neck and her mouth finds mine. Together, we make out, our tongues greedy, our arms desperately clinging to one another, and our pelvises still connected. Desperation to stay close flows between us, the need to become one taking over.

      And while our mouths explore each other after the most intense orgasm of my life, I realize that Milly isn’t just it for me. She’s my soul mate, put on this earth to be by my side and for me to be by hers.

      I love this girl, hard.

      So fucking hard.

      And even though the road ahead might be a challenge depending on where I’m drafted and where Milly ends up, I know we’re going to make it. I saw our future tonight in the love between Milly’s parents. It was in the way they looked at each other, with deep respect, with frequent amusement, and with genuine, selfless love. It was in the way they listened to each other, that even after twenty-something years together, nothing was assumed. That’s what Milly’s known for her whole life, so that’s what she expects . . . and deserves. And I know, with all my fucking heart, that I won’t rest until we have that. Tonight, she let me inside her body, but I’m hoping I’m already inside her heart, because I know she already owns mine. The bond we have, this connection, it’s what the greatest loves stories are made of. It’s what I want our story to be made of.
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      “That’s the last one,” Carson says, setting a box on the ground. Bare-chested, with his shirt tucked into the back of his athletic shorts, and a rolled-up bandana tied across his forehead, he looks incredibly tempting. It’s been hard to avoid staring at him the entire time we’ve been moving my things into my new apartment.

      I have more possessions than I thought. I filled up the smallest U-Haul truck I could rent with things from my parents’ house and of course, everything from my dorm. I wasn’t expecting to even make a dent on the space in the truck.

      Carson and Jason have been amazing, helping me move all my boxes and small pieces of furniture into my apartment, never once complaining.

      Cory and I agreed upon an apartment near Hyde Park where the new facility will be. There’s a doorman, concierge service, and an onsite coffee house, but the apartments aren’t huge and the studio—which I forced him to agree upon—is perfect for me. I’ll give him the security aspect of the building and the location, but I managed to choose the size of the place.

      Of course, when I came to the apartment to check it out, it was furnished with a black iron queen-sized bed, beautiful white and light pink bedding, a white wood bistro set with a round table, and two small grey wingback chairs with accompanying white coffee table. Not to mention the giant flat-screen mounted on the wall, the kitchen utensils, and fresh flowers.

      It was such a sweet and kind gesture, but since the place is so small, I needed Carson and Jason to help me take stuff back to my parents’ house.

      But I’m not going to complain, because this is the perfect place to retreat to after a long day.

      Because Cory is Cory—the most giving man I know—he put together a trust fund for me for after I graduated. It’s more than I should have in a bank account, but I plan on doing great things with it—investing in my brothers’ business.

      “I’m going to head out,” Jason says, thumbing toward the door. “Thanks for the subs, Milly.”

      “No, thank you.” I go to give him a hug but he holds out his hands.

      “Sweaty, really fucking sweaty.”

      I back up slowly. “Ah, yes, I don’t think we’re that close yet.”

      He winks. “Not yet.”

      Carson pushes his friend in the shoulder, shoving him closer to the door. “Get out of here.”

      On a shout-whisper, Jason says, “He’s jealous of us.” With a genuine smile, he gives me a quick wave and then takes off. After spending some time with him, Jason is most definitely my second favorite Brentwood baseball player. I’m going to miss him when he leaves to do great things.

      Door shut, closing us off from the world, Carson looks around the apartment, giving it a quick scan. “I can’t believe you convinced Cory to go with the studio. You know he was texting me, asking me to convince you to at least choose the one-, if not two-bedroom.”

      I roll my eyes—the bromance developing between Carson and Cory is getting a little ridiculous. They’re trying to gang up on me. At least Carson was smart enough not to get in the middle of the argument.

      “What would I do with two bedrooms?”

      “As Cory said, to let me have a place to sleep when I’m visiting. He wasn’t subtle about us sleeping together.”

      “Please,” I scoff. “He has no place to make that decision for me. Not only is it my body, my decision, but he’s had his fair share of sleepovers even in high school. My parents were completely clueless.”

      “Still, the studio? I’m going to have to pretend I sleep on a dog bed in the corner you purchased for me.”

      “Or you can stop trying to appease my brother and tell him you’re giving me the good dick.”

      Carson buckles over and starts coughing from laughing. Hand to chest, he coughs it out and laughs. “Jesus Christ, Milly.”

      “What? Guys can say it but girls can’t? Please, the things I’ve heard over the years will make you blush.”

      “I believe it, but I wasn’t expecting that, also . . . you think I give you the good dick?”

      I look over my shoulder at his bright smile and flirtatiously say, “You know you do.”

      With lust in his eyes and determination in his steps, he makes his way over to me but I stop him with my hand to his chest before he can do anything. “Get that look out of your eyes. You’re sweaty and I need to unpack.”

      “Aww, sweat has never stopped you before. Remember Friday night, after the batting cages . . . in the locker room?”

      I slap my hand over his mouth but his smile peeks past my fingers. A knowing smile. A smile full of so much meaning that I don’t even know what to do with it.

      Yes . . . Carson invited me back to the Brentwood baseball locker room and I followed him, not because of the stupid legend, but because I was curious what it looked like inside.

      I really was.

      The facilities at Brentwood match any major league team, and I wanted to see if the locker room lived up to the hype.

      My intentions were simple: we’d just finished in the cages, I was going to let him shower, and then we were going to go out to eat, his treat. I was going to hang out on the plush leather couches, catch up on some SportsCenter, and then leave. But Carson started stripping in front of me and it was impossible to stay away, to not need the masculine and beautiful man in front of me.

      I let him take my hand and guide me back to the showers where we did it.

      Yup, I’m one of the locker room girls.

      If I wasn’t so startled from the meaning behind the entire night, I would feel excited, but I now know Carson takes the legend seriously, that taking me into the locker room, to fulfilling one of the biggest superstitions around campus, means something to him and that was . . . eye-opening.

      I know Carson likes me, he’s said it more than enough times, but to actually think I’m the girl he plans on spending the rest of his life with, that’s something I wasn’t exactly expecting.

      It’s a few days later and I’m still reeling from the idea.

      The sex in the locker room is also oddly hanging between us like a giant pink elephant, because we both know the seriousness of what happened but neither of us have talked about it. Also, just putting it out there, not sure if it was because we could have been caught, or if there really is some magical power within the locker room, but being fucked against the tiles of the locker room shower was by far the most provocative and mind-blowing sex I’ve ever had.

      I’m surprised someone didn’t bust through the doors from my feral cries.

      I blush just thinking about it.

      Carson said it was really fucking hot, and I thought it was incredibly embarrassing.

      I remove my hand and turn back around, starting to unpack a box labeled Tupperware. No apartment is complete without Tupperware.

      I don’t get far before Carson comes up behind me, his sweaty chest touching my bare shoulders that peek out past my tank top. His strong arms circle my midsection, and he kisses the side of my neck.

      “Are we ever going to talk about what happened Friday night?”

      “We had sex,” I say, “like every night since we had sex for the first time.” It’s true, we’ve been relentless, and I’m pretty sure there’s no way I’ll ever be able to stop myself from wanting this man.

      “You know it was way more than that, so don’t downplay it.”

      “Fine, it was the best sex of my life.”

      Sighing, he turns me in his arms so I’m forced to look him in the eyes. Uh-oh, serious conversation coming. I’m not sure I’m ready for this.

      “Milly.”

      “Yes.” I smile brightly.

      Shaking his head, he lifts me up on the counter and then parts my legs so he can stand as close to me as possible, his hands on my lower back.

      “You know about the locker room. We’ve talked about it.”

      “Yeah, I know.” I look down.

      “You know what it means to me, to have invited you back there.”

      I nod.

      “So talk to me, and tell me what you’re feeling.”

      Given the impression this man conveys from a distance, I never would have pegged him as a touchy-feely, let’s talk about our emotions guy. And since I’ve spent my entire life around men, never really diving into feelings, this is a lot harder than I thought it would be.

      “Well, I’m not good at this. I can tell you that.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Relationship talk.” I rub the tip of my index finger, giving myself something to fidget with. “You know I’ve never been in a relationship before so feelings and all that is hard for me to talk about.”

      “Let’s make it easy then. I like you, and you like me.”

      I nod. “Yup, we established that.”

      “And I’m serious about you, just like you’re serious about me . . . right?”

      “Yes, of course,” I say, looking him in the eyes now.

      “Good, and you know what it meant for me to invite you back to the locker room, right?”

      “Yeah, that you’re really serious about me.”

      “Exactly.” His hands slide under my shirt and bring the fabric up and over my head, exposing my pink sports bra. “I want you to know that I see a future with you, and that I’m serious about that future.”

      “I’m serious about that future too,” I say, wanting to ease his mind as well. Because I can see it. This man means so much to me, and I can truly see us together for the long haul.

      “Good.” He lifts my sports bra up and over my head, releasing my breasts from their confines. He doesn’t even give them a second to breathe before his mouth and hands are all over them. I lean back on my elbows, the cold surface of the counter arousing my body along with Carson’s kisses.

      “We’re in agreement?” he asks, looking up at me, the peak of my nipple rubbing against his lip. “We’re going to add to the tally of locker room successes?”

      The hope in his eyes, it’s almost too much to stare directly at, but I also can’t look away. I cup his cheek and bring him up to my mouth. Right before kissing him, I say, “I don’t want to be with anyone else . . . ever.”

      “Perfect. Then let’s break in this apartment the right way, by fucking on every last surface. Let’s start in the shower.”

      He lifts me up and over his shoulder and carries me to the large, glass-encased shower where he slowly heats up my body with water and then makes love to me. And I know it’s making love. It’s clear in his eyes, and it’s clear in my heart. My heart knows this man.
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        * * *

      

      “What time do you have practice today?” I ask, pulling out the last waffle from the new waffle maker Cory bought me. I might have been a little irritated with all the new gadgets—because he spoils me way too much—but I’m not mad about this one. After we christened many surfaces with our naked bodies last night, we went to the grocery store and bought a lot of food to stock up the new place with, Kodiak Cakes Waffle Mix and dehydrated blueberries among the purchases.

      Voila, blueberry waffles.

      “It smells amazing in here,” Carson says, stepping into the room and rubbing a towel over his damp hair. He packed overnight clothes, so he’s in a new pair of athletic shorts and that’s it. I told him we had to clean ourselves separately to give my body a break. He reluctantly listened, but seeing him fresh from the shower, a light dew on his chest, his hair all cute and messy, I’m rethinking the break . . .

      I pull my gaze away and say, “Thanks. But when’s your practice?”

      “One, we have plenty of time if you want to rethink that whole our private parts are on a break thing.”

      I hate that he can read my face so well.

      “Vagina is still protesting, sorry.”

      “Yeah, okay.” He laughs, coming up behind me. He slips his hands under the large shirt I’m wearing and past the waistline of my panties so he’s gripping my hips, his thumbs just above my pubic bone. I suck in a harsh breath as my entire core melts from his simple touch. “Tell me, if I reached down between your legs right now and slid my finger against your clit, what would I feel?”

      “The Sahara Desert.”

      His laughter rumbles against my back. “Liar.” He nips at my neck and his thumbs stroke my sensitive skin.

      I am a liar, a giant liar because just from his touch I’m wet for him. It’s infuriating that he doesn’t even have to work for it.

      His lips continue to work up and down my neck as he pushes my panties down my hips until they slide to the ground.

      “Step out of them,” he whispers.

      “Carson . . . waffles.”

      “This won’t take long. Your hand is already shaking and your breath is coming in short spurts. You’re turned on, so let me ease that for you.” He lifts my shirt over my ass, exposing the morning air to it. He rubs one palm over each globe. “Spread them, Milly.”

      Even though I want to hold strong, there’s no point. My body is already humming and I need the release.

      I spread my legs, gripping the edge of the counter.

      “That’s my good girl.”

      From behind, I feel him slide below me until his head is between my legs.

      “Wh-what are you d-doing?”

      “Helping myself to breakfast.”

      Before I can protest, his fingers are spreading me and he’s licking long strokes up my slit, and it’s the most delicious thing I’ve ever felt. Something I’ve learned very quickly about Carson is he loves going down on me. No, he doesn’t just love it, he craves it. I swear his head has been between my legs more than any other part of his body. And every time he offers, there’s no stopping him, not that I want to because he’s so damn good at it, like he’s been practicing the act just as much as he practices his swing.

      His mechanics are perfect.

      His pressure is light and hard all simultaneously.

      His precision . . . accurate as hell.

      His strokes, the best flicks and sucks I’ve ever felt.

      “Yes,” I whisper when he brings my clit into his mouth. “Yes, Carson.”

      He glides his large, calloused hands up my thighs, the coarseness of his palms spurring on my arousal as he brings two fingers to my opening and inserts them the same time he sucks on me harder than ever.

      “Oh . . . fuuuck,” I drag out, my orgasm teetering, collecting, building, so ready to burst any moment that my legs start to shake, my grip on the counter goes numb, and everything seems to pool at the pit of my stomach.

      He senses my coiling tension, the precipice of desire hitting me and, in that moment, he matches his finger strokes with his tongue, hitting every pleasure point, so I can’t stop the loud scream that falls past my lips as I come.

      I ride his tongue, my hips flexing against him until I can’t take it anymore and I lower my head to the counter, completely spent.

      He climbs up from between my legs and leans over my body, his erection pressing against my back. Casually, as if he didn’t just deliver one hell of an orgasm, he says, “Should I heat up the waffles in the toaster? Might be nice to have them extra crisp.”

      Oh no, he doesn’t . . .

      I reach behind me and grip his straining cock through his shorts and he falls against my back, groaning.

      “Sit yourself up on the counter. I need your cock in my mouth. Now.”

      “Fuck, Mills,” he groans and obliges, shucking his shorts before hopping up. He leans back and offers himself to me. Gripping his thighs, I lean over and press my tongue against the tip. His eyes fall shut and he says, “You are the best thing that’s ever happened to me.”

      And then I suck him until he yells my name . . . just like I screamed his.
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        * * *

      

      “I’m really jealous of your TV. Fuck the baseball loft, I’ll be spending my nights over here, watching the games on the big screen.”

      “I’m sure there’s more than one reason you want to be over here, other than the TV,” I say, our legs intertwined together as we lie on my bed . . . naked.

      Are you really surprised? We’re rabid beasts at this point.

      “Yeah, the concierge service is killer.”

      I pinch his side, and he yelps before bringing me on top of his stomach. “You know you’re the only reason I really want to be here . . . that and Freddy downstairs. His English accent and attention to detail when we’re ordering something, it’s fucking awesome.”

      I roll my eyes and plant a kiss on his lips. Before resting against his chest, letting his hold on my back soothe me.

      There are boxes scattered everywhere, nothing has been put away, and the apartment is in disarray, but I have Carson here. I’ll have all the time in the world to organize, but my time with Carson is ticking down. With his last game coming up soon and then regionals and the draft, he’s going to be gone. Our access to each other is going to change drastically, so I need to soak up as much time with him as possible.

      His fingers lightly stroke my back, sending chills up and down my spine. “Tell me about the proposal. Is it ready yet?”

      I smile against his bare chest. “It is.”

      “Really?” He lifts my chin to look me in the eye. “Were you going to tell me? Show me?”

      “Do you want to see it?” I ask, not realizing it’s something he’d be interested in. It’s baseball, yeah, but it’s also business with metrics and graphs and boring stuff.

      “Fuck yes, I do. Mills, you worked hard on this, I want to know all about it.”

      “Yeah?” I ask, excited.

      “Yeah.” His hand falls to my ass and he gives it a slap. “Get your computer. I want to see it.”

      I shimmy off his body and grab my computer as he sets up the pillows so we have something to lean against. When I get back into bed, he loops his arm around me, and I set the computer on our laps. I open my proposal and show him. Renderings of the facility addition have been created, I added my investment to the proposal, and everything I envisioned for the space.

      Silently, Carson looks it over, pausing longer over the pictures. I watch as he nods in approval, his smile growing wider as he scrolls to the end, and then he claps obnoxiously. I stop his hands, but he’s too fast for me, and moves the computer only to pin me back on the mattress.

      He stares down at me, and I am thrilled by the pride I see in his eyes. “Your intelligence is a fucking turn-on.”

      “Does that mean you think it’s good?”

      “Coach,” he says, using the nickname I’ve come to love, “it’s fucking great. I’m actually pumped up and excited for you. If I had a facility like that growing up, I would have been over the moon. The sports medicine addition, the massage therapy, the skills center, and then all the batting cages and the addition of the clay in the back for infield drills. Damn, Mills. You’re going to build an empire.”

      “Stop, it’s not—”

      “You’re creating an empire,” he says, his voice growing incredibly serious. “You’ve used your incredible baseball smarts with the body-specifics knowledge gained from your kinesiology degree, and created something I’ve never seen before. A one-stop shop for all aspiring premier baseball players. And you couldn’t have chosen a better place for it. Chicago is a breeding ground for baseball with Brentwood at the heart of it and the two major league teams.”

      “There really is only one,” I say, even though, there are two but who really likes the Chicago Rebels anyway? It’s all about the Bobbies.

      “Hey, what if the Rebels draft me? That’s a tough pill you’re going to have to swallow.”

      I cringe. “I can’t even imagine wearing a Rebels shirt. Seriously, I don’t know if it could happen. That’s my worst nightmare.”

      “That’s your worst nightmare?” he asks, brows raised. “That seems like quite the exaggeration.”

      “I hate the Rebels. Absolutely hate them. They are so trashy with their long hair and beards and loose jerseys. Ugh, gross, no one likes them.”

      “Eh, their millions of fans beg to differ.”

      “They’re classless. They get a single and practically high-five each other with their penises. It’s absurd. They celebrate over the smallest things and make a show of it. How about you get a hit and then turn to your coach to see what’s next? No need to wave your hands to encourage the crowds or pump your chest or raise your fist to the air like you just won the World Series. It’s a single, get a life.”

      He chuckles. “What if I told you they’ve been looking at me?”

      I pause, my heart flipping in my chest. “What? Who told you that? That’s not what the reports have been saying? They haven’t even been in the mix, as they have Vlad at second with a heavy presence in their minor system at that position. They’re set. Seriously, who told you that? Disik? Has he been talking to scouts? Oh my God, no, you can’t be drafted by the Rebels. It can’t happen. Seriously. Was it an analyst on SportsCenter? Tell me who. Was it Alex Rodriquez? He’s great with play-by-play but he does conjure up some far-fetched ideas. Nick Swisher, was it him? Oh God, please don’t tell me it was Swisher, because he’s been right about other drafts.” I bring my hand to my eyes and peek through my fingers. “Was it him?”

      “Slow down.” Carson presses his hand to my chest and chuckles. “I was kidding.”

      “Excuse me?” I sit up and scramble away from him, blocking my naked body with the blankets. “You were kidding?”

      “Coach.”

      “Oh, don’t you dare Coach me right now. You’re telling me you were kidding, no one even mentioned the Rebels when it comes to being drafted?”

      “No, but—”

      I point to the door. “Leave. Leave right this very second. You are no longer allowed in this apartment.”

      Apparently, he doesn’t think I’m serious because he pulls on my legs from under the covers and brings me in close to him again. He lays his heavy, muscular body on top of me and nuzzles my neck.

      “You don’t mean that.”

      I tell myself to not fall for his sweet kisses, or for the way he makes my body hum with a simple touch.

      “I . . . mean . . . every . . . bit,” I answer between gasps as he nips at my breasts, which he just so happened to uncover with one swift shift of the blankets.

      “Mm-hmm.” His fingers find my pussy and he dips inside, stroking me and feeling how easily he affects me. “Your body is telling me otherwise.”

      “My body and I are fighting right now. It’s still attracted to you but my mind . . . that wants you out of here.”

      “You’re such a goddamn liar.” He laughs and lifts up to my mouth, where he claims my lips, dipping his tongue inside, while pushing his fingers inside me . . . and just like that, my legs fall open and my back arches, pressing my breasts into his chest. “You’re so goddamn hot when you’re mad.”

      “Really mad. I’m so mad at you.”

      “I get that and it makes me happy. I want you mad more often if it gets this kind of reaction out of you.”

      “I highly suggest you don’t—oh fuck, Carson.” He presses his thumb against my clit. “Don’t . . . oh Jesus, right there, more. I need more.”

      He laughs against my skin and continues to ruin me for every other man in the world. I want to be mad at him, but there is no way I’ll ever resist this man, not when he makes me feel so damn good, so desirable . . . so loved.
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        * * *

      

      “Milly, over here,” Jason calls out from the dugout. “Milly.” He waves me over.

      I glance around quickly and then stand from my seat and go to him, where he’s beckoning me with two fingers through the small crack between the concrete dugout and the stands.

      “What’s up?” I whisper.

      He points toward the announcer booth and says, “Go up there, knock on the door, and tell them you’re Milly Potter. They’re waiting for you.”

      “What do you mean they’re waiting for me?” I look out on the field where all the players are warming up and Disik is hitting balls to the infielders.

      “For the love of God, don’t ask questions, just go, okay?”

      He fixes his catcher’s mask on his head and then takes off toward the bullpen. That wasn’t evasive at all.

      When I check the field again, Carson’s attention is zeroed in on the game, so he didn’t see the interaction. It’s not like I could silently communicate with him what that was all about. I walk back to my seat where Jerry and Shane are both staring at me, looking for answers.

      “What was that about?”

      “Um, I’m supposed to go to the announcer’s booth. It seems they’re waiting for me?”

      “Bet it has to do with the last game ceremonies. Carson is technically the only senior, so I’m sure they have something special planned for him.”

      Oh. Why didn’t I think of that? Of course they’ll have some sort of pomp and circumstance organized for Carson’s last regular season game at Brentwood.

      “Watch my bag for me?”

      “Sure,” Jerry says, “but I can’t promise you there’ll be peanuts when you get back.”

      I’d be shocked if there were.

      Shane and Jerry maul my peanut stash at every game and usually tap the bag dry before the first pitch is thrown. They even found out about my secret stash that I hide in the pocket of my bag, so there’s no hope where my peanut consumption is concerned for today.

      Not that I can really worry about that right now.

      Nervous for what’s planned and why I’m involved, I quickly make my way to the announcer’s booth where I knock on the door loudly since the pre-game music is blasting through the speakers. The door opens and a woman with a clipboard in hand answers. “Can I help you?”

      “Yes, I was told to come up here and tell you my name is Milly Potter.”

      Her face lights up and she opens the door widely. “Yes, Milly. We’re so glad you could make it, come in.”

      I step inside and take in the small space. Computers are lined up on the counter facing the field, plush desk chairs are behind the computers, and there are stats all over the desk and walls. Did I just step into heaven?

      Mesmerized, I don’t spot the legendary David O’Hare until he calls out the rules of the field in his deep and familiar tone. It’s unreal standing behind him, watching him be the voice of Brentwood.

      Hands clasped together, a huge smile on my face, I try to reel in my excitement. “I’m sorry to sound clueless, but I really have no idea what’s happening right now.”

      “That’s totally okay. We caught you by surprise. When we heard Carson wouldn’t have any family here at his last regular season game, we asked Jason who he thought could represent his family, and he told us you’re Carson’s girlfriend and the reason he found his swing again.”

      My cheeks heat. “He found his swing himself. I just guided him.”

      “Either way, we would love for you to be part of the thank-you ceremonies. Would you be comfortable with that?”

      “What would I do?”

      “Hand him a plaque. Jason and Romeo are handing him a framed jersey, and Disik is giving him a wooden bat signed by the whole team.”

      He’s going to love those gifts.

      “I mean, if you want me there, sure,” I answer, feeling a little out of place. Yeah, I’ve known Carson for almost the entire season and we’ve been dating for a little while now, but handing him a plaque seems like a big deal. Then again, he took me to the locker room . . . so . . . I guess this is the next step toward our future, right? Being a part of his last game ceremonies?

      “It will be nice. We know Carson’s dad works hard and tried his hardest to get here, but he couldn’t get the time off. He also told us there’s been a girl Carson’s been talking about. He couldn’t remember your name but suggested I asked one of the boys.”

      Carson’s talked to his dad about me? I had no idea, but the thought makes my stomach flip in all different kinds of directions.

      “Well, if you think it would be a good idea, I’m in.” I take in my short denim shorts, Brentwood baseball tank, and say while pulling on the brim of my hat, “Uh, am I dressed okay? If I’d have known, I could have put on something nicer.”

      “What you have on is absolutely perfect.” She gives me a pat on the shoulder and then gets back to work.

      For the next ten minutes, I’m walked through the ceremony, where to stand and what to say. Then I’m surprised when Maria—the lady with the clipboard—says, “And then we play the video from your brother.”

      “Uh, excuse me. Did you say video from my brother?”

      Maria nods, eyes focused on her clipboard. “Yes, he sent us a video of congratulations and good luck for the team in regionals.”

      Why does Cory have to make me love him even more? It’s so not fair. I’ll never do enough to match his kind gestures, but I make a mental note to send him a text after the ceremony and tell him how much his message meant to everyone, because I’m sure it’s going to stagger Carson. At my family’s graduation dinner, I noticed—and was highly amused by—Carson’s awe-filled reaction to meeting Cory. And then as the evening progressed, how he just seemed to fit in. I knew he was a little on the crazy side already, the goofball, but I hadn’t realized how important bantering back and forth with my dad and brothers was to know I want a future with someone. No doubt he envies our family’s close relationship, but I hope he understands that the Potter family welcomed him into the fold that night. They love him. This day is going to be amazing.

      Before I know it, the ceremony is starting, and I’m waiting behind the scenes with the plaque in hand and nervousness in my veins. I’ve never been in front of such a big crowd before, and I’m pretty sure this is the first time we’re making a statement about our relationship. Locker room chasers are going to hate my guts after this.

      Oh well . . . sorry, not sorry, ladies. He’s mine.

      I tune into David’s voice as he speaks about Carson’s many accomplishments since he’s been at Brentwood, his dedication to the team, the game, his injury, and his comeback. David also talks about the teams interested in him with the upcoming draft and his potential for being picked early. The crowd cheers boisterously when they announce the Bobbies interest, which if it comes to pass, would be amazing because Carson could reunite the bromance with Knox Gentry, his best friend. The Storm, Cory’s team, also announced their interest. That’s something I could be happy with as well, my brother and boyfriend playing on the same team. I could be really, really happy with that.

      “To honor Carson’s time at Brentwood, we have a few gifts to present. Carson, please stand at the pitcher’s mound.” The guys push him out on the field and the crowd roars, the sound deafening. Fans chant his name and his teammates join in. Shyly, Carson’s lifts his cap to the crowd and immediately my eyes start to well with tears. This will be one of the best moments of my life, watching Carson play his final game at Brentwood. It’s coming to an end. After this, the team takes off to regionals, he’s drafted, and then goes straight to his new team, wherever that will be. In my head, I’ve understood this. But my heart’s breaking a little. I know there’s life post college, yet a part of me wants to press pause. I’m not ready for things to change, even though I know it’s part of life. This hurts.

      Maria nudges my shoulder. “You’re up, sweetie.”

      “Oh, sorry.”

      David calls over the PA system, “Presenting Carson with a plaque with his impressive records listed and engraved is his girlfriend, Milly Potter.”

      Coupled with the video, I’m pretty sure people will know exactly who I am after the announcer just said my last name, but at this point, I don’t really care. All I care about is seeing that giant smile on Carson’s face as I approach him.

      I hand him the plaque that he takes in one hand and then with the other, he cups my cheek and presses a long, almost risqué kiss against my lips. The team erupts in cheers, and I’m positive I heard Shane and Jerry screaming their heads off in the distance.

      When Carson releases me, he says, “Thank you, Coach.”

      I smile up at him and drag my thumb over his lip. “Wouldn’t miss this for the world.”

      At that moment, the jumbotron comes on and my brother’s voice fills the stadium. You can barely hear him at first through the cheering of the fans, but once it dies down, it’s all that’s heard. “Sorry I couldn’t be there to support you, bro, but I’m really proud of you and all you’ve accomplished. You have a bright future ahead of you, and I can’t wait to see where your baseball journey takes you.”

      Carson stands stunned next to me, his arm wrapped around my shoulder, his mouth hanging partially open.

      “Wow, wasn’t that great, everyone?” David asks as Carson looks down at me.

      “That was unreal. Did your brother really do that for me?”

      “He did and honestly, I wouldn’t expect anything less from him.”

      “Ditto.” He leans down and presses another kiss to my cheek. “Thank you, Milly . . . for everything.”
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      “Get your ass down here,” I say to Milly, who’s still standing behind the fence.

      She glances around nervously. “Am I allowed on the field?”

      “You were just on the field before the game.”

      “I know, but that was different.”

      “Milly,” I say sternly. The entire stadium has cleared, and Disik gave me permission to soak up the last moments on the field. There’s only one person I want to do it with. “I got the go-ahead from Disik, so stop stalling and get down here.”

      Hands still wringing together—my little rule follower—she makes her way to the door that connects to the dugout and I let her in. Taking her hand in mine, we walk up the steps to the field and I take her to my spot between first and second base. From my pocket, I take out my phone and a small Ziploc bag before sitting, pulling her down on my lap.

      “What’s with the bag?”

      “I have to collect some dirt. I collect dirt from every field I’ve played on that’s had an impact on me.”

      “That’s really cute. How many bags do you have?”

      “I keep the dirt in vials actually. The bag is just for transportation purposes, but I’ve collected a few. One from the field I made my first home run, my high school field obviously. The field I won the little league world series on, another where I had my first cycle, and then of course, field six.”

      Her eyes widen, a soft expression following. “As in our field six?”

      “Yeah, because that’s where I realized you were the girl I wanted by my side at all times.”

      “That’s really sweet, Carson.” She cups my cheek and presses a kiss to my lips, her tongue peeking out and her mouth lingering for a second longer than anticipated, exciting me. I have plans for tonight, just her and me, but first, I want to hang with my girl here.

      “It’s true,” I answer before giving her the bag. “Hold this open for me?”

      She takes it and I scoop some dirt up from the field, placing it in the bag marked Brentwood Baseball, and then I zip it back up and stick it in my pocket.

      I wrap my arms around her waist and squeeze her tightly, soaking in her scent, her presence. These last few moments I have with her before the next chapter in my life starts are incredibly important to me. I want her to remember that it’s me and her in this journey, that we’re going the distance.

      “Thank you for being here today, it meant a lot to me.” I kiss the side of her head. “I haven’t really had anyone cheering for me personally in the stands in a really long time. Honestly, I think it dates back to little league when my dad didn’t work as much. It was phenomenal knowing you were there for me.”

      “You don’t need to thank me,” she says, playing with the brim of my hat that is now backward. “I love watching you play. It’s like poetry on the field. You’re so smooth and accurate with everything you do, one of the best second basemen I’ve ever seen.”

      “Ah, you’re just saying that.”

      She cups my cheek and shakes her head. “I’m really not. I’ve seen a lot of baseball games and you have what it takes to go all the way, to make an impact on the sport. I’m really excited for the next chapter in your life.”

      “Me too.” I kiss the tip of her nose and then hug her, resting my chin on her shoulder. “It’s so unreal that it’s all over, that I won’t play another game here. It might sound lame, but this is where I grew into a man. I came to Brentwood as a boy with big dreams. Coach Disik put us through hell, challenged us mentally, physically, took everything we had to give, and prepared us for the big leagues, but with the knowledge that it’s up to us if we succeed or not.”

      “And you will,” she says. “It will take a few years like it does for every prospect, but you’re on the fast track. I know it.”

      “Thanks, Coach,” I say softly, sighing and staring out at the field. “Ending my career with—”

      My phone rings, and I check the caller ID.

      Dad.

      Excited, I say, “It’s my dad. He said he’d call when he’s off work. Mind if I take this?”

      “Not at all.”

      I swipe my finger across the screen and answer, “Hey Dad. How are you?”

      “Carson, it’s Aunt Carol.”

      The hairs on the back of my neck stand up straight.

      “Aunt Carol . . . is everything okay?” Milly’s body stiffens, and she turns to face me.

      “Oh honey, I wish I had a better reason to call you, but your dad had a stroke today.”

      “A stroke?” I swallow hard, my vision starting to turn black around me. “Is he . . . okay?” Milly rests her hand against my heart, eyes shooting back and forth over mine.

      “Well, he’s in critical condition right now. We’re still waiting to hear back from the doctors, but I thought I should give you a call.”

      “Yeah, I appreciate it. Umm.” I pause. “Shit, I don’t know what to do. Is it serious?”

      “Yes, sweetie. It is. He was unconscious for a good amount of time.”

      My throat tightens and my mind quickly falls to my dad and his ragged and tired eyes. Fuck. Before I can stop myself, I say, “I’ll get a flight out as soon as I can. Text me the details.”

      “Okay, sweetie. See you soon.”

      I hang up the phone and pocket it. Milly hops off my lap as we both stand, my mind on one thing, talking to Coach and then getting to my dad.

      “Carson, what happened?”

      My voice cracking, I say, “My dad had a stroke, and it’s not looking good. I need to get to him.”

      “Of course, what can I do to help?”

      I drag my hand over my face and then reach into my pocket. “Take the dirt back to the loft for me and pack me a bag? I need to talk to Coach Disik. Can you find me a flight too? The earliest one to Topeka.” I pat my pockets and groan. “Fuck, I don’t have my wallet, it’s in the locker.”

      She presses her hand against my arm. “Don’t worry about it, I’ll book everything.”

      “Milly, I’m not—”

      “We’ll figure it out later. Go talk to Coach, shower, and I’ll meet you out front. I’ll drive you to the airport.”

      Exhaling, I bend down and glide my mouth across hers. “Thank you.”

      “Anything you need, I’m here for you.”

      Our hands unlock and she runs up the stadium steps toward the parking lot while I head into the dugout. I turn toward the field I spent the last four years on and give it one last look, as a lone tear streams down my face.

      Fuck.
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        * * *

      

      Coach Disik is still in his office, thank God, and I frantically knock on his door until his gruff voice calls out, “Come in.” When I open the door, the look on my face must speak volumes. “What’s going on, Stone?”

      “My dad. He had a stroke.”

      “Jesus,” he whispers and leans back in his chair, the squeak of the hinges sounding off in the silence. “How bad?”

      “I don’t know much but apparently he was unconscious when they found him, and he’s in critical condition right now.”

      “Topeka?” And it still astounds me how much the guy knows about each and every one of his players, despite him playing it off like he doesn’t.

      “Yes.”

      He nods. “Well, what the fuck are you doing in here? Go.”

      “But regionals, I have no idea how long I’ll be.”

      Putting both hands on his desk, Coach Disik stands and says, “Stone, your work here at Brentwood is done. You’ve carried this team, you’ve proven your loyalty and dedication, but you have a future waiting for you that means a hell of a lot more than the College World Series. You need to get your head on straight, and you’re useless to me without it. Go to your dad, because he needs you more than we do.”

      “What are you saying?” I ask, my brow twisted.

      He steps around his desk and holds out his hand. “I’m saying it’s been a pleasure, Stone. But turn in your gear, your time here is done.”

      “But . . .”

      He holds his hand out farther, encouraging me to take it. I do, but still feel confused. “I’m a hard-ass most of the time, but I know when my players need to step outside of the field and deal with life. Your father needs you. Take this time to be with him, get him better, and then prepare yourself for the minors. Your time here is up.”

      I bite back the tears that threaten to fall, knowing what Coach Disik is telling me is the right thing to do.

      “But the guys—”

      “They’ll understand. You’ve put this team first for four years, even when you were injured.” He releases my hand and crosses his arms over his chest. “Plus, I need to see if Badcock has what it takes to stand in.”

      I snort at the use of Babcock’s nickname.

      “Ah, I think he has what it takes.”

      “I don’t know.” Coach looks to the side. “He has some pretty big cleats to fill.”

      I press my lips together, enjoying this rare moment with the rough-around-the-edges Coach of the Year winner for five straight years. Disik never shows emotion besides anger. I’m pretty sure he doesn’t even know how to smile, so I realize this is the closest I’ll ever get to him showing his appreciation for one of his players.

      “Hey, Coach Disik?”

      He clears his throat and looks at me, his once-soft features now turned harsh again.

      “What?”

      “Thank you . . . for everything. You taught me what it’s like to be a real ballplayer. You challenged me, you gave me an opportunity to prove myself worthy of my position, and you prepared me for my future. I’ll always be thankful.”

      I hold out my hand and without hesitation he shakes it but before he can pull away, I tug him into a hug, and he immediately goes stiff. I give him a quick squeeze right before he pushes me away. “Get out of here, Stone. And . . . stay in touch, you hear?”

      “I’ll keep you updated.”

      I give him one last smile and then shut the door on a chapter of my life that groomed me for what’s to come.
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        * * *

      

      Milly picks me up after I shower with a bag full of my things and Jason and Romeo in the back seat. The entire way to the airport, I hold her hand, placing light kisses on her knuckles every chance I get while I clutch my phone at my side, desperately wishing I would get more news.

      Luckily, Milly found me a flight to Topeka with just enough time to get to the airport and get through security. On the drive, I explain to everyone what Coach said. Even though a piece of me believes if my dad is okay, I’ll possibly come back in time for regionals, the other part, a huge part, believes that even if he is okay, I should take this moment to be there for him, help him adjust back home. Coach gave me a pass, and I should take it.

      The airport signs for departures loom ahead as Milly slows down to switch lanes. The silence in the car speaks for itself: no one wants me to leave, but they all know I have to. Jason and Romeo turned white when I told them the game today was probably my last in a Brentwood jersey. Not just because Badcock will be filling my position, but because who knows if we’ll ever play together again.

      “You’ll keep us updated, right?” Romeo asks, sounding somber.

      “Yeah, I’ll start a group text. Feel free to keep the team updated as well.”

      “And if you need anything, you’ll let us know?” Jason asks, his usual joking tone completely gone.

      “I will.” If there’s one thing I’ve learned over the last four years, it’s the incredibly strong bond of friendship that’s found in college baseball. These guys became my brothers.

      Milly squeezes my hand and slows down to the drop-off zone for my airline and pulls in next to the curb. Romeo and Jason both hop out of the car as Milly puts it in park. Jason grabs my bag from the trunk and Romeo snags my backpack.

      I say goodbye to them first, pulling each of them into a hug.

      “Thanks . . . for everything,” I say to Jason who squeezes me extra tight and sets my suitcase on the curb.

      “I admire you,” Jason says quietly. “So fucking much. Now go.” He gives me an extra pat and then steps aside for Romeo, who helps me put my backpack on right before giving me a huge bear hug.

      “I’ll guard your bedroom like a hawk and make sure no motherfuckers go in it.”

      I chuckle. “Thanks, bro.”

      “I’ll guard Milly too. She can sleep in my bed so no one goes after her either.”

      My brows sharpen. “Don’t fucking go near her.”

      He chuckles and pulls me into a hug. “Got your back, dude. If you need anything, let us know.”

      “I will, thanks.”

      They both hop into the car to give me a little privacy with Milly, as much privacy as a curbside drop-off can afford us. Sighing, I drape my forearms on her shoulders and bring my head to hers.

      “Fuck, I’m sorry about all of this.”

      “What? Don’t apologize. Don’t worry about me.”

      “But I am.”

      “Why?”

      “Because . . . we’re still new.”

      She shakes her head. “We aren’t new, Carson. We’ve known each other for a while now, but we just gave in to our feelings a little late.” She presses her hand to my heart. “But I feel like I’ve known this beating heart for a long time. We’re going to be good. I promise.”

      “Yeah?”

      She nods as a small tear falls down her cheek.

      “Mills, why are you crying?” I wipe away the wetness with my thumb.

      “Because, I wish there was more I could do for you.”

      “You’re doing all I need, just being there for me.”

      She leans into my body and presses her cheek to my chest. “I’m going to miss you.”

      “I’ll miss you too, Coach.”

      “Call me when you can.” She kisses my chest. “Keep me updated, and don’t worry about anything other than your dad, okay?”

      She looks up at me and I grip both of her cheeks, maneuvering her lips so they’re inches from mine. “Think of me?”

      “I don’t think anything could make me stop.”

      I close the distance and part my lips as she does. Our grips are tight, our mouths locked, our tongues seeking any last piece of comfort before I take off. I know this isn’t goodbye, by any means, but with the desperation in both of our kisses, it almost feels like it is, like a foreboding of what’s to come. And then, as I sit in a middle seat on the plane to Topeka, I wish I could stop the unsettling feeling in the pit of my stomach. Things are going to be irrevocably different from today, but I wish I understood why I feel so desolate.
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        CARSON

      

      

      “Do you need anything?”

      I shake my head, my eyes cast down on my father. “I’m good, thank you, Katherine.”

      Katherine is the day shift nurse. She’s really nice, reminds me of Aunt Carol—my dad’s sister. She gets to the point but also has a soft touch that doesn’t give you a doomsday feeling.

      It’s day two and my dad’s made no progress. When I arrived, I took a taxi to the hospital and quickly raced to my dad’s room, baggage intact. Aunt Carol met me in the waiting room and explained everything that happened.

      Dad was working his second shift of the day at the local hardware store when he was helping a customer stock up his cart with a bunch of two-by-fours. The customer said he didn’t look good and then suddenly, Dad fell to the ground, lumber in hand. They called the ambulance immediately and took him to the hospital where they quickly diagnosed his stroke. Thanks to brain scans, the doctors were able to diagnose an intracerebral hemorrhage, which is bleeding in his brain tissue, the most life-threatening stroke there is. It’s most commonly caused by hypertension. To break it down for you, my dad was working too damn hard, and it finally caught up to him.

      They conducted emergency surgery to relieve pressure around his brain, but he’s yet to wake up, having been put under a medically induced coma. He’s being monitored very closely, still in critical condition.

      After I was given every last bit of information, I did what every other normal person with access to the Internet does: I researched the shit out of intracerebral hemorrhages. Come to find out, you shouldn’t ever do your own personal research and consult Dr. Google. It only increases the worry inside you. There is too much information out there for worrisome people to get their hands on, too many worst-case scenarios that you can’t help but wonder . . . is my dad one of those people?

      One of those who won’t make it?

      From everything I’ve read, it seems like it.

      Knock. Knock.

      I look up to see Aunt Carol press the door open with one hand while carrying a bag from my favorite sandwich shop in the other.

      I smile kindly at her and give her my comfortable chair while pulling up the other one that was made as a torture device.

      “How is he?” she asks, handing me a Diet Mountain Dew. It’s cute how she remembers my favorite drink still. Aunt Carol is the closest thing I had to a mom growing up, but I didn’t see her that much, maybe once a year in the summer, because she lived two hours away and Dad never had the time to drive me to visit. But during the summer, when Aunt Carol wasn’t teaching, she picked me up and I spent time with her, but only for a few days because my baseball schedule didn’t allow for much leisure time.

      “Same,” I answer, taking what I know is an Italian sub on wheat with extra provolone. I hold it up to her and say, “Thank you. I was starving.”

      “You can leave his side to get food, maybe take a walk, get out and stretch. I’m sure your high school coaches would let you go into the cages and loosen up a bit.”

      I shake my head. “I don’t want to leave. I know that’s what everyone says in these positions but I really don’t.” I unwrap my sub but leave it in the paper as I lean back in my chair and take in the frail man in front of me. How didn’t I see it? The deeper wrinkles in his face, the gray in his beard, the lack of hair on top of his head. He looks like he’s aged by at least twenty years, and for what? I was set in college. I had a full ride, he didn’t have to pay for any more of my trainings, so why didn’t he slow down?

      I scratch the back of my neck and say, “Aunt Carol, can I ask you something?”

      “Anything, sweetie.” She doesn’t touch her sub either, but instead uncaps her iced tea and takes a small sip.

      “Why didn’t he slow down? Why did he keep working all hours of the day?”

      Aunt Carol’s eyes soften as she takes in her brother on the hospital bed, the silent beep of the machines connected to him filling the silence. I watch as she slowly scans her similarly weathered eyes over his aged body. Wrinkled skin, crow’s feet, sun spots, he’s only fifty, so he shouldn’t look like he’s seventy. Finally, Aunt Carol softly says, “He has a lot of debt, honey.”

      “From what?” What could he possibly be in debt from? He always said we were fine, especially when I asked about certain field trips with my team to different events in high school, where he’d pull a twenty out of his wallet and tell me to have fun. If he was in debt, would he really do that?

      Aunt Carol nervously wrings her hands together, staring at her lap. “I don’t know if I should tell you this, as your dad was always very secretive about his expenses and I’m sure he didn’t want to share any of it with you. He didn’t want to burden you with his troubles.”

      What troubles?

      I’m so confused and maybe I’m being naïve, but he never indicated there was any trouble. I think back over the last few years, my childhood, growing up with everything I needed—baseball was expensive, I knew that because I saw the worry in my dad’s eyes whenever I came home with a new invoice from my coaches. But he always took care of it . . .

      I chew on the inside of my lip and ask, “Does it have to do with baseball?”

      That’s when she shuts her eyes and tears slip down her cheeks. From her crocheted purse, which I’ve always known her to carry in the crook of her arm, she pulls out a white embroidered handkerchief and dabs at her tears.

      Fuck, was it baseball? Did my sport do this to my dad?

      “It was a lot, sweetie.” She answers on a deep breath. “Your mom’s medical bills were a giant burden accompanied with the baseball expenses. He took out a loan to help ease the burden, thinking compiling the debt would ease his wallet, but he didn’t read the fine print, and is paying so much interest that it’s more than the payment itself. He’s in way over his head.”

      What? How is that even possible? My dad is a smart man, and I thought he had always ensured his affairs were in order. It’s one of the things he always stressed: make sure my bills were paid before I had fun. All Brentwood baseball players have full-ride scholarships and when you live off campus, you get a giant check at the beginning of every semester for room and board. Since Brentwood is an expensive school, we received a hefty check. When Dad helped me open a bank account for the first time, he stressed to me to save as much as I could. To have fun, but not to waste my money on frivolous things. And because I lived off campus for three years out of the four, I saved a really nice chunk of change thanks to splitting the grocery bill with a bunch of guys, low rent with utilities included. Because my dad filled out the financial-aid packet, I was granted extra money for clothes from the NCAA. I learned from him, so why didn’t he learn from himself?

      “Wh-why didn’t he say anything? I could have given him money, taken on another job at school, done something to help. Why did he keep sending me ‘fun’ money when he didn’t have any for himself?” My heart plummets considering all the times Dad texted me to tell me he’d put some more money in my account and to go have fun. He made it seem like everything was okay when in fact, he’s been slowly killing himself to provide for me. I never needed that money. He did.

      Not hungry anymore, I put my sub to the side and bury my fingers in my hair, trying to comprehend this new information.

      “He loves you so much, Carson. You’re his pride and joy, and I know he has a hard time expressing that sometimes, but you should see how proud he is, the newspaper clippings he had me put together in a scrapbook for him, the pictures he’s printed of you online, the articles. There is nothing that makes him happier than seeing you happy.”

      “But I was happy, I didn’t need him to—” My throat tightens and I quickly stand. Fuck. Why? Why do that, Dad? “I, uh . . . I need to take a walk.”

      “Carson, sweetie, please don’t be upset.”

      “What’s there to be upset about?” I ask, sarcasm laced with every word. “My dad had a stroke so I could be happy. How could I possibly be upset over that?”

      Guilt consumes me. I leave the hospital room and turn down an empty hallway where I crash against the wall and fall to the floor, knees propped up, my head buried in my hands.

      He kept sending me money when I didn’t need it.

      He kept working when he could have asked for help.

      He had a stress stroke trying to keep me happy.

      It’s too fucking much.

      Why the fuck did he do that?

      Had I been so fucking entitled that he felt he had no choice?

      I stifle a sob, but I can’t do anything about the tears that start to stream down my cheeks. Why, Dad? Why?

      And for the first time since my mom passed away, I cry.
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        * * *

      

      Holt: Hey brother, I’m thinking about you. If you need anything, please let me know.

      Gunner: The team sent some flowers. I told them whiskey would be better, but Coach wouldn’t go for it. Thinking of you, man.

      Knox: Fucking hell, Carson. I can’t stop thinking about you and your dad. Please let me know if I can do anything. I’m stapled to my team right now, but even if you need me for a second, I’ll be on a plane faster than you can blink and back in time for my game.

      Jason: Badcock wants to send you a text. I told him to write you a card and gave him the address to a local Dunkin’ Donuts. You’re welcome. Miss you, man.

      Romeo: Room check. It’s all clear. No motherfucker has even stepped a foot near your door. I’m on the prowl, don’t worry. I got your back. Take care of Pops.

      Cory: It’s not much, but I sent some catering (Tex-Mex) to the nursing staff on your dad’s floor. I told them it’s for taking care of Carson Stone’s dad. Please make sure you grab yourself a plate. Hang in there, brother.

      Milly: How’s it going? I don’t want to bother you with texts, but I also want you to know I’m thinking about you. XOXO
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        * * *

      

      Milly: The boys are prepped and ready for regionals. I caught a practice today thanks to Jason. Badcock wasn’t terrible, but he wasn’t Carson Stone, that’s for damn sure.

      Jason: BADCOCK strikes again! The motherfucker hit me in the head with his bat in the dugout. Thank fuck I was wearing my helmet. Coach told him to pull his head out of his ass and pay attention.

      Milly: I miss you. All you need to do is give me the go-ahead and I’ll be there in a flash.

      Cory: Analysts have you in top ten draft picks for the first round. You’re going places, dude. Thought you might need some good news. Let me know if you need anything.

      Milly: I ate a package of pretzel M&M’s today. I know, sad face, but I can’t have caramel without you. Even though pretzel is good, it’s just not the same.

      Romeo: I saw a freshman look like he was approaching your room and I ran into his ankles with Gunner’s remote-control car. He screamed bloody murder and fell to the ground, saying he was going to the bathroom, but I didn’t believe him. He was going for your goods.

      Knox: Top ten draft pick! Fuck, I knew you’d make a great comeback from the injury. I’ll be watching like a hawk to see where you end up. Bobbies for life, baby!

      Knox: Also, let me know how your dad is when you get a chance.

      Jason: Matt has a wicked bruise on his ankle from Romeo nailing him with the remote-control car. I can’t stop laughing every time I see him getting it treated by a trainer. Missing you, man.

      Cory: How do you feel about playing for the Storm? I’m trying to convince the head office to make you an offer.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Knox: Haven’t heard from you. Everything okay? Give me a call, man. I’m off today.

      Jason: Headed to regionals. Tomorrow is the big day. Draft day! How’s your dad doing? Haven’t heard anything from you, just checking in.

      Milly: Hey, if you get a chance, just let me know that you’re okay. I can’t imagine what you’re going through but no one has heard from you and we’re all getting a little nervous. Just send one of us a text, okay?

      Jason: Dude, please let us know everything is okay.

      Romeo: Carse, man. You okay?

      Knox: Heard from Jason. Asking if I’ve heard from you. We love you, man. Can you just let one of us know if you’re okay?

      Milly: Regionals and draft today. Please let me know if you’re holding up. I’ve called a few times. I just want to make sure you’re not alone. I’m always here for you.

      Milly: Carson?

      Milly: Please call me.

      Milly: Carson . . . please answer.
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        * * *

      

      The silence in the room weighs heavily on my shoulders as the beep of my dad’s machines are the only thing reminding me of what I’m facing.

      Aunt Carol sniffles next to me, her hand looped through my arm, her head connecting with my shoulder.

      “I’m so sorry,” Dr. Turnblad says, shifting on his feet. “I wish I had a better outcome for you.”

      My lip quivers and my stomach rolls as I try to hold it together, but I’m having one hell of a time staying strong.

      “I’ll give you some time.” Dr. Turnblad shoots us a sympathetic jut to his lip and then walks out of the room, leaving us alone. When the door shuts, Aunt Carol breaks down into tears, falling back into the chair as I stand there, motionless, the need to cry eating away at my throat and eyes, but nothing comes out.

      Brain-dead.

      Those two words keep vibrating through my mind on repeat.

      My dad is completely brain-dead and the only thing keeping him alive right now are the machines hooked up to him.

      It’s time, the doctor said, time to turn everything off, to say our goodbyes and yet, I don’t know what to do. Do I really just tell the doctors to shut off the machines that are making my dad’s heart beat? End the breath of air going to his lungs? Do I tell the doctors to call it quits when my dad never ever quit on me?

      I know there’s nothing the doctors can do. There is no miracle in the works that could help me hear my dad’s voice one last time telling me he loves me, or seeing his eyes shine bright with pride when I walk into a room.

      This is it.

      I have no other choice than to say goodbye.

      With a shaky voice, I say, “Aunt Carol, can you give me a second?”

      “Of . . . course,” she answers, looking as pale as I feel. I help her out of the chair and she places a gentle kiss to my cheek before walking out of the hospital room and quietly shutting the door.

      Instead of walking over to the hospital bed right away, I stand from a distance, observing the breathing tube inserted down my dad’s throat, the IVs poked in his cracked and crinkled hands, and the liver spots scattered across his arms. He’s so young and yet looks ancient . . . because of me.

      I take a step forward, my legs feeling weak, my chest heavy with torment, and my mind berating myself for the thousands of practices and personal trainings my dad paid for to give me a chance at becoming something.

      All for a dream.

      A life lost for my goals.

      Taking a seat on the bed, I stare at him and take his hand in mine, the feeling of his calluses across mine nearly sending me into a tailspin, the truth of what those calluses stand for splitting me in half.

      On a sob, I lie across my dad’s chest and hug him. Cheek to his frail frame, I cry into his hospital gown. This wasn’t supposed to happen. You weren’t meant to leave me.

      “I’m so . . . sorry,” I say, my throat so tight it feels next to impossible to speak. “I wish you would have told me, said something to me. I would have worked while training, I would have helped. I wouldn’t have . . . fuck.” I let out an ugly sob. “I . . . fuck, I wouldn’t have asked for so much. That new bat? I didn’t need it. Those replacement batting gloves? I could have used the ones with holes. I didn’t need the team sweatshirt in high school, nor did I need the spending money in college. I needed . . . you.”

      I break down, my chest rattling, my shoulders shaking, my tears falling one right after the other. I can feel it, the numbness taking over. I can hear the cracking of my breaking heart.

      “Instead of the latest bat on the market, I wanted you at my games. Instead of saving to send me and my friends to the amusement park over the summer break, I wanted to be on a lake with you fishing. Instead of you working two jobs, I wish you’d explained that it’s not about the brand glove or newest technology available to perfect your swing, because I would have gotten where I am with or without it. But I can’t go where I’m headed now without you.”

      I never had him in the stands, but he’d always been a phone call away. Now, I won’t even have that.

      No more replaying the game with him.

      No more short emails, sharing an article he read about me.

      No more random texts telling me how proud he is of me . . .

      I wipe my face and lift up to look at my dad. I stroke his thinning hair to the side, evening out his part. “Now what the fuck am I supposed to do?” I whisper. “If I’m drafted, who will they show in the stands when I have my first major league game? Who’s the camera going to pan to when I get my first big league hit? You weren’t in the stands growing up, but I was hoping you’d be there when I could finally provide for you. But you won’t be there." I sob. Fuck, I hate this. “You won’t be there . . . because of me.”

      I take his hand in mine again and cover it with my other, the coldness of his fingers a stark reminder of what’s about to happen.

      “I realize you worked your ass off for me, because you loved me and wanted the best for me. That hasn’t gone unnoticed, and because of that, I promise you”—a sob escapes my lips as more tears fall down my cheeks and onto my sweatpants—“I’m going to repay you. Your hard work is going to turn into my hard work. Your sweat and long nights will turn into my countless hours of practicing. And the dream you worked for, the time you put in for my future will become my endless task. I will not let you down. I will not let you die for an unattained goal. I swear to you, on this bed, that I will be one of the greatest ballplayers of all time . . . because of you. Nothing will distract me from that goal. Absolutely fucking nothing.” I lean down and give him another hug, letting my arms stay wrapped around him longer than I expected.

      I can’t let go.

      Not yet.

      Just a few more seconds.

      Just a few more moments of pretending we’re at the ballpark and I’m hugging him in the stands.

      Just a few more daydreams of him wearing my major league jersey, pride breaming from ear to ear.

      Just one more fleeting thought of what it would have been like to see him in the stands, giving me a curt wave, while I give him a tip of my cap.

      Heart weighing in my chest, my entire body a complete wreck, I squeeze my dad tight, my tears pooling on his hospital gown. On a harrowing breath, I say, “I love you, Dad.” Sniff. “Thank you for everything, for giving me every last piece of you. Be happy with Mom now.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Aunt Carol’s cry splinters my heart as I hold on to her with one hand and then my dad’s with the other as the doctors slowly move around us, disconnecting the machines.

      There’s no use in putting on a strong face, or trying to keep it together for Aunt Carol, because I don’t have it in me, not as I watch the final machine be switched off. Dr. Turnblad somberly holds my dad’s wrist and counts his pulse, his face becoming sadder by the moment. The nursing staff stands by the door, a wall of support as Dr. Turnblad presses his lips firmly together in a look of bleakness and gently rests my dad’s hand back on the bed and covers up his chest with the blanket.

      “He’s gone,” Dr. Turnblad says just as a wave of vibration hits my leg like a tidal wave. He looks at the clock on the wall. “Time of death nine thirty-five.”

      My phone. Text after text as my father takes his last breath. And then it hits me.

      The draft.

      The constant vibration against my legs tells me one thing: I was drafted. But instead of calling my dad immediately to celebrate, I’m standing above him, his limp hand in mine, wondering how the fuck I’m supposed to be the man he raised me to be without him here in this world. How the fuck can I do that?

      I watch the staff move around us, Aunt Carol presses a final kiss to her brother’s head and leaves, giving me one last moment alone.

      Unable to hold myself up any more, I sit on his bed and reach into my pocket, taking my phone out. I glance at the first text message I see.

      Knox: Bobbies, baby. You and me, together again. We got this, brother.

      I don’t even bother to look at any of the other texts, instead, I set my phone down and glance at my dad, remembering him one last time without the breathing tube and other monitoring devices.

      “It’s the Bobcats, Dad. Bobbies for life.” Tears stream down my cheeks as I squeeze his hand. “Three years, that’s all it’s going to take me. Three years, and I’ll be starting in the big leagues. I promise you. Time to work.”
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        MILLY

      

      

      Standing outside, looking up at the Division One training sign that hangs outside the facility, I take a deep breath and adjust the blouse I chose myself when shopping for the perfect outfit to impress my brothers with.

      Shane and Jerry think I’m crazy, as if my brothers wouldn’t hire me, but that’s not what I’m looking for, a job. I’m looking for a partnership and even though I have money from Cory, I don’t want to sit on it, because I want to make something of it. I don’t want a handout. I want to prove myself.

      It doesn’t help that I haven’t heard from Carson since he left two weeks ago. The only reason I know his father passed is because my mother has been watching the obituaries like a hawk, keeping me updated every day. Morbid, I know, but when your boyfriend goes radio silent on you, there’s nothing else you can do.

      I spent many nights wondering if I should fly down there, to at least stay in the waiting room so Carson knew someone was there with him. Cory offered to fly me more than once but every time I got the nerve to do it, I texted Carson and he didn’t respond. A part of me kept asking, what if he doesn’t want me there? What if he needed this time to himself, alone with his dad?

      After no one heard from him, it became quite clear Carson was spiraling and closing himself off to the entire world. So when I’m through with this meeting, I’m going to head to the loft, grab a few more pieces of clothing for Carson, and then fly to Topeka to be with him.

      With my mind elsewhere, on the boy who stole my heart, I take a deep breath and clutch my presentation folders closely to my chest before taking the first hopeful step to a new future.

      When I told Sean and Rian I wanted to meet, they wanted more details but I didn’t want to get their minds working, so I told them to just carve out some time with me and come to the meeting with an open mind.

      Now that the time has come, I’m feeling more nervous than I anticipated.

      On shaky heels—yes, heels—I go to open the door to the facility when my phone vibrates in my hand. I let go of the handle to the door and quickly check the screen, my hope falling flat when I see Cory’s name span across the screen.

      Cory: Carson doesn’t need to report for a few days. Good luck today, sis. You’ve got this.

      Even though I was hoping it was a text from Carson, I shoot Cory a thank you and then take another second to gather myself.

      I watched the baseball draft closely, listening to Carson’s name getting mentioned over and over again until the Chicago Bobcats picked him as their first round draft pick. I screamed out loud and then started crying. Crying out of joy and sadness. So happy that he was drafted and will be reunited with his best friend, but also sad because . . . was he watching? Did he celebrate? It was probably the biggest moment of his life, and I’m desperate to know how he spent it. Was he at least holding his dad’s hand when he found out?

      Grief clogs my throat and I reach for my water bottle and take a sip. Okay, I need to focus. Meeting first, then I can give all my attention and energy to Carson.

      Once collected, I make my way through the training facility to the back offices where both Sean and Rian are waiting for me at the small round table in the office they share. When they see me, they quickly jump to their feet and give me a hug.

      “How’s Carson?” Rian asks, concern etched in his brow.

      We all take a seat and I set the folders down, trying not to get emotional. I should have known they’d ask. I let my family know about Carson’s dad through our group text, and they’ve been checking in every once in a while, Cory more than anyone because he felt a connection with Carson. He’s been sending food to the nursing staff as well as food to Carson’s dad’s room to make sure he was eating.

      “Um, I’m really not sure, still haven’t heard anything from him,” I say, trying to make it past the lump in my throat. Two weeks and nothing; it doesn’t sit well in my stomach. Not one bit.

      “Still? Shit.” Sean grips the table and leans back in his chair. “Is that like him?”

      “Not really, but then again, his world was rocked two weeks ago. I can’t imagine what he’s thinking. He already lost his mom, now his dad. It can’t be easy. I plan on going to visit him after this, at least just trying to be there for him. Which I’m grateful you guys could fit me in before your big trip to California for the sports training expo. Are you excited?”

      “Yeah,” Rian answers, his voice changing to a business tone. “We have quite a few meetings with some sponsors that would drastically help with the new build. Top-of-the-line equipment from the best, and I think Sean’s drooling at the prospect of carrying some of the equipment in the facility.”

      “If anything, it’s a new way to torture our athletes.” He smiles wickedly and then nods at my folders. “What do you have for us, Milly? What’s this all about?”

      Here we go.

      I spend the next hour going over my proposed plan, holding my composure—barely—whenever I recalled Carson’s response when he saw it. I wish he was here. I show them my plans for their facility, the expansion they can make if they purchase the empty warehouse next to the building, and the profit margin from creating a new branch to their business. I give them my investment plans and my idea of not wanting to rent space, but wanting to be a partner.

      I explain my dreams, how I want to coach but also want to offer a new wave of coaching to athletes, a one-stop shop for baseball. I even worked out a plan for a shop on the premises as well, where we would get discounts from sponsors to carry their equipment, but we’d only take brands we’re confident stamping our names on. I clarify that this wouldn’t be an event space, a place to swing a bat because you want to go to the batting cages. This would be a coach and player relationship facility where you work closely on an individualized training plan. Chicago is the perfect place to start the indoor facility, because not only will players be able to train year round and avoid being chapped in the ass from the winds off Lake Michigan, but why not take advantage of the fact that baseball is a huge aspect of the city, and families move here just so their children have a chance to train with some of the best.

      I included a list of names of coaches who would join the co-op and rent out cages to practice in with their players, as long as we have a good quality space, which I promise we would, because if anything the Potters are always meticulous with the quality we provide.

      Once I finish explaining everything, I sit back and watch as both my brothers talk quietly together, looking over the picture renderings and growth charts. It feels like ten minutes goes by before they set the folders down and smile brightly at me.

      “I think I speak for both of us when I say, we’re fucking excited you’re our sister,” Rian says. “This is goddamn brilliant, and I’m not just saying that because you’re family. If you were a random person who came off the street with this idea, I’d be saying the same damn thing.”

      “I couldn’t agree more,” Sean says, flipping to the financials. “But your investment?” He shakes his head, and my heart drops. “This isn’t necessary.”

      “I agree. We don’t need your money.”

      “That’s not negotiable.” I straighten my shoulders. “If you want my idea, you take my money with it. I want us to be partners.”

      “You don’t need to invest to be partners, Milly.”

      “If I wasn’t your sister, you’d want an investor, so set aside the family card and see what I’m offering you. A chance to expand but not spend all your money. I want a piece of this and I want it fairly.”

      “We built this from the ground up,” Sean says, with a smile. “You want to step in and become a partner all of a sudden? Who do you think you are? A strong, passionate woman with some of the best ideas I’ve ever seen?”

      I can’t help it, I crack and smile. “Only because I’ve had the best support system growing up, telling me I can do anything I want and be anything I want.”

      “And you lived up to that.” Rian stands and pulls me up by the arm, then wraps his arms around me and brings me into a big hug. Sean comes up from behind and sandwiches me in.

      “This isn’t very businesslike,” I say, my mouth smooshed against Rian’s chest.

      They both laugh and back away. Rian lends out his hand and says, “I think we’re in business, sis.”

      “Yeah?” I take his hand and shake it. “You really want to work with me?”

      “We do.” Sean takes my hand next and gives it a squeeze. “We always thought it would be neat to expand, but never put together a plan, so it’s like you reached into our heads, pulled out our random ideas, and put it on paper. This is killer, Milly.”

      “Thank you.” I clap because, hell, I can’t contain it anymore, everything seems to be falling in place. “When do we get started?”

      “How about when we get back from the expo in a week, does that sound good? It gives you some time with Carson, to help him out, and then we can hit the ground running.”

      “Sounds great. Thank you so much.”

      “No, thank you,” Sean says. “Now, go get your guy.”

      Joy filling me, I get into my car with one thing on my mind: getting to Carson.
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        * * *

      

      The boys are making their way through tournament play right now, so thankfully I asked Jason for the code to the loft, which he gave me, making me promise to let him know how Carson is when I get to Kansas. I have a lot of people to inform once I get there.

      Not even bothering to change since my flight is in two hours, I quickly rush to the loft, run up the stairs, and unlock the door with the keypad. The loft is eerily quiet as I make my way through the living room and back toward the bedrooms. I haven’t spent much time in the loft, we were usually at my place to get away from all the prying eyes, but I do have a few memories in this testosterone-filled space, especially when the boys made me stand on a chair and announce my favorite pickle flavor.

      Smiling to myself, I reach Carson’s room just as a tall figure opens the door, scaring a scream right from my lips. Backing up, hand to the chest, I startle as Carson’s face comes into view. He’s carrying a duffle bag in one hand, his bat bag in the other, and he’s wearing a frown when his eyes connect with mine.

      “Carson,” I say breathlessly, trying to gather my wits.

      He looks me up and down and then asks, “What are you doing here?” His tone is rough, borderline angry.

      “I . . . I was going to . . .” I swallow hard. God, when was the last time I stuttered around this man? It feels like a few months ago, when he positively scared me. I take a deep breath and say, “I was coming to get you more clothes. I have a flight to Topeka in a few hours.”

      “Why?”

      Uh . . . am I missing something?

      “To visit you. To be with you.”

      “Cancel it,” he says, moving past me without even a second glance.

      “Wait.” I snag his arm. “Carson, what’s going on? Aren’t you even going to say hi? Talk to me? I’ve been worried sick about you. Everyone has.”

      “Tell them I’m headed to Phoenix for training.”

      I try to look past the brick wall he’s stacking between us, but it feels like I’m sinking with each glance. There’s no possible chance that I can relate to him right now because I’ve never lost a parent, let alone two, but I want to understand, I want to be there to help him.

      “Okay, do you want me to go with you? Do you have an apartment there? I can help you get set up, settled in.”

      “Nah, I’m good.” He checks his watch on his wrist. It’s old and a little big on him. I’ve never seen it before so I’m going to assume it was his dad’s. Just seeing the worn-out scratches on it, the wear and tear, it brings tears to my eyes. It must be a piece of his dad he’s carrying with him, but I can’t be sure.

      “When are you leaving?”

      “A few hours.”

      “Okay,” I say, taking a step forward. “Then let me take you to the airport. We can talk, maybe pick up some food together before your flight.”

      He shakes his head. “You clearly have somewhere to be.”

      “What?” I look at my outfit and then back at him. “No, I haven’t changed. I just finished my meeting with my brothers about the facility, then I was headed to you.”

      His eyes seem dead, like the fun and vibrant guy I got to know is no longer there and instead, a machine going through the motions has taken his place.

      And for a second, a brief moment, I think he’s going to ask me how the meeting went, that he’s going to drop the anger he’s wearing and be the man I know him to be. But instead, he says, “I’m out.”

      Shocked, I watch him start to walk away but not before I run in front of him and trip over the area rug in the living room, not used to my heels. I crash to the floor, my hands breaking the fall so I don’t smack my face on the concrete floor.

      “Jesus,” he mutters as he helps me up, his hand to my arm. “What the hell are you doing?”

      Straightening out my blouse, I answer, “Trying to t-talk to you.” Embarrassment from the fall consumes me and my emotions from not talking to him for two weeks come tumbling out when I say on a broken voice, “You’re my boyfriend, Carson. I thought talking was a normal thing in a relationship. Or do we not have that anymore?”

      He looks away and that right there, that avoidance, the stiffness in his shoulders . . . I realize what he’s about to do. What he’s been avoiding.

      “Carson.”

      He doesn’t look at me so I step forward and grab his head, forcing him to look me in the eyes. “What aren’t you telling me?”

      He licks his lips, his jaw shifting. It’s odd, because this is the same face I’ve been staring at for the last few months, but the soul inside is something I don’t recognize.

      “You’re going to make me late.”

      “No,” I say, my voice cracking. “You’re not leaving here without talking to me. What you must be going through is a lot, and I wish I could understand—”

      “You can’t,” he snaps. “You can’t come close to understanding what I’m feeling. You have a family, a mom and a dad, so you would have no fucking clue how to even come close to relating to me.”

      The blow hits me hard but I stand tall, not letting him bowl me over with words. “I know, Carson, but that doesn’t mean I don’t want to try to help you, to hold your hand, to be there for you. You lost your dad—”

      “I don’t have time for this bullshit. I have to get to Phoenix to train.”

      This bullshit? When has our relationship ever been bullshit? Ever since we got together, he’s treated me with respect, with kindness, like I’m the most important thing that’s ever happened to him, and within two weeks that’s all washed away? How?

      He starts to walk away but I catch up to him again, blocking the loft door. He towers over me and has at least eighty pounds of muscle over me, but I’m going to give it my best shot to keep him here, to talk to me.

      “So is that it? You’re just going to walk away? After everything we’ve been through, you’re going to throw in the towel without talking about it?”

      “There’s nothing to talk about.”

      “There sure as hell is. You at least owe it to me to tell me to my face that this is over, if that’s what you want. It’s not what I want though, furthest thing from it. I want to work through this with you, be by your side. I want to be your backbone, your cheering section, the person you lean on when days on the road are hard. It might be from a distance at times, but we talked about this, we can make it work. We’re committed to making it work.”

      He looks off to the side and sighs. Keeping his voice low, he says, “I’m not.”

      My pulse pauses, the heaviness in my chest growing with each attempt at a breath. My skin starts to prickle and a foreboding, sickening feeling starts to twist and turn within me. This isn’t happening, is it? Please tell me I’m losing my mind, that this is a bad dream, but when Carson looks me in the eyes and once again all I see is a broken man with nothing but emptiness in his hollow eyes, I realize, this isn’t a dream. This is very much reality. I’m about to have my heart stomped on.

      “You’re . . . y-you’re not what?” My lip trembles and I bite down on it to stop the quivering.

      He straightens his shoulders. “I’m not committed to this, to us.”

      My teeth chatter, my pulse rings through my ears, and I can feel my body sway to the side.

      “Why?” I ask, my voice meager, my strong façade disappearing.

      “I don’t have time for this, for you, for a relationship.” He’s talking, but it sounds robotic. There is no feeling behind his words. “I need to train. I need to focus on baseball, so a relationship is not an option.”

      “I can help—”

      “What are you not understanding? I don’t want to be with you anymore,” he snaps so harshly that I’m forced to take a step backward.

      His words hang heavy in the air as a small tear floats down my cheek. “Carson,” I whisper.

      But he doesn’t say anything. Instead, he moves past me, bumping me in the shoulder on the way out. His heavy footsteps carry down the stairs, his departure swift. It isn’t until I hear the slamming of the door that connects to the loft building that I fall to the ground, head in my hands, and sob.

      I cry for our loss, for the loss of what we had.

      I cry for my broken and bleeding heart.

      But most importantly, I cry for the shell of a man I used to know, the man who just walked out of the loft—my life—without a backward glance.
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        * * *

      

      “Hello?” I answer my phone, my voice a distant mess.

      “Mills, what’s going on?”

      That’s all it takes, the combination of Cory’s concern and the one question that can tear someone apart when they’re on the brink of an emotional breakdown.

      Unable to stop, I disintegrate into a heap of sobs. I sent a text to Cory, letting him know I canceled my flight to Topeka and that I would pay him back. Instead of texting, he called.

      “Hey, talk to me. Is everything okay? Did the boys not like the proposal? I will seriously kill them.”

      “No.” I shake my head, even though he can’t see me. “They loved it. They agreed to everything, even making me a partner in their business. The meeting was perfect.”

      “Okay, so that leaves one more factor: Carson. Did he finally call you back?”

      “No. I ran into him at the loft when I was going to get him some more clothes.”

      “What? And he didn’t tell you?”

      “No. I had no idea he was back in town. If I didn’t run into him, I don’t think he would have told me.” Actually, I know he wouldn’t have told me. I honestly think he would have ghosted me, like he’s ghosted everyone else.

      “You know what? I need to hear this in person. Get to the airport, you’re coming out to Baltimore for a week and spending some time with your big brother.”

      “Cory, I don’t want to—”

      “I sent a text to Cheryl. She’s already buying you a ticket. Get your ass here, sis, and we’ll talk. Don’t tell me you have anything else to do because that would be a lie and you don’t lie to your brother, right?”

      I sigh and say, “I hope you don’t mind crying, it seems to be my new thing.”

      “Bring it on.”
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        * * *

      

      He didn’t have to fly me first class.

      He also didn’t have to have Cheryl pick me up.

      And he didn’t have to have my favorite crab cakes delivered to his apartment the minute I stepped through the door.

      But he did, because he’s the best brother in the entire world.

      The game is over and from his text, I know he’ll be here any minute.

      His high-rise apartment that overlooks the bay is a dream. Decorated with a homey feel rather than the clean lines you usually see, his walls are full of pictures of him and our family and all the friends he’s made along the journey of his career. His couches are plush and comfortable, his colors soothing and earth tones. I’ve been to his apartment many times and each time, it feels like I’m welcomed back home.

      How he doesn’t have a girlfriend is a complete mystery to me.

      And as we all learned, it’s not Cheryl.

      The door rattles, and I don’t have to turn my head away from the skyline view to know it’s Cory. He went two for four tonight with a diving double play at first, super impressive. It was on replay forever, the announcers talking about the amazing wingspan and length Cory has as a lefty over at first base.

      Cory blows through the door, sets his bag on the floor, and comes straight to the couch where he sits next to me with a cake box and two forks. I would recognize that cake box from anywhere and without lifting the lid, I know it’s a ten-layer chocolate cake from Smith Island Baking Company. On my first visit to Baltimore, Cory took me there on a whim, not really knowing anything about it until we walked in and took a big whiff. We were hooked. For special occasions and especially on my birthday, he’s had cakes shipped to me.

      He hands me a fork and flips the lid open. An entire cake, just for us. Things are about to get serious.

      “What happened?”

      “You don’t want to talk about your game first?” I ask, avoiding his question and prolonging the inevitable.

      “You know I don’t. Spill it, Mills.”

      I scoop up an entire bite and let the double chocolate flavor dance on my taste buds before answering.

      Remembering the look in Carson’s eyes, I say, “He seemed so dead inside, like he was just going through the motions. He kept saying he needed to get to Phoenix to train.”

      “He doesn’t have to report yet.”

      “I know, so I was confused, but I thought maybe he was called in early or something. I have no idea. And when he kept trying to leave, I stopped him, begging him to talk to me. That’s when he said it was over and that’s putting it nicely.”

      “What do you mean putting it nicely?” Cory asks, his eyes sharpening.

      “Basically, he said he didn’t have time for this bullshit, for us, for me. He ended it in a few short words with zero regret crossing his face. Honestly, there was no emotion coming from him whatsoever and when I tried to talk about his dad, he shut me down.”

      Cory thinks it over, chocolate cake swirling in his mouth when he says, “He’s hurting and pushing away everyone and everything.”

      “But to sneak in and not say anything to me? Cory, he was dead set on making us happen. How could he possibly just end things like that? Without batting an eyelash?”

      “When you’re in a grieving state like he is, nothing makes sense. Cheryl told me when she was with her husband in their early years, he suffered a devastating loss of losing his parents as well. I turned to her for advice, knowing this and she said her husband did the same thing as Carson, pulled away, put himself in his own little bubble, and focused on his work and nothing else. She just had to wait it out with him. Eventually he came around.”

      “But they were married, right?”

      “Yeah,” Cory says, scooping up some more cake. I know he’ll be on the treadmill first thing tomorrow, working off the calories. “But you two have a strong bond.”

      “Not strong enough,” I reply. “He could barely look me in the eyes, or spend five minutes in the same room, so how am I supposed to help him if he won’t let me?”

      “Well, you can’t wait until he’s ready, so you have to remind him that he’s not alone in this world. That there are a lot of people who love him. I mean . . . you do love him, right?”

      I bite my bottom lip and flop back on the couch. “I don’t know.”

      “Yes, you do,” Cory says. “You just don’t want to admit it.”

      “Because he just broke my heart, why would I want to admit it?”

      “You can’t change how you feel about him, but you can change how you approach him. It might be hard and you might want to quit at times, but if you really love him like I know you do, then you need to show him no matter how hard he pushes, you’ll always be in his life.”

      “And what if he doesn’t respond? What if I’m a broken record, talking to someone who never wants to talk to me?”

      “Then he’s the biggest moron in the world.”

      I roll my eyes, a light laugh coming from me. “Helpful.”

      He shrugs and then nods at the box between us. “At least I brought cake.”

      “Which makes you my favorite brother.”

      “I should be your favorite no matter what. I did listen to you the most growing up.”

      I wave around his apartment. “And look where it got you.” Jokingly I say, “You’re welcome.”

      He chuckles and then grows serious again. “You know what to do, Mills, right?”

      “Yeah.” I sigh. “I just hope it works.”
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      JUNE

      “Hey,” Knox says, coming up to me in the cages that belong to the Bobcats Double-A team, the Phoenix Studmuffins—fucking stupid-as-shit name. “Were you planning on saying hi?”

      I drive my hands through the strike zone and smack the waiting ball off the tee and straight back up the middle.

      Without looking at him, I say, “Hi.”

      I place another ball on the tee just as Knox lets himself in the cage. I get ready to swing but he steps in front of me and puts a hand to my shoulder.

      “Dude, what’s going on? You’ve been in town for three days, but I didn’t even fucking know until one of the guys told me. Were you going to tell me? Do you need a place to stay?”

      “I’m good. Now move so I can hit these balls. I have ten more buckets to get through.”

      “Ten?” Knox asks, his voice cracking. “Your hands will be raw after ten buckets.

      “Don’t care. Move.” I don’t even recognize my voice, it’s robotic, stiff, and rude. But I can’t muster up enough fucks to give. All I care about is training. Feelings are set aside, emotions are useless, because all I have is my talent and a promise. Three years.

      If I don’t make it in three years, I’ve failed him.

      Being the smart man that he is, Knox steps to the side, but near the bucket. I take a cut off the tee and when I reach for another ball, Knox puts it on the tee for me.

      “What are you doing?” I ask.

      “If you’re doing ten more buckets, then I’m going to help you.”

      “I don’t need help.”

      I bring my bat up to my shoulder, stare at the ball, and then swing.

      “But you need a friend,” Knox says quietly. “I’m not going to let you be alone. Don’t give a shit if you don’t want that. You’re my brother. Not going anywhere.”

      I’ve known Knox since we were freshmen in college, and if there’s one thing I know about him, it’s his loyalty. When he says he’s not going anywhere, he isn’t. So instead of fighting him over being here, I say, “Don’t fucking talk.”

      “Fine by me. Not like I wanted to talk to your sour ass anyway.”

      Normally, that would make me laugh, but I don’t feel anything, not even a hint of a smile. I am completely dead inside.
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        * * *

      

      Milly: How’s Phoenix? I heard it’s gorgeous there. Well, I heard Sedona is nice, which is close, right?

      Milly: I saw the picture of you in your Studmuffin jersey. It looks good on you. But is it a requirement that you’re not allowed to smile in your pictures?

      Milly: I wish you were here right now—I’m in Baltimore watching Cory play—he has me in some executive suite today with some of his sponsors. They have the best hot dogs up here. Have you ever had sauerkraut? Uh, it’s a delight!

      Milly: How are you feeling? Want to talk on the phone tonight?
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        * * *

      

      “Hey Carson, it’s Milly, but you probably know that from the caller ID. I was calling to see how everything was going, if you’re settling in to Phoenix. Let me guess, you’re rooming with Knox. I wish I knew you last year, because just seeing your antics on the field made me want to be friends with the both of you. Anyway, if you get a chance, call or text. I’m here for you.
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        * * *

      

      JULY

      “Ooof.” My chest glides across the fresh-raked dirt. I pop up on my cleats and throw the runner out at first.

      “Nice, Stone,” Radar, our first baseman says, while pointing his glove at me and then tossing the ball in my direction. I throw the ball to Knox, who then tosses it to our third baseman and back to the pitcher.

      Two outs, one more to go, and then back in the cages for me for at least three more buckets of balls. That’s all I can take at this point. My body is aching, but my constant practice is starting to pay off. I’m leading the team in batting and slugging percentage, and teams are starting to intentionally walk me when runners are on. I hate being walked, but it’s also a backhanded compliment. They’re nervous about my bat.

      The next batter steps up to the plate and with the first pitch, number twenty hits the ball back to the pitcher, and the game is over. We line up on the field, give each other high-fives, and head to the dugout. Before I can collect my stuff, a reporter with a microphone pulls me aside.

      Fuck. I despise interviews.

      “Carson Stone, you went four for four today and drove in five runs. What kind of power do you have behind that bat lately?”

      Hands on my hips, looking down, I say, “Just been working hard in the cages.”

      “Thompson was throwing bullets out there, but it didn’t seem to affect you at all. Do you think you have him numbered?”

      “I was just seeing the ball well today.”

      “And how do you feel you’re adjusting to the team? Are you getting along with all the guys?”

      “Yup.” I nod, tip my hat, and take off, knowing fully well PR will be knocking on my locker tomorrow to talk to me about elaborating more, just like they did last time.
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        * * *

      

      AUGUST

      Hey you,

      Thought an email would be easier than sending this all to you in a text. I had to share with you, because I’m so excited. I haven’t said anything to you yet, but I’m a partner with my brothers. They said yes. Can you believe it? And today we broke ground on the new facility. Well, we didn’t actually break ground, but we started renovations. I suggested we buy the space next to the building to expand, but after a walk-through, we’ll have plenty of space and if we want to expand one day, the option could still be there, or we could build our own facility.

      Seeing it all come to life though, speaking with an architect . . . it seems so surreal. I always envisioned it in my head but was never sure it would happen.

      I just wish you could see it, but don’t worry, I attached some pics of the empty space. As the project moves on, I’ll keep you updated.

      I’ve been watching your stats online, and you’re killing it. The coaches must be seriously impressed. I was reading that you haven’t had a strikeout for at least twenty-five games? That’s insane. You must be really seeing the ball right now. I always wondered when batters are seeing the ball that well if it seems like a beach ball floating into the strike zone to them. Is that what you see? A beach ball?

      Jerry is moving to California—sobs—as he got a job in Silicon Valley. He’s been walking around Chicago with his sunglasses on, telling everyone he’s too tech for Chicago now. So basically, he’s been douche-ing it up lately. That’s been fun.

      Shane is working with a start-up here and loving it so far. We’ve been to a few Bobbies games and we always talk about how cool it’s going to be to see you playing on the field one day, because we know it’s going to happen.

      Anyway, just wanted to check in. Feel free to write back. I miss you.

      Milly
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        * * *

      

      Milly: Hey, I finally got to see some footage of you batting. Killer swing there, slugger. And have you been lifting more? Your forearms are super dreamy.

      Milly: Spent the last hour watching your swing and slowing it down. Everything is beautiful, just watch that lead front toe. Make sure it doesn’t turn out before you connect with the ball. It’s the difference between a fly out and a home run.

      Milly: How does it feel hitting with a wooden bat? Is it everything you dreamt of?

      Milly: I like that you chose a black bat. Derek Jeter always had a black bat, and I thought that was classy for some reason.

      Milly: Does anyone ever say, ‘Can I get your autograph, Studmuffin?’ I would totally do that.

      Milly: ^^^ That’s a lie, I would never have the guts to say that, but it’s fun to pretend.

      Milly: Miss you, Stone.
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        * * *

      

      SEPTEMBER

      “Where are you going?” Knox asks, approaching me with his bagful of locker room crap. The season is over, we weren’t called up for the end of the regular season in the majors, so now we go home.

      But where’s home?

      “Staying here. Extending my rent. Training.”

      “Everyone’s leaving. You’ll be alone.”

      “So?” I shove three pairs of athletic shorts in my duffel bag.

      “You barely talk as it is. If you’re here alone, you’ll go crazy.”

      “Nothing wrong with that.” I stand and toss a few rolls of tape into my bag as well.

      Sighing, Knox comes to the side of my locker and says, “Dude, I love you, you know that, right?”

      “Where’s this going? I need food, and I don’t have time for this bullshit.”

      “You don’t seem to have time for anything but baseball. There’s life outside of baseball.”

      “Not for me.”

      “What about Milly?”

      “What about her?” I ask, checking my locker for anything I might be missing.

      “Where are things with her? Have you answered any of the texts she’s sent you? I see them piling up on your phone.” He points to my screen where there are two text messages waiting for me.

      “She’ll get the point.” I’ve closed my mind to Milly. I don’t read her texts or her emails. She has to stay nonexistent in my mind, so I have no fucking idea why she keeps contacting me.

      Knox groans in frustration and says, “You’re coming home with me.”

      “I’m not.”

      “I already told my mom you are. Are you really going to upset Mama G after everything she’s done for you? After all the games she sat in the stands and cheered for you, all the treats she made you? Are you going to stand her up?”

      For a brief moment of weakness, I let Knox’s word penetrate my emotional forcefield. Mama G has been the one and only person who shouted my name louder than anyone I knew while I was playing. She was a second mom to me during college and for the life of me, I can’t disappoint her.

      “Fine.”

      “Fine?” Knox asks in surprise.

      “Yeah, but I’m not talking about my feelings and all that bullshit. I’m training and that’s it.”

      “We can make that happen.” Knox picks up my bag and his and throws his arm over my shoulder. “Texas, here we come.”
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        * * *

      

      “Hey Carson, it’s me. I can’t believe the season is over. I was calling to congratulate you on an awesome start to your professional career. The Bobbies totally made a terrible decision not calling you and Knox up for the extension of their roster. They’ll regret it. Next year though, right? What are your off-season plans? Are you coming back to Chicago? Let me know if you’re in town. I’d love to see you.”
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        * * *

      

      NOVEMBER

      “It’s been a dream having you boys here,” Mama G says, putting biscuits, gravy, and chicken in front of us. “My house has never looked better. Seriously the paint job on the fence makes me cry every time I look at it. It’s beautiful.”

      “What do you have for us to do tomorrow?” I ask, digging into my meal.

      Knox and I have been doing manual labor for the past two months, and it’s given me muscles I never knew existed. The gym can do a lot, but being outside, breathing in fresh air, tossing hay into a truck, it does something to a man, gives him a clearer head, more of a purpose.

      My days have been simple. Chores in the morning, practice in the afternoon, chores at night, eat, and then go to bed. Repeat. The first week, I was so exhausted, I could barely lift my body out of bed, but now, I wake up before the alarm clock and am out of bed ready to go before Knox even opens his eyes.

      We’ve been helping Mama G’s neighbor with his horses and cattle on some days and others we’ve been fixing up Mama G’s house. Knox has taken some days off, complaining that he can’t keep up with me, but I have the drive to get things done, to make sure I don’t have to stop to think. Constant motion, it’s what gets me from day to day without breaking down.

      “I was thinking we go into town, have an off day?”

      I shake my head. “I’m good, I have to train.”

      “Sweetie”—Mama G places her hand on my forearm—“you need a break.”

      I can’t snap at Mama G like I snap at Knox, so I hold back the quick retort and take a deep breath. “There’s no need for me to go into town. You two go ahead though.”

      “We want to treat you to lunch, show you some good barbeque. You’ve been working relentlessly.”

      “It’s how I prefer it.”

      “Carson, you need to—”

      “Mom,” Knox says. From the corner of my eye, I see him shake his head no and she quietly backs away, keeping her opinions to herself, making me feel like complete shit.

      The silence between us is usually comfortable, but right now, it’s painful, and I don’t know how to fix it other than setting my fork down and lifting to my feet.

      “I’m actually feeling unwell. I’m heading upstairs. Thanks for dinner, Mama G.”

      “Oh Carson, you don’t—”

      She doesn’t get to finish, because I’m already up the stairs headed to the bedroom I’ve been camping out in. I flop on the bed and stare at the ceiling as my phone buzzes in my pocket. A text, most likely from Milly.

      A knock on my door startles me and Knox’s voice comes from the other side. “Hey, I brought your food up here. It’s on the floor if you want it. Sorry about my mom being pushy. See you tomorrow, bud.”

      I squeeze my eyes shut and listen to Knox make his way back downstairs before grabbing the food from the hallway that’s been replenished.

      I don’t deserve this kind of treatment and yet, I can’t get myself to leave either. There’s nowhere to go anyway.
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        * * *

      

      JANUARY

      Hey Carson,

      Happy New Year.

      Finally heard through the grapevine that you’ve been staying with Knox in Texas. That sounds like fun. Does he live on a ranch? For some reason, I’m picturing you riding a horse and it’s hysterical in my head. Have you ridden a horse? Did you wear a cowboy hat while doing it? Please say yes.

      We’re opening the new facility in a week, just in time for “spring training” and I can’t wait to see everyone’s reactions. We have so many coaches lined up to train their athletes in the new cages and on the turf, we are already booked up. Don’t worry though. I saved a cage for myself.

      When I was looking around the new space, it reminded me of all the good times we had in the batting cages.

      I know you said we were over, that you were training and focusing on that, but it doesn’t take a long time to answer a text message. I just don’t get why you haven’t talked to me.

      I don’t mean to get girly on you, but is it something I did? I hope I didn’t hurt you in any way and not even realize it.

      Anyway, if you can, write me back, text me back, call me back. Any of those would work.

      I miss you, Carson.

      Milly.
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        * * *

      

      APRIL

      Milly: Saw you hit your first cycle in the minors. That’s awesome. Congrats.

      Milly: Cory said you’ve moved up to Triple-A with Knox and there are rumors of you coming up to the majors this year. Is that true? If you do, let me know. I’ll drop everything to be at that game cheering for you.

      Milly: Miss you, Carson.
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        * * *

      

      “This is fucking bullshit,” I say, slamming my suitcase on the floor and popping open a beer before flopping down on the couch I share with Knox. “I get called up, don’t play, and then sent back down to this hellhole? What the fuck?”

      “It’s how the game is played. Rivera is still viable at second on the Bobbies. They’re not about to get rid of him just yet.”

      “He sucks,” I spit out, my anger taking over. “He can barely fucking bunt. They need him gone.”

      “Dude, your veins in your forehead are dancing. Maybe take a chill pill.”

      “Fuck this.” I stand and take off to my room, needing time away from everything.
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        * * *

      

      Milly: You were called up. That’s so exciting.

      Milly: What did it feel like? Were you beside yourself?

      I stare at her text, my anger boiling over. Why the fuck is she doing this? I should have blocked her fucking number before now.

      Carson: Lose this number and get a hint. I don’t want to fucking talk to you.

      I drop my phone on my mattress and push my hands through my hair, instant regret hitting me. Fuck, I haven’t talked to her in almost a year and that’s what I say to her?

      Maybe I should apologize. I go to reach for my phone when something stops me.

      No, I should leave it at that because maybe this will help her realize that she needs to move on. That she needs to stop, that she needs to let go. I’m not the same man she once knew.

      I briefly think of her and see her beauty, and her perfect dimples—

      Stop. He deserves your complete focus. This is for him.

      I’m not the same man she once knew.

      What’s done is fucking done.
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        * * *

      

      JUNE

      Smack.

      Crack—smack.

      Wipe brow, replace ball.

      Crack—smack.

      “How long are you going to be in here?” Knox says, coming up to the cage.

      “As long as it takes for me to get out of this slump.”

      “Ever think you need a fucking break?”

      “Can’t take a break.”

      He lifts the nets just as I take another swing. I reach for another ball but he kicks the bucket to the side, scattering them across the cages.

      “What the fuck?”

      “Stop. Just fucking stop for a goddamn second and take a breath,” he yells. “Look at your goddamn hands. They’re bleeding. You have dark circles under your eyes, and you’re so fatigued that you can’t focus when you’re up to bat. You’re driving yourself to an early grave and straight back to Double-A, where you’ll have a hell of a time climbing back up the ladder.”

      Exhausted, I let out a sigh and toss my bat to the side before taking a seat on the ground. “I don’t fucking get it. Why do they keep calling me up but not playing me? Stop fucking with me.”

      “Dude, we’ve been a part of this sport for so long, we’ve watched the yo-yo effect of being in Triple-A. That’s the nature of the beast. They use you as a pinch runner here and there, but until Rivera goes down, your time belongs here, which means when you’re here you need to give yourself a break. Coach said he’s benching you tomorrow so you can gather your head.”

      “The fuck he is. I can’t take a break. I need to play,” I say frantically. “I’m fine. I just . . . I just need some sleep.”

      “You’re not fine. You’re a fucking mess.” Knox takes a seat next to me and says, “It’s been a year. Don’t you think it’s time you finally talk about whatever it is that’s driving you down this one-track-mind road?”

      “I have goals.”

      “Bullshit. You had goals in college but it was never like this. And what about fucking Milly? Jason told me you broke her heart a couple months ago. What the fuck did you say to her?”

      “He said that?” I ask, looking at Knox.

      “Yeah. He was checking up on her and asked how things were between you two. You told her to lose your number?”

      Guilt consumes me.

      “What the fuck did she ever do to you to deserve that kind of treatment?”

      “Why is Jason checking up on her?” I ask, my anger coming back in full force. “Does he like her or something?”

      “As if it would matter. You never answered her. Wasn’t she the girl who stole your heart? Isn’t that what you told me? So why did you set out to break her spirit?”

      “Because . . .” I pause, wiping my hands on my shorts, the broken blisters leaving a trace of blood. “It was too much. I need to focus on my goal. I need to make it to the majors by next year, solidly, a position player, a starter.”

      “Why by next year?” Knox asks, his irritation with me growing. “Why does it matter?”

      “Because I made a goddamn promise to my dad on his deathbed,” I yell, as a wave of pain bursts past my façade. A sob escapes my lips, and I press my face into my shirtsleeve.

      Knox puts his arm around me. Physical contact. Something I haven’t felt since we left his mom’s.

      And a switch is flipped.

      It’s too much.

      The loss of my father.

      The loss of a family.

      The loss of a dream.

      The loss of her.

      “It was because of me,” I say. My voice is nothing but a distraught breath.

      “What was?”

      “His death,” I answer, choking on my own words.

      “What do you mean?”

      Wiping my eyes with the corner of my shirt, I take a deep breath. “His work ethic, his constant long days, it was because of me. All the medical bills from my mom and my baseball expenses piled up over time. He took out a loan to pay for it. The loan apparently was shitty and the interest was insane. He was in debt and worked tirelessly, trying to pay it off. I didn’t know until my aunt Carol told me. He sent me money, fun money, he got me everything I wanted. It was because—”

      “Because he loved you,” Knox says. “He worked hard because he loved you. He didn’t die because of you; he died because it was his time. I don’t think anything would have changed his work ethic, because he was the kind of man who provided, and would do that until his last breath.”

      Another wave of tears hit me hard and Knox brings me in closer.

      “You can’t possibly blame yourself for his death, Carson. Shit happens to the people we love every day. We can’t avoid it. But what we can do is remember them the best way we can. I talked to your dad on the phone a few times, and I wish I’d known him better, but what I do know is he would not be happy with the way you’ve been living. Pushing people away, working tirelessly until your body gives out. He would have lectured you on taking care of yourself.”

      “He was one to speak. He should have taken care of himself.”

      “But that’s not the kind of man he was. I never told you this, but when he dropped you off at our dorm and you were in the bathroom, he pulled me to the side and said he made a promise to your mom that he would always take care of you. That he’d make sure you had everything you needed in life to make your dreams come true. Since he couldn’t be in Chicago with you, he asked if I would watch over you and he would make sure you were provided for.”

      “He said that?”

      Knox nods. “He did, and I told him I would. Why do you think I’ve stuck around your moody ass this past year? Because I made a promise as well. You’re my family, Carson, and even though you’ve been a bastard, no matter how much you piss me off, I’m never going to stop watching over you.” He clutches me tighter. “We’re in this together, man.”

      Something inside me breaks. I don’t know if it’s my wall, my understanding, or my eagerness to make my promise to my dad a reality, but the tension in my body eases and I’m able to take a full breath.

      In this together? Hardly. But that’s on me.

      Fuck, that’s on me.

      “You’ve made me so proud, Carson. Not just as a baseballer, but as a man. And the way you speak of your girl, Milly, reminds me of your mom. She pushes you, so she’s the girl for you. You may not have baseball forever, as our bodies can only sustain us for so long. But your girl . . . always work as hard at that relationship as you do in baseball. Never give up.” How had I forgotten those words that my dad spoke to me in one of our last phone calls? How had I somehow twisted his love and sacrifices for me as something he’d resented? He never told me about his debt, but not because he was ashamed. He did everything he did with pride. Fuck. He’d hate this version of me. And Milly . . . that beautiful and bright soul. “What the fuck did she ever do to you to deserve that kind of treatment?” Nothing. All she did was love, support, and push me.

      I’m such an asshole.

      “Fuck,” I mutter, shaking my head. “I’ve really fucked everything up.”

      “Nah, you’ve just muddied the water. Time to filter out the shit and make it clean again.”

      I glance at Knox, a cock to my brow. “Is that some Texas saying?”

      “You should know, you spent a few months there.” He smiles. “Come on, let’s get you better first, and then we can mend everything else.”
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        * * *

      

      JULY

      Feeling a little more human, a little less angry, and slightly more optimistic, I stretch out on my bed after a solid win and performance and pick up my phone.

      It’s been a few months since I’ve “spoken” to her, but like Knox said, I’ll never know until I try.

      There’s no denying I still think about Milly every day. Even when I didn’t want to, I thought about her. She was constantly on my mind. Every time I was in the cages, I swear I heard her voice bounce off the walls, reminding me to keep my hands high. When I would stare at my glove before every game, listening to my pre-game music, I would see her face when she handed me my glove back after tightening it. And when the lights turned off at the stadium, I’d imagine the night I asked her to meet me in the dugout, the first time I told her how I felt.

      Despite my best efforts, I couldn’t extract her from my season, even when I said some of the worst things to her.

      And now that I’m feeling more like my old self, I want to reach out to her, let her know how sorry I am.

      Pulling up a text message, I type up a quick text.

      Carson: Hey Milly, how are you? Was hoping maybe we could talk today? Let me know if you have time.

      I hit send as nerves crash down on me. Worst-case scenario, she tells me to eat my own shit. Best-case scenario, she hears me out.

      As I wait for her response, I stare at the last text I sent her . . .

      Lose this number and get a hint. I don’t want to fucking talk to you.

      Jesus Christ, I was horrible. I want to say I was in a bad place, but that’s no excuse. She kept talking to me after I pushed her away, never once holding that against me . . . and I snapped at her, took out all my anger on her. She didn’t deserve that, and I hate that it’s taken me this long to realize it.

      I just hope she—

      My phone vibrates as a text box pops up on my phone. My eyes focus and I read the text, my mind whirling.

      Milly: Who’s this?

      It’s like an ice pick to the heart.

      I told her to lose my number . . . and she did.

      She followed through. I should be proud of her, for dropping a loser like me and moving on, but fuck does it hurt knowing she really did.

      I contemplate writing her back, telling her it’s the asshole she tried to contact for almost a year, that I’m sorry and beg her to talk to me, but set my phone down instead. I told her to lose my number, she lost it, and she’s . . . well, I guess she’s moved on.

      Why fuck with her life now?

      I drape my arm over my eyes and try to steady my racing heart, wondering what the fuck I should do. The promise I made to my dad comes to mind, making it to the majors within three years. It’s a strong promise, one I know I can make happen, but when I get there, who the fuck is going to be in the stands cheering for me?

      It was supposed to be Milly. The girl I was meant to work just as hard for as I have at baseball. Now, once again, no one will be there. And it’s all my own damn fault.
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        * * *

      

      “Soo . . . did you text her?” Knox asks, flinging himself on my bed.

      “I did.”

      He rubs his hands together. “How did it go?”

      I glance at him and then back at the ceiling. “Read the room, man.”

      “She told you to fuck off?”

      “I probably would have preferred that, as at least I’d know there was still some emotion left inside of her when it comes to me.”

      Knox shifts and sits up. “What do you mean?”

      Hands linked together and resting on my stomach, I keep my gaze toward the ceiling when I say, “I told her to lose my number and she did. She had no idea who was texting her.”

      Knox hisses an ouch sound and then chuckles.

      Fucking chuckles.

      I snap in his direction. “Why the fuck are you laughing?”

      “Because, you are in deep, man. You have quite the hole to climb out of and it’s going to take a whole lot of fucking time to convince that girl that she should give you a second chance.”

      He’s right about that, but should I bother? Would she give me a second chance after ignoring her for so long and then pulling an asshole stunt like I did? Do I even deserve a second chance?

      “I don’t know what to do.”

      “You love her, right?” He pokes my side and I nod carefully, not able to say the words out loud. He chuckles again and it makes me want to drive my fist right through his throat.

      “So glad my downfall is funny to you.”

      “Lighten up, bro. You remember how to have a good time, right? Be light and fun like you used to? Maybe start there and something will come to you. I mean . . . what’s her soft spot?”

      “Her brother, baseball . . . teaching kids.”

      And just like that, an idea starts to brew.

      “Ah, I see the wheels turning.”

      “They are.”

      “Just remember,” Knox says, getting off my bed, “this isn’t an overnight fix. This is something that’s going to take some time.”

      “I know,” I answer, sitting up and grabbing my phone. “This is going to take a long fucking time, but hopefully I can put the right things into action now.”

      I don’t deserve Milly after what I put her through, but fuck do I hope she’ll wait for me. And even though with every fiber of my being I want Milly back, my actions need to be about her happiness. Her future. Her dreams. Her.
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      OVER A YEAR AND A HALF LATER

      “Thank you, Coach Milly.”

      “You’re welcome, killer. Keep this up and you’re going to lead the team in batting average.”

      “You think so?”

      I ruffle Dennis’s hat and nod. “No doubt.” I give his mom a wink. They head toward the concession stand where he always gets a red Powerade so he can stock up on electrolytes, as he likes to say.

      Dennis has really come along in the three years I’ve been working with him and he’s joined a travel ball team. Still an outfielder, he’s grown into his clothes and can really put power behind the ball. And he’s quick, really freaking quick. We’ve been working on his left-handed batting, turning him into a little bit of an Ichiro with a slight slap and run to his hitting. Apparently, his opposing teams don’t quite know what to do with him yet.

      Rian and Sean have also been training him, putting him through quick burst-like exercises to increase his speed, and it shows. He’s a hard worker and by far my favorite student.

      I know I shouldn’t have favorites, but I can’t help it.

      “Hey, you ready?” Shane asks, walking up to my cage. He’s been patiently waiting for me to finish before we go to dinner.

      It’s my treat this go-around, so he can wait.

      “Yeah, let me store my stuff quickly and then I’m ready.”

      I gather my coaching equipment, lock it up in my special closet so the other coaches can’t get their grabby hands on it, and meet Shane at the front, who’s wearing a finely tailored suit and a smile on his face.

      When I reach him, he drapes his arm over my shoulder and presses a kiss to my head. “How was your day?”

      “It was good.” We walk out to his car and I hop in, familiar with the fresh leather scent. “I had a new student come in looking for help.”

      “Yeah? How did the assessment go?”

      I chuckle and say, “Let’s just say he won’t be working with me.”

      Shane laughs out loud. “Seriously? Was he a dick?”

      “Little punk wouldn’t listen to me. I could tell he was pissed I had boobs.”

      “A teenage boy should never be pissed about boobs.”

      “Not true, a boy who might be gay would be pissed about them.”

      Shane points at me. “You got me there, but seriously, was he pissed that you were a girl coach?”

      “Totally. He wasn’t taking direction well and when I was giving him slight adjustments, he half-heartedly put effort into listening. He was obnoxious. His dad was eager to see if I would take him on, so I told him I would let him know, but it’s going to be a big fat no.”

      “Oh shit, that dad is going to be so pissed, because I’m sure he came to you knowing you’re changing the swings around Chicago.”

      I shrug. “Not my fault his kid’s a punk. Don’t take me seriously, I won’t work with you.” It’s true, in the past year and a half, the influx of students who’ve come flocking to me has been incredible. I have a full roster right now, but I’m always willing to take a look at a new batter.

      “That’s what I love about you, Mills, you don’t take shit from anyone.”

      I smile and look out the window. “I have to have standards.”

      “So how was the training camp last weekend?”

      Our third training camp with Brentwood increased our business by tenfold. We can barely keep up, so much that we’re already considering a third facility. Crazy, I know, but with the addition of Brentwood coming in for their community service, it’s changed everything.

      And it was weird how it happened.

      I finished up a training session with one of my regulars when Coach Disik came into the facility. I paused, stunned for a second seeing the coaching legend in our building, but when he spotted me and made a direct beeline to talk to me, I froze. It was mildly embarrassing as I stumbled through my words, explaining to him how our training facility and process works. He asked if we have a progression timeline for training or plan on offering baseball camps. I gave him pamphlets and smiled way too fanatically. From there, he’s worked closely with us, impressed with not only our mission, but with my teaching techniques, even picking up on some of my video studies. I never thought I’d see the day when Coach Disik actually learned from me, especially given I watched all his instructional videos growing up.

      “It was amazing, our biggest to date. We’re doing another one in the summer and then in the fall when the players are back from break. We’re thinking since the fall one will be so big, we’ll do it at the stadium.”

      “That’s awesome. The kids will love that.”

      “Yeah, all my students go to the camps and afterward, they’re star-struck and in awe, and their performance picks up too. It’s like they’re reinvigorated.”

      “It’s impressive what you’ve been able to build in such a short amount of time.”

      “Very unexpected,” I say as we pull up to the bagel sandwich shop Shane and I are obsessed with.

      We put in our order, the same thing we get every time: turkey, apple, cheddar, bacon bagel sandwich with Dijon on toasted pumpernickel. I order the fruit bowl and Shane gets the chips. We split both.

      Food in front of us, Shane picks up his enormous bagel—it’s why we love this place so much because they don’t skimp on the bagel size—and takes an impressive bite. The first bite for him is always the largest and he struggles chewing every time. He’ll never learn. After swallowing, he asks, “So, given any thought to opening day?”

      I was waiting for him to ask. I’ve put him off every time the question comes my way and now that we’re a week and a half from the Bobbies home opener and first game of the season, I know he’s chomping at the bit to find out if he should sell his tickets or not.

      “I don’t know,” I answer honestly, still on the fence of my decision.

      I would be lying if I said I haven’t kept an eye on Carson’s career. I haven’t been following it religiously, but every once in a while, I’ll check out of sheer curiosity. After he sent me his single text message, where he told me to get a hint, I was crushed.

      No, crushed is not a good enough word . . . demolished. Utterly devastated.

      The pain, the heartbreak, it was excruciating. For a week, I didn’t leave my apartment, I couldn’t. I’d put all this energy and hope and time into letting Carson know he’s not alone, and then he tells me, in no uncertain way, to get lost. It was the biggest slap to the face, the biggest crack to my heart. I couldn’t believe a man I’d loved so deeply was capable of such venom.

      I quickly deleted his number from my phone and told myself never again. He’s out of my life. I mentally wished him luck in his pursuit to the big leagues and hope he finds peace, but I was done after that.

      A few months later, I got a text from a random number. I had an inkling it was Carson and in a weak moment, I answered, just curious.

      But when I didn’t get a text back, I shifted my thinking again . . . away from him. That was until the talk of the town is that the Brentwood-turned-Bobbie second baseman is rising through the ranks and claiming a starting position on the roster.

      His handsome and matured face has been plastered across every promo piece in the city, commercials with his deep, excited voice asking fans to buy season tickets come on sporadically, and of course, all my students love talking about him. It’s as if he’s personally talking to them, especially Dennis. The kid won’t shut up about Carson Stone, and I really like Dennis—favorite student, remember—but every time he mentions Carson’s name, it makes me want to punt the little fucker in the jockstrap.

      Needless to say, it’s been hard to escape the news that Carson Stone is back in town and that he’s the newest up-and-comer for the Bobbies with massive potential.

      “It’s not like he’s going to see you at the game,” Shane says, pointing out the obvious. “He has more important things to focus on rather than impossibly trying to pick someone out in the stands.”

      “I understand he won’t see me, but it’s seeing him, hearing everyone chant for him, it’s too . . . difficult.”

      “Does that mean you’ll never go to another Bobbies game again?”

      “No, don’t be ridiculous. It’s just . . . it’s his first start as a solid name on the roster. There’s going to be big fanfare around it. I don’t know if I can take it. It still seems too raw.” I pick at my bagel, my appetite depleted.

      “So that’s a no?”

      “Maybe.” I sigh and lean back in my chair. “Honestly, I knew there was a good chance he’d be back in Chicago soon, I just didn’t realize it was going to be this soon, you know? It doesn’t seem like that long ago when he broke me.”

      “I’m not telling you how to mend your heart, but what I am saying is Opening Day is one of your favorite things, so don’t let him take that away from you. It might sting, but the sting might be worth it to finally get over the hurdle of pain.”

      “I hate that you make sense.”

      “How about a lot?” He winks. “Think about it. Jerry’s going to be in town, and he’s really looking forward to it. We both are. Just like old times.”

      I pick at the cheese on my bagel and put a tiny bite in my mouth.

      “Okay, I’ll think about it.”
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        * * *

      

      “Cory, you really need to stop buying me dinner,” I huff into the phone. “I make money, I can afford things.”

      “Yeah, well, Rian and Sean both told me about your depressed demeanor because of Stone’s reemergence in town, so I thought some of your favorite deep-dish pizza would cheer you up. Also, don’t forget I let you and the boys buy your plane tickets to the Bahamas over break, so I’m still making up from that.”

      “You upgraded our seats to first class behind our backs.”

      “I’m not even sorry about it.” He laughs into the phone. Honestly, he needs to find a girlfriend and stop spending money on us, not that I’m not grateful, but I want him to be happy. Then again, I guess spending it on us does make him happy. And taking us to the Bahamas for a week made him happy. We don’t get to do a lot of things together, because Cory lives in Baltimore and his schedule doesn’t allow for much, so when he asked if we would go on vacation, we jumped on it.

      “Seriously though, how’s the girlfriend search? Anyone on the horizon?”

      “Nah, don’t have time for that. No one wants to date a baseball player during the season.”

      I laugh out loud, the sound vibrating in my chest. “You’re delusional. There are probably a million girls in Maryland alone waiting for you to look their way.”

      “Yeah, and each of them with the wrong intention. I don’t want a girl who wants me because I play major league baseball. I want a girl who wants me for who I am.”

      “So that means I’m in charge of setting you up again?”

      “Find me a good one,” he jokes, just as there’s a knock on my door.

      “Oh, delivery is here,” I say with excitement.

      “I thought you didn’t want food from me. Now you’re all excited.”

      “I just feel bad that you’re always buying me things.”

      “It makes me happy, so deal with it,” he says as I dig through my wallet for a tip. “Now put me on FaceTime so I can see your face while you eat the pizza.”

      I pause. “That’s really weird.”

      “Nah, it’s not weird at all. Let me live vicariously through you.” Before I can stop him, he sends a FaceTime request and I reluctantly accept it. Sitting on his leather couch in a Storm shirt and black shorts, he waves like a moron at me. “There’s my girl. Still can’t get over the shoulder-length hair; it looks good, but matures you about ten years.”

      “Wow, thanks for calling me old.” I set the phone on the console in the entryway and open the door, holding out the tip money. “Than—”

      My mouth falls open and my heart catapults in my chest when my eyes connect with the man standing in my doorway. Handsome as ever with a five o’clock shadow that only highlights his light blue eyes even more is Carson Stone, a blast from the past, the last person I ever expected to be standing at my door.

      “Milly, is everything okay?” Cory asks, but I ignore him.

      My head starts shaking no as I take a step back, my chest filling with grief, my eyes clouding with tears, my heart breaking all over again from being this close to him, from inhaling his familiar scent, from seeing deep into the same eyes I fell in love with so long ago.

      “Wh-what are y-you doing here?” I ask.

      “Who’s there? Do I need to call the cops?” Cory shouts.

      “I was hoping we could talk,” Carson says, his face somber but with a hint of hope.

      But hope for what? He killed whatever was happening between us.

      “Talk? Who is that? Is that Stone?” Cory yells.

      Finally addressing him, I reach for the phone and say, “I’ll call you back.” He goes to say something but I hang up before I can translate, and then set my phone back on the console and fold my arms across my chest, finally remembering what I look like.

      Good Lord.

      My short hair is an absolute mess, windblown from my walk earlier. I’m wearing Baltimore Storm sweatpants that have seen better days, and I’m in a loose, feminine-cut black shirt. Not the kind of outfit you want to be wearing when you see an ex for the first time in years.

      “Carson, I . . . I don’t think you should be here.”

      “I understand.” He stuffs his hands in his jeans pockets that cling to his thighs. That’s when I take a second—and I mean a second—to admire how much stronger he looks, how the last three years under a strong training regimen has transformed him even more into a starting second baseman for a major league baseball team. “But I would like to say something to you before I go. Can I at least do that?”

      No.

      I want you to leave.

      I wish you never came by.

      Because now my heart is beating fast, my palms are sweating, and the emotions that I’ve tamped down are resurfacing again.

      And that scares me.

      I’ve never felt for anyone the way I feel for you . . .

      “Fine,” I answer, even though my conscious is screaming obscenities at me.

      “Can I come in?” He nods to my small studio apartment, the same apartment we were intimate all over. On the bed, the chairs, the counters, the shower, every part of this apartment has been touched by him, and it’s one of the reasons I desperately wanted to move and the only reason I’ve stayed.

      I shake my head. “That’s not a good idea.” I lean against the wall and say, “Just tell me why you’re here.”

      “Okay.” He takes a deep breath and connects his gaze with mine. “I came here to tell you I was sorry.”

      That’s exactly what I feared.

      “Yeah, I was right, this wasn’t a good idea.” I push off the wall and walk toward the door, gripping the edge. “You should go.”

      “Milly, please, let me get this off my chest.”

      “Why?” I ask, my voice growing strong with anger. “So you can feel better about how you treated me? So you don’t have to walk around with guilt any more about breaking my heart and stomping it on the ground? So you can move forward in life and leave me a mess of a girl once again?”

      His face drops, and his shoulders slump as he takes a step forward. “Milly—”

      I stop him with a hand to his thick, corded chest. “Don’t.”

      He reaches up and grabs my hand, pushing our palms together.

      Eyes wide, I try to pull away, but he holds me tight. “Let go. You don’t get to hold my hand anymore.”

      But he doesn’t let go, instead, he cuts the distance between us in half.

      “Please.” He pleads with his entire body. “Let me apologize.”

      I shake my head. “It’s not going to change anything. I’ll still be mad at you, my heart will still be fragile and cracked, and my trust in you will still be gone.” And I’ll be broken again. I can’t do this. Not now. Not ever.

      “But at least you’ll know why.”

      “Do I really want to know?” I ask, daring a glance at him and chastising my heart for beating faster when I catch the sorrow in his features.

      “I want you to know.” He takes in my apartment and then focuses back on me. “Please, Coach, let me explain.”

      Using my nickname is my undoing. I bite my bottom lip and step aside, letting him into my apartment, a move I’m certain I’ll regret in the morning.

      “Thank you,” he whispers, walking in and taking a seat in one of the wingback chairs in my living room.

      With my back to him, I shut the door and silently tell myself to be strong, to not break down in front of him and to erect a wall around my heart, even if it has to be put together with tape and glue, anything to keep him away.

      I take a seat across from him but sit cross-legged in the chair, gaining enough distance to put my anxiety at ease.

      Once I’m comfortable and situated, I catch him staring at me, intently, with curiosity. I tug on a short strand of my hair and try not to make eye contact with him. His eyes were always my weakness.

      “I like your hair like that,” he says, softly, the compliment making me feel good and angry.

      “Just apologize, okay? Nothing else.”

      “Sure.” He clears his throat and rubs his hands on his thighs. “I could tell you I was in a bad spot, that my father died and I didn’t know how to handle my emotions and selflessly pushed you away. And to a degree, that’s true, but it’s not really the reason why I was untouchable. It was stupid determination to fulfill a hole in my heart, a promise to a man who gave me everything he said he would. It was guilt, it was anger, it was hatred for myself.” He folds his hands together in front of him. “The day I was drafted . . . was the same day my dad passed away . . . probably within seconds of each other.”

      Oh Jesus, there’s the first crack of my makeshift wall and even though my heart cries out for him, unable to personally process how difficult that must have been, he had a choice and he could have leaned on me, on the other guys. But he didn’t, and I need to keep reminding myself that.

      “It was a combination of emotions, finding out about my dad’s debt, the debt he accrued for me and my mom, and his constant drive to make sure I had a good life even though he was still in the red. His death, losing him way too early, and no longer having a family to turn to. It was an emotionally raw moment for me, like someone peeled back all my skin and exposed me to the toxic air floating around me. I shut down. I focused on the one thing I could control: my career and making it to the big leagues so my dad’s hard work wasn’t for nothing.”

      Everything he’s saying makes so much sense. It’s as if with each sentence he speaks, the clouds that have been fogging up my brain where Carson is concerned start to part. His drive, his constant battering of his body, his relentlessness to never leave the cages without hitting a certain amount of buckets. Through the almost year where he wasn’t talking to me, Jason kept me updated through Knox and as time went on, I heard more and more about his obsessiveness to be perfect, to hit every single ball right, to field everything that came his way, making sure he got leather on every ball hit in his direction. He was a constant presence in the weight room and it shows now with how much he’s grown in his chest and arms. Even his neck looks thicker.

      “I did everything I could to isolate myself and make sure I was only focusing on one thing and one thing alone. Baseball. It was unhealthy and as Knox pointed out to me, slowly driving me to an early grave . . . just like my dad. It took some time to slow down, to redirect my focus on quality and not quantity, to repair those friendships I lost, and to get to where I am today, sitting in front of you, not looking for forgiveness, but for the opportunity to tell my story.”

      Emotion tickles my throat as it grows tight. He’s so calm, almost like he’s surrendering to me, and I really don’t know how to handle it. I’d rather be fighting, yelling and screaming at each other, but this resolved Carson with determination in his features to get out his words, it’s making me think. It’s making me drop one shaky brick at a time, exposing myself ever so slightly. Just a peek.

      “I treated you like you meant nothing to me and that wasn’t the case at all, Milly. You meant everything to me . . . you still do.” I flatten my lips tight, swearing to hold it together. Do not break down in front of him. “I ignored you when I should have leaned on you, when I should have remembered how with the smallest of smiles you could bring light into my life. And I pushed you out of my life when I should have been planning all the different ways to keep you.” He rubs his hands together and stares down at them. “If I could change how I did things, I would, but I’m afraid what’s done is done. I can’t remove the giant stake I drove between us, but I do want you to know that I am sorry. I’m really fucking sorry, Milly. I’m sorry for hurting you, for pushing you away, for breaking your heart, for breaking mine for that matter and denying it the greatest thing that ever happened to it.” He stands and walks over to me. Reaching out, he grips my chin and says, “I mean that, you were the greatest thing to ever happen to me.”

      And fuck . . .

      A tear slips down my cheek. He quickly sweeps it away, gives me a sad smile, and then takes off, shutting the door quietly behind him and leaving me in a wake of “what the hell just happened?”
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        * * *

      

      Cory: What the fuck was that? Was that really Carson?

      Milly: It was. I’m still stunned.

      Cory: What did he want?

      Milly: To apologize. Wasn’t looking for forgiveness, just looking for the chance to tell his story.

      Cory: Was it worth it? His story, was it worth losing you?

      Milly: Hard to say, but . . . he did make me cry and that right there only tells me one thing. I’m not over him.

      Cory: I could have told you that. I’m not sure you’ll ever be over him, Mills.

      Milly: And that’s what I’m afraid of.
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        * * *

      

      “Good, just like that, bud.” I stand from my kneeling position and look at Dennis. I see him twice, sometimes three times a week and it’s really starting to show. “You’re killing it today.”

      “Thank you.” He blushes and then glances toward the back of the cage for the hundredth time today.

      “You’re lucky you’re doing good today,” I say, putting the last ball on the tee. “Your head has been rubbernecking all practice.”

      He scrunches his nose up. “Rubbernecking, what does that mean?” He chokes up, stares at the ball, steps, and swings through.

      I clap and lean over for a high-five. He slaps my hand hard and then sets his bat and helmet down to help me pick up the balls. We hit off the tee today, did some machine work, and then back on the tee to nail out any final mechanics.

      “Rubbernecking is when you keep looking backward or anywhere but where you’re supposed to be looking,” I explain just as the cage door opens.

      “Oh, it’s because—” Dennis pauses, gasps, and then runs toward the end of the cage where he wraps his arms around a strong pair of legs.

      I stand up straight, toss a ball in the bucket, and then nearly fall right over as my eyes focus on who belongs to the strong pair of legs.

      “Hey buddy, you looked amazing in there.”

      “You were watching? I didn’t see you.”

      “You shouldn’t have been looking.” Carson . . . yes, Carson Stone, ruffles Dennis’s head, as if they’ve been the best of friends for years. “Rule number one when it comes to baseball. All your mental focus needs to be on the game, forget the crowd, the fans, the pretty girls in the stands, you need to focus on the game and what you’re doing, because the minute you don’t focus, is the moment you make an error.”

      Dennis stares up at Carson, bright eyed and in awe. “Yes, of course. Won’t happen again.” Smiling big, he turns to me and says, “Coach Milly, did you see Carson Stone is here?”

      “Yeah.” I clear my throat and walk over to him, one of my hands pushing up my glasses. “I can see that. What brings you here?”

      “Told Dennis here when I was back in town, I’d catch one of his practices.”

      “Huh, I had no idea you guys were friends.”

      “Oh yeah,” Dennis says, standing next to Carson and giving him a fist bump. “We’ve been friends since he was at Brentwood. We’re pen pals.”

      I nearly choke on my own saliva.

      “You’re pen pals?”

      “Yup, he dropped the ball for a bit, but Mom said he was going through a tough time, so I forgave him once I got another letter from him, catching me up on what it was like in the minors.”

      My mind reels as I think about when that could have been. Maybe around the same time he text me and I asked who the number belonged to . . . that would make sense. Was he trying to change his life around then? And I didn’t give him a chance?

      No . . . this is not my fault. This is his.

      Swallowing my stubbornness of wanting to be a complete ass to the man, I say, “That was very nice of him.” And as my mind starts considering the timeline and piecing things together, about a year ago was when Dennis really started to pick up his practicing and getting better. Was Carson a part of that? “Was Carson giving you tips?”

      “Yup, but he told me to make sure I was listening to you because if anyone could get me to the big leagues, it was you.”

      Okay, okay . . . breathe.

      That’s a nice compliment.

      It’s super cute and adorable and touches my heart in all the best ways that Carson has been pen pals with Dennis.

      But it’s not going to change how I feel about Carson. I’m still mad. He hurt me, he hurt us. He threw us away.

      “Well.” I stick my hands in my pockets. “I have a small break between students, so I’m going to grab something quick to eat. I’ll see you in a few days, Dennis.” I glance at Carson. “Good seeing you, Carson.”

      I walk away, but not fast enough because I can hear Dennis say in a not-so subtle way, “What are you doing? You told me you love her. Aren’t you going to go give her a kiss?”

      Even though my feet keep moving forward, everything else in my body stops working. My heart doesn’t beat, my lungs don’t beg for more air, and it seems like everything around me stills as I quickly make my way to the office where I take a seat on the leather couch and attempt to take deep breaths.

      He doesn’t love me.

      No.

      If he did, he never would have put us through hell. He never would have ignored me. He wouldn’t have told me to get a hint.

      People in love don’t say those things, don’t emotionally hurt each other like that.

      And yes . . . Dennis said Carson loves me, but . . .

      Sean comes popping through the door and scans the room, spotting me. He observes me for a few seconds before saying, “So from the ghost-like look on your face, I’m going to guess you saw Stone out there.”

      “Saw him the other day too, when he came to my apartment to apologize.”

      “Cory told us.” Sean takes a seat at his desk and holds his arms over his stomach. “I’m going to guess you’re not taking it well.”

      “Would you? If the person you loved suddenly came back into your life, apologizes one of the most heartfelt apologies you’ve ever heard, then you find out he’s been a pen pal with your favorite student ever, and then that student just bursts out saying the person you loved actually loves you back?” I throw my arms up in the air and fall back on the couch. “Holy. Fuck.” I breathe out.

      Sean opens up the drawer to his attached filing cabinet and pulls out a file folder thick with paper. “Then I guess you don’t want to see this.” He rolls his chair over to me and sets the folder on the coffee table.

      “What is that?”

      “Why don’t you see for yourself?” Sean stands and walks to the door, hand on the knob. “He might have physically left your life, but he never forgot about you, Milly. He might have been lost for a bit, but once he found his head again, he found you.”

      Sean gives me a wink and then exits the office, leaving me alone with the folder that’s calling out, begging to be opened. But I know, the moment I flip open the folder is the moment I open my heart to heartbreak. I can feel it weighing heavily on me.

      The decision so palpable I can taste it.

      Do I want to know what he’s been doing behind the scenes?

      I press my hand to my forehead, going over the timeline again, when the facility started to really pick up with business, Coach Disik coming to us, the many camps we’ve had since then, the press . . . did Carson have anything to do with that?

      My fingers itch to open the folder, to find out, but before I can make the decision, the door to the office opens again but instead of one of my brothers walking through, Carson does.

      So not what I needed.

      Especially since he’s looking better than ever in a pair of navy-blue chino shorts and a white and blue striped polo shirt.

      “Hey,” he says, standing close to the closed door. “I’m sorry if I surprised you. I should have let you know what I promised Dennis. Are you, uh. . . are you okay?”

      “No,” I say before I can stop myself and just like that, the waterworks start. I bring my feet up to the couch and cover my face with my hands where I let the tears flow.

      “Milly,” I hear him say, his feet approaching until he sits on the coffee table in front of me. “Please talk to me.”

      “What do you want me to say?” I ask, anger in my voice but sorrow on my face. “I thought you were done with me. I was finally starting to get over the loss of you and then like a ghost from the past, you remerge as if you didn’t flip my world upside down when you told me to get a hint. I . . . I was tr-trying to help you,” I say on a sob.

      He grips my ankles and leans forward. “I know, Milly, and I’m so fucking sorry for treating you the way I did. There’s no excuse for my behavior, and all I can say is I’m sorry. I wish I handled things differently, but at the time, I had no other choice. It was like the walls were falling in on me and I was just trying to grasp at any emotion to help me survive. It was stupid and I’ll always regret it.”

      “I just wanted to tell you how sorry I was that you lost your dad. I wanted to hold you, tell you everything was going to be okay, that I was there for you. I wanted to be able to hold your hand at your dad’s funeral and to give you the comfort you needed to get through a difficult time. I wasn’t asking for eternity. I was asking for you to let me in, to let me be the girlfriend you asked me to be.”

      “I know.” He nods and drags his hand over his face, letting out a large sigh. “Fuck. I’m sorry, Milly. I really am.”

      Not able to look him in the eye, I say, “What do you want from me, Carson? Why are you really here?”

      He sits back but doesn’t answer right away.

      He doesn’t answer at all actually as he stands and pulls on the back of his neck, a look of disbelief on his face.

      Slowly, looking confused, he makes his way back to the door and places his hand on the knob. Before leaving, he says, “I don’t know what I want, Milly. I’m sorry.”

      And once again, he leaves.

      Tears well in my eyes as I stare at the closed door, wondering how I’m supposed to pull myself together in the next twenty minutes before my next lesson shows up. I glance down and spot the untouched folder and this time, it’s calling even louder.

      I drop my feet to the floor and flip open the folder with one finger before I can stop myself. Pages full of Carson’s handwriting flutter and my heart flies up to my throat. I piece through them, all handwritten, all to my brothers. I bring one closer and read it.

      Sean and Rian,

      Spoke with Coach Disik today, told him about the facilities and the coaching staff you have. Told him about Milly and how she turned my senior season around, preparing me for professional baseball. He was impressed and will be stopping by next week. It’s not much, but it’s the least I can do.

      Hope all is well and take care of Milly for me—I’m sure you are.

      Carson

      Tears spilling down my cheeks, I take a deep breath as my lip trembles.

      He told Disik about me? About the facility?

      I quickly rifle through the rest, all letters about different programs he spoke to, different coaches around the area, travel ball teams, and even some minor league guys looking to gain that extra inch. At least fifty different letters in here of every outreach he made for the business . . . for me.

      He’s always believed in me, encouraged me, but this, this is something I never would have expected, for him to go out of his way and make connections so I can succeed, just how I helped him succeed.

      No wonder Sean and Rian kept these to themselves, because if I knew Carson was doing this all along, I never would have been able to attempt to let him go, or let my heart grow as time between us grew apart.

      Now the question is, what the hell am I going to do with this knowledge?
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        CARSON

      

      

      “This is really stupid,” I whisper to Knox over the phone. “I need to turn around and leave. Tell me to turn around.”

      “Don’t be a goddamn pussy; walk yourself up to her door and get the job done. We planned this out, it’s been a year in the making . . . if you don’t close I’m going to have the biggest case of emotional blue balls.”

      “I don’t like how invested you are in this.”

      “You gave me no fucking choice. You owe this to me, after being a bastard to live with for so long. You are one step away, just fucking do it already. Christ.”

      “Your encouragement is award worthy.”

      “Some might say I could be a motivational speaker.”

      “Stick to baseball,” I deadpan, staring at her apartment door from the end of the hallway. “You should have seen her face today, dude. She was destroyed. I did that to her.”

      “Yeah, and you’re putting everything back together now. Trust me, she’s not over you, Jason told me she’s not. Trust your instincts and finish what you started.”

      “You know, instead of focusing on me so much, maybe you should probably try to work things out with Emory?”

      He sarcastically laughs. “Okay, completely different. It’s hard to go after someone who doesn’t want you. Milly wants you, so you need to show her you’re not going to be a dumbass anymore. I’m hanging up. Don’t call me until the deed is done.”

      The phone goes dead.

      The ass really hung up on me. I consider calling him back, but he’ll just yell at me some more and honestly, I’m not in the mood. Instead, I pocket my phone, rub my sweaty hands on my shorts, and close the distance between Milly’s apartment and me.

      This is it, everything I’ve been working toward the past year.

      One question is all I have to ask, and her answer will speak volumes.

      On a deep breath, I knock. The TV is muted before her feet pad across the floor. I prepare myself to set my eyes on her countless freckles and endearing eyes, but when she opens the door, I’m not ready for what I see on the other end.

      She’s . . . fuck, she’s so goddamn beautiful.

      In the years we’ve been a part, she hasn’t changed much. Her glasses are different, black-rimmed instead of tortoiseshell and a little smaller, but not by much. They frame her eyes more, making them seem almost brighter . . . more defined. And her hair, it barely kisses her shoulders and is parted to the side, silky and beautiful. I want to pass my fingers through it, absorb the texture into my memory.

      Her body, defined and gorgeous as it was before but instead of her baggy clothing, she seems to have tightened everything up, outlining her body for the world to see.

      There’s no denying she’s just as irresistible as she was in college, but now more mature—which makes my heart ache and guilt consume me—because it’s a stark reminder that my idiocy kept us apart.

      “Carson,” she says on a gasp. “What are you doing here?”

      Keep it short and sweet.

      This is the invite. If she accepts, that’s when I lay it all out on the line.

      I grip the doorframe and lean in, carefully taking in the way her eyes widen as they roam my chest. She’s not the only one who’s changed and from every small perusal, I know she’s thinking the same thing.

      Mustering every ounce of courage inside me, I say, “Back at the training facility, you asked me what I wanted from you and I told you I didn’t know.” I pause and connect my eyes with hers. “I was lying.”

      “What do you mean, you lied?” she asks, clutching her Bobbies tank at the collar, her eyes wavering between mine.

      Here it goes. The invite. The end to this journey.

      Swallowing hard, I say, “Tomorrow night, meet me in the dugout. Our dugout.”

      “What?” she asks, caught off guard.

      “Eight.” I smile. “Don’t be late.”

      I begin to walk away but she steps out into the hallway halting me while holding the door open with her foot. “What if I don’t show up?”

      Nerves churn in my stomach as she directly calls out my worst fear. What if she doesn’t show up? Then I try to swallow the biggest mistake I ever made.

      “Then I’ll take that as my cue to get a hint . . . and leave you alone,” I say softly, recycling the same words I told her over a year ago.

      Without turning back around, I leave, not physically able to take in her reaction. I don’t have it in me to see what she’s truly thinking. Even though the wait will be torturous and undeniably long, I will prolong hearing her answer—learning what my fate is—because at least right now, I know there’s at least a chance.
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        * * *

      

      Knox: Is she there? Are you holding hands? Kissing? What’s happening?

      Jason: I know, I can’t take the anticipation. I’m going to throw up in my shoes. I need to know what’s happening.

      Romeo: I don’t know why you dipshits are nervous. He has this in the bag. Have you seen the guy’s forearms lately? #deadly

      Knox: Thanks to me. I taught him everything he knows in the weight room.

      Scoffing, I type back, trying to keep myself distracted from the fact that Milly is five minutes late.

      Carson: You taught me jack shit.

      Knox: Noooo. You answered. Does that mean she’s late?

      Jason: Do you really think he would be texting us if she was there?

      Holt: What is going on? Why am I always on the outside of these conversations? Is it because I’m on the West Coast? Don’t hate.

      Knox: Carson is confessing his love to Milly. We’re on tenterhooks here, waiting to see if she shows up.

      Jason: As of now, she’s six minutes late.

      Carson: Thanks for the reminder.

      Romeo: Don’t get your balls all curdled. Flash her one nipple and she’s yours. I saw your pecs this past winter, they be poppin’, bro.

      Holt: Maybe you should let Romeo confess his love for you. Seems like you have a good shot at making a match with him.

      Romeo: Hey, love is love. Come to Daddy, big boy.

      Carson: Jesus Christ. Stop texting me. I’ll let you know what happens later.

      I pocket my phone and steeple my hands together, resting my chin on my fingers as I pace the length of the tiny dugout. Standing here, by myself, I can’t avoid the flashbacks of the many hours I spent with Milly on this sacred field. The first time she schooled me in how long you have to pick up a baseball. The dinners we shared on the bench, facing each other and laughing uncontrollably. The many games of bucket ball we played, her winning every single time.

      The coy smiles.

      The hearty laughs.

      The hidden glances.

      The joy from her saying yes to me.

      The first taste of her beautiful lips.

      The start of us.

      A relationship was built on this field, a foundation of something incredibly amazing. It’s why I’m here again, to spring off that foundation and hopefully continue to build and develop what we have.

      I glance at my watch, seven minutes late.

      Fuck.

      That’s so unlike Milly.

      I’m desperate to text her, to see if she’s on her way. Then again, if she chose not to show up, that would be upsetting, so instead I keep my hands where they are as far away from my phone as possible.

      If she doesn’t come, what’s my next step? I know I said I would take her decision like a man, but deep down, I know that’s a lie. I can’t leave it at this, right? Letting a no-show be the complete end of our relationship?

      Then again, I let a hateful and ugly text be the end the first time.

      Is this my punishment? Karma coming back to bite me in the ass?

      As the time ticks by, the crickets chirping the only background noise filling the silent space, a sense of dread washes over me. Too much damage has been done. I had hopes that there possibly could have been an inkling of feelings still inside her, but the more I think about it, the more I start to wonder, does her hate for me overshadow any possible buried feelings?

      With a half hour passing by, I think it has.

      Deflated, I take a seat on the bench of the dugout and bury my hands in my hair, pulling on the strands out of pure frustration.

      I might have accomplished my goal to be in the big leagues within three years, but what good is it if I have no one to share it with? I only had twenty-two years with my dad. And I’ve lost the chance of having forever with my girl.

      I’m right back where I started, a talented player with no one in the stands to cheer for me.
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      Shane dropped me off at the entrance of the park half an hour ago, forcing me to at least hear the man out, but instead of making my way down the hill to the only lit-up field in the area, my feet stay planted.

      I don’t think I’m ready for this.

      I don’t think my heart can take whatever he’s about to say. I’m already teetering on the edge of utter heartbreak and hope.

      I gave him everything I had. I took a chance, handed over my heart to this man, and he turned it away, slammed a door on me . . . on us. Pushed me away so far that I never thought I’d even talk to him again.

      And then he shows up.

      Life back in his eyes, an apology in his words, hope in his heart. Voice so soft, his strong hands so tender, his soul reaching out to me, I felt his apology all the way to the marrow of my bones and yet, here I stand, next to a giant oak tree with its rustling leaves, arms crossed over my chest, and a stubborn set in my feet.

      My phone vibrates in my hand and instant dread sets in, wondering if it’s Carson asking if I’m coming, but when I see Shane’s name flash across the screen, I swipe to read.

      Shane: You’re never going to know if what he can offer is the best thing to ever happen to you if you don’t walk down that GD hill and find out.

      I knew he wouldn’t go far. When I told him about the invitation, he told me I had to go, if anything to find out what he has to say. Shane has always thought Carson and I belonged together. He told me last night even throughout college, he could see it, the way I changed whenever Carson was around. He instilled a sense of confidence in me that Shane had never seen, and even though the breakup was harsh, Shane didn’t deny if he would have done the same thing.

      Lips thinned and pressed together, I type him back.

      Milly: I’m scared. I don’t have another heart for him to break. The one I have is barely being held together.

      Shane: Then when you get down there, make sure he knows that. He’s making a grand gesture, Mills. He’s not here to break your heart, he’s here to mend it.

      I suck in a harsh breath, willing the tears forming in my eyes to hold steady as I put my phone in my little backpack and then cling to the straps as if they’re my lifeline.

      It’s time.

      On a deep breath, I take a step forward just as the lights of the field turn off. In a blink of an eye, the field went from lit with hope to dark and desolate. I quickly make my way over the hill to get a better view. As my eyes adjust, I search out any dark figures moving around but don’t see anything. Carson’s car from college is still parked in front of the field, but no one’s inside.

      I take a few more steps forward, scanning the dim area, looking for any signs of Carson. And that’s when I spot him, hunched over on the bench in the dugout . . . our dugout.

      Defeat in his shoulders, fingers threaded through his hair, tension coiled in his back. Instead of closing the space between us, I take a moment to observe him, to watch his genuine reaction to me not showing up.

      Disappointment.

      Sorrow.

      Failure.

      Regret.

      And oddly, I feel the same emotions when it comes to us, regret being the biggest one. I regret not pushing him harder, not flying to him, not forcing him to break out of the emotionless shell he put himself in.

      With him sitting in front of me, the opportunity to talk hanging between us, I take another step forward and another, realizing I’m not going to put myself in another situation where I regret my actions. I’m terrified, but I also need to hear what he has to say.

      I step up next to the gate and swing it open, startling him to his feet, but when his eyes focus on me, relief washes over him like a fresh morning wave. His entire demeanor changes. His tension and sorrow is replaced with excitement and hope.

      Softly he says, “You came.”

      Staring at the ground, his gaze almost too strong for me, I say, “I almost didn’t.”

      “I can understand that. I was horrible to you. Honestly, I didn’t think you were going to come and that was something I was going to have to live with, but you’re here now.”

      “Terrified, but I’m here.”

      He takes my hand in his and guides me to the bench where we both straddle the metal seat. “Tell me why you’re terrified.”

      We’re about a foot and a half apart, his hand is still connected to mine and for a moment, I stare at the threading of our fingers, how it feels so easy, like his hand is the one I should be holding for the rest of my life.

      Shane’s encouragement pops into my head and on a scared exhale, I say, “You broke my heart, Carson. I gave it to you and without a backward glance, you broke it. And the recovery hasn’t been easy. I’m still trying to get over the hump of what you said to me, of how you pushed me away.”

      He nods somberly. “I understand.”

      “I’ve never felt for somebody the way I felt for you.” Feel for you still. “I took a chance and opened my heart to you and you threw it back at me.” A small tear careens down my cheek. “I just wanted to be there for you.”

      “You were, Milly.” He tugs on my hand, encouraging me to look up. “You were there for me and even though I didn’t respond, your voice and your words helped me through the hardest time of my life, and I should have told you that. I should have acted like a man, confronted the demons eating me alive, and said something.” He shakes his head in disappointment. “I should have talked to you. I should never have pushed you away.”

      We sit there, silence stretching between us as regret clouds the air, tainting everything around us. The field seems dull, the dugout just an empty space that used to be full of memories, and even though there isn’t a cloud in sight, the stars don’t seem to be shining as bright as they usually do.

      Gripping my hand tightly, he says, “Can I ask you something?” I glance up at him. “Do I have a chance at making things right with you? Of making you mine again?” A weight of a thousand anvils sits on top of my chest as I scramble for breath.

      Making you mine . . .

      Everything I wanted to hear the minute he walked away, and yet, my stomach rolls at the thought.

      I honestly don’t know what to say. I know what my heart wants—he’s sitting in front of me—but my brain is reminding me of the pain and agony I endured because of this man, begging and pleading to whoever wanted to listen to encourage him to talk to me. This hesitation isn’t about me trying to hurt him either. I’m terrified. What we had was incredible, something I had no idea would exist for me. Yet in the hardest and darkest hours of his life, he didn’t want or need me. And that painful reality is what I don’t know what to do with.

      He scoots closer and takes both of my hands in his. God, I’ve missed his touch. Holding firmly he says, “I understand what I’m asking of you, to consider giving me another chance when I broke our trust, ignored the extraordinary bond we had, and tarnished all the good times we once shared. But even during the time we were apart, I thought of you, Milly. I thought of you every goddamn day. I chastised myself for picturing your face before I went to bed, knowing I didn’t deserve that image. I berated my mind for always drawing an image of your beautiful face whenever I was in the cages. And with every night I had a weak moment and listened to your voicemails on replay, I punished myself the next day with arduous workouts in the weight room, trying to drill it into my brain to forget you.” He shakes his head as my pulse pounds so loud in my ears I can barely hear his voice. “But I could never shake you, no matter how hard I tried and with every day I ignored you, I hated myself even more, turning the darkest year of my life into a vicious cycle of self-hatred for not letting myself love you outwardly, but unconditionally loving you inwardly.”

      He pauses, taking a deep breath as my mind spirals.

      He loves me?

      He couldn’t stop thinking about me?

      Then why?

      “Why?” I voice my thoughts out loud, my voice clogged with desperation. “Why did you keep your heart from mine?”

      Facing me head-on, speaking straight to my soul, he says, “Because I was punishing myself. My dad died from working too hard. The stress of his life caught up to him, and it was because he made a promise to my mom to take care of me. It was a tough truth to face, and instead of being grateful for the life he provided for me, I set out on a mission to fulfill a promise I made him. I shut off everything around me, including you. In that moment, nothing could have pulled me out of the self-induced purgatory. By the time I finally blinked and allowed myself to breathe, I realized the damage I’d done, and I knew earning your trust back was going to be next to impossible, but I tried anyway.”

      “The letters, the outreach, that was for me? For the facility.”

      He winces. “Your brothers told you?” I nod. “It was the only way I could show you my love from afar. I knew what was important to you, and I wanted to make sure you were able to accomplish it. My letters were small, but it was all I had at the time. They had little impact compared to the reputation you built for yourself.”

      “Why did you wait so long?”

      “Because, it wasn’t an easy fix. Because I wanted you to establish yourself. Because I wanted to make sure even if you said no to me, you still felt my apology deep in your soul.” He glances at our connected hands and quietly asks, “Do you feel it, Milly? Even if you say no and move on, do you at least understand how sorry I am? How I wish I treated you differently?”

      How can I not when he pours his heart out to me, honestly laced in every single word he speaks? I feel it; I feel it way more than I want to.

      Clearing my throat, I say, “I do.”

      A sigh of relief blows past his lips and he sits a little taller. “Thank you.” He squeezes my hands and then lets go. Reaching to his back pocket, he pulls out four tickets to the Bobbies season opener and hands them to me. “They aren’t super amazing seats, but they are the tickets the team gave me so my family can watch my first game as a starter in the lineup. Don’t feel obligated to attend, but they’re yours if you want them.” I take them and stare at the picture of him mid-swing that’s printed on the tickets. Softly he says, “I love you, Milly, more than I can ever explain. I know I didn’t show it the last few years, but I do love you, and I know deep down that you truly are my soul mate.” He stands from the bench and stuffs his hands in his pockets. “Think about it. No pressure, but I hope you can make it and consider what I said, because I want nothing more than to show you how much I do love you, how much I want to date you, take you out, listen to you school me all over again about the intricacies of the sport we both love.”

      With a gentle smile, he takes off toward his car. I stare at the tickets and consider the value these pieces of paper hold. Not the monetary value, but the sentimental value.

      Meant for his family. He has none but considers me the closest thing to it, and that means more to me than any other apology he could muster. Because even though he’s caused me great pain, I know to the depths of my being he truly never stopped loving me.

      It’s obvious from the way he looks at me, the way his chest rises and falls more rapidly when I’m around, the sincerity in his voice, the sparkle in his eyes . . . the certainty he displays when he talks about my coaching abilities.

      And if I’m going to be honest with myself, I never stopped loving him either and I never will. He’s it for me. The only love I ever want in my life.

      He’s my man, and I can’t let him walk away without knowing that.

      “Carson,” I say, my voice cracking as I spin and run after him. He’s halfway to his car when he turns around and catches me in my leap to his chest. His hands fall under my butt, hoisting me up as I circle my arms around his neck. “I . . . I love you too.”

      His shock turns to joy right before I grip his cheeks and press my mouth against his for the most epic kiss of my lifetime. Desire and relief flood our movements as our lips seek each other out, twisting and turning, gliding with such demanding pressure that he falls back on the hill and I straddle his body, pinning him to the ground. His hands travel up my body, under my shirt and to the nape of my neck where he grips tighter.

      With each pass of his lips and stroke of his tongue, I feel his relief, his gratefulness, his love, and in this moment, I realize this is the man I’m going to marry. This is the man I want to go through life with, riding the ups and the downs but never giving up on each other.

      “Fuck,” he whispers against my lips and then pulls me into a hug, squeezing me so tight that I almost can’t breathe. “I love you so goddamn much,” he says, his voice full of emotion. “I’m sorry, Milly. I promise never to put your heart through that kind of pain again. I promise to always strive to make you happy. And I promise there will never be a day again when I don’t talk to you, where I don’t tell you how much you mean to me.”

      I kiss his cheek, then his forehead, then his jaw, and finish on his lips. “All I want from you . . . is you, Carson. I want the good, the bad, and the horrible. I want every piece of you, and the only promise I want you to make to me is to handle my heart with the greatest of care, because you’re the only one it belongs to.”

      He strokes my cheek softly and brings his lips to mine where he presses a whisper of a kiss across my mouth, so gentle and so delicate. “You have my word . . . Coach.”

      Smiling, I tackle him to the ground again and next to the field where we developed our relationship, I solidify my future with the man of my dreams.
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      “Are you ever going to stop crying?” Shane asks next to me, mouth full of popcorn.

      I shake my head, tears still streaming down my face as I watch Carson take the Bobcats field, looking handsome as ever in his tailored uniform. “I’m just so happy for him.”

      Jerry sips his beer and wipes his eyes. “I have to admit, I’m getting emotional as well. The dude has had a rough life, but look at him now. Fucking starting second baseman for the Bobbies.” Shouting and pointing at Carson—even though he can’t hear Jerry—he says, “You’re my hero, Carson Stone. That’s our boy.”

      “Can you not be that person,” I say to Jerry just as a correspondent for the Bobbies comes up to me with a cameraman.

      “Milly Potter?”

      I smile kindly, prepared for this moment. After Carson and I made out at the park for what felt like hours, we went back to my place and had slow, all-consuming, toe-curling sex. The best I’ve ever had. That was until the second round . . . and then the third. Basically, every spare moment we’ve had together we’ve been naked. But between catching our breath, Carson walked me through the opening ceremonies and what will happen during the broadcast of the game. He warned me that they were going to come talk to me and asked if that was okay. I told him I’d be honored to represent his family. After that, he spent the rest of the night worshipping my body and I must admit, I missed his heart, his mind, his jokes, and teasing . . . but boy, I didn’t realize how much I missed his tongue until a few days ago.

      “That’s me.”

      “I’m Taylor Hutchinson.” I know exactly who she is. She’s the on-field correspondent for the Bobbies, the girl who gets to interview the boys after the game, one of the best jobs ever. But instead of fangirling the poor lady, I play it cool and shake her hand.

      “It’s nice to meet you.”

      “We’re just going to ask you a few questions about Carson if that’s okay. It will be live, so please make sure not to swear.”

      Shane leans in and says, “That means you can’t say fuck.”

      With my palm, I push him away and mutter, “Thanks.”

      Sitting tall, I smile at the camera as Taylor gives us a countdown and then turns on her camera face. “Yes, I’m here with Milly Potter. Some might know her as the girl who’s changing swings around Chicago over at D1 Athletics, others might know her as Cory Potter’s sister, but here, we know her as the girl behind Carson Stone. As he has told us many times, she’s the girl behind his swing, and the one who owns his heart.” Taylor clutches her chest and turns the mic to me. “Milly, tell us how you met Carson.”

      Smiling, I say, “Well, it all started in a panini line . . .”
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        * * *

      

      “Ahhhhh,” Shane and Jerry scream at the same time as Carson approaches us, freshly showered and walking with some pep in his step from starting the season off with a solid win. “Our hero.”

      Shane and Jerry both run up to Carson who wraps them in a bear hug. Jerry nuzzles Carson’s chest, while Shane pats Carson’s ass. It’s an obscene sight to behold, three grown man mauling each other, but I smile as I lean against the tunnel wall that leads to the locker room and admire some of the most important men in my life.

      They finish squeezing each other and then start raining praises all over the man.

      “That diving play up the middle. Fucking killer, man.”

      “First home run of the season,” Shane shouts with his hand to his mouth.

      They go on for a good minute and I just sit back, catching small glimpses from Carson here and there. I can tell he wants to move past my two gushing friends and take me into his arms, but because he’s a good guy and hasn’t seen Jerry and Shane in a long time, he gives them his attention.

      It isn’t until Jerry catches me from the corner of his eye, that he says, “Oh shit, maybe you want to hug Milly.”

      Eyes trained on me, Carson says, “Yeah.”

      Shane pats him on the back, understanding his need to be near me. “We’ll, uh, meet you in the parking lot.”

      On their way past me, they both make obnoxious kissing noises—they clearly still haven’t grown up—and head down the hallway, high-fiving each other and talking about the game. Their antics will never get old.

      With determination and swagger in every step toward me, his eyes never leaving mine, and when the distance between us is non-existent, he cups my cheek and softly says, “In the locker room, I watched what you said about me, about us, about my mom and dad.” He gets choked up and presses his forehead to mine. “It meant so fucking much to me, Milly. To have you here tonight, cheering me on, wearing my jersey, being the fan in the stands that matters the most. I don’t know how I will ever repay you, but I know I’ll spend the rest of my life trying.”

      “You silly boy.” I kiss his lips briefly. “You don’t have to repay me, just promise whenever I ask you to meet me in the dugout, you show up.”

      “Anything for you . . . Coach.”

      He pins me against the wall, his lips gently finding mine. It isn’t an erotic kiss, nor is it made for the church. It’s passionate and heavy, like he’s slowly memorizing every contour of my lips.

      “You’re my girl, Milly. My Family. My everything,” he whispers.

      My hands fall to his waist and I hold him tightly. “You’re the one and only man who’s ever owned my heart and held my hand. I love you, Carson.”

      He pulls me into a hug and kisses the top of my head. “Come on, Coach, let’s go home.”

      “Home?”

      He nods. “You think I’m going to stay with Knox? No fucking way, not when my girl has an apartment I’ve had my bare ass all over.”

      I chuckle. “Wow, way to ruin the romantic mood.”

      “Ruin it? I just intensified it. We’re moving in together, Coach, whether you like it or not.”

      He kisses me again and guides me out to the parking lot.

      And honestly, I can’t deny how much I actually like the idea of Carson moving in.

      I like it a lot. One of the things I love about this man so much is his faith in us. He told me last night he knew from the moment he watched my parents together that he wanted that with me. He saw how Mom and Dad loved openly and genuinely and craved to give me that.

      They met with him early this morning and held him in hugs that I knew touched his heart. Healed the gaping wound the loss of his parents created. Mom had kept him in her heart the years he was gone. She’d had faith in him that he’d come back to me, to them, and that when he did, her arms would be open wide. They showed Carson forgiveness he didn’t expect, and told him that from this point forward, they considered him one of their sons. It was both moving and heartbreaking watching him cry. Watching him mourn. Watching him heal.

      We talked about his parents after that and what his dad said about me, and I cried. I cried because my beautiful man had lost such incredible people far too early. Yet there was an expression of peace in his eyes rather than distraught agony, and that alone gave me joy.

      My crazy, talented, sexy man was home. I felt whole again . . . and sore in places I had forgotten existed. Tomorrow will be our true test though. He might play with the big boys now, but I’m still me, and I refuse to let his beefcake muscles frighten me.

      Back to the dugout, Stone. Time for some real training.
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      It isn’t in my nature to cry over burnt ham, but here I am, tearing up like a jackass, because the meal I’ve been reluctantly slaving over for the past four hours is two shades away from charred dust.

      I had it all planned out. The timing was right, the recipes perfected, the table decorated with impeccably folded napkins that impersonated angelic swans, and polished silver that I scrubbed for an hour until I could see my balls in the reflection. Nothing says polished silverware like a spoon that gives you a clear upside-down view of your gonads.

      But even with countless hours of preparing this feast, naked as the day I was born with only an apron to cover my man-loins, I still ended up with a scorched ham doused in fire extinguisher agent because somehow, the damn thing caught on fire.

      Imagine this, a grown-ass man—no, not just a grown-ass man, but a man at the fresh age of twenty-eight, built like a linebacker with buttocks you can bounce rocks off . . . thanks to squatting for a living—dancing around the kitchen on his twinkle toes, arms flailing with pink and white potholders attached to his hands, screaming like a banshee, as flames light up the Jenn-Air double oven where the brown sugar and pineapple ham resided.

      Are you seeing it?

      Add the imagery of said man naked, dick and balls harmoniously bouncing in panic while the apron his “girlfriend” got him that says Eat my food, Lick my dick, unravels in the fit to unleash the fire extinguisher.

      That was me . . . a minute ago.

      Frantic, screaming, and all in all losing any last shred of my man card I had left.

      It’s why I’m currently weeping like a nitwit into the flaps of my apron, wondering where I went wrong.

      If we’re going to be honest with each other—and I would like to establish honesty with you—I’ll admit, I’ve always leaned toward the sensitive side. You know, the cuddly grizzly bear. Big and intimidating but a fucking gooey butterball heart on the inside.

      Tell me a love story. I’ll listen the crap out of it.

      The Bachelor? Why yes, that’s one of my favorite shows.

      Do I smile when sharing a candlelit dinner with myself, followed by a nice long soak in a bubble bath while Enya—the fucking goddess of all voices—plays in the background? I sure as shit do.

      But if some ignorant asswipe gets in my face on the ball field, stirring up trouble, I’m the first to lay a fist across his jaw and the first to be thrown out of a game.

      And I’m not even sorry about it.

      People are arriving in an hour. I’m vulnerable as fuck with my bare ass resting against the cold white-oak floor of my girl’s apartment, while a lonely tear streams down my freshly shaven cheek. I have no main dish, and the apartment smells like burnt rabbit turd.

      Why am I in this hopeless predicament?

      Because of one person.

      One single person who flipped my life upside down.

      A bombshell in a suit, a ravenous sex-fiend in the sheets, a classy and sophisticated tight-ass in the boardroom. She’s a knockout who’s always on my mind. She’s the girl you do things for, that you never thought you’d ever do . . .

      Like cook a fancy-as-fuck four-course meal for her and her business associates while practicing interesting conversational starters to ensure the night flows smoothly.

      Back in college, I might have been referred to as the mother hen of the boys. I might have cooked at least two meals a week for the guys in the loft, and yeah, I was the ironing wizard, the one everyone turned to, to get out the most stubborn wrinkles. The title has carried on over the years, but my creativity in the kitchen has dwindled with the lack of time, my ironing is now done by my apartment keeper once a week, and the fresh flowers scattered around my place? They’re more dead now than alive.

      My point—I’m not the lady of the house I used to be. But I’ve been getting back into the swing of it.

      So when my girl asked me to perform the impossible feat of an intimate dinner for four, I should have ordered in, tossed everything in serving dishes, and called it a night.

      But nooooooooo, I had to attempt to be a goddamn hero and try to cook everything myself.

      And all for what?

      For one girl?

      No. Not just one girl. The girl who owns my balls, who has a grip so tight on them that if she asked me to bellow out my ABCs in soprano while swirling my finger around my belly button . . . I would.

      Who is this girl that has brought me to the brink of boo-boo smush bear insanity and caused me to weep like a schoolgirl in the corner of the apartment?

      There’s only one lady with more than enough ovaries to buckle the knees of the mighty Jason Orson.

      The one and only Dorothy “Dottie” Domico.
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      A few months earlier . . .

      There’s one sentence every baseball player never wants to hear: you’ve been traded.

      Especially after being drafted by a team you’ve worked tirelessly through their farm system for, and finally earned a spot on the starting lineup in the big leagues . . . only to be traded after four short years. Not six or eight years. Four. Years. Four years where you’ve grown relationships, built a fan base, and established all your favorite restaurants within a five-block radius of your apartment.

      It’s a kick to the crotch . . . for most.

      For me, I couldn’t be more ecstatic. My agent called me two weeks ago, told me about the trade, and once we ended the phone call, I started looking for apartments.

      Don’t get me wrong. I’ll miss the fans, my teammates, and the gyros with extra tzatziki sauce I’ve come to rely on, but Tampa has never been my home. It’s been a nice temporary place to launch my career, but I’m ready to move on.

      So when I got the call that I was being traded to Chicago, I literally whipped my shorts down, yanked out my dick, and shook it to the ceiling out of pure joy.

      Bobbies, here I come, right? Going to play with my boys, Carson and Knox. Just like old times, like in college. Maybe they want to share a place, maybe they want me to make them some of my famous potato salad. Maybe they want to rub their loving relationships in my face—fine by me. As long as we’re back together, holding each other’s nutsacs and singing Take Me Out to the Ball Game together, I’m happy.

      At least, that’s what I thought at first . . . one big happy family.

      Until I finally calmed down and stopped shaking my dick enough to hear my agent.

      Not the Bobbies, he told me.

      The Rebels.

      I was traded to the Chicago Rebels.

      I’m not going to lie and say my nipples didn’t shrivel up from the thought of playing for the rival team of the Bobbies. I grew up in the area, the Bobbies were my team—secretly still are—and as a Bobbie for life, the thought of slipping on a black and red jersey made me want to break out in a cold, dead sweat.

      I panicked.

      I started to backtrack.

      I stuffed my dick back in my pants. No way was I touching that thing while thinking about the Rebels.

      Have you ever had a moment of pure rage, where you’re about to fly off at someone, spittle ready to shoot past your lips, and arms geared up to flail irrationally? That was me, seconds away from firing off.

      How could I possibly even CONSIDER playing for the Rebels?

      But then he said five invaluable words.

      Annual donations to your charity.

      Lump sums.

      Lots of cash.

      Foundation-changing money.

      Damnit all to hell.

      That day, I sucked up my pride, smiled, and envisioned myself in red and black, because I would do anything for the benefit of my foundation.

      And, the trade wasn’t bad. Because I’m near my friends again, living in my home state, and piling on the cash for my charity, The Lineup. I also get to brag to everyone who wants to hear that not only am I catching for the best arm in baseball, Maddox Paige, but I get to play with the one and only . . . Cory Fucking Potter.

      Yes, THE Cory Potter. You know, the guy who accomplished more than I could ever dream of by the time he hit thirty. He’s a legend. A hero. A goddamn wet dream.

      And I get to play ball with him on a regular basis.

      I never let a moment go by when talking to my boys about the opportunity. And sure, Cory might be Carson’s brother-in-law and he has access to him whenever he wants, but he doesn’t get to snuggle up to him in the dugout and nuzzle his shirt while they announce the starting lineup.

      Nope. I get that privilege.

      Well, technically, I haven’t had the opportunity yet since baseball season is freshly over and I was just traded, but this spring, oh boy, Cory Potter better watch out, because there will be some nuzzling.

      To bring this full circle, I was traded, I’m happy about it, and because the gods seemed to have lined up with my luck, I’m currently moving into an apartment right across from one of my best friends.

      “When do I get a key?” I ask Knox, who sets one of my boxes down on my kitchen counter.

      “To my place?” he asks, pointing to his chest.

      “Yeah, to your place. We are neighbors, you know.”

      “Yup. Neighbors, not roommates, therefore no key.” He swipes at his forehead just as Carson plops another box on the counter and huffs out in pain.

      “What the fuck is in that thing?”

      Perfectly labeled with my state-of-the-art label maker, I run my finger over the black typed text and say, “My KitchenAid Pro and attachments. You should be able to carry that without making a stink about it.”

      Carson slides down the side of the wall, spent. “I threw my back out last night. Milly was adventurous, but that’s beside the point. Why the hell do you have a KitchenAid mixer?”

      Milly is Carson’s wife. They got married a few years ago, right after he made it to the big leagues. It was a small, intimate wedding with family and a few friends, nothing too big, perfect for them.

      “Who doesn’t have a KitchenAid?” I ask, perplexed. Both Carson and Knox raise their hands. “Well, how the fuck do you make cookies?”

      “We don’t,” Carson answers for both of them. “There are things here in Chicago called bakeries.”

      I shake my head. “But what about the fresh cookie smell in your apartment?”

      “Candles,” Knox answers, just as Emory and Milly walk through the door of my new apartment, lunch in hand.

      Emory and Knox reconnected this year. Thank. God. After being apart for so long, they’re finally back together. I’m not going to lie, when I heard the news, my little romantic heart shed a tear of joy. I remember the day they split, because it was the day that a very different Knox was born. He was known for being one of the good guys, the man everyone wanted as their friend, the man who always had a kind word and a quick joke. But when he lost Emory, Knox became a complete bastard. No one wanted to be around him. Carson and I stood by him, but at times, it wasn’t easy. But now they’re back together, and the world feels right again.

      “Wow, looks just like our place,” Emory says, setting the food on my table and reaching into her pocket. She hands me a key and says, “In case you need anything.”

      Smiling wide, I hold up the key to Knox and Emory’s apartment and say, “Well, would you look at that. I have a key to the sex den.”

      “Sex den?” Emory’s lips curl in disgust.

      I thumb toward Knox. “That’s what he calls it. Says you’re horny all the time.”

      Eyes wide, Emory spins on her heel just about to pummel Knox with her fist when he says, “I did not fucking say that.”

      “Yes, you did. When we were lifting the couch into the elevator, you said you guys must have fucked on your couch at least fifteen times since you got back together, so it was good you had a sturdy one.”

      “Knox.” Emory smacks his arm as Knox gives me his I’m going to kill you eyes. “If anyone is horny in our apartment it’s you. I can’t walk by you without you reaching out and trying to graze my breasts.”

      He stares at her chest. “Can you blame me?”

      Milly, the more private of the bunch says to Carson, “We’ve been together for years. Surely you don’t still talk about that stuff, do you?”

      “Eh, depends on what you want to hear. If you don’t want me talking about our still fucking incredible sex life, then nope, I haven’t said a damn thing. Stopped years ago.” Knox and I both snort. Milly’s face turns bright red.

      God, he’s a lucky fucker, because Milly is the best. Seriously, when we first met her in college, the girl only had to start talking the mechanics of baseball and the guys in the loft got a boner. Throughout the last four years, she’s Skyped with me numerous times to offer advice and encouragement, somehow knowing when I needed to and was able to hear both. She’s one of my best friends.

      To ease her embarrassment, I say, “Don’t worry, Milly, he was just asking us if it’s normal to only last thirty seconds before blowing his load. For the record, it’s not. Normal guys can last longer. If you want to see, I can give you a key to my apartment.” I wiggle my eyebrows.

      “Hey fuckhead, that’s my wife,” Carson spits at me.

      I scratch my chin. “Yeah, I guess wives are different than girlfriends, huh?” I turn to Emory. “I guess that means all my sexual teasing is coming your way.”

      Knox steps in front of Emory, plucks the key to his apartment out of my hand and sticks it in his pocket. “Or you can get a girlfriend for yourself.”

      “Yeah, if you had a girlfriend, we wouldn’t be moving all your shit for you.”

      “How do you see that?” I ask.

      “Because you would be so busy with her, you wouldn’t need us to keep you company,” Carson replies. “You would have hired movers instead of being a cheap-ass motherfucker. Dude, we have money, so we shouldn’t have to move boxes anymore.”

      “But then we wouldn’t be able to share my first meal in my new place together.” I hand out sandwiches with a winning smile. “How nice is this? The gang is together again, minus Holt and Romeo, and Gunner . . .”

      Carson takes his sandwich and says, “I still think you need a girl. Did you even date in Tampa?”

      I shake my head and pop open the chips bag. We take a seat on the floor, spread out the wrappers of our sandwiches, and pass the chips around, taking a few and placing them on the wrappers while Milly hands out waters.

      “Here and there.” I shrug. “But nothing serious. Not even sure I’m looking for anything serious at this point.”

      “But you’re such a catch,” Knox deadpans with a roll of his eyes.

      “Hey,” Emory says, defending me. “I think Jason could make any girl happy. He’s sensitive—”

      “Too sensitive,” Knox says.

      “Handsome.”

      I “fluff” my short hair. “Why, thank you.”

      “And he knows how to cook. That’s a win for me,” Emory says with a wink in my direction.

      Just to piss Knox off, I say, “Well, you’re not married yet. Want me to give you a key to my place, you can test things out with me?”

      “Keep pushing your luck, man,” Knox warns. “See where it gets you. I can get you kicked out of this place. The majority of people who live here are Bobbies fans.”

      “Yes, but do they get to play baseball with Cory Potter?”

      Milly groans and rests her head against the wall. “Please, don’t remind me that you’re going to be playing baseball with my brother. It haunts me that he is playing for Satan’s team.”

      Born and raised in Chicago, Milly Potter has been a Bobbies fan her entire life. When Carson even joked about playing for the Rebels, she nearly had a heart attack, so to say she took the news hard that her brother was going to be a Rebel is an understatement.

      According to Carson, she cried sporadically for a week and refused to acknowledge real life until her other two brothers dragged her back to work.

      “Have you worn a Rebels shirt yet?” I ask.

      She shakes her head. “No, and I refuse. I can’t fathom the idea of even touching one. When Carson and I started dating, they went back and forth with whose jersey I would wear. I thought of making one myself that supported both men in my life, but now”—she shakes her head—“I only support my husband.”

      Carson kisses the side of her head. “The way it should be.”

      “Now that you’re back in Chicago, do you think you’re going to reconnect with any old flames from college or high school?” Emory asks.

      “Old flames?” I take a bite of my sandwich and chew for a few seconds before swallowing. “I didn’t have any old flames, one-night stands, sure, but nothing I’d consider rekindling.”

      “Are you open to a relationship?” Milly asks. “I know a few single moms who I’m sure would be interested.”

      I glance at the two eager matchmakers and motion my finger between the two of them. “Are you guys trying to set me up?”

      Emory shrugs. “You’re such a catch. It’s hard to understand why you don’t have a girlfriend.”

      “Taking a little too much interest in his love life,” Knox says from the side of his mouth.

      Emory palms his face and pushes him away. “Don’t worry, your penis is the last penis I’ll ever touch.” Knox perks up with a smile. Such a douche. “But wouldn’t it be fun to all go out on a date together?”

      “The guy just moved here, maybe give him a second to unpack before you start thrusting women at him,” Knox says gently. “Unless . . . do you want women thrown at you?”

      I grab the bill of my hat and give it a nervous tug. “I don’t know. It would have to be the right woman, you know? Someone who’d handle my lifestyle, be understanding, and also despite playing for the Rebels, be able to cheer for me with pride. But I’m not sure if I’m quite ready. This offseason I have a lot to do for my charity, so I’ll be focusing a lot of my time on that and training. I might not have time for a woman.”

      “If you find the right one, she’ll help you with your charity,” Milly says. “Which reminds me, if you need anything from Division One Athletics, let me know.”

      That’s where Milly works. Did I fail to mention she’s a mechanics marvel when it comes to baseball? I would personally say the best in Illinois. She knows her stuff, helped Carson with his swing back in college, and they still work together. She works at one of the top facilities in the country, perfecting the swings of Chicago’s youth.

      “Thank you, that means a lot to me. Still trying to get everything up and running. There’s a lot more to all of this than I thought, but my family has been a huge help.”

      When I knew I was ready to start a foundation in honor of my brother, I turned to my family to help me. My sister was more than happy to step up, as well as my parents, especially after I told them it was to honor Joseph, who has cerebral palsy.

      My twin, my biggest fan, the guy who gives me drive to do better every day. He’s the best person I know and because of him, I want to make an inclusion foundation that raises money for those with disabilities to be included in The Lineup by providing them with the right equipment to do so.

      In high school, I had the most understanding and caring coach of all time. He saw my talent and saw the way Joseph yearned to be on the field with me, so my junior year, after I sat down with Coach and asked him if Joseph could be the bat boy, he said, “Why don’t I do you one better and put him on the team?”

      I wasn’t sure how that would work given Joseph uses a walker to get around, which requires both of his hands, but Coach Whittaker had another vision: Joseph became a pinch runner.

      After sitting our family down, Coach Whittaker asked Joseph, “Have you ever wondered what it felt like to score a run for your team?” When Joseph emphatically shook his head, yes, Coach told him, he was going to get that chance.

      And sure enough, Joseph did.

      Between our junior and senior year, he scored fifteen runs as a pinch runner.

      Let me tell you, standing at home plate, my brother and his walker at third, begging to be able to cross that plate, nothing ever inspired me more to someway, somehow, get my brother to score a run for the team.

      Out of those fifteen runs, I hit him in ten times.

      That’s a feeling I’ll never forget, and something I want to be passed on from ballplayer to ballplayer. No matter your limitations, there’s always a spot for you in the lineup.

      “Don’t you have that date thing coming up too?” Carson asks. “I’ve seen PSA about it all over the damn place.”

      “Yup, I think people have one more week to enter and then the winner will be announced right away.”

      “What date thing?” Milly asks while dabbing her mouth with a napkin.

      “It’s with that group called Charity Hustle. They contacted me a few months ago asking if I wanted to participate. Basically, they set up an exclusive opportunity for fans to have dinner with a celebrity and the way you enter is by donating to the celebrity’s charity of choice.”

      “Oh yeah, I entered a few,” Emory says with a blush to her cheeks. “There was one where you could go on a dinner date with Emily Blunt and John Krasinski. I knew it was a long shot but I donated anyway.”

      “Aren’t you cute,” Knox says. “I can score you a dinner date with them if you want. Remember, I used to date Mia Ford. I know people.” Knox tacks on a smile, but it does nothing to help him from the scowl directed at him. Mia Ford is a well-known celebrity and while Emory and Knox were apart, he dated her. Let’s just say, I don’t think Mia is a name used often around their apartment.

      “Do you want to spend the night in Jason’s apartment tonight?”

      “I’m a good cuddler,” I say. “I’ll make sure you feel the love, but I do sleep naked, so it’s up to you.”

      Knox rolls his eyes and pulls Emory into his chest, pressing a kiss to the side of her head. “You know I’m kidding.”

      “I want to know more about this date,” Carson says. “Are you really going to go out with a stranger?”

      “Not by myself.” I shake my head. “I’m taking Natalie.”

      “Smart.” Carson nods his head.

      “For many reasons. First of all, who knows if this person is a psychopath? I need to make sure I have someone with me in case the winner tries to steal me and take me off to their organ harvesting den. And second of all, what if it’s a girl? My sister will be my chaperone so she can’t pull a fast one on me, like a ‘he touched me without my consent’ kind of thing.”

      “Very smart.” Carson nods.

      Knox asks, “Organ harvesting den? Is that something you’re really concerned about?”

      “Yep.” I bite down on a chip. “I’m always concerned about my organs being harvested. You can never be too sure these days.”

      “You’re insane,” Knox says while standing and picking up everyone’s garbage.

      I clap my hands together. “Okay, who’s ready to help me unpack?”

      Without another word, my friends stand and quickly make their way out of my apartment, the door shutting with their retreat.

      Huh, I’m going to take that as no one.
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      Emory: What are you doing?

      To tell the truth or not.

      My best friend isn’t here right now. She can’t see me, so there’s no need to get her mother hen feathers all ruffled by revisiting the rabbit trail of my failed relationships. That’s the last thing I want. Picking up my phone, I type out a curt response.

      Dottie: Working.

      Taking a deep breath, I give myself one more look at the memory Facebook decided to share with me today. Happy as can be, I’m smiling at the camera as Nick kisses my cheek. We’re standing in front of The Bean, Chicago’s iconic Cloud Gate, winter hats decorating our heads, and rosy cheeks from spending the day outside, sightseeing like tourists and enjoying every moment of it.

      I thought he was it. I didn’t think I’d ever meet a more kind, caring, or empathetic man than Nick. He gave me a sense of confidence to be the killer in the boardroom that I am. He encouraged me, and he made me feel sexy when we were home, sharing a bed. And in those moments when I was weak, didn’t think I could stand up to the other tycoons I had to face daily, he stood behind me, rubbed my shoulders, and told me how intelligent I was, how ruthless, and how I could score any deal I put my mind to.

      And I believed him.

      I fell for him.

      Head over heels.

      I told my dad I was going to marry Nick one day. One day soon.

      And then, I found out the true man he was. I wasn’t his love, I didn’t matter to him, and I wasn’t all the things he told me I was. And he wasn’t the things I thought he was. Instead, he was embezzling money from me, using me for my connections, and planning to be with me for a few more months before meeting up with his longtime girlfriend, where they’d ride off into the sunset together . . . rather than be with me.

      I’ve never felt more foolish in my life.

      More used.

      Not only did I lose my self-confidence, I also jeopardized the biggest deal to date for my dad’s company. He salvaged that, thank God. Being new in my position as the president of business relations, making such a colossal mistake made every board member doubt my dad’s choice to put me in such a prestigious position. It made them question his decision-making and ever since then, it’s been an uphill battle to prove that not only do I deserve the position I’m in, but I was meant to hold it.

      I stare at the picture, letting it brand my brain, reminding me that I will never let this happen to me again.

      Ever.

      Once I feel satisfied with the reminder, I close Facebook and turn back to the group text between my two best friends, Emory and Lindsay.

      Emory: You’re always working.

      Lindsay: Why did you even ask? I think we both know what she’s doing.

      Leaning back in my white office chair, I glance out the window of my high-rise office, taking in the morning skyline before typing back to them.

      Dottie: It’s nine in the morning on a Thursday. I think we all should be working.

      Lindsay: The kids are taking a spelling test.

      Emory: Cora is handling story time while I pretend to check in books.

      Lindsay and Emory both work at Cedar Pine Elementary. Lindsay is a third grade teacher with a penchant to slip up with a swear word here and there—how she hasn’t been fired yet, I have no idea—and Emory is the librarian who seems to wear inappropriate-length dresses since she’s been called into the principal’s office a few times for dress code. Despite that, they’re the best educators I know, and I would be honored to have either one of them teach my imaginary children.

      I say imaginary, because that’s as close to children as I’ll ever get.

      I’m all set on the baby coming out of my vagina thing. Not really interested in that form of torture. Now, if you’d like to tie me to my bedposts and run your tongue over my body for an hour, making me cry out from carnal need, then yes, I’m interested in that form of erotic torture.

      Dottie: Your work ethic is impeccable.

      Emory: Not all of us can run the world like you.

      Dottie: More like running the infrastructure of Chicago, but we don’t have to get technical. What do you two want?

      Lindsay: I came across something last night and thought you’d like to take a look at it.

      Dottie: Do not send me naked pictures of giant penises anymore. I’m sick of them.

      Mainly because it’s been a dry spell for me for months upon months now. It’s scary how long it’s been since I’ve seen a real-life penis in person, and the last thing I want is to get turned on at work because Lindsay has the need to send me dick pics. Women have it bad enough on dating sites; we don’t need dick pics from our friends as well.

      Lindsay: It’s not a dick pic, but that reminds me. You’re due for one soon.

      Great.

      Emory: I can vouch for her that it’s not a dick pic. It’s even better.

      Dottie: Better than a dick pic? *taps chin* Are you sending me a close up of a man’s pierced nipple?

      Lindsay: No, but do you have one of those?

      Dottie: What do you think?

      Lindsay: Sarcasm is really hard to read through text messages . . .

      Dottie: I don’t.

      Lindsay: Damn.

      Emory: Can we get back to the reason we’re ignoring the youth of America and tell Dottie why we’re texting her?

      Dottie: That would be appreciated since I have a meeting in fifteen minutes.

      Lindsay: Right. So I came across this little fundraiser and thought I’d send it to you.

      Confused, since my friends never pry me for money even though I have shitloads of it, I type back.

      Dottie: What kind of fundraiser?

      My computer lights up with a new email from Lindsay. The subject line says: Be a Rebel with Me.

      What the hell is this?

      Lindsay: Just sent you the link. *giggles*

      Oh God, whenever Lindsay types “giggles” I know it can’t be good.

      Dottie: Get to the point.

      Emory: Do you remember the giant crush you had in college?

      Yes, I do. It was borderline infatuation.

      Dottie: I can’t recall any crushes.

      Lindsay: Puh-lease. I bet you still have a folder in your phone of pictures of him.

      Emory: You can’t deny this, we both know your weakness for a bubble-butt catcher who stole your attention at baseball parties.

      Dottie: Please get to the point.

      Emory: Jason Orson, the man you’ve lusted after for so long, is back in town, and he’s having a fundraiser where you can donate money to his charity to enter to win a date with him. We know how much you love donating money . . . and since you refuse to let me set you up with anyone, why don’t you put it to chance?

      Dottie: Are you daring me?

      Lindsay: YES! We dare you to donate to Jason’s charity and possibly win a date with him.

      Dottie: You both are demented. I fear for the children at Cedar Pine. And if I really wanted a date with the man, I would have asked you to set me up, but I’m not into dating, you know that, especially a guy known to love love. He’s hot, yes, and I would love to smack his bare ass, but he’s everything I try to avoid. He’s a relationship kind of guy.

      Emory: It might be nice to settle down. Take a breather from your demanding job.

      Lindsay: Or just get your ovaries tickled every once in a while.

      And these are my friends. I love them very much, especially since they care about me so much, but this constant badgering to go on a date is starting to get old. They were obviously there for me when Nick picked up and left. They carried me because I was fragile, barely held together by my own body. I gave that man everything in me, and he ripped it apart. Since then, I’ve focused on work and only work.

      Apparently, they have a problem with that.

      Dottie: I pray you don’t talk to your third graders like that.

      Lindsay: They don’t even know what ovaries are. If I told them I was about to tickle them, they’d probably cover their armpits.

      Emory: Please don’t threaten to tickle your students’ ovaries. Seriously, Lindsay. What is wrong with you?

      Lindsay: I didn’t eat a proper breakfast.

      Dottie: As much fun as this has been, I’m going to pass. I have to get ready for this meeting. I’ll talk to you two later.

      I stuff my phone in the drawer of my desk to avoid any more distractions and then pull up the Briar Hurst account folder that’s been on my desk all morning—along with a fresh latte and a cut-up apple. I flip open the folder and review the bullet points I need to remember for this morning’s meeting.

      After I graduated from college, my dad pulled me into the family business, buying and selling buildings throughout the city. First started in California, my dad has grown Domico Industries and expanded it to Chicago, where he’s been able to triple the profit margin within a matter of years.

      I wasn’t handed my position; I earned it, working my way up through the company, but now that I have it, I’ve helped the business grow even more. My dad credits my tough negotiating skills and ruthless business sense that I learned from him. My mom, on the other hand, wishes I’d soften up more. Wear my hair down occasionally, try on a colorful blouse, as she puts it. And just like Emory and Lindsay, she wishes I’d put myself out there again.

      I prefer to stay hardened and closed off, only focusing on business, because even though I miss the touch of a man, I’ve been burned enough times by men who either can’t handle my success, or those looking for a handout. I’ve found it easier to focus on work, and that’s what I plan on doing.

      I reach for an apple slice, missing the plate completely. I look up to find the apple in front of my computer and when I do, I spot the email from Lindsay, and even though I try to stay focused, I can’t keep my curiosity from spiking.

      Jason Orson.

      God, the man. My teeth roll over my bottom lip. I remember the first time I saw him in a pair of athletic shorts and a skintight Under Armour shirt. It changed the way I looked at the male physique. Up until that point, I had no idea men could have asses. I thought it was a thing for women to boast about, you know, just like our boobs.

      But Jason Orson proved me wrong one sunny day on a walk to class.

      I can still see it in my head. It was outside the economics building, he was standing with a few other baseball players, all wearing workout gear, all with wet heads from recent showers. His backpack was pulled high on his shoulders, giving me the perfect view of his backside.

      This was no normal backside. I’m talking firm, high, and shelf-like. His tight and toned back muscles narrowed in and then BAM, his ass poked out unlike anything I’d ever seen. Think Giancarlo Stanton, but better.

      I couldn’t look away, nor could any other girl who walked by him.

      I wasn’t alone in the lust department.

      Never have been when it came to Jason Orson. Whenever I went to baseball parties, with the goal of finally talking to him, he was always surrounded by an ungodly amount of women.

      But that was back in college. I doubt he looks the same, or acts the same for that matter. He’s a famous baseball player—which means he’s probably hotter.

      I look away from my computer just long enough to grab a slice of apple, then back to the email.

      My hand itches to open it up, to see what he’s been up to.

      Maybe he gained a bunch of weight or grew a hideous beard, one of those long horrors baseball players grow for some weird reason. Isn’t their face hot? Doesn’t it get all sweaty and dirty from long hours on the ball field?

      I know one way to kill my libido for the man; one of those beards. Maybe that’s what I need to see, a beard on him, and then all will be right with the world. I can get back to the Briar Hurst folder.

      Yup, just one peek; that’s all.

      Come on, beard.

      I move the mouse to the email and hover over it.

      No, I shouldn’t. Opening this email will only result in a rabbit hole of Google searching; I can feel it in my bones.

      Step away, Dottie.

      Taking a deep breath, I turn back to the folder, giving the bullet points another once-over.

      Something, something, something, they’re ready to sell . . . something, something . . . wait, what am I reading?

      Focus.

      Deep breath.

      The words swirl on the paper into a terrible version of a bubble butt . . .

      “Oh, fuck it,” I say out loud while clicking on the email.

      In the body, Lindsay wrote, “Mr. Bubble Butt himself, doing good. I dare you to be a rebel with him . . .”

      “Jesus,” I mutter while clicking on the fundraiser link.

      I’m a sucker for a fundraiser. I might seem hard as stone on the outside and keep a safeguard on my heart, but when it comes to raising money for a good cause, I can’t help but say yes. Then again, I make more money than I can possibly spend, I have no children, my friends only let me buy them so much, so why not help out those who are trying to do good?

      At least that’s what I tell myself while Jason’s fundraiser home page opens up.

      I’ve heard of Charity Hustle. It’s a great company that specializes in helping celebrities raise money while giving their fans a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. I might have bid on one a while back. It was a dinner date with Emily Blunt and John Krasinski, and the only reason I did it was because I watched Emory bid on it, and I wanted to give her a bigger chance than her fifty-dollar donation. I donated two thousand dollars in hopes she would win, but she didn’t . . . clearly. Unfortunately, it’s by chance, but the more money you donate, the more entries you’re allotted. I thought two thousand would give us the win, but I should have done ten thousand.

      You live and you learn.

      With a quick glance past my computer to see where my assistant is, I bite into another apple slice and explore the fundraising page.

      Front and center is a picture of Jason with his arm around a guy who’s holding himself up with a walker. Well, that right there opens the door to the crush I had many years ago. Not to mention the size of his biceps, the span of his chest, and the way his shirt fits tight across his upper torso but tapers and drapes over his hips.

      God, look at all those muscles.

      I prop my chin on my hand and sigh.

      And then his gentle smile accompanied with his kind eyes. From the picture alone, I can tell he’s not like the guys I’ve dated in the past few years. If I lifted his baseball hat off, I know I’d see family man tattooed across his head.

      But even so, he’s gorgeous. The only thing that’s changed about him is his bulk. Everything about him is bigger. Stronger jaw, thicker neck, more powerful chest.

      Are there other pictures of him?

      I scroll down on the page, skipping over the info about his fundraiser, and scan for more pictures, but I don’t see any, just the top one.

      Picking up my pen on my desk, I tap it against my chin and then check out the time on my computer. Still ten minutes.

      What kind of cyberstalking can I do in ten minutes?

      Only one way to find out . . .

      I pull up Google and start to type his name when I stop myself.

      No. I shouldn’t. I’m a serious businesswoman, not a besotted college girl.

      I lean back in my chair, eyes fixed on my computer, pen flipping through my fingers.

      Maybe . . .

      No. I mentally shake my head. Not happening. No good will come of it if you type Jason Orson shirtless into the search bar.

      And you know I’ll add shirtless in there, because I’m desperate and lonely.

      Did I say that out loud? No, I thought it. I’m not lonely, I’m just . . . unprepared for nighttime activities. One can only play solitaire so many times by themselves at night before it starts to become pathetic.

      That’s all this is, boredom and lack of focus.

      Okay. I shake my head and sit tall in my chair. Briar Hurst, let’s see what—

      Oh, fuck it.

      My fingers type out Jason Orson shirtless before I can stop them. I bite down on my pen, sitting at the edge of my seat as the search results load.

      It’s taking so long. Mental note: ream out IT for faster Internet so I can cyberstalk faster. Although I’ll phrase my request a little differently, of course.

      Pen lengthwise in my mouth like a horse bit, my fingers tapping at my desk, my excitement ready—just a little glance—I scroll the mouse over the images tab and click.

      My . . . oh . . . my.

      Would you look at that?

      As if someone is lifting the blinds to a window that looks over Narnia, pictures upon pictures of Jason Orson—shirtless—appear in front of me.

      I prop my chin in my hand and lean in even closer. Bronze, ripped muscles decorate my computer screen. A variety of “props” are sprinkled throughout every picture. A bat, weights, workout ropes, catching gear . . . backwards hat . . . a smile.

      Is that . . .

      Is he in . . .

      Gulp.

      A towel?

      The pen falls out of my mouth, clattering to the desk, as my breasts unapologetically heave, sending out a Morse code to my finger.

      Click.

      Click.

      CLICK GODDAMNIT!

      The tits have spoken.

      My finger hovers over the picture, ready to click. Just one little punch down and the towel glory is all for me to see . . .

      “Good Morning, Miss Domico.”

      “Jesus . . .  Christ,” I yip while frantically clicking at my screen, doing everything in my power to shut down the almost-naked man gracing every last section of my twenty-four-inch computer screen.

      But in my haste to exit out, all I do is make the pictures bigger.

      Man nipple covers my screen.

      Smooth man chest in full view.

      Bulge poking the towel on . . .

      Bulge?

      I lean in for a better look as my assistant clears her throat. “Am I interrupting something?”

      “What?” My head pops up over my screen. I’m thankful she can’t see anything I’m looking at. “No.” I click the exit button rapidly, but can you believe it, my computer freezes on me. “Not interrupting at all. Nope.” I shake my head and clear my throat while adjusting my blouse.

      Is it hot in here?

      “Just finishing up some uh, research.”

      My cheeks flame and for a brief moment, I let down my wall, showing an ounce of vulnerability to my assistant. Probably the first time she’s ever seen me flustered, which leads me to believe this is exactly why I shouldn’t be getting involved with anything when it comes to Jason Orson. Not even donating to his charity, which I’m sure is for a good cause, but staying as far away as possible is smart on my end.

      “Okay.” Jessica studies me. “Are you feeling all right? You seem a little flushed.”

      I pat my cheeks, willing my body to cool down. I click on the exit button for the shirtless images again, and this time they go away. Thank God.

      “I’m fine, just got a little fired up about an unanswered email.” If anything, Jessica knows how much I hate it when people don’t answer me.

      “Would you like me to send a follow-up for you?”

      She’s so efficient. Annoying when I’m trying to cover up my obscene work conduct.

      “No, I’ll send something later.” I bring the Briar Hurst file closer and flip through it, acting like I’m making sure everything is in it when in actuality, all I can see on the paper is Jason’s taut nipples winking at me.

      Damn it.

      “Well”—I pat the folder—“looks like everything is ready. Any last things I need to know before heading into the meeting?”

      “Yes, actually.” She lights up her iPad and with her Apple pencil and scrolls through her checklist. “The meeting with the Carltons next week. They asked if they could move it to eight, rather than seven.”

      “That’s fine. Give them whatever they want, I’m flexible.”

      “They also requested Italian when I asked what they preferred.”

      “Great, we’ll take them to Piccolo. Make reservations for four.”

      She winces. “I think it will have to be six.”

      “Six? Sure, they can bring whoever they want.”

      “That’s the thing.” Jessica adjusts her glasses. “They want to bring Heller and Parks with them.”

      My eyes widen, my jaw growing firm. “They want to bring my competition to the meeting? Why would they want to do that?”

      “They said they want to make the same pitch once and then go from there. They’re ready to sell, but they want to make it as easy as possible, really get to know the candidates.”

      “Jesus.” I pull on my long black ponytail. “Fine, make it for six. Did you get the tip sheet yet? Do you know what they’re looking for when it comes to making a deal?”

      The Carltons are selling one of the biggest pieces of real estate in the Chicago area, a ten-acre lot along the lake that’s currently used for warehouse storage. Heller and Parks, and of course Domico Industries, have been after the lot for a while. It’s now down to our two companies, and I’ll be damned if I let Heller and Parks win the bid.

      “I wasn’t able to dig up too much. They want to know about future plans, how they’ll influence the city of Chicago, and then some inside factors that have not been revealed yet. They said they’d talk about it at dinner.”

      “Great.” I stand from my desk and smooth down my pencil skirt. “I love being caught off guard. Ask for the rooftop table for added privacy. Tell them it’s for Dottie Domico, and they’ll make it happen.”

      “Got it. Also, got a call from Frankie Lazaro looking for a donation . . .”

      “Ugh, Frankie. He won’t get off my ass. Yes, it’s on my desk, so just fill it out for me.”

      “Your usual amount?”

      “Yeah, he’ll call me out if it’s anything less.” I round my desk, after plucking my phone from the drawer. “When is my dad coming into town?”

      “Next week, day before the meeting. He confirmed his attendance for the Carlton dinner.”

      “And what about the Hanks account, was that finalized?”

      She nods. “Papers were signed last night. I sent them to Goldman and Zenlow.”

      “Perfect.” Goldman and Zenlow Law had been handling our legal needs for a long time now. Thank God. They’re the best. She hands me a cup of coffee she must have set on the credenza when I was staring intently at the fine circular shape of Jason Orson’s nipples.

      So symmetrical.

      I take a sip from the perfectly tempered coffee and say, “Did you order the catering for lunch today?”

      “Yup, and emails went out to all the employees, appreciating them for their hard work during the Hanks acquisition.”

      “Did you give yourself a raise?”

      She smiles. “Just waiting on your signature.”

      “Remind me later.” I tilt my cup of coffee in her direction. “Thank you, Jessica.”

      I give her a quick goodbye and then head down the bright black and white hallways of our newly renovated offices. Urban chic is what I call it, with exposed piping and brick and soft touches here and there with comfortable couches, lounge areas, and one hell of a break room with free food and drinks, and games to clear your mind. Am I trying to impersonate Google? Maybe, but then again, no one likes to live eight hours of their life in a humdrum cube farm.

      My goal for every conference is to not only conduct a meaningful meeting, but to also be the first person to show up. Thanks to my peeping Tom Internet searching, I’m the second person to show up. Matthew, the intern, is already sitting in a chair in the back.

      I give him a kind smile and then go to the front of the conference table where I place my notes. My phone lights up with text messages and because I’m a glutton for punishment, I unlock my phone and see what my idiot friends want now.

      Lindsay: You totally checked the link out, didn’t you?

      Emory: You entered to win, didn’t you?

      I will take my snooping to the grave with me.

      Dottie: You know I have better things to do with my life than look up pictures of Jason Orson.

      Emory: ^^^ Did you read that, Linds? She said look up pictures . . . we never said anything about pictures.

      Damn it.

      Lindsay: Busted! How’s he looking these days? Fine, right? Did you see that towel picture?

      Emory: Even I studied the towel picture, and I’m utterly devoted to Knox. It’s hard to miss the towel picture.

      Lindsay: Or the obvious bulge. Oh God, I’m getting hot just thinking about it.

      Dottie: You both are in the presence of children, texting about a man’s penis. Don’t make me report you.

      Lindsay: You wouldn’t.

      Emory: Too far, Dottie.

      Dottie: Drop the Jason thing and I’ll drop my threat.

      Lindsay: Where’s the fun in that?

      Dottie: There is no fun in it. That’s exactly the point. Jason is not an option when it comes to my love life, not that I’m looking for an option. So this goes out to the both of you . . . Drop. It.
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      “Jessica, can you come in here for a second?” I call out, looking over my expense sheet and trying to figure out this last charge. This last enormous charge.

      “She’s out getting dinner,” Lindsay says, strutting into my office, Emory tagging closely behind.

      I glance at the date on my computer and realize it’s our weekly dinner I’ve been holding at my office lately. With the Carlton dinner a few days away and my dad coming to town shortly, I’ve spent every waking moment in this office, forcing Jessica to work extra hours so we can make sure we’re completely prepared to win over the older couple.

      “Let me guess,” Emory says, sitting in a chair across from me, “you forgot about our dinner again.”

      “Things have been crazy around here.”

      “Same story, different day.” Lindsay takes the other seat across from me, moves her satchel to her lap and gives it a good pat. “Don’t worry, I brought papers for Emory and me to grade while you do your work. We can call it a working friend-inner.”

      “I never agreed to helping you grade papers. And what could you possibly grade? They’re third graders.”

      Chin stuck up in the air, Lindsay says, “I’ll have you know, I run a tight ship in my classroom. I make those kids work. I have spelling tests, math tests, and stories about what they want to be when they grow up to grade.”

      Emory waves her hand at Lindsay. “Throw a smiley face sticker on them and call it a day. It’s not like you’re actually going to fail any of these kids.”

      Chuckling, I say, “Look at the librarian being lazy.”

      “I’m not lazy, I just don’t want to have to decipher third grade handwriting all night. I had a second grader spit in my face today, so I’m done with children for now.”

      “You’re cranky,” I say, which is abnormal for my usually very positive friend.

      She sighs heavily. “Knox has been holding out on me lately. We got in a disagreement and now he said he’s going to withhold the goods until I agree with him.”

      “Still wants you to get rid of the lease on your apartment?”

      “Yeah. He said keeping it is insulting to him, as if I don’t think we’ll be together forever. What he doesn’t realize is that the apartment meant something to me before he came back into my life. It was my place of solace during the rough times.”

      Growing serious, I say, “But don’t you think it’s time you build a new place where you can find peace? Knox means everything to you. I don’t think you need an apartment to remind you of what you went through. You need a place that will remind you of where you’re going.”

      Lindsay touches her heart. “Good God, Dottie, that was really fucking touching.”

      “It was,” Emory agrees, tearing up.

      “Are you okay?” I ask, motioning to her eyes. “It looks like you’re going to cry.”

      Emory waves her hand in front of her eyes. “I think I’m just hard up. All these pent-up orgasms are really getting to me.”

      “If that’s the case, Dottie and I should be bawling every day of our lives from lack of sex.”

      Jessica takes that moment to walk into my office, two to-go bags in hand from one of our favorite Greek restaurants.

      “I seem to have bad timing every time you guys have dinner here,” she says with a blush.

      “Oh, we’re besties by now.” Lindsay motions to another seat. “Please, Jessica, sit down, talk about our sex lives with us.”

      “That’s not necessary,” I say. “Don’t really want to get HR involved.”

      “You’re such a tight-ass,” Lindsay says. “It’s not like you’re hitting on Jessica; we’re just gabbing like good friends.”

      Jessica pushes her glasses on her nose and folds her hands together. “With all due respect, I think I should leave the gabbing to you ladies. I don’t want to make Miss Domico uncomfortable.”

      “Why?” Lindsay asks, leaning in like a rabid beast, looking for nourishment. “Is your sex life insane? You’re a fresh twenty-three, right? What’s it like to be young?”

      “You’re young, you idiot,” I say to Lindsay. “Twenty-nine is not old.”

      “It’s not twenty-three,” she mutters.

      Before Lindsay can get into the fine details of Jessica’s personal life, I say, “Jessica, before you take off, can you please look at this charge? I have no idea what it’s for. It’s a ten-thousand-dollar charge.”

      Emory’s mouth falls open. “You don’t know about a ten-thousand-dollar charge on your credit card? I’m pretty sure I’d know what I was wearing, what I smelled like, and the exact time I charged ten thousand dollars to my credit card.”

      Smelled like? Eww.

      Lindsay nods her thumb in my direction with a smart-ass smile. “Rich girl problems.”

      Ignoring them, I point to the charge with my mouse when Jessica rounds my desk. “The Lineup, what is that?”

      Lindsay and Emory both snort at the same time, covering their faces in tandem.

      Uh, am I missing something? Oh shit, is it some weird porn website? I’m not an avid watcher, but after a few glasses of wine, sometimes I like to jump online and have a little fun. Did I buy some baller subscription without remembering?

      Immediately a trickle of sweat starts to stream down my back from the thought of Jessica knowing about my “extracurricular activities” outside of work.

      “Uh, you know what, never mind, I think I remember.”

      “Do you?” Lindsay asks, a full-on grin spread across her face.

      “Ten thousand dollars? Damn, Dottie, I didn’t know you were that adamant about winning a date.”

      “Winning a date? What are you talking about?”

      Please don’t say it’s a dating website, a dating website I spent ten thousand dollars on. If that doesn’t read desperately single, I don’t know what does.

      “Miss Domico, it was for the fundraiser you told me to donate to.”

      Ohh . . . thank God.

      Wait . . . what fundraiser?

      Twirling the end of my ponytail with my index finger, I casually say, “Remind me which one again?”

      “Frankie’s I believe? You said it was on your desk. The day of the Briar Hurst meeting.” My stomach drops, recalling that morning and what I did. “I couldn’t quite find anything on your desk, but then I saw your computer screen.”

      Oh.

      God.

      Nipples.

      Winking fucking nipples.

      My vision starts to tunnel, and my skin feels like it’s shrinking as both Emory and Lindsay laugh in front of me.

      No.

      Please don’t tell me I donated ten thousand dollars to go on a date with Jason Orson.

      “I assumed it was what you were talking about. Was I wrong?”

      Lindsay wipes her eyes. “Oh no, Jessica. You were so, so right.”

      “I don’t think you could have been more right,” Emory adds.

      Confused, Jessica looks between us. “Am I . . . missing something?”

      Unable to comprehend what happened, I place my head in my hands and take deep breaths. Ten thousand dollars, how many entries did that gain me? I’m guessing a whole fucking lot.

      “Miss Domico?” Jessica’s worried voice pulls me back into the present.

      I give her a curt smile. “Wrong charity, but that’s okay, Jessica. It’s fine. I wasn’t clear.”

      Mortification falls over her features. “Oh my gosh, Miss Domico. I’m so sorry. I can’t believe”—she sucks in a short breath, her eyes watering—“I can’t believe I made such a horrible mistake. I . . . I can pay it off. Take it out of my paycheck.”

      Ten thousand dollars to Jessica is not pocket change. It’s probably half her rent for the year.

      “No, it’s really okay. I planned on donating anyway. That’s why I had the tab up.”

      “I think you’re being kind to me right now for an awful mistake.” Her lip quivers.

      With anyone else, I probably would have fired them over such a thing. They don’t say I’m ruthless for no reason, but Jessica? No way can I lose her. She’s the reason I haven’t lost my mind working this job. God, she must be mortified to not only have made this mistake, but in front of two of my friends. I know what that’s like, trying to impress women senior to you.

      I look her in the eyes and say, “It was a mistake, poor communication, and something that won’t happen again, right?”

      “Yes, of course. Never. I’m so sorry. I feel awful.” A tear slips down her cheek and she quickly wipes it away. “I’m so sorry. Please let me make it up to you. I’ll stay late for as long as you want with no overtime.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. You’ve worked more hours than anyone in this office besides me. I won’t take away your pay for your hard work. But next time, if something isn’t where I’ve said it should be, please clarify before you act.”

      “Of course.” She steps back and takes a deep breath. Clasping her hands together, she asks, “Is there anything else I can get you ladies?”

      “We’re good. Take the night off, Jessica.”

      She shakes her head. “No, I’ll be at my desk if you need anything.” She gives me a small smile, one that barely reaches her eyes, and then shuts the door to my office quietly.

      “Jesus,” Lindsay says, pulling food out of the bags. “That was awkward as shit.”

      Leaning forward, in a whisper, Emory says, “My ass cheeks were nervously clenched that whole time. Poor Jessica.”

      “Poor Jessica?” I whisper back, not wanting her to hear me. “What about me? She fucking donated ten thousand dollars to Jason’s charity under my name.”

      “Yeah, that part was great. I think you need to make Jessica employee of the month. I feel bad for her screwup,” Lindsay says, “but I don’t think it could have worked out more perfectly.”

      “Now we just have to hope she gets picked,” Emory says with glee.

      “That’s true.” Lindsay hands me my steak kabobs with a side of grilled veggies. “His date was a hot commodity. Every teacher at Cedar Pine donated twenty-five dollars for a chance, even the married ones.”

      “My spin class was very enthusiastic about the opportunity,” Emory says. “I think your chances of winning are slim.”

      “You think?” I ask, the dread building in my chest finally easing.

      “Total long shot.” Lindsay dips a pita in some hummus. “There is probably a one percent chance you’ll win.”

      “I can live with one percent,” I say, feeling much better.

      She’s right. Thousands upon thousands of people most likely entered to win, so just because my donation was large, doesn’t mean I’ll actually win. Who knows, maybe there’s a mega fan who donated even more, giving them more entries to the contest.

      I’m fine.

      One percent chance.

      I can’t be mad with those odds.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Bang. Bang. Bang.

      No answer.

      Bang. Bang. Bang. BANG.

      “Open up, I know you’re in there,” I call through the metal door that leads to Emory and Knox’s apartment. “I have all night. I’ll wait. It’s not like I have a big meeting to prepare for. Nope, I don’t have to entertain my father or anything, I have all freaking—”

      The door swings open, Emory stands on the other side with a robe wrapped around her body, her hair a complete mess.

      “Dottie,” she breathes. “What are you doing here?”

      “Sure, I would love to come in,” I say, plowing right past my friend and into her kitchen where I know Knox keeps a few beers chilled.

      I’m normally not a beer person, but right now, it doesn’t matter what goes into my body, as long as it’s alcohol.

      “Is everything okay? You seem like you’re on the verge of a mental breakdown.”

      I give my friend a slow once-over and ask, “Were you having sex?”

      Emory smooths her hair down. “Foreplay. We weren’t quite at the penetration part yet.”

      “Yeah, thanks for that,” Knox says as he walks into the kitchen wearing nothing but a pair of sweats.

      I’m not one to gawk at my friends’ boyfriends, but it’s hard to keep my eyes off Knox as he makes his way to the fridge and pulls out a beer for himself. He takes mine from my hands, cracks the top open, then his, and follows it up with a clink of our bottlenecks. He leans against the wall of the kitchen, his fine body on fire with every move he makes.

      As starting shortstop for the Bobbies, his body is fucking amazing.

      Really, really hot. Emory is one lucky girl.

      “This better be good, Dottie,” he says between sips.

      “Need I remind you, I’m the reason you got Emory’s phone number in the first place?” Back in college, when Emory was on a boy hiatus, Knox turned to me for a little help, and I had no problem handing him the information he wanted, as long as he took good care of my friend.

      He eyes me from over his beer bottle. “Damn, how long have you been holding on to that one?”

      “Thought it would come in handy one day.”

      “Fine.” He chuckles. “You’re forgiven.”

      I look between the two of them. “So I guess the sex ban has been lifted?”

      “All it took was one brush of my bare breast against his naked chest and he was mine.”

      “Don’t try to be cool in front of your friend.” Knox walks up behind her and wraps his arm around her waist, placing a sweet kiss to her temple. “She terminated her lease, and then rubbed her bare breast on my chest.”

      “She doesn’t need to know the details.” Addressing me, Emory asks, “Why are you pounding on our door as if you’re about to be hounded by a pack of zombies?”

      “Oh, you know . . .” I casually pull a piece of paper out of my purse and lay it flat on the table. “Because of this.”

      As a couple, they lean forward and take in the printed congratulations email.

      Yeah, fucking congratulations!

      “Oh. My. God.” Emory covers her mouth right before she starts laughing.

      “It’s not funny,” I yell, snapping the paper away.

      “Wait, what’s going on?” Knox asks, a pinch between his brow.

      “Your girlfriend, my now former friend, sent me the link to Jason Orson’s Charity Hustle fundraiser, my assistant accidentally donated to it on my behalf, and according to this email, I won.”

      Emory laughs some more, at least giving me the respect of turning to Knox’s chest so I don’t see the pure joy written all over her face.

      “You mean you won a date with Jason and his sister?”

      “It’s with his sister?” I ask, not realizing that little tidbit of information. “That makes it even worse.”

      “Yeah, he didn’t want to be accused of anything inappropriate, so he signed on a witness. But wait, how on earth did you win? I heard thousands of people entered. He raised over two hundred thousand dollars for his charity.”

      “She donated . . .” Emory’s voice dies off from being pressed against Knox’s chest.

      “She donated how much?” Knox asks.

      “Ten thousand dollars.” His eyes widen and his mouth drops.

      “Damn, girl. Are you crushing on my boy?”

      “What? No,” I say with outrage, even though, yes, there has been crushing in the past. Now it’s more like an appreciation for the male form. For the most gorgeous, muscle-upon-muscle, delectable, drool-worthy male form of Jason Orson to be specific . . .

      No crushing.

      No lusting.

      Did I say lusting? I mean, there has been absolutely no lusting. And before you even ask, NO, I have not looked at the towel pic since that first day, or any picture for that matter. I have better things to be doing with my life.

      Okay . . . maybe the other night, I perused the shirtless pictures again, but just because I couldn’t remember if I saw a birthmark near his armpit or not and it was driving me crazy.

      For the record, no birthmark.

      And no tattoos. I found that out last night when I wanted to clarify that as well.

      And then this morning, when I was wondering if he was really bulging or not in that towel . . . okay, FINE. I’ve looked at pictures of him every day since Lindsay and Emory sent that damn link. Are you happy? Well, you may be happy, but I was more . . . delirious after my battery-driven-while-imagining-licking-Jason-Orson’s-abs orgasm. Or two.

      “I have not been crushing on him. Ten thousand is my normal donation amount. It was a mistake, a miscommunication, and because of it, I’m stuck in the middle of one giant clusterfuck.”

      Emory shakes her head in disbelief. “I can’t believe you won. It’s meant to be.”

      “No. Stop that. I’m not going to go on the date.”

      Knox shakes his head. “Man, if you don’t show up, Jason will take it personally.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, he’s a sensitive guy.” Knox sips his beer, acting so casual while an inner war of nerves is in an epic battle in the pit of my stomach. “He prides himself on being honest and true and keeping his word. If he promised someone a date, he’s going to make it happen.”

      And that’s exactly why I can’t get mixed up with this guy. Words like honest and true and sensitive . . . I have a feeling I could easily eat him up and spit him out.

      I’ve been known to do the rare dishonest thing, especially when it comes to work.

      You’re thinking, wow, what an upstanding lady, aren’t you?

      Well, you don’t get to where I am in business without taking advantage of every situation you can. And before you get on your high horse to lecture me about being a good person, I will say this: I never cheat or steal. I just twist the truth at times to get what I want. But what businessman doesn’t?

      Yeah, businessman, because that’s what this world is full of, alpha businessmen with high-rise offices and large desks they fuck their wenches on—well, some are wenches, most are probably really nice ladies. Either way, no one is judging these “ruthless” men and their tactics. Instead, they’re praised. Rewarded. Women are rewarded with the moniker of bitch. Even today. Ridiculous.

      So to wrap up this rant, picture me with a dick.

      Wait, no, don’t picture me with a dick, that’s weird. Just realize, I’ve done what every other guy in my position would have done, but at least I have the common sense to realize even though Jason Orson checks off every box in the looks department—that ass, sigh—I know better than to get anywhere near him.

      “I’ll just send someone else on a date with him.”

      Knox studies me, his eyes peeling off a piece of my shield, making me feel vulnerable. “Do you like him or something?”

      “No,” I say as Emory says, “Yes.”

      “Emory,” I whisper, trying to give her a hint. Girl code. Let’s not talk about this in front of one of Jason’s best friends.

      “What?” She shrugs. “It’s true. In college he was all you ever talked about when we discussed baseball players. Jason this and Jason that.” She turns to Knox and says, “She had the biggest obsession with his ass.”

      “You know”—I tap the kitchen counter—“there’s a special place in hell for people like you, Emory.”

      She laughs out loud and Knox, apparently loving the maniacal sound, presses kisses along her neck. “Is it or is it not true?”

      “You know, I don’t have to take this kind of abuse.” I down a big gulp of beer and set the bottle on the counter. “I hope Knox has limp dick for the rest of the night.”

      I start to walk away when Knox calls out, “Hey, what the hell did I do?”

      “You’re attached to her.” I point at Emory. “And you listen up, Knox Gentry, you better not tell Jason about any of this, or else I’ll wish worse things than limp dick on you.”

      “What’s worse than limp dick?”

      “A one-fifty batting average.”

      His brows sharpen, his eyes narrowing. “Don’t you fucking dare.”

      “Then keep your lips sealed. Don’t forget, I know people around this city.”

      With that, I begin to leave their apartment when Emory says, “Careful, Jason lives in the same building now, right across the hall actually.”

      I still, my body rigid, my hand about to open the door as I spin around. Swallowing hard, I ask, “Can I use your fire escape?”
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      “Did you hear?” I ask Natalie, who sits at my kitchen bar, setting her purse down on the other seat while I grab her a drink.

      “That you’re in contention for best butt in baseball?”

      I pause, mid-pour of the fresh iced tea I brewed this morning. “Excuse me? What’s this? Best butt in baseball?”

      She laughs, a little too uncontrollably. “Oh God, I’m sorry, I didn’t realize you were actually going to be really excited about that.” I know that laugh, I’ve heard it almost my whole life. That’s my sister’s laugh that tells me once again, she’s joking around.

      “You know I’m fucking sensitive about my ass, so why would you joke about it?”

      “Because I’m your sister and I have to keep you grounded.”

      I finish filling her cup and hand it to her. “Don’t joke about possibly winning one of the best awards I could possibly think of.”

      She shakes her head. “You have problems.”

      Because I always strive to be a good host, I reach for the food I prepared earlier: a vegetable crudité from the fridge, and homemade pita chips, which I place in the toaster oven to heat up.

      Cut-up veggies, check.

      Pitas, check.

      Homemade hummus, check.

      I lay it out all in front of Natalie who takes in the impressive spread. “Are you sure you’re a ballplayer? Looks like you could be a home chef.”

      “Presentation is everything,” I say, adjusting a little dish of olives. “But let’s get back to the topic at hand; did you see they picked a winner for my Charity Hustle fundraiser?”

      Mouthful of my garlic hummus, she shakes her head and swallows. “I didn’t. That’s exciting. Is it a boy or a girl?”

      “Girl.” I wiggle my eyebrows. “Her name is Dorothy Domico and get this, she donated ten thousand dollars.”

      “Shut up.” Natalie’s eyes widen. “Holy crap, she must really want to go on a date with you.”

      I turn around, showing off my backside. “Must be the ass, it brings all the ladies in.”

      “Yeah, I’m sure,” Natalie deadpans. “That’s why you’re single and making homemade hummus for your sister because you have nothing better to do.”

      “You know, if you’re going to make fun of my hummus, I can take it away.” I reach for the bowl, but she swats at my hand, deflecting it.

      “If you want to be known as a terrible host, then yeah, take it away.”

      “You know how to strike me where it hurts.” I clutch my chest.

      “Always a flair for the dramatic.” Natalie rolls her eyes and dips a carrot stick in the hummus. “So, do we know anything about Dorothy other than she was very anxious to win?”

      “Nothing. But my PR team sent over the date information. Next Friday night. She lives here in Chicago, so it makes things super easy.”

      “She could be a stalker. Do you have security on standby?”

      “Or,” I say, pulling the pita slices out of the toaster oven, “she could be a really nice woman and this could be a meet cute.”

      Natalie perks up. “You mean . . . you would date this woman?”

      I shrug. “You never know. People are brought into your life for a reason, and maybe Dorothy is supposed to be my forever.”

      “You know”—Natalie takes a sip of her iced tea—“it’s concerning that you’re looking to actually date through this fundraiser. Are you really that desperate to be with someone that you’re going to make them pay to go on a date with you?”

      “Jesus,” I mutter. My sister doesn’t ever beat around the bush. “You don’t have to be so goddamn negative all the time. I was just thinking hypothetically.”

      Natalie pats my hand. “I’m not being negative, I’m just trying to keep your head out of the clouds since that’s where you like to live most of the time. Just be cautious with this girl. She could be bad news. After all, she did donate a lot of money.” Or she could be someone after my own heart who likes to give generously to a good cause. There is always a silver lining . . . at least in my mind.

      “You’re going to be there, so you can look out for me, give me the nod if you think she’s a stalker or not.”

      “Should we have a code word that means abort?”

      “That’s a great idea.” I lean against the counter, tapping my chin with a slice of a red pepper. “What could it be?”

      “A word that wouldn’t come up in everyday conversation.”

      “Precisely.” I spin toward her. “How about gallbladder?”

      “Why did that even come into your head?”

      I bite the red pepper slice. “It’s a mystery what goes on in my brain.”

      “Well, since I don’t think I ever say gallbladder, I think we have a winner. Finding a way to bring it up should be fun.”

      “Hey, you might not have to, she could be pretty awesome.”

      Natalie eyes me. “I have my doubts.”

      “Because of what happened in the minors?”

      “How could you not be jaded after Melissa? She used you.”

      “That she did,” I murmur, staring at my feet, my mind falling back to my first year in the minor leagues. “She’s why I haven’t invested any time into a relationship.”

      Fresh out of college and into the minors, I was lonely, separated from my normal support system, and I filled that void with the wrong person. Melissa used me in every way possible. I didn’t realize it until about four months in when she’d drained my signing bonus, taken all my energy trying to keep her happy, and the worst part? She’d been fucking other guys on the team. Why no one said anything was beyond comprehension, as I would have thought the same level of bro code slash loyalty I’d had with my friends in college carried over into the minors. Yes, she was hot, but man, if you know a girl is taken, you don’t cross that line. Before that experience, I’d been easygoing and quick to make friends. But I learned very quickly that trust took time to earn. I also learned that doubling up on protection was a must. No doubt there were other girls out there like Melissa, whose long-term goal included using whoever’s sperm as her future paycheck.

      Yeah, she was a real catch. And I’d been the first fool, but not the last, thank God.

      “I understand what you went through with her wasn’t easy, but that doesn’t mean you shouldn’t date.”

      “You’re sending mixed signals here, Natalie. You want me to date, but you don’t want me to date, what is it?” I chuckle, shaking off the feeling of Melissa. I don’t talk about her. Being that stupid jock who didn’t see the signs from a mile away, took a hit to my pride. You live and learn.

      Growing serious, Natalie says, “I want you to find love, the kind of love I share with Ansel, the kind of love Mom and Dad have. You deserve it, because you’re a kind and giving soul, but because of that, you need to make sure the girl you go out with is in it for you, not for the jersey you wear. I just want you to be cautious, that’s all.”

      “Yeah, I get that.” I lean against the counter, my forearms propping me up. “But you never know, maybe this Dorothy Domico is someone special.”

      “Or she’s an eighty-year-old grandma who used all her social security to buy a date with you.”

      Smiling, I say, “I can get into the granny thing. Wrinkles are a turn-on.”

      “You’re so fucked up.” She laughs and throws a carrot at my head, nailing me between the eyes.

      I rub the offended spot and say, “You know, we might need you on the Rebels with an accurate arm like that if the general manager doesn’t pick up some strong arms for next season.”

      “More time with my big brother? I think I’ll pass.”

      “Such a punk.” I chuckle and bite into another carrot.
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        * * *

      

      I slam the door to Knox’s apartment and stand there, anger rolling through my body like a tidal wave. Carson and Knox are both sitting on the couch, playing MLB The Show 19, PlayStation’s sanctioned professional baseball game. When the slam of the door cuts through the surround sound of their game—they like to play as themselves, such idiots—they turn toward me, the game put on pause.

      “Dude, why are you slamming doors?” Knox asks.

      I stomp toward them and flop on one of the armchairs perpendicular to the couch. “Because I’m pissed.”

      “This seems like it’s going to be a moment,” Carson whispers, but not quiet enough. “Should I get beers?”

      “Get them for everyone,” I say, flailing my arm in the air. “I have wings being delivered shortly.”

      “And mozzarella sticks?” Carson asks, desperate for his stupid cheese sticks.

      “You know I ordered them,” I huff. “Because I’m a considerate fuck.”

      “That you are.” Knox leans back on the couch and takes a beer from Carson. I do the same. He’s a good man and has popped open the tops already. “So . . . do you want to talk about it?”

      “Of course I do. That’s why I’m here.”

      “Oh, I thought you were just being dramatic for no fucking reason,” Knox replies sarcastically.

      “I get the need to be snarky, that’s how we are with each other.” I set my feet on the coffee table in front of me, stretching out. “But please, not in my time of need.”

      “Jesus Christ,” Carson murmurs, resting his arm on the side of the couch and getting comfortable. “Just get on with it. We’re two innings away from killing the Rebels in the World Series.”

      Of course that’s who they’d be playing. At least I’m not on the team since I was just traded, or else they’d have me doing stupid shit. They did that when I was in Tampa and sent videos of me running in circles on the field. They’re really fucking mature.

      “So you know how I did that Charity Hustle thing?”

      “Yeah,” they both reply.

      “Well, a winner was picked and we were supposed to meet tomorrow night, but the girl cancelled and according to the PR team, she doesn’t want to set up another date.”

      Knox looks away while Carson snorts to himself.

      “This isn’t funny. Why the hell do you think she’d do that? She has me questioning every last thing I’ve done over the past week. Did I post something wrong on my Instagram? I know I’m a little braggy when it comes to my potato salad, but my presentation with the potato skins was on point, so how could I not post about that?” I mean, I could have posted sweaty, post-workout pics of my muscles, but I showed self-control. You’d think any female would be happy I was bragging about food and not my ripped bod. Can you see my eye-roll here?

      “I don’t know about you”—Carson holds his chest—“but personally, I found the potato salad to be incredibly offensive.”

      “Shut the fuck up,” I say, slouching more in my chair. “I don’t get it. Why would she cancel when she donated so much money?”

      “Do you know anything about her?” Carson asks while Knox stays strangely silent.

      “Just that her name is Dorothy Domico, and she donated ten thousand dollars.”

      “Domico, Domico,” Carson repeats, putting emphasis behind the last name. “Why is that name so familiar?”

      Knox coughs into his hand, muttering something with it, but I can’t quite understand him.

      “Hey, what’s Dottie’s last name?” Carson pokes Knox in the side.

      “Anyone need more beer?” Knox asks, standing abruptly.

      “I’m nursing mine,” I say.

      “I swear it’s Dottie Domico. Right?” Carson is still trying to decipher this poor girl’s name. “Have you ever met Dottie?” Carson asks me.

      “Uh, no. Pretty sure I’d remember that name. Is she a cleat chaser?”

      “Nah, she’s cool. One of Emory’s best friends. She was in my grade, so a year ahead of you. I swear you’ve met her before. Hey, Knox, what’s Dottie’s last name?”

      “When are those wings showing up?” Knox calls from the kitchen.

      “Ten minutes,” I call out before dragging my hand over my face. “I don’t know, man. I feel like a dipshit, like this girl goes and donates a crap ton of money but doesn’t want to go on a date with me. I feel like I owe it to her. Ten thousand dollars is a lot of money to just throw away.”

      “Maybe she really liked the cause but is too nervous to cash in on the date,” Knox says from the kitchen.

      Carson snaps his fingers. “It is Dottie Domico, because I remember saying, like the sugar? And she said, ‘No, that’s Domino.’” Carson twists his body over the couch. “It’s Dottie Domico, right, Knox?”

      “Want me to cut up some vegetables to go with the wings?”

      “Sure,” I call out, scratching my chin. “I don’t know, should I at least send her some flowers and signed gear as a thank you?”

      “I think I’m friends with Dottie on Instagram,” Carson continues. Christ, why won’t he get a clue? When he goes down a rabbit trail, he can’t seem to come out of it. “Did you get a picture of her?”

      “No,” I answer. “Natalie suggested she’s an old woman who doesn’t really want to show her face or has the energy to go on a date. If she’s old, I’ll go to her. The elderly love me, as I’m an entertaining dickhead when I want to be.”

      “Yeah, I was right, Dottie Domico,” Carson says.

      “What do you think, Knox?” I call out as he busies himself in the kitchen. “Think she’s old?”

      “Dottie is always donating to shit,” Carson says. “Hey Knox, did Emory say anything about Dottie donating?”

      “Why are you so hung up on Emory’s friend?” I finally ask. “Like a twenty-nine-year-old could really drop ten thousand dollars on a fundraiser. Use your fucking head, man.”

      “She’s rich, dude. She’s a VP or something. Right, Knox?”

      We both turn toward him to find him buried into the chopping of celery. It is not like him to remain mute on any occasion or subject, so what’s his deal tonight?

      “Hey, we’re talking to you,” Carson calls out.

      “I know, and I chose not to answer.”

      What the hell?

      He knows something . . .

      Obvious, I know, but I might have been hit in the head with foul balls for far too many years, so it takes me a few more minutes to catch up.

      “What are you not telling us?” I say, hopping onto the arm of my chair.

      “I think I’ll go meet the wing person in the lobby instead of having the concierge bring up our food.” Knox wipes off his hands and beelines for the door despite not having a shirt or shoes on.

      But Carson is quicker, hurdling over the couch and straight to the door where he blocks Knox. “Oh no, you don’t, you have some explaining to do.”

      I join them at the door. What is Knox hiding?

      Arms crossed over my chest, I say, “Do you know Dorothy Domico?”

      He pulls on the back of his neck with both hands. Guilty is written all over him. “Doesn’t everyone know her?” he asks.

      I reach out and snag his nipple with my index finger and thumb. He yelps, smacks my hand away, and steps backward. “What the fuck, dude?”

      “Stop avoiding the question and tell us what you know.”

      “She threatened to wish a one-fifty batting average on me,” Knox says, looking pathetic and panicked all at once. “One fucking fifty.”

      Carson leans against the door, arms crossed as well. “You are the least superstitious person I know.”

      It’s true, when every other Brentwood baseball player believed in the power of the locker room and how if you took your girl back there to do the deed, you’d end up together forever, Knox pushed it off as a bunch of bullshit.

      “You don’t know Dottie, she’s powerful.” He whispers, “She knows people.”

      “Well, Christ, if she knows people, then we shouldn’t touch her with a ten-foot pole.” Carson rolls his eyes. “Fine, if you don’t want to say anything because one of Emory’s friends seems like a threat to you, then just nod or shake your head to our questions, and that way you’re not actually saying anything.”

      Finger poised to make a point, I say, “Body language counts as a universal—”

      “Dude, shut the fuck up,” Carson says to me. “Don’t you want to know more about Dottie?”

      He has a point.

      “Sorry. Proceed.”

      “Thank you.” Turning back to Knox, Carson asks, “Did Dottie donate to Jason’s fundraiser?”

      He nods yes.

      “Is she the Dorothy Domico that won the date?”

      Yes.

      “Did you know she was cancelling the date?”

      Yes.

      “Do you know why?”

      No.

      “Are you lying to us?”

      No.

      Carson taps his chin and then asks, “Why did she donate the money?”

      “That’s not a yes or no question,” Knox says.

      “I’m sick of this shit. Be a man and tell us what you know.”

      “Was it from my potato salad post?”

      “No one cares about your potato salad,” Knox groans and walks back to the living room where we follow him.

      “I’ll have you know, that post got me a lot of DMs. I was fielding recipe questions for hours.”

      “Congratulations,” Carson says, annoyed. “You have the attention of every seventy-five-year-old woman.” He scrubs his face. “I don’t know why I insist on helping you fools.”

      “I’m not going to tell you guys anything. I made a promise to Emory and Dottie that I wouldn’t.”

      “That’s shit and you know it,” I say, pointing at Knox. “What ever happened to balls before booty calls?”

      “First of all,” Knox says, voice stern, “Emory is anything but a booty call. Second, when you’re in a serious and committed relationship, you’ll know what it means to keep a secret. Back me up, Carson.”

      He groans and then nods. “Hate to admit it, but the missus is the same way. I would die with her secrets. I think you might be out of luck.”

      “Great.” I throw up my arms. “So you’re telling me one of Emory’s friends who we went to college with donated ten thousand dollars to my charity but refuses to go on a date with me? What was the point even of donating?”

      They both shrug their shoulders, annoying the shit out of me.

      “You’re both useless. Looks like I might just have to take matters into my own hands.”

      “Sorry, man,” Knox mumbles. At least he looks marginally contrite.

      “There’s still wings, beer, and PlayStation,” Carson says. Like that will fix my dilemma. Although, wings, beer, and PlayStation have worked before.

      That night, after sharing three dozen wings with the boys and playing PlayStation, I scooted across to my apartment and pulled up my good friend, Google, where I spent the next hour searching out every piece of information I could find on Dottie.

      Normally, I’m not this invested in creeping on someone, but ten thousand dollars? No one donates that much money without a reason.

      And I’m going to find out what it is.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventy

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        DOTTIE

      

      

      Knock. Knock.

      I don’t have to look up from my computer to know my dad is standing in the doorway of my office. If I hadn’t heard him chatting up my employees on the way in, I could have smelled his cool aftershave from the moment he walked down the hall. It’s not overpowering, but instead, has a surprising light air about it that carries throughout the halls. It matches his persona—charismatic and powerful.

      “Aren’t you going to come give your dad a hug?” I smile. I’ve missed hearing his rich and calming voice.

      “Let me finish this email.”

      “Ah, always working. I should have taught you to have some fun too.” He rounds my desk and leans over to give me a hug. I know his eyes are fixed on my computer while he does it, because even though he trusts me in this position, he’s still very much invested in the company. Looking over my shoulder has never been something he’s hidden. And in many ways, it’s given me confidence over the years. He’s often had words of encouragement and well-timed suggestions.

      I return the hug and finish my email quickly, while he takes a seat across from me. I save it in my drafts so I can review it one more time before pressing send and then direct my attention to my dad.

      “How are you?” I smile at him. I’ve been a daddy’s girl for as long as I can remember, and even though I have a strong relationship with my mom, my father and I have a more dynamic bond. I love my dad more than anything. “Enjoying your time in Chicago?”

      “Always. I love it here. I can see why you wanted to stay and establish roots. It has a New York City quality to it but not as dirty.”

      “Plus the food is amazing.”

      He pats his stomach. “I think I’ve put on a few pounds since I’ve been here. Your mother keeps dragging me to all these places on her Yelp approved list.”

      “Mom just loves finding holes-in-the-wall, doesn’t she?”

      “You could say that. She found this place the other day that didn’t have one window in it. I thought we were done, that was until we snuck into a basement and had some of the best dim sum I’ve ever put in my mouth.”

      “Better than the dim sum you had in San Francisco in Chinatown?”

      “Dare I say, yes?” He chuckles, a good hearty sound. “Although, don’t tell your mother that. She’d divorce me. We still make trips to San Francisco so she can have that dim sum a few times a year.”

      “She knows what she likes, and you can’t fault her for that.”

      My dad shakes his head. “I never would. She’s an angel, and I plan on keeping her as happy as can be.”

      What I wouldn’t give for a relationship like what my parents have. They met before my dad started making a ton of money, before his company really boomed. Growing up, they told me stories about their humble beginnings, in the small studio apartment in Los Angeles they lived in for two years, the bed working as a dining room table, a place to sleep, and my dad’s home office. I don’t know how they did it, but they still tell me to this day, it was some of the best times they had together. They struggled through occasional disagreements and frustrations, and sometimes found the four walls a little . . . cramped . . . to say the least. But the perseverance it took to keep the company and their marriage together—and the learned knowledge that humor was often required in spades—was what grew their relationship from friends to lovers to best friends and more.

      Unfortunately, I don’t think I’ll ever share the same experience with a man.

      “Tell me, how did you think dinner went the other night with the Carltons? We haven’t had a chance to deconstruct it.”

      I fold my hands on my lap and lean back in my chair. “I think it went well. Heller and Parks tried to blatantly stick their noses up the Carltons’ asses, it was almost sickening to be in the presence of them.”

      Dad chuckles. “They’ve always been like that. Nothing I haven’t seen before. I enjoy going to dinner with them because it feels like a circus show. Quite entertaining. I was proud of you though, you held your cool, spoke about the Carltons and their interests rather than the acreage we’re trying to accrue. You showed interest in them as humans and asked intelligent questions, thought-provoking but nothing that would spark a debate. I was very impressed.”

      “Yeah?” I can’t contain my smile. “I worked hard to prepare myself. They value a strong family bond, so I made sure to focus on that.”

      “They do. It’s one of the reasons they started speaking with us, because they know our family dynamic is strong.”

      “I think we can use that to our advantage.”

      “I agree. Let’s keep it in our back pocket for now.” He checks his Cartier watch and winces. “I spent a little too much time laughing it up with your employees. If I don’t leave now, I’ll be late to dinner with your mom, and you know how she feels about being late.”

      “Don’t let me keep you.”

      He stands but then pauses and points his finger at me. “I almost forgot. Did I see you won a date with Jason Orson, the catcher for the Rebels?”

      Where the hell did he hear about that?

      “Uh . . . what now?”

      I pick up my pen and scratch the side of my head, trying to look as casual as possible, which only makes my dad tilt his head back and laugh wholeheartedly.

      “Dorothy Domico, you are a titan when it comes to business, but your personal life is a shitshow.”

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

      He shakes his head. “It was in our company newsletter. Domico’s very own wins date with new Rebel. Quite an interesting read. Ten thousand dollars, huh?”

      “It was a miscommunication.” I sigh and rub my temple. “But don’t worry, I cancelled the date.”

      “Why?” My dad’s brow pulls together. “Jason Orson is nothing to sneeze at. His stats alone will give the Rebels a shot at the playoffs next season. It was a huge acquisition for them.”

      “Yes, he’s great. He was amazing in college. But I’m not into dating right now, as I just want to focus on work.”

      He nods, his short silence startling. I know that look in his eyes. He’s mulling over something and I don’t think I’m going to like it.

      “I love you, Dottie.”

      “But . . .”

      He shakes his head and buttons his suit jacket. “No but. Just wanted to tell you I love you.”

      “I don’t believe you.” I laugh. “You always have a hidden agenda.”

      “Not this time. You’re a grown woman and can handle things on your own. I will tell you this though, I would hate for you to go through life without a partner in crime, someone to keep you grounded. Even though I thank God every day for you, your mother has been the biggest blessing in my life.”

      “It was easier for you back then to meet someone. I’m in a different position.”

      “How so?”

      “Uh . . . most of Chicago knows who I am.”

      “So?” He shrugs. “You’re a good judge of character and know how to filter out the losers from the good ones. Go on that date with Orson; you never know what will come of it.” That’s the thing, though. I’m not a good judge of character. If I was, I never would have fallen for Nick, and I never would have allowed him to take advantage of me.

      My dad walks out of my office with a quick wave and a parting smile.

      I’m not surprised that he came in here, laid down a pool of thought for me to wade through, and then left. I don’t think there’s been a time when he hasn’t done that. I should know by now what’s coming.

      But go on a date with Jason Orson?

      I mentally shake my head.

      No way. He would be amazing to look at, but I know we wouldn’t work.
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        * * *

      

      Noooooo.

      My head falls in my hand.

      Fuck.

      I stare at my screen, reading the email one of my on-site managers sent me about an infrastructure we’re working on downtown.

      Water main break is the subject. Flooding is in the body. Estimated total cost in repairs: over two hundred thousand.

      I lean back in my chair and bounce my foot up and down, trying to steady my breath.

      I take a deep breath and stare at the email again.

      Shit.

      Dad is not going to be happy. I told him about this property, saw it myself, told him to take a chance on it. He was concerned with the structural integrity. I told him it was old, but holding up well. Now with this . . . God, he’s going to give me the look. The disapproving look. The I told you so look.

      And just like that, I feel my emotions start to build up and my throat grow tight. My eyes begin to water but before I let the tears fall, I take a deep breath, sip some water, and attempt to compose myself.

      It’s okay. Accidents happen all the time in projects like these. It’s why we have a cushion of money, but two hundred thousand dollars eats up that cushion pretty fast.

      My lip trembles again and I inwardly curse myself as embarrassment washes over me. I swore I would never make another mistake while working under my dad, not after the last time, not after letting him down. And here I am again, putting myself out on the line for a project I believed in.

      I quickly pull up the account file and look over the numbers. I factor in the two hundred thousand dollars in repairs and quickly do the math. We will be cutting it close, but we could do it.

      I quickly type out a response to the project manager about an emergency meeting tomorrow. I can take care of this. I don’t need to tell my dad. I can do this on my own.

      Shaken with my anxiety on full alert, I send the email and try to calm myself.

      “Miss Domico.” Jessica appears at my door, a nervous look on her face, startling me.

      I quickly wipe at my cheek, just in case a tear escaped and I say, “Jessica, what are you still doing here? I told you to leave at six. That was five minutes ago.”

      “Yes, well, there’s a visitor for you.”

      “A visitor?” I try to peek around to the outside of my office, but I don’t see anyone. “Did my dad come back?” Please, no, please don’t let him still be here.

      “No, not quite. Um”—Jessica bites her bottom lip—“I’ve been told not to announce who it is.”

      I groan, tossing my pen to my desk. People have stress balls, I have pens. I click them, flick them, chew on them, they are my go-to when I’m stressed out, need to think, or I’m just flat-out bored. Jessica keeps a bin full of the pen I like so I never run out.

      This isn’t the first time I’ve had a visitor not want to be announced and guess who it always is?

      Lindsay and Emory. And when they don’t want to be announced, it’s because they have some elaborate game or dinner or plan to “help me escape” my workweek. I’ve been putting in the hours this week after the Carlton dinner, which means I’ve been ignoring both of them, so I’m not surprised they’re here. After that email, it might be nice to see my friends.

      “Send them in,” I say. I’m hoping they at least have brownies or something. I could really go for a dessert despite not having dinner yet. Never eat your feelings, that’s what my chef says. Whoever doesn’t eat their feelings isn’t dealing with mishaps and pain correctly.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes, it’s fine.”

      Jessica leaves my office and while I wait for Emory and Lindsay to come barging in, I reach up to my hair and pull out the pen I have stuffed back there. Just as my hair floats around my shoulders, a tall, broad figure walks into my office.

      Starting at his feet, I work my way up past his jean-clad thighs, to the narrow of his waist, to the taut fabric of his button-up shirt that stretches across his chest, to his strong jaw, to . . .

      Oh . . .

      Mother . . .

      Fucker . . .

      “Dorothy Domico,” he says with a smile.

      My stomach bottoms out. What is he doing here?

      Nerves bloom in the pit of my stomach as I try to pick my mouth up off the floor. Standing in the doorway of my office is the one and only Jason Orson.

      I swallow hard, digging deep within my soul to find my inner businesswoman and put on a strong face, to not be intimidated by his handsome features or sucked in by his kind eyes. My staff know I’m not a walkover, and this man before me needs to know too.

      Pushing my chair away from my desk, I stand tall, and clasp my hands together. “Yes, how can I help you?”

      Straight-faced, stiff back, firm set in my shoulders, I don’t show one ounce of insecurity or nervousness, even though I feel like throwing up inside.

      Can you believe he’s even more good-looking in person?

      The way he just stands there with confidence . . . it’s both enticing and annoying. The sleeves of his button-up shirt are folded to his elbows, showing off the sinew in his forearms that ripples when he moves. His ruggedly handsome face, with a sprinkle of five o’clock shadow, his compelling green eyes, and the firm set in his jaw, it quickens my pulse, speeding up my breath.

      He steps farther into my office and shuts the door. From behind his back, he holds out a small bouquet of flowers—daises to be precise—and says, “These are for you.”

      Oh God, what is happening?

      Flowers?

      He’s here in my office?

      He’s smiling?

      What the hell did Knox and Emory tell him?

      “I’m confused, why are you here?”

      He steps even closer, but approaches slowly, as if I’m a scared animal, ready to flee any second. He’s right. I’m not above scurrying out of this office when the opportunity presents itself.

      “For our date, of course. It’s Friday.”

      “That was cancelled. No need to be here. Jessica can show you out.” A firm brush-off, just what he needs.

      “Ah, but I don’t work like that, you see.” He takes another step closer, his cologne filtering into my personal space, making me feel dizzy with lust.

      Yes, lust.

      I’m lusting. I’ve lusted after this man for so long that seeing him here, in the flesh, it’s doing all sorts of weird things to my body, like heating it up inappropriately for the workplace.

      “Mr. Orson—”

      “You can call me Jason.”

      Exhaling, I fold my hands together. “Jason, thank you for stopping by, but I have work to get done.” I motion to the door. “Jessica will see you out.”

      “I heard you the first time about Jessica, but I’m in no hurry to leave. You paid for a date with me, so I’m here. Let’s date.”

      “First of all”—I hold up my finger, my irritation of him not listening starting to grate on my nerves—“I did not pay for a date with you. My assistant accidentally donated money to your Charity Hustle fundraiser that was supposed to be donated to a different charity. I, by no means, was looking for a date with you, nor do I care to go on one either. So, please leave.”

      His face falls and for a brief moment, I feel guilty for telling him the truth. I’m sure no one wants to know a donation to a foundation that’s close to your heart was a mistake. I should clarify that I was impressed with his charity, but hadn’t chosen to donate at this time. But of course, out of my depth, I remain mute.

      With a brief nod, he sets the flowers on my desk and then backs away, making my conscience take over my emotions.

      Man, I feel like a dick.

      And I wasn’t even that bad. I’ve said worse, more harsh things to people, but the way he’s walking out of here like I just told him he has the worst swing in baseball, it cuts me deep. Which is EXACTLY why I need to stay true to my decision. I don’t need someone cutting me deep with emotions.

      Emotions can destroy your demeanor in the boardroom, it can throw you off your ability to make a deal. They can affect your head, play games with you, making it impossible to be the stiff-armed, businesswoman I’ve trained myself to be.

      One of the biggest things I’ve learned about being in this position of power, one that’s usually held by a person with a penis, is there’s a stigma; women are too emotional. They base their decisions off emotions rather than facts, making them weak. At least that’s what I’ve heard from many chauvinistic assholes—thankfully, none of them have been my dad—and I’ve made it a point to never be that woman they speak of.

      I’ve become strong, inflexible when necessary, and I go after what I want with no shame.

      That’s not going to change because the boy from college, who I deemed the perfect man, just came waltzing into my office with flowers and the idea of taking me out on a date.

      He leaves, and I keep my chin held high when I sit back in my chair and pull myself closer to my desk. That was the right decision.

      Sending him on his way so I don’t spend another second soaking in his masculine scent or the smooth, alpha-like movements of his body.

      Yup, the right—

      “I hope you like burgers,” his booming voice declares. Instead of flowers, he’s carrying a cardboard tray of food and two drinks . . . into my office.

      What on earth . . .

      Without even asking, he moves some of my papers to the side, along with my jar of pens, and makes room for the food. He unfolds a few napkins and lays them across the cool glass of my desk. Next, he goes back outside and then brings in a canvas bag. Like Mary Poppins, he starts extracting plates, cups, silverware, and a vase for the flowers, which he expertly shuffles the daisies into followed by a dash of water from a water bottle.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Setting up our date. I know what you said about me leaving. Don’t think I didn’t hear you.” He pulls on his ear. “Because I did, I heard you loud and clear, but I chose to ignore it.”

      I fold my arms across my chest. “What did Knox tell you?” I ask, cutting to the chase.

      “Nothing actually. So, no wishing one-fifty batting averages on him.”

      Okay, sure, Knox didn’t say anything.

      “He clearly told you something if he let you know about the threat.”

      “Nothing gets by you.” He looks up and smiles, and brilliant white teeth flash at me. Damn it. “But he told me he wasn’t telling me shit because of your threat. Carson was the one who figured everything out.”

      Crap, how could I forget about Carson?

      I don’t hang out with him as much, it’s quite rare actually when we’re in the same room, but if I wasn’t so bogged down with staring at the bulge in the “towel picture” then I might have sent him a quick message to keep his mouth shut too.

      See what happens when I’m distracted? I lose my ability to think clearly.

      “Honestly, I was offended that you cancelled the date. After spending so much money, I thought it was because I posted something you didn’t agree with on social media. I was scrolling through my feed trying to figure it out. I knew it wasn’t my potato salad.”

      What the hell is he talking about?

      “I don’t follow you on social media.” I unfollowed him after I graduated, because I realized following him was once again, another distraction.

      “What? You don’t?” He looks hurt. I’m sure he’ll get over it. “Then how did you find out about the fundraiser?”

      “Amazingly enough, I don’t get all my information from Instagram posts.”

      “Snarky, okay. Then how did you find out about it?”

      He unwraps the burgers and fries and sets them carefully on the plate, making an entire presentation out of it by making a swirl across the white surface with ketchup and mustard. Uh, is he a baseball player or is he competing for a spot on Top Chef?

      “Lindsay and Emory,” I answer, not even thinking about it as I stare at the way his fingers delicately place the fries to resemble a teepee.

      “And why would they send it to you?”

      His thumb rubs against the plate, smooth and with pressure as he spins it around. What else could that thumb do?

      “Because they were teasing me.” The moment the words slip past my lips, I instantly regret them.

      “Teasing you, huh? What were they teasing you about? Do you have some kind of crush on me?” He wiggles his eyebrows, and I nearly throw up on the elegantly displayed burger and fries.

      “What? No.” I shake my head. “No.” I flatten my palm against the surface of my desk. “No.”

      Go ahead, say no one more time, Dottie, you can’t be more obvious at this point.

      “Uh-huh.” He eyes me suspiciously and then stands from his chair, leans over my desk, and unfolds a napkin, only to slip it into my exposed neckline. And for some weird reason, I want more than a napkin dipping into my exposed neckline. I want his fingers. Maybe his tongue.

      What the hell, Domico? Get it together.

      Which I will . . . once he stops standing so close, being a gentleman, pandering to my needs . . .

      He tips my chin up with a smile and says, “Bon appétit.”
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        JASON

      

      

      Thanks to Carson and some “research,” these are the things I know about Dorothy “Dottie” Domico:

      She went to school with us.

      She was a year ahead of me.

      She doesn’t have much of a life outside of work.

      She’s a bigwig for one of the biggest real estate companies in the country—yeah, the fucking country.

      She’s best friends with Lindsay and Emory.

      And she likes burgers and fries—thanks, Emory, for that small tidbit.

      But what I wasn’t prepared for was how goddamn gorgeous she is.

      Yeah, I saw a few pictures of her, but they were nothing compared to the real thing. Because sitting in front of me is by far the most beautiful woman I’ve ever fucking seen. We’re talking, I can’t take my eyes off her beautiful.

      She went to fucking college with me, partied at the baseball house, so how did I not see her?

      Long black hair, straight and luscious, with ocean-blue eyes, and the longest eyelashes I’ve ever seen. And don’t get me started on her lips . . . full and enticing, just looking for trouble.

      I was expecting Dottie to be attractive, but a bombshell? She has me feeling all nervous and fumbly. I spent extra time arranging her plate so I didn’t show how shaky my hands were. My hands. Shaky. I get paid a hella lot of money because my hands are never shaky.

      Besides her obvious smack me in the dick good looks, she’s also a powerhouse, from the firm set in her jaw, the assertive tone of her voice, and the way she carries herself. There’s no denying she has a shield up and prefers to keep it that way.

      Too bad for her, I can look past shields.

      “Normally I’d cook something for a date, but since this was for a fundraiser and I’m not good with traveling with homecooked meals, I thought ordering out would be easier.” When she doesn’t touch her food, I say, “Emory told me you like this burger, that it’s your favorite out of all the burgers in the world, which means you have no reason not to eat it.”

      “I’m on a diet,” she says with a monotone voice.

      “Liar. Now eat, unless you plan on hurting my feelings twice in one night.”

      “I have no problem hurting people’s feelings.”

      “Ah, a tight-ass with no awareness for the people around them. Pretty sure I’ve seen your type before.”

      “Are you calling me unoriginal?”

      “Nope.” I smile. “I’m calling your current attitude unoriginal. Try unclenching your ass cheeks for a second to take a deep breath.”

      Her jaw works side to side, her arms tightening, giving off a don’t approach me vibe. I’m thinking I should have asked Emory for more information about her friend, because I don’t think this date is off to a good start.

      “I’m going to ask you nicely one more time to leave, and if you don’t, I will call security.”

      “No, you won’t. You would never toss one of Knox’s friends to the curb.”

      She leans forward, legs crossed under her desk, but from the glass desk, I can see how smooth and tan they are. “Knox is currently on my shit list so I have zero reservations about getting rid of you.”

      I take a bite of a fry and give her an effortless once-over. “Why don’t we start over?” I reach out my hand to her, which she makes no attempt to shake. “Jason Orson, thank you for donating to my charity; it meant a lot to me.”

      She stares at my hand for an achingly long ten seconds before taking my hand with hers and giving it a firm, not dainty shake. Okay . . .

      “You thanked me. You can leave now.”

      “I think you’re forgetting how a typical conversation works. You see, I said thank you, you should say you’re welcome.”

      Groaning, she picks up a fry and bites into it. “Let me guess, you’re one of those annoying people who charms with quick wit and then gets their way.”

      I raise my hand. “Guilty.”

      “So you’re just like Knox. Will keep wearing you down until you give in.”

      “Glad you’re seeing it now, saving me the hassle of having to chip away at that cold exterior of yours.” I whisper and say, “P.S. I knew you wouldn’t call security on me.”

      She picks up her burger and before taking a big bite, she says, “Twelve-year-old girls say P.S. and security is only a quick phone call away. Don’t test me.”

      “Does that mean we’re on a date?”

      She squints in mocked anger. “It means I’m hungry, and I can only have this burger in front of me untouched for so long.”

      “Please tell me you’re about to own that piece of meat.”

      Slyly, she glances at me and says, “I own every piece of meat that’s put in front of me.”

      Good.

      Fuck.

      My dick just twitched. Not sure if it was out of excitement or pure terror, but I guess there’s only one way to find out.
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        * * *

      

      Have you ever eaten a meal by yourself? The peaceful silence, the thought-provoking conversations you have in your head, the inside jokes you tell yourself. A winning experience every person should have at least once.

      But when you have it, make sure you’re actually alone, not sitting across from a burger-annihilating woman with a pinch in her brow and a snarl in her lip.

      First, I’d like to preface what I’m about to say with this: I find it super sexy when a woman eats in front of a man. I love it when they’re not embarrassed and just act themselves. Now, don’t kill me when I say, watching Dottie Domico take down her burger is one of the most terrifying things I’ve ever experienced.

      I don’t think she stopped to take a breath.

      It was as if her burger were a pair of ripe tits and she motorboated them until there was nothing left. At one point, I looked up to see her cheeks puffed out like a chipmunk, ketchup hanging off her chin, chomping down like she had one minute left to eat the whole thing.

      I’ve never seen anything like it.

      It’s clearly why we sat there in silence the whole time, not a word passing between us. Every time I went to ask her a question, it was as if she had a sixth sense—knowing exactly when I was going to speak—and she shoved another big bite in her mouth, followed by a fry chaser.

      After my fifth attempt to say something, I stopped trying for the mere chance that if she kept going at the rate she was, she could die from asphyxiation by burger meat.

      So instead, I sat there, ate my burger at a normal human rate, and tried to think of things to talk about after we were done with our meal.

      Because I’m a good guy, I feel this need to make right on this date, to really give her the full experience, even if she accidentally donated to my charity. Which, can we pause for a second and talk about that? A little bit of a gut check happened when she claimed to want to donate to something else. That kind of realization never feels good, but what I did find interesting is somehow she was looking at my fundraiser, especially if Lindsay and Emory sent it, so there was some interest there. Who knows if it was interest in me or interest in my charity. Either way, I’m still in the picture.

      Interest is all I need. If there was no interest, I’d probably think of an escape route, but something tells me there’s more to Dottie. It’s like I’ve seen the incredible, fearsome, and fucking amazing surface . . . her façade. What she gives to those she doesn’t yet trust. But she’s Emory’s best friend, so I know she must be good people. I want to know the next level. Who is she away from her desk? Who is she when she’s not a bigwig of a major company? And why hasn’t she asked anything about me? I’m still confused how we didn’t know each other in college. And I’m extremely curious why she denied four times that she had a crush on me. That little tidbit has been filed away in the I’ll explore that later box. Right now, I’m determined to find the friend. The girl I’m sure I’ll like.

      Plus, I’m that guy who needs everyone to like them. It’s why I cook for my teammates. I want them to know I can nourish them, that I’m the key to pleasing their taste buds. It’s general knowledge that chefs are always loved the most in the group of friends, because who doesn’t want to be fed properly?

      Dottie is putting up a front, acting like she doesn’t like me, like she doesn’t want me near her, but I’m going to peel back that defensive layer and let her true personality shine.

      She’ll want to be friends by the end of this night, I just know it.

      “Enjoy your burger?” From the back of her throat, she burps, the sound muffled by her closed mouth but I still heard it, so I say, “I’m going to take that as a yes.”

      She presses her napkin to her mouth, her cheeks turning a light shade of pink. “It was fine.”

      “Fine?” I ask, unable to control myself. “No one takes a burger down like you just did if it was only fine.”

      Her cheeks flush even more. It’s interesting that a strong, put-together woman who doesn’t care to shred an ounce of emotion can actually blush. Maybe there’s a living being inside her after all.

      “You know, I wasn’t judging the way you ate one fry at a time, your pinky finger reaching to the sky, so why don’t you lay off the way I eat a burger?”

      “Oh, so you were paying attention to me. Huh, I thought you were just trying to tongue your burger the whole time. I almost put a do not disturb sign on your office door.”

      She folds her arms over her chest as she leans back in her chair, a look of disapproval on her face. “Explain to me how being an asshole is saving you from me calling security?”

      “Threats are like assholes; they’re pointless.” Huh, is that what I wanted to say?

      “That makes no sense at all, and I don’t know about you, but my asshole is impeccably clean.”

      I motion for her to stand with my fingers and whistle as my fingers twist, indicating her to turn around as well. “I’ll be the judge of that. Whip them off, Domico.”

      Her eyes narrow, her face contorting to one of pure hatred.

      Yikes.

      Looks like my teasing approach is a no-go.

      “We’re not friends, so don’t talk to me like one. If I ever ‘whipped’ my skirt off, it wouldn’t be for you. And, security is here.”

      “What?” I turn around in my chair to see two large men, dressed in all black making a beeline for me. They both grab one of my arms and lift me out of my chair. “Unhand me at once,” I say, struggling to get out of their grasps. I’m a large, strong man who’s spent many hours in the weight room, but I’m no match for the two men dragging me out of Dottie Domico’s office, my heels dragging in her plush rug.

      “Thanks for the burger.” She waves and then turns back to her computer.

      “You eat like a savage,” I call out. “And you have a piece of pepper in your teeth.” Her office door slams as I mutter, “Ungrateful wench.”

      In the elevator, I find out the names of her security guards—Edgar and Harry—and that they’ve been working with Miss Domico for two years now, and I’m the first one to be dragged out of her office. By the time we reached the lobby, we’re good friends. I signed a few autographs for them, took a picture for my IG—it’s always about the gram—told them I would tag them, and then I took off.

      To say I’m confused is an understatement.

      What the hell just happened?
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        * * *

      

      “I knew telling you about the empty space across from my apartment was a bad idea,” Knox groans while I file into his living room wearing nothing but a pair of my favorite silk pajama pants, midnight black. They feel so smooth on my ass and balls that I love wearing them around the house, only to slip into my bed completely naked. It’s like a pre-game of relaxation for my most private areas.

      I take a seat on his couch and set down a plate of freshly baked brownies. I’m a sucker for a deliciously rich brownie, especially if they have walnuts and marshmallows in them. *Kisses fingers* Perfection.

      “Don’t yell at him, he brought goodies,” Emory says. Wrapped up in a robe, she sits next to me and takes two brownies off the plate. “Oh, they’re still warm. Hey Knox, grab us some milk.” Emory takes a giant bite and moans before taking one more.

      “Double fisting. Nice,” I say to her as she reaches for one more. “Hey, they’re not going anywhere.” I laugh as she whips her head toward me and stares venomously.

      Jesus.

      What’s with women today?

      “I can take as many as I want,” she hisses.

      I put my hands up, one clutching a brownie. “I’m not going to stop you, so by all means, eat the whole plate.”

      Knox brings over three glasses of milk and says, “She’s been temperamental all day. She threw an empty can of peanuts at me this morning because she was mad they were all gone.”

      “Who puts the empty can back in the pantry? Get rid of it, don’t trick a hungry person looking for peanuts into thinking there are still peanuts left,” she says, her voice growing angrier. “There were NO PEANUTS left, Knox. No goddamn peanuts!”

      Ehhh . . .

      I scoot a few inches away, feeling the boiling heat popping off Emory, afraid she might lash out on me over the lack of peanuts.

      “Um, I have some peanuts over at my place, if you want some.”

      “You do, do you? Aren’t you super helpful? Especially since I wanted them at six this morning. How do you think your peanuts are going to help me now? Huh, Jason? How the hell are they supposed to HELP ME NOW?” She rips into a brownie and chomps at me, snapping her teeth like a motherfucking lobster coming at me with its claws. Brownie seeps into the cracks of her teeth as she snarls and I swear to Christ himself, if I lose my face skin over peanuts, I’m going to be super pissed.

      Just when she leans in closer, teeth bared and brownies held tightly in her clutches, the doorbell rings.

      Knox hops to his feet. “That would be the test.”

      “The test?” I ask, scooting farther away.

      Knox answers the door, thanks the concierge, and then shuts the door. He thrusts a brown bag at Emory and points down the hall. “Go. Now.”

      She stands tall, brownies still in one hand. “Don’t you dare talk to me like that.”

      “I’ll talk to you however I please, woman. Now go to the bathroom and tell me if there is a demon growing inside you or not.”

      Demon? Inside her?

      “If there is, it’s yours, which means this is all your fault. All of this.” She motions up and down her body. “If anything is sadistic in this house”—she pats Knox’s junk, causing him to buckle over—“it’s your sperm.”

      Ahhh . . . She’s pregnant. I don’t need to see the results of that test to know. Emory is the coolest, sweetest girl I know, but right now, she looks like she’s two seconds away from morphing in an ogre and shitting on everyone’s dinner with a giant green plop.

      After she stomps down the hallway, I ask, “Uh, maybe I should go. This seems like a private matter.”

      Knox shakes his head. “No, you have to stay now because I’m afraid what will happen if the test is positive. I’m not sure if she’ll be happy or ready to rip my balls off and stuff them down my throat.”

      “Valid concern.” I look down the hallway where Emory disappeared. “She was straight-up terrifying back there.”

      “Tell me about it. She’s been like that for the last week. I have no idea what to do. One minute she’s laughing, then she’s crying, and then she’s laughing again . . . between sobs. Dude, it’s some freaky shit.”

      “Yeah, she sounds pregnant. Are you excited?”

      “I mean”—he scratches the back of his head—“it’s a little out of order than how I would want things to go, but yeah, I’m excited. I want babies with Emory, I just hope she’s okay with it.”

      “I’m sure she will be. She would be an awesome mom and you would be a subpar dad.”

      “Wow, thanks.”

      We both laugh and I adjust myself on the couch, turning more toward Knox. “So, I uh . . . went to see Dottie at her office today.”

      “Jesus, fuck. Why?” Knox groans, slouching.

      “Because, I owed her a date and if anything, I keep my word. I took her food.”

      “How did she react to seeing you? Did she mention me?”

      “Umm.” I look away. “You know, she might have mentioned your name.”

      “Jason. Fucking hell, man.”

      “Before you start throwing up everywhere—”

      “Why would I throw up?”

      I shrug. “Nerves?” Knox rolls his eyes so I continue. “I told her you didn’t tell me anything, that you wouldn’t. I blamed it all on Carson.”

      That makes Knox chuckle. “Okay, I can get on board with that. So what did she say? Was she into the date?”

      “Well, at first, she threatened security on me, but I coerced my way into her office along with food and quite the spread of dinnerware. I set up our food and we ate . . . in silence.”

      “Oh fuck.” He chuckles. “She silenced you?”

      “Yup.” Shifting, I get closer. “Have you ever seen her eat before?” I bring my hand up to my mouth and impersonate her rather robust way of eating, going to town on my hand. Knox throws his head back and laughs while shaking it yes.

      “Oh shit, yes. When she’s into something she’s eating, it’s like she can’t focus on anything else. It’s a sight to behold.”

      “You could say that,” I say, draping my arm over the couch. “Frankly, I was impressed, and maybe a little turned on. If she can eat a burger like that, how good would she eat my dick?”

      Knox punches my side. He does it so fast I have no way of protecting myself.

      “Dude,” I moan, falling into the couch. “What the hell was that for?”

      “Don’t talk about Emory’s friends eating dick. Jesus, man.”

      “Touchy,” I grunt out.

      “Get back to what happened. She ate her burger and then what?”

      “Like I said, it was kind of a turn-on, seeing her devour her meat like that. Oh fuck, and she made this offhand comment about being able to handle any meat that comes her way. I got hard immediately.”

      “You’re so fucking horny.”

      “It’s been a while, so don’t dick shame me.” I take a bite of my brownie, letting the chocolate soothe my aching loins. It’s been a loooong time since I’ve been in the presence of a naked woman and even though she was a snarly beast of a woman, there was something about Dottie that piqued my interest. Until she sent me on my way.

      “Just get on with it.”

      “After we were finished eating, I tried to strike up a conversation, but I probably took the wrong approach by commenting on how she downed her burger.”

      Knox winces. “Not smart.”

      “Yeah, I realize that now, but before I knew it, I was being dragged out of her office by security.”

      “Oh fuck, seriously?” Knox laughs.

      “Yup, arm in arm, dragged right out of there. But don’t worry, by the time we made it to the lobby, I was best friends with the guys.”

      “I wasn’t worried.” Such a dick. “Dottie is a tough one. She’s hardened over the years. Back in college, she was warmer, more welcoming, but over the last few years, she’s really become more closed off. Emory was saying it’s because—”

      “I’M PREGNANT,” Emory yells as she sprints down the hallway, right into Knox’s arms.

      “What? Are you serious?”

      “Yes, we’re having a baby.”

      “Holy shit, babe.”

      Emory cries.

      Knox cries.

      Hell, I get teary eyed. And as I watch them kiss and talk quietly about the little bundle of joy they created, it hits me how fast things are changing. My best friend is going to be a dad. A dad. But that kid? He’ll be the luckiest kid on the planet . . . but I can’t help wondering . . . what was the end to Knox’s sentence?
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      “Why did you bring booze?” I ask Lindsay as we ride up to Knox and Emory’s apartment in the elevator.

      She looks at the bottle of champagne in her hand and says, “Because we’re celebrating. Bubbly is always needed when celebrating.”

      “She’s pregnant; she can’t drink.”

      “Who cares about her? I have a babysitter and I plan on drinking.”

      “How thoughtful,” I say sarcastically.

      “You’re a little more irritable than usual, what’s your deal?”

      I have yet to tell my friends about the impromptu “date” I had Friday night. I considered it, but when Emory called us Saturday morning to tell us the news, I knew talking about Jason’s sudden appearance wasn’t necessary. And I plan on keeping it that way. No one needs to know. I took care of it. It’s all done.

      “Just tense. Work stuff,” I answer as the doors part and we filter into the hall. Knox and Emory have their door open, already greeting Carson and Milly.

      When Emory sees us, her eyes get all watery, and I can’t help but feel the same way. She has loved Knox for so long, and to see her finally happy with the man of her dreams, it lightens up my walled heart I’ve worked so hard at turning dark.

      “You guys, I’m pregnant.” Emory greets us once Carson and Milly make their way into the house.

      Lindsay is the first to pull Emory to a hug, so I turn to Knox who has a weird look on his face. I give him a hug and say, “Congrats, Knox.”

      “Uh, thank you.” He looks into his apartment and then gives me a half-smile.

      Okay, that’s weird.

      I swap with Lindsay and give Emory a big hug. Friends since we were kids, it feels like yesterday we were huddling in her room, going through our high school yearbook, putting hearts next to all the guys we thought were hot.

      Grown-up, with adult jobs, and apartments . . . it’s crazy how time flies.

      “I’m so happy for you two,” I say into her ear while my arms are wrapped around her. “You guys are going to be amazing parents.”

      “Thank you.” She pulls away, but she keeps her hand on my arm when she says, “And thank you for coming today. I know it’s going to be weird.”

      She walks me into her apartment. “Why would it be—?”

      My words are cut off the minute I see Jason standing by the window, a smile on his face, a drink in his hand, and his eyes trained on me.

      Oh crap.

      I’ve been so caught up in work and Emory’s news that I completely forgot that not only does Jason live across from Knox and Emory, but he’s really good friends with them too.

      From the side of my mouth, I ask, “What did he say to you?”

      Emory continues to smile and holds her non-existent belly. “Just that you had security drag him out.”

      I press my hand to my forehead. “Jesus. Did he say that he came unannounced and was bothering me? He commented on my eating.”

      “Yes, we heard all of that, but it was also sweet what he was trying to do, so you didn’t need to throw him out.”

      No, that’s exactly what I needed to do. He is sweet, too sweet. And the problem with sweet is that he’d tire of my barbs. I’d have to change my world to be with someone like him. So, nipping any attraction in the bud was crucial. I needed him to see me as someone who’s emotionally unattractive, so there was no chance to make a proper connection with me. Did I enjoy being so dismissive and cold when it came to my college crush, the man I’ve lusted after for so long? No, it was painful. It hurt to see him be dragged out by security. It wounded me to hear the things he mumbled as he made his way out of my office. It was embarrassing to see the looks on my security staff the next day as I arrived for work. They’re professionals, so they were careful not to show bewilderment, but it was there. Subtle. What Jason did was unlike anything I’d ever experienced and that right there was a warning sign. Stay away, heart could be broken . . . easily. Just like Nick.

      “Poor timing. I was very busy,” I say, even though it isn’t the truth. But they don’t need the truth; they might not understand my hesitation, and I don’t want to be convinced otherwise. I glance around, feeling my body start to retreat but Emory has a firm hold on my arm.

      Sheesh, for a pregnant woman, she’s surprisingly strong.

      “I will remind you, this day is about me and Knox and you are one of my best friends, so I expect you to be here celebrating for a long time with all of us. And there will be no drama.”

      I hear what she’s saying, and even though I want nothing more than to sprint back to my apartment and enjoy a nice bubble bath where I can attempt to forget this is happening, I know Emory’s right. I’m here for a reason, and I’m just going to have to strap on my big girl panties and work through it.

      “You don’t even need to mention it.” I kiss her cheek. “Let’s show this baby what it has to look forward to.”
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        * * *

      

      “Are you just going to avoid me the entire party?”

      My back tenses as Jason’s body presses against me, his shoulder rubbing mine as I stare at the skyline. It’s been ten minutes.

      Ten minutes of pure torture.

      Little glances here and there, smirks from the man who I had extracted from my office only days ago, and winks . . . God, can he stop with the winking? It’s weird, and it keeps heating up my body with every dip of his long eyelashes.

      But deep down, despite my don’t come near me vibes, I knew he’d make his way toward me eventually. He’s the guy who doesn’t let things go, but rather he builds on them and builds on them. Looks like we’re about to have our first layer.

      “Not avoiding you,” I say, keeping my eyes trained on the city outside. “Just don’t have anything to say to you, therefore, I haven’t spoken to you.”

      “Nothing to say to me? Really? You had me carried out of your office by two men who happen to be great friends of mine now and you have nothing to say?”

      Of course they are. There’s no doubt Jason won them over with his charm. At least that explains the looks I received.

      “No, nothing. And I had security come and get you for good reason; you were bothering me when I was trying to get work done.”

      “Bothering you?” he asks, his voice rising.

      I shush him quickly. “Don’t make a scene. This is a party for our friends. Let’s keep it that way and not turn it into whatever dramatic affair you’re about to make it.”

      “Dramatic affair?”

      “Are you just going to repeat everything I say?”

      “Repeat everything you say? Pishh.”

      Oh my God, he’s annoying. Really freaking annoying.

      Hot, with the best butt on a man I’ve ever seen, but beyond annoying. But I also can’t blame him, because despite the façade he’s trying to mimic—if the hurt in his eyes is any indication—he’s a man who wears his emotions on his sleeve. It must have bruised his pride to not be fawned over, or even appreciated for his kind gesture. I know I would be if I were in his shoes.

      Keeping calm, I say, “Unless you have anything of substance to say to me, I suggest you move it along.”

      He pauses and I can feel his eyes blaze a trail up and down my body before saying, “Damn, girl, how long has that stick been shoved up your ass?”

      No, he didn’t.

      Calm breaths. He’s hurt, he’s mad. You are better than this . . .

      I turn to face him with a smile on my face. “Just because I don’t want to talk to you, means I have a stick up my ass? Are you being sexist?”

      He smiles back and pats my arm. “No, if I was being sexist, I would have said women as a whole have sticks up their asses. As far as I can tell, you’re the only one who’s bent over and begging for a flagpole to be shoved up there.”

      “Wow, you’re offensive.”

      “Hmm.”

      “Hmm?”

      He shrugs, then gives me another once-over. Motioning to my purple turtleneck dress that covers my entire upper torso and hits me just above my knees, he leans in and asks, “Are they in hiding?”

      “In hiding? What on earth—?”

      “Dottie, you’ve got great tits. Why are you hiding them?”

      Okay, I am trying to work out if that was a compliment or a dig. I still have no clue why he’s talking to me, especially now that I know he thinks a stick is up my ass. I lean forward and press my hand to his chest, still keeping a smile on my face. “Maybe I don’t have to show off my tits to be friendly. I don’t see you hanging your balls out of your zipper.”

      Of course, he smiles at that. “Want me to?”

      Argh. I give up.

      “You’re disgusting. Stay away from me.”

      “Fine by me.” He gives me a quick pat to my arm and takes off.

      The fucking nerve of that man. Are they in hiding? What was he even thinking coming over here? Let’s see how much I can push Dottie to her limits?

      Well, he got me there, because I’m fired up and ready to do some damage.
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        * * *

      

      “Did you try the potato salad? I heard it’s amazing.”

      Seriously?

      I look over my shoulder to find Jason hovering over me, plate in hand, ready to dig into the buffet of food Emory and Knox had catered.

      “You’re breathing on my neck.”

      “Want me to lick it too while I’m this close?”

      Is he mad? Is he flirting? Is he trying to annoy me into submission? What is it? Pick a lane, man.

      “I’d rather stab my eye with my fork,” I answer, putting some potato salad on my plate and moving out of the way.

      Lindsay is busy talking to Carson and Milly. Emory and Knox are speaking with a few of his teammates, which leaves me to myself. It’s for the best, as I’m not feeling very conversational right now.

      But as I’m about to stick a forkful of potato salad in my mouth, Jason takes a seat next to me and sets his drink on the side table between us.

      This man has a death wish; it’s the only explanation why he’s coming for round two . . . or would this be three if we’re counting my office?

      Ignoring him, I take a bite and—oh my God . . . this has to be the best potato salad I’ve ever had. Without even thinking, I scoop up another forkful and stuff it in my mouth. Barely chewing, just swallowing because damn, this is so good, I hear Jason clear his throat as I’m about to stick the last bite in my mouth.

      “Enjoying that, aren’t you?” His smile is so wide, I want to flick it back in place with my middle finger. I felt bad for him earlier, now I’m just irritated.

      “Yes,” I answer curtly as I put the last forkful in my mouth.

      “Good to know, because I made it.”

      My mouth pauses, the beautiful dill and sage flavoring immediately turning sour and before I can stop myself, I lean my mouth over my plate and let my half chewed-up potato salad fall past my lips and back onto my plate.

      “What the—?”

      I set my plate on top of his, stand from my chair, and go back to the buffet where I serve myself again, this time, avoiding the potato salad altogether.
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        * * *

      

      “You look tense,” Lindsay says, carrying a glass of champagne in her hand and when I say glass, I mean a pint glass filled to the top.

      Class doesn’t exist within her.

      “You think?” I look around, spotting Jason talking to Carson and Knox. They all laugh at the same time, three perfect smiles gracing all their handsome faces.

      “Does this have to do with Jason? Is it because you’re so overwhelmed with his hotness? Tell me about it. It’s hard being in this apartment right now with all these athletes. I mean, just look at the way they all grip their beer bottles. By the neck, like they’re choking the bitch for some nectar.”

      “What the hell is wrong with you?” I take her pint glass away. “You need to start drinking water before you embarrass yourself.”

      She retrieves her pint glass and takes a big gulp. “Embarrassing myself is in my nature. Why are you trying to change me, Dottie? Let me live.”

      “Yeah, let her live, Dottie.” Jason stands in front of us, “choking” his beer while the other hand is casually tucked in his pocket.

      Where the hell did he just come from? It’s as if he floated across the hardwood floor and appeared out of nowhere.

      Why is he talking to me? I’m sure he doesn’t find me pleasant at this point, I don’t even find myself pleasant. Have you ever gotten yourself in a mood and have to go to bed in order to press the reset button? It’s the only way out. That’s where I’m at.

      I’m mad at myself for being rude when I shouldn’t be. I’m mad at myself for allowing one single man to ruin future interactions with men to the point that I’m quick to defend and retaliate rather than befriend. And I’m mad at myself for not being able to actually be normal around someone who I’ve actually thought very highly of for quite a long time.

      But for some awful reason, even though I can calculate those thoughts and feelings in my head, it’s as if I can’t translate them for my body so it will act like a normal person. And I’m sad that he probably thinks I’m a horrible human now, most definitely not worth his time. And that is not what I want, not deep down.

      “Oh, Jason.” Lindsay giggles uncontrollably. “Look at you standing there with all those muscles.”

      Great, Loose Lips Lindsay just made it to the party.

      Like the cute doofus he is, Jason flexes his bicep and says, “Thank you.”

      I pretend not to look, but who am I kidding? The man is a walking sex machine, and seeing him flex, his bicep popping up like a second head, makes me want to claw at his shirt to see the rest.

      I’ve seen the rest with all my cyberstalking, but in person is a whole other beast.

      I bet he’s a beast in bed.

      An animal.

      An animal with a really good tongue.

      “Tongue,” I mutter, startling myself.

      “What?” Jason asks.

      Eyes wide and panicked, I stand there mute. Umm . . .

      Lindsay thankfully says, “You’ve met Dottie, right?”

      “Yup, we’ve met.” He smiles at me. “She loves my potato salad.”

      Lindsay laughs, and then slides her hand unapologetically down Jason’s arm, giving his bicep a squeeze with a giggle. “Oh, there’s a lot more Dottie loves about you than just your potato salad.”

      You know . . .

      I should have seen that coming.

      I’ve known Lindsay long enough to recognize what stage of drunk she’s in, and Loose Lips Lindsay never holds back, meaning, she’s about to unravel all of my secrets.

      “Is that so?” Jason’s brows lift as he faces me.

      “She’s drunk; she has no idea what she’s talking about. I need to get her some water.” I pull on Lindsay’s arm, but she doesn’t budge. “Come on, time to sober up.”

      “I’m not drunk and I do know what I’m talking about.” Shit, we’re about to have a confession in three . . . two . . . “She thinks you have the best ass in all of baseball.” In all the world technically, but we don’t have to go there.

      “The best ass?” The smile that crosses his face makes me want to crawl in a hole and die, literally keel over from sheer embarrassment.

      But because tonight I’m the stiff wench who can’t control my tongue from self-destruct mode, I shake my head. “Lindsay, you have it wrong. I said Walker Rockwell on the Bobbies has the best ass. Remember that picture I sent to you last week of him on deck?” I did send her a picture, and I’m hoping she’s just drunk enough to get confused.

      “Huh, you did send me that picture.” See, piece of cake.

      Jason’s face grows stern as he says, “Walker Rockwell? You think he has the best ass in baseball? No fucking way.”

      “Easily. No competition and believe me, being a Bobbies fan, I’ve had plenty of time to stare at it, especially when I’m sitting first row, right next to the dugout.”

      His jaw works back and forth, irritation evident in his eyes.

      “You’re lying.”

      “Afraid not. Walker is what dreams are made of.”

      “He is so hot,” Lindsay says, leaning into me. I take that as my cue to take her to the kitchen for some water.

      “Walker is an ass,” Jason says as I start to walk away, Lindsay in tow.

      “Did you say he’s an ass, or that he has the best ass? Don’t be jealous, Orson; it’s not pretty on you.”
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        * * *

      

      “Dottie, why are you ruining this party for me?” Emory asks, sitting next to me on the couch.

      “What?” I sit taller. “How am I ruining it?

      “Well,” she huffs out, “technically you’re not ruining it, Jason is, but you started it.”

      “What did I start?” I glance over to where Jason is standing next to Carson and Knox, showing his ass off to them. He’s insufferable.

      “All Jason can talk about is who has a better butt, him or Walker. Why did you find it necessary to turn him into a neurotic mess?”

      In a calm voice, I say, “I had no idea he was going to be such a whine-baby about it. And,” I whisper, “Lindsay was spouting off facts I didn’t want Jason knowing.”

      “Ahh.” Emory nods her head. “Loose Lips Lindsay.”

      “Exactly. I had to distract both of them and get the hell out of there.”

      Biting her lip, Emory looks around and then says, “He really is a nice guy. You should give him a chance.”

      “A chance? At what? He brought dinner to my office to fulfil our charity date, because he was worried he’d offended me. About his potato salad, I think. And as an aside, he makes . . . from scratch . . . the best potato salad I’ve ever had in my life. And I know how he used to cook for the boys in the loft. He’s been a total jerk tonight—so have I—but you’ve told me how nice he is, and you and both know I don’t do nice. That man has boyfriend potential written all over him. He’s not someone I would date.”

      “Who’s not someone you would date?”

      I jump to the sound of his voice as the couch dips next to me, indicating his arrival. I swear he has a super sense and knows when I’m talking about him. What I want to know is why he keeps coming back for more. He can’t possibly see anything in me that he likes. Not many people do, unless they’re looking at my bank statement.

      “You,” I say, without being discreet anymore. “I would not date you.”

      “Who’s asking?”

      I thumb toward Emory. “This girl. She seems to have it in her head that you’re not a bad guy and that I should give you a chance.”

      Jason laughs . . . loud.

      Loud and hard.

      Even slaps his knee.

      Okay, it’s not that freaking funny.

      “You and me?” He motions between us with two of his fingers and then laughs again, this time buckling over. “Oh, that’s just rich.”

      Who says rich? What is he, an eighty-year-old man? From the way he’s coughing from laughter, I’m going to guess yes.

      “That’s great. Oh man, good one, Em. Wow, yup, me and Dottie, suurrrre,” he drawls out.

      I was okay with a little bit of laughter. I would even let the knee slap pass, but now he’s just being rude. What’s so funny on the off chance that we would date? It’s not like I’m a bad catch. I have a fun personality when I want it to show, and I have amazing boobs. Any man would be lucky to have me.

      “It’s not that funny,” I say through clenched teeth as he continues to laugh, drawing the attention of everyone else in the room.

      “Oh, but it is. You and me.” More laughter as tears fall down his face.

      Actual tears.

      “Dorothy Domico and Jason Orson. Keep wishing, you witty wench.”

      “Witty wench.” Emory bursts out as well, joining Jason in the humor parade. “Oh, that fits her to a T. She’s such a witty wench.”

      “Hey,” I snap at my friend. “That’s not true.”

      “Did I hear witty wench over here?” Lindsay asks, walking over with Milly.

      Emory nods. “It’s what he called Dottie.”

      The drunkard in front of me claps her hands obnoxiously while saying, “You. Are. Such. A. Witty. Wench.”

      It’s official, I hate my friends. The only person I possibly like at this minute is Milly—

      Wait, hold that thought. She’s smirking, so nope, she’s dead to me too.

      “Well, I’m glad I can give you all a good laugh.” I stand from the couch and step away just as Jason calls out.

      “Wait, Dottie.” I turn around and he holds his hand out to me, as if he’s clutching something.

      “This pole just fell out of your ass. Don’t want you to forget it.”

      I HATE him.
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        * * *

      

      “Are you leaving because you really have work, or because you’re a little butt hurt?” Emory asks, walking me out to the elevator of her apartment.

      Did she have to use the term butt hurt after the whole flagpole comment?

      “I’m not butt hurt, so get that out of your head. I don’t get butt hurt. I’m leaving because I have work to do and to be honest, if I have to hear that man’s voice one more time, I might stab one of your cushions with a knife.”

      “Well, we don’t want that,” Emory says with a resounding sigh. “This is about the witty wench thing, isn’t it?”

      “Not at all. I love that nickname. I’m going to have it tattooed on my ass later this week.”

      “Your sarcasm is ringing through.”

      I let out a pent-up breath and give my pregnant friend a hug. “Listen, I love you dearly. I’m so happy for you, but I think I’ve had my fill of Jason Orson for the day.”

      “Fair enough. He can be a bit much.”

      “Just a little,” I say while lifting my fingers up and showing off a small space between my forefinger and thumb.

      “Before you leave, can I ask you a favor?” She clutches my hand.

      “If it’s go on a date with Jason, the answer is no.”

      She chuckles and shakes her head. “No, I wouldn’t do that to you. But I was wondering if you could apartment sit for us. You know how I am about my plants, they need love every day and repositioning.”

      “Are you serious? Where are you going?”

      “We decided last night to surprise our parents and fly to them to tell them the good news. I would ask Lindsay, but she has to stick close to her son’s school and activities. Carson and Milly are headed to the Bahamas for a week—”

      “And what about Jason? He lives across the hall. There’s no way I’m going to be here when he is.”

      Emory shakes his head. “He’ll be out of town too. It’s after baseball season, so all the guys are going on vacation. I know it’s asking a lot but I would be super appreciative.”

      “What about my plants?” I ask, folding my arms.

      “You have a fake cactus.”

      “It still needs friendship and company.”

      Emory pulls me into a hug. “You can bring it with you. I’m sure your fake cactus would love a vacation to Auntie Emory’s. Please, I would love you forever.”

      “You should already love me forever.”

      We pull away, and she says, “Forever and ever.”

      “Ugh, fine. But Jason won’t be here?”

      She shakes her head. “Nope, he’ll be gone. It will be a nice, easy stay for you. And we’ll use the fancy sheets for your bed. And you know how Knox feels about having strangers in the house. He doesn’t want to ask the concierge to do it.”

      “Yeah, I get that. It’s no biggie. My mom and dad are in town. I’ll convince them to stay longer and have them ditch the hotel and stay at my place. It will be nice to have them here but not on top of me.”

      “Oh perfect. This means a lot to me. Thank you so much.”

      “Of course.” With a resigned sigh, I pull my friend into another hug. “I really am happy for you.”

      “I know. Thank you so much for coming today.”

      “Wouldn’t miss it for the world.” But how I wish I’d found the ability to withdraw my claws and interacted with Jason with less . . . aggression. That’s just not me. Or rather, it didn’t used to be me . . .

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventy-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        JASON

      

      

      “Natalie, don’t do this to me,” I beg.

      Sitting across from me in our favorite booth at our favorite bar, Natalie smiles wickedly. “What’s done is done.”

      “Why would you cancel my vacation? You know I don’t get to do nice things during the season. I want to feel the sand in my toes.” I’m bloody exhausted. Finishing out the season and then moving was way more tiring than I thought it would be. The whole Dottie debacle didn’t help either. But knowing I was getting away for a total break kept me going. And now this.

      She rolls her eyes. “I didn’t cancel it, I just moved it. I didn’t have a choice. There are quite a few things we need to get done before the end of the year for The Lineup. You’ll still get your vacation, but for now, you’re stuck here.”

      I slump over the table. “But I packed my Speedos. I was going to rock the shit out of them.”

      “Speedos? With the size of your ass?” She shakes her head. “You would be showing crack the whole time.”

      “I had them custom-made,” I say through clenched teeth.

      “Well, the tailored Speedos can wait. Especially since I got the photographer you wanted. She can only shoot next week. I already set everything up with Joseph, so you’re the only one who needs to adjust his schedule.”

      “She better be worth it,” I say, my voice full of sadness. Although playing baseball for a living is fun, it’s also a long-ass season during the summer, meaning we never really get to enjoy the summer. It’s very common for professional baseball players to vacation in the tropics after the season is finished, and I was going to the Bahamas with Carson and Milly, ready to proudly wear the third-wheel badge. But now I’ll have to go by myself. Not a bad thing, but company is always nice to have.

      Personally, I was excited to clink cocktails decked in umbrellas and pineapple together. Think of all the possible Boomerangs we could have made.

      Such a lost opportunity.

      A thought comes to my head. “Are you pushing back my vacation so it works better with your schedule?”

      She smiles. “It just so happens and Ansel and I can go with you now.”

      I point my finger at her. “You’re an asshole.”

      “I’m okay with that. Now, let’s get down to business. We have a lot to cover, and I want to know your ideas for the photoshoot. Joseph only had one requirement, that you don’t force him to match what you’re wearing.”

      “What are you talking about? We look good matching.” Ever since I can remember, my mom dressed Joseph and me together, matching like two goddamn angels. When I was young, I remember being jealous of his walker, asking my mom if I could have one too. Joseph still makes fun of me for that.

      “He made it known he doesn’t want to have to match with his little brother anymore. He’s a grown-ass man.”

      “Little brother? He’s two minutes older than I am.”

      “Are you really going to cry about matching with your brother?”

      I fold my arms over my chest. “Maybe.”

      “You’re impossible.”

      So I’ve been told.
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        * * *

      

      Carson: It’s beautiful here. All you can drink piña coladas.

      Jason: I’m going to puke, I’m so upset.

      Carson: Why do you always have to go to the extreme?

      Jason: I have emotions, let me feel them.

      Carson: You feel them too hard.

      Jason: My dick is hard just seeing your feet in the sand.

      Carson: ^^^ and that’s why you have two friends.

      I laugh to myself and turn the corner to my apartment, dinner dangling in a bag off my forearm as I text Carson back. One of the things I love about my “two friends” is that I can be a dick to the extreme, over-dramatic, and effeminate just to get a reaction from them—because I’m that guy—and they’re still friends with me.

      Jason: You know you love it when my dick gets hard.

      Carson: This might shock you but I really don’t.

      I look up and catch George, holding the door open for me. I give him a tip of my cap. “Thanks, man.”

      “Any time, Mr. Orson. Have a good night.”

      “You too.”

      I spot the open doors of the elevator and jog toward them as they start to close. “Hold the elevator.” A small hand blocks the doors, giving me enough time to make it inside.

      “Tha—”

      My voice falls short when I almost collide with Dottie in the elevator. The look on her face tells me she wasn’t expecting to see me, and I’m sure I’m mirroring the same shock, because she’s the last person I expected to see after our interaction a few days ago.

      “What are you doing here?” she sneers as the doors shut behind me.

      “Nice to see you too. I’m doing great, thanks.”

      She folds her arms across her chest, and that’s when I take her in. Pressed wide-legged black pants that crawl up her hips and button above her belly button. A tight red and black shirt that covers her arms is tucked into her waistline, framing perfectly how small she is. Thin suspenders connect from her pants over her shoulders, and she’s paired the whole ensemble with black heels.

      Business sexy . . . really sexy.

      I want to play with those suspenders.

      I want to snap them over her tits to see if I can make her nipples hard.

      Bet her nipples are like fucking torpedoes.

      “What are you staring at?”

      “Your boobs,” I answer honestly. “Want me to stare at something else?”

      “Yes, for God’s sake, have some class.”

      “Eh, having class is boring.”

      “You didn’t answer my question. What are you doing here?”

      I look from side to side and then whisper, “I live here.”

      Groaning in frustration, she clenches her fists at her side and says, “I’m aware, but you’re supposed to be on vacation.”

      “Keeping track of me, sweet cheeks? That’s cute.”

      “Don’t call me that, and no, I’m watching Emory’s plants while they’re away.”

      “Plant-sitting?” I scoff. “People are so weird.”

      “Why aren’t you on vacation?”

      Persistent. I wonder if she’s as relentless in the boardroom. For some reason, that pulls up an image in my head: Dottie naked, bent over her desk, demanding to be fucked from behind until the task is complete. My fingers digging into her hips, smashing back into me until she cries out my name in sweet surrender.

      Huh. Being fucking horny around this woman is dangerous. At least her caustic façade is enough to settle the ol’ dong down. It has been a long-ass time since I last got laid though, and I’m not really sure what I can do about fixing that. Random hookups haven’t been my thing for a while now.

      I chuckle to myself, which only pisses off the woman next to me.

      “Why are you laughing?”

      “Whoa.” I pretend to tamp her down with my hand. “Easy there, killer. If you get any more tense you might snap.”

      “Whatever,” she answers like the mature woman she is. “Now that you’re here, I don’t have to watch the stupid plants. You can do it.”

      “Oh, no can do.” I shake my head. “Plants aren’t my thing.”

      “What do you mean plants aren’t your thing? They’re easier than a dog. You just water them.”

      “Yeahhh.” I cringe. “All those leaves? Nah, I’m good.”

      “Are you serious right now? You’re not going to water their plants because of, and I quote, ‘all those leaves’?”

      “Yup. I’m good.”

      “You have got to be—”

      Her sentence is cut short when the elevator makes an abrupt stop, jostling both of us into the walls of the small carrier.

      “Huh, would you look at that?” I glance around the small room, wondering what’s wrong.

      “No, no, no,” Dottie says over and over again, as she rushes to the panel and presses the emergency button.

      When nothing happens, she presses all the other buttons.

      “That’s intelligent,” I say, arms crossed and observing her from behind. “Confuse the damn thing so it has no idea what to do.”

      She doesn’t answer, but instead pulls her phone out from her purse and starts holding it up in the air, searching for a signal.

      “It’s cute that you think raising the phone higher will grant you service. We’re in a metal box surrounded by concrete, sweetheart. I never get reception in here.”

      “Damn it,” she mutters, stuffing her phone back in her purse.

      “Looks like you’re stuck here with me until someone figures out the elevator broke, so it’s best you get comfortable.” I sit on the floor and then pat my lap. “You can sit right here.”

      “I’d rather lick the elevator floor.”

      “There’s a disgusting visual. Suit yourself.”

      I get comfortable and start rifling through my bag of food. Thank God I grabbed dinner before this, because I’m starving, and if I was stuck in this elevator with no food, I’d be a raging bastard, bashing his head against the metal door from pure hunger.

      Low blood sugar does crazy things to me.

      I bring the term hangry to a new level.

      There’s only—

      “Why are you smiling like that?”

      I look up at her. “Smiling like what? I’m just being normal.”

      “No, you’re smiling like you’re having a conversation inside your head and you think you’re funny.”

      How would she know that?

      “Well, I am funny.” I pop open my to-go box filled to the brim with a Philly cheesesteak sandwich and tons of fries. Staring at it, I say, “Oh yes, come to papa.”

      I lift half of the sandwich and bring it to my mouth just as Dottie says, “It’s rude to eat in front of someone who doesn’t have food.”

      “Are you calling me rude?”

      “Yes, I am.” She folds her arms over her chest, staring at me as if I’m minced meat.

      “That’s funny. Isn’t that the pot calling the kettle black?”

      Her eyes narrow. “Are you saying I’m rude?”

      I laugh. Does she really have no clue? She has been mean and ill-tempered every time we’ve spoken. In fact, there hasn’t been a moment where she’s been . . . nice. Although my teasing hasn’t helped her surly attitude, I’m sure. “Babe, you’ve been rude to me since the minute I walked into your office.”

      “Because I needed to work and couldn’t afford the distraction.”

      I shake my head. “No, because someone was doing something nice for you and instead of saying thank you, you ignored them, took their food, and then kicked them out.”

      Her lips work to the side and I can see her mulling it over. Huh, maybe I actually got through to her and penetrated that thick, leathery exterior and truly made her consider the way she treats people.

      “You were rude by not adhering to my wish of leaving, therefore, I had to be rude to get my point across. I didn’t want you there.”

      Fucking businesswoman, what a spin. I’ve got to hand it to her—mentally claps—she really dug deep for that one.

      “Yeah, okay, I was rude first. Sure.” I roll my eyes and then take a giant bite of my sandwich. The cheese seeps into my taste buds, and if Dottie wasn’t here right now, I’d be eating this sandwich naked . . . while gripping my cock. That’s how good it is.

      This is a cock-gripping sandwich—or pussy-cupping sandwich if you’re a lady. I’m an equal opportunist, after all.

      “Are you really not going to share that?”

      I look up, sandwich halfway to my mouth. “Are you kidding me?”

      “No. I’m hungry too; who knows how long we’ll be stuck in here.”

      “After everything that has happened between us, you really think I’m going to share my sandwich with you?”

      “If you are the decent man you claim to be, then yes, you will.”

      Isn’t she just a joy to be around?
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        * * *

      

      The pop of fingers being licked and sucked echoes off the small walls of the elevator as I stare blankly at Dottie. She just devoured half my sandwich and three quarters of my fries. I’m currently sitting here with a bellyache from having to shovel my sandwich down fast enough so it wasn’t snatched from my grasp in the midst of her treating my dinner like her own bitch.

      And despite seeing cheese drip from her chin, and watching her carnivorous teeth break apart the cheesesteak meat as if it was dust, I still got hard taking in what I can only describe as a spectacle—Dottie eating a meal.

      With a dainty lift of her napkin, she pats the corners of her mouth and sighs.

      “Was that good?”

      “Yes.” She glances at me. “Thank you.”

      Well, would you look at that, a thank you. I’m not sure I’ll ever hear those words drip from her lips and be directed at me again, so I’m going to savor them.

      “What are you doing? Why are you holding your chest like that?”

      “Just committing your ‘thank you’ to memory, as I’m not sure I’ll ever hear it again.”

      “Doubt that you will,” she says, her surly attitude resurfacing.

      I set the empty to-go container in the bag and off to the side. I take a sip from my water and watch as she surveys it like a hawk, eyes trained and focused on snatching away my drink.

      Groaning, I hand it over to her.

      “Thanks,” she says with a smile, looking like a completely different woman. She downs the rest of my water and then smacks her lips together. “Now I can pass out.”

      “You’re going to pass out in the elevator?”

      “What else am I going to do?”

      “I don’t know.” I shrug. “Talk to me?”

      She gives me a slow once-over and then rests her head against the wall of the elevator. “Think I’ll pass out.”

      Look who’s rude now.
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        * * *

      

      “You’d be much more comfortable if you used my lap as a pillow,” I say, after five minutes of her shifting from side to side. There’s no passing out in here if you’re unwilling to spread across the floor, which she is.

      “I’m not into tiny pillows.” She gives up her attempt to sleep and stares straight ahead instead, resting her hands on her lap.

      “Clearly you haven’t seen the towel bulge picture.”

      From the corner of my eye, I see the smallest of smirks pull up the corner of her lip. Or maybe she has seen it . . . interesting.

      When silence falls between us, I try to think of things I can talk to her about, but anything that pops up into my head is quickly turned down, because they’re questions about her life and I’m pretty sure she’s not going to answer them. She’s pretty closed off, so I have to warm her up first.

      And yeah, maybe I should just not talk to her since she does seem to have a protective wall erected all around her, but I’ve never been that guy to give up.

      So . . .

      (Are you cringing? Hold on to your tits, I’m going in.)

      “So, you’re cranky most of the time.”

      You’re cringing now, aren’t you? It’s all about causing a reaction to get her to start talking. Don’t worry, I know what I’m doing.

      “You sure know how to win over people, don’t you?” she says with a disdainful side-eye. God, there is something about a woman with hard edges that really gets to me. Because I suspect, deep down, they were hurt somehow and they deserve happiness. They deserve someone to be nice to them, to help smooth out those rough edges. Most men would label her as a bitch and walk away, but I see past that façade. I want to get to know her, what has made her so brash and hard, and I want to see if I can unlock her sensitive side. I know it’s in there, I just need to find it.

      “Were you like this in college?”

      “Like what?” she asks, lulling her head to the side to look at me.

      See . . . it’s working.

      “Easily ignitable.” I tack on a smile to the end of my sentence.

      “Are you saying I have a short fuse?”

      “Well, you sure as hell aren’t easygoing and relaxed.” I chuckle, really trying to lighten the mood and when she responds, I think it might work.

      “It’s hard to relax with a job like mine,” she admits, shocking me with her sullen voice.

      “Why’s that?”

      She plays with the fabric of her shirt. “Everyone needs and wants something from you. There’s no stopping, and one slip-up can cost you a multi-million-dollar deal.” Her voice fades and right there, I see it. The vulnerability. It’s small, but it’s there. From what I learned about her from Google—and from Emory—she wasn’t given her position on a silver platter. She’s fought her way to the top. Well, it’s her family’s company, so she’s more than likely worked hard to get where she is, and that’s commendable. But that sense of sadness makes me think she’s disappointed people along the way. Unintentionally. And she’s judged herself more harshly for it than she would others. Perfectionist. “I have to be tense and rigid for a reason, because the second I let go, I could mess up a lot of jobs for a lot of people.”

      I nod and gently say, “I can understand not relaxing when you’re at work, or in the conference room, or at a business dinner, but when you’re alone, in your apartment, you’re telling me you don’t let loose a little?”

      “Never.”

      I laugh. “You’re such a bullshitter.”

      She chuckles and I whip my head to the side, catching the humor in her face. “Holy shit, you just laughed. Wait.” I hold my arms out as if to still the air. “Are you . . . relaxing right now? Right this very minute?” I cup my hands around my mouth and shout with my booming voice in the small space. “Ladies and gentleman, Dorothy Domico is relaxing.”

      “You’re obnoxious,” she says when I lower my hands.

      “Obnoxious in a good way?” I ask while batting my eyelashes.

      She stares at me for a few seconds and then answers, “No.”

      Sheesh, tough crowd.
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        * * *

      

      “How long has it been?” Dottie’s leg is shaking and she’s looking impatient. Oh shit, does she have to go to the bathroom?

      “Thirty-six minutes,” I answer, looking at the time on my phone.

      “Only thirty-six minutes?” She groans. “Feels like three hours.”

      “Time sure does fly by when you’re having fun, huh?” I say sarcastically, eyes trained on her leg that doesn’t seem to be able to sit still. “Do you have to pee or something?”

      “What? No. Why?”

      “Because you’re bouncing your leg, and it’s annoying.”

      “Oh, I’m annoying?” She points to her chest. “This coming from the guy who doesn’t seem to get a hint.”

      “Oh, I get them, I just choose not to accept them.” I nod at her leg. “So why the bouncing? Are you claustrophobic?”

      “Not really, but I don’t like being suspended in the air by cables, wondering if we’re going to plummet to our death.”

      “Now that you put it like that, you have me slightly shaking in my skivvies. Can you hold me?” I stretch out my arms, giving her easy access.

      “You’re pathetic. If you want a piece of me, you’re going to have to try harder than that.”

      “You think I want a piece of you?”

      “It’s so obvious, Jason.”

      There’s a light air about her right now, as if she’s forgotten that she hates me. And it’s funny, watching her almost . . . flirt. There’s still a stiff set to her shoulders and robotic movements with her hands, but there’s a smile that wants to peek through and I’ll be honest, I’m here for it.

      Also, yeah, I want a piece of her. She’s confident, sexy, and even though she prefers to keep the fun side of her away from the public eye as much as possible, I see it in her, and I want to expose it.

      “And if I asked you out on a date? What would you say?”

      “No.”

      Oof. If she didn’t follow that comment with a tiny glint in her eye, I would be taking a beating to my ego.

      “What if I asked you out with my shirt off, would that change your mind?”

      She glances at my stomach and then back up at my eyes. “I’m not really into beer guts.”

      Oh, she’s fucking fresh.

      “I know what you’re doing.” I wag my finger at her. “You think you’re clever, don’t you? But I see right through you, Dot Dot.”

      “Call me that again and I will kick your dick off.”

      “Yikes, woman.” I laugh and she smiles back at me. “No nicknames, I get it, but your off-color threat doesn’t distract me from finding you out.”

      “What are you talking about?” she asks, exasperated.

      “Saying I have a beer gut. You and I both know that’s not true. You’re just trying to rile me up so I take my shirt off. Oh yes, I see right through you, lady.”

      “I really couldn’t care less if you take your shirt off.”

      “See?” I point at her. “There you go again. Reverse psychology. It’s not going to work on me. I’m smarter than you think. I might be a jock, but I’m not a dumb jock. I was an engineering major.”

      “Okay, whatever.”

      “You know what?” I stab the floor with my finger. “I’m going to prove you wrong. I’m going to take my shirt off because I want to, not because you told me not to. I’m reversing your reverse psychology.”

      She looks puzzled. “Uh, I don’t think that’s a thing.”

      “It is. Watch.” From behind, I reach and pull my shirt up and over my head then neatly fold it and set it on my lap. I turn more toward her and give her a good flex.

      But when I catch her facial expression, it’s completely blank. No googly eyes, no shocked expression, no admiration. Just blank.

      Well, shit.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventy-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        DOTTIE

      

      

      If I had cell service, I would be texting Emory right now telling her we’re no longer friends.

      Oh, don’t worry, Dottie, Jason won’t be there. He’ll be on vacation.

      Lies. All lies.

      And now I’m stuck in an elevator with the man, the guy who hasn’t left my mind since that godforsaken email Lindsay sent. Two weeks. Yup. Two weeks of me thinking about Jason Orson in inappropriate ways, of searching his name on the Internet and envisioning what it would feel like to run my fingers up and down his rigid abs. Two weeks of wondering what his voice sounds like in bed. Two weeks of trying to hold back the smile that crosses my face when I see him.

      It’s been draining, to say the least. I’m a tough girl, I know that, but I’ve never been . . . nasty. And honestly, some of the things that have come out of my mouth when talking to Jason would horrify my parents. Hell, they’ve horrified me when they’ve come out. They didn’t raise me to be sharp-tongued and vindictive. Quite the opposite if I’m honest. But this man? He pushes my buttons, and not always in a bad way like my behavior would indicate.

      So why don’t I just give in and go out with him? Because we are all kinds of wrong for each other. Jason always had a harem of girls around him in college, but he wasn’t one of those assholes that led girls on and then fucked and dumped. As I’ve thought about him—a little obsessively—I recall how kind he was. Funny, idiotic, but not conceited. I mean, I had a crush on him for a reason. He’s a romancer, a gift giver, the type of man you cling on to and never let go.

      You know what I’m talking about . . . the kind of man you take home to your parents.

      Sounds great, right?

      Well, I had that with Nick.

      And he screwed me over, broke my heart, and left me in pieces I’ve had to pick up and tape everything back together.

      I’m not going to do that to myself. So even though Jason is tempting, I’m not going for it.

      But I will say this, Jason with his shirt off in a broken elevator? It’s not a bad end to my day. He’s a vision to behold with his shirt off: tan, not a jersey line in sight somehow, chiseled and sculpted like a marble monument with a tiny splattering of clipped hair in the middle of his chest.

      If I did let myself go and give in to temptation, I would start with that chest hair, letting my fingertips glide over the incredibly short strands, then travel over his thick pecs and down his torso where I would spend an almost indecent amount of time fingering his abs. I would glide my digits through the ridges, coming close to his waistline but never close enough. I would enjoy seeing him squirm, watching him ache with need. It would be such a turn-on that I would straddle him and, without a second thought, begin to ride his lap, letting our centers collide and—

      “Are you okay?”

      “What?” I ask, snapping out of my thoughts.

      “It didn’t seem like you were breathing. Are you breathing? Oh wait, I get it.” He dramatically shakes his head. “You want me to give you mouth-to-mouth. Once again, very clever.”

      He’s ridiculously cute, and it’s frustrating.

      “Yup, that’s it.” In a begging voice that is entirely fake, I clasp my hands together and say, “Please, Jason, will you please, please give me mouth-to-mouth? I can’t seem to find my breath anywhere; I need yours to replenish my depleted lungs.”

      “Damn, girl, I had no idea.” He lunges toward me, lips puckered. “Open up.”

      Before he can close in on my lips, I halt his head with my palm, just as a wave of his fresh cologne surrounds me. Ugh, why does he have to smell so masculine? It’s unfair that men’s cologne can induce an orgasm, or at least get pretty close to it.

      “I was kidding.”

      “I’m not,” he says, his lips brushing against my palm as he speaks. “You’re turning purple. Quick, lie down; I got you, babe.”

      I give him a shove and he laughs, sitting back against the elevator door and putting his shirt back on.

      Damn it, he could have kept that off.

      “You know, the attraction you’re feeling for me is too strong, so it’s best we just stay as friends. I don’t want you falling in love with me so hard that I can’t catch up to your feelings. Friends is really where we should stay.”

      “Friends aren’t necessary.”

      “Oh, now you’re just trying to protect your heart. I get it, Dottie. I really do. So after we’re let out of this tin box, I say we go our separate ways, our hearts intact.”

      “I think that’s the most intelligent thing you’ve said since I met you.”

      “Well, I’m just full of surprises, aren’t I?”

      He really is, surprises that are starting to eat away at my cold exterior. And that’s a problem. Because that’s what I’ll never allow to happen . . . again.

      Cute, sexy, crazy baseball player be damned.
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        * * *

      

      “Albert, Bart, Chris, Darrel . . . Emmitt, Uh, Franklyn, George, Harrison, Ichabod . . . umm . . .” I wince. “Jake?”

      “No,” Jason groans. “Jesus Christ, woman. Jorge, it was Jorge.” Jason throws his arms in the air, clearly distressed over the stupid ABC game we’re playing. “We are never going to make it all the way to Z with the kind of gnat brain you have.”

      “Hey, you screwed up once too.”

      “Because you said the most abstract girl name I’ve ever heard and I couldn’t remember it for the life of me.”

      “Abstract means you remember it better.”

      “Abstract means I’m going to forget how to pronounce it in seconds.”

      “Oh, I forgot, you get hit in the head with balls for a living.”

      He scoffs. “No, I don’t. If I did, I wouldn’t be a damn good catcher, one of the best in the league, thank you very much.” He sighs and shifts his body so he’s lying completely on the floor, his shirt as a pillow. Yes, he’s removed his shirt again, and I’m not complaining one bit. “What kind of name is Euphemia anyway?”

      “Oh, now you get it right.”

      “Well, you screamed it at me five times in a row as your spittle smacked me in the face, drilling it in my brain.”

      “There was no spittle.”

      “Oh . . . there was spittle,” he says, his voice full of humor.

      Damn him for making me smile again. That’s what the last twenty minutes have been—him being ridiculous, me trying not to smile. I’ve finally resolved to laying my head on my purse so I don’t have to look directly at him.

      Smacking his hands together, he rubs them and says, “Okay, let’s go for actor last names now. I’ll start. Aniston.”

      This is what my life has come to.

      “Aniston, Bullock.”

      “Aniston, Bullock, Cox,” he replies.

      I lift up to look at him. “Are you just going to list off cast members from Friends?”

      “Shh.” He waves his hand at me and then presses his fingers to his temples, massaging his skull. “I’m trying to concentrate.”

      Good . . . God.
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        * * *

      

      “H.”

      “Nooope,” Jason drags out, a smart-ass look on his face. “One more leg and you’ve been hanged, milady.”

      I can NOT believe I’m losing to Jason at hangman. Not just losing but losing terribly. We’re talking ten games deep, and he’s won every single one of them. When he initially suggested the game, I thought, sure, why not? This will be easy. He acts like an immature frat boy with the IQ of a pigeon despite majoring in engineering, so all I’ll have to do is guess different sexual organs and it will be money in the bag.

      But here I am, one leg away from losing once again, which means if he wins all ten games, I have to take my shirt off as well.

      Stupid bet, but I really didn’t think he could sweep me.

      Think, Domico, think.

      Blank, U, M, blank, S, blank, U, blank, blank.

      Yup.

      I’m screwed.

      I tap my chin, really pretending to put some though into it. “Let’s go with Y.”

      “I’m sorry to do this because you’re pretty, but the noose is coming for you.” He adds the last leg and then draws two X’s where the eyes should be and a squiggle mouth, indicating death.

      “Ugh, what is it?”

      He fills in the blanks and I read the word out loud, “Numbskull.”

      “Yup.” He bops my nose with the pen and says, “That’s exactly what you are, a numbskull.” His laugh does nothing but make me madder. He motions to my shirt. “Show me the goods. A bet is a bet.”

      “You realize when I take my shirt off, you’re going to regret it, right?”

      “Pretty sure I won’t.”

      “You will when I start playing with my tits and jiggling them. Pinching my nipples, moaning from the sensation . . .”

      “Yeah, I won’t regret that.”

      “You will when you get hard and you can’t do anything about it.”

      He laughs and motions with the pen to take my shirt off. “It’s funny how you think I have no issue jacking off right here, right now. I have zero modesty, Dorothy, so I would watch what you do with those tits.”

      I should have expected that. With a resigned sigh, I take my shirt off and watch Jason nod in appreciation. He takes my breasts in, long and hard, never blinking, just observing until he gives me one curt nod and says, “They’ll do.”

      He’s such an ass.
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        * * *

      

      “Heads.”

      “Tails. Ha HA!” Jason clasps the quarter in his fist and raises it to the elevator. “Pants, Domico.”

      “You didn’t flip it right,” I counter, not wanting to lose my pants. I’m wearing a thong and sitting in an elevator in only a thong and bra doesn’t really scream good time to me.

      I also didn’t think I’d be this terrible at heads or tails. Who loses twelve times in a row? It’s like there is some magnetic force controlling the elevator, blocking me from winning any ridiculous game I play with Jason.

      “What do you mean I didn’t flip it right? I flipped it in the air, it turned multiple times, I caught it and then flipped it on the back of my hand. Standard heads or tails rules.”

      “You have a trick quarter.”

      “It was from your purse.”

      Valid point.

      “Ugh, fine. But I’m warning you, don’t consider this an invitation to gawk at me.”

      “Oh, like you haven’t been gawking at me this entire time. And don’t you even try to deny it. I see the way you look at my stomach, lust and desire swimming in your eyes.”

      “Oh, get over yourself. You’re delirious and exhausted.”

      “Either way, you want me,” he says with a pant-load of confidence.

      Grumbling to myself, I take off my pants and sit on top of them so my bare ass isn’t on the elevator floor. Thank God this is a really, really nice building because if Emory and Knox lived in a pit of an apartment, there is no way I’d follow through on my bet.

      Jason scans my side and then the other, observing my choice of underwear. “Are you wearing a thong?”

      “Yes.”

      “Stand up so I can make the final assessment on that.”

      “It’s a thong,” I say through clenched teeth.

      “Yeah, but I should still see.”

      “Bite me,” I answer back.

      “Where?” He wickedly grins.

      “Oh, you would love that, wouldn’t you, getting a chance to bite me wherever you want?”

      “Sure.” He shrugs. “I’m bored. Let’s make things interesting.” He rubs his hands together. “Where do you want my mouth?”

      If he wants to bite me, he can bite me all right.

      I lift up my shoeless right foot and wiggle my toes at him. “Mr. Big Toe wants some attention.”

      “Mr. Big Toe?” He quirks a brow.

      “Yup. He’s lonely. Make your teeth his new best friend.”

      “Fine.” Before I can stop him, he grabs my ankle and chomps down on my big toe, pressing hard, just hard enough that I yelp and retract my foot quickly.

      “What the hell was that?” I ask, scanning my toe where I spot definite teeth marks.

      “You told me to bite you, so I did.”

      “Not really. Are you insane?” I rub my toe. “If anything, I thought you’d be stupid sensual about it, not actually try to eat Mr. Big Toe.”

      “You can never tell what I’m going to do. Let that be a lesson to you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventy-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        JASON

      

      

      I’m.

      In.

      Hell.

      HELL!

      Yes, it was my idea to lose clothes, but I really didn’t think she’d be that terrible at hangman and heads or tails. Who loses that many times? Just embarrassing.

      When she took off her shirt, I had to suck in my tongue from falling out of my mouth.

      Sure, I made it seem like I wasn’t interested in the goods with my casual response of “they’ll do.” But I’ve never told such a boldfaced lie before in my entire life.

      They won’t just do. Dottie’s tits will be the star of my dreams for weeks to come.

      Plump, almost spilling out of the tops of her bra and firm, but also look like they would be heaven to rest my head on. And because it’s a cool temperature in here, her nipples are poking against the thin, lace fabric of her bra and they’re nipples I could see myself getting along with. Not quite the torpedoes I hoped for, but not pint-sized peas either.

      I caught myself leaning toward her a few times, lips pursed, ready to suckle. Thank God, she’s been clueless or else I’m sure I would have heard about it.

      After a while, I started to get used to her topless, but now that she doesn’t have pants on, yup, my jeans are feeling tight in the crotch and I’m doing everything in my power to keep myself in check.

      “Do you always wear thongs?”

      “Why is that a question you’re asking?”

      Because all I can think about is you, in a thong, sitting on the luckiest pair of pants ever. I wonder what she would say if I offered her to sit on my face instead of the cold hard floor . . .

      “Just trying to get to know you.”

      “How about this, do you always wear thongs?” She crosses her arms over her chest which only lifts her breasts up more. I swear she’s doing that on purpose.

      Clearing my throat, I say, “Only on long runs.”

      “Yeah.” She rolls her eyes. “Okay.”

      “I do,” I answer honestly. “My friend Holt introduced me to the man thong in college, said it held his junk close to him while running, but he also had the added benefit of his shorts brushing against his bare ass. So I decided to give it a try and I’ve never looked back.”

      “Wait.” She blinks a few times. “You mean to tell me, if I went into your apartment, pulled open your dresser drawer, I’d find a collection of male thongs?”

      “Yup. My favorite ones are leopard print.”

      “Stop it. You do not have a leopard print thong.”

      “Want to bet?”

      “No,” she answers immediately and with finality. “No more bets.”

      “Okay, then how about we just agree that I have one and we start making out?”

      We’re both sitting up, facing each other, and if any time is the perfect time to make out with someone, it’s when you’re stuck in an elevator.

      “We are not making out.”

      “Scared?”

      “No. You’re not my type, and I don’t waste kisses on boys not my type.”

      “Oh damn.” I smile and lean back on my hands. “For some odd reason, even though it denies me your lips, I really liked that response.”
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        * * *

      

      “We’re never getting out of here. Emory’s plants are going to die,” Dottie says, after the two-hour mark hits.

      “I wonder what floor we’re on,” I say, looking at the ceiling as if that will tell me.

      “It felt like we were pretty high, but who knows. I blacked out from rage being stuck in an elevator with you.”

      “Rage seems like a strong word.”

      “Rage is accurate. You’re supposed to be on vacation.”

      “So you said.” I poke her leg. “But aren’t you glad I’m here?”

      “Why do you make me be mean to you? You know what my answer is going to be.”

      “Hey.” I stand tall so she has to take all of me in. “I’ve been entertaining, I shared my dinner with you, and I’ve only stared at your boobs a few times.” Because they are fucking sexy and if I looked more than a few times, I’d seriously need to fuck you senseless. Talk about self-control, people. “I think you should be grateful I was the one you got stuck in an elevator with.”

      She stands as well, in all her almost naked glory. Hands on her hips, she goes to say something just as the door to the elevator opens and Mr. Trigger at the end of the hallway stands there, mouth agape, staring at the both of us.

      Dottie squeals and covers up, holding her clothes over her body as I, like the chivalrous man I am, stand in front of her.

      “Mr. Trigger,” I say in a cool, even tone, “you’re looking handsome tonight. Dinner plans?”

      He narrows his eyes at me and points his cane. “You youngins have no class. Keep it in your pants.”

      I chuckle. “It’s not what you think. We were stuck in the elevator. You actually saved us. Thank you.”

      “You were stuck? Doesn’t seem like it since you’re on your apartment floor. You’re going to have to come up with something more creative than that.” He motions to our bodies as I feel Dottie getting dressed behind me. “Why are you naked?”

      “Technically, Mr. Trigger, naked means being completely devoid of clothes, and as you can see, we aren’t bare ass and chest, winging our willies around—”

      “Your friend has a willy?” Mr. Trigger leans to the side, trying to get a look at Dottie.

      I chuckle and shake my head as Dottie elbows my back. “No, I think she wishes she had one at times, but no. She has lady parts.” I lean forward and say, “A vagina.”

      “Can you not?” Dottie asks, storming past me fully clothed, with her bag at her side. She gives Mr. Trigger a curt wave and then takes off down the hall.

      Gathering my shirt, I salute Mr. Trigger and as I pass, I whisper, “She’s sensitive about her vagina, so it’s nothing against you. Have a good night, sir.”

      I walk down the hallway, watching Dottie struggle with her purse the entire time. She sets it on the ground and starts digging around by the time I reach her. I pull my key out of my pocket and unlock my door only to lean against it and ask, “Looking for something?”

      She groans and sits on her heels, frustrated and exhausted. “I forgot the key to their apartment at my office.” She pulls on her silky raven hair. “Could this night get any worse?”

      “I think it started off pretty well if you ask me. Shared dinner with a devastatingly handsome man, played a few nostalgic games, aired out a bit . . . I think your night is just getting started.”

      Her eyes snap at me and her finger points, a slight shake to it. “This is all your fault.”

      “Me?” I point to my chest. “How is this my fault? I didn’t tell the elevator to stop. You’re the one who started pressing all the buttons. If you didn’t press them, the doors might have opened instead of you confusing it. Ever think about that?” I tap my temple. “This has elevator confusion written all over it.”

      “That’s not even a thing.” She stands, tosses her purse over her shoulder, and starts marching down the hallway.

      “Where you going?”

      “Back to my office to get the key. What does it look like?”

      “Oh okay, but if you don’t want to go all the way back to your office, I have a spare in my apartment if you want to use that. Up to you.”

      She pauses and spins on her heel, charging right back to me. I open my door, giving her plenty of space to come in. When she steps inside, she immediately crosses her arms and stands as close to the door as possible.

      “Make yourself at home. You don’t have to stick yourself to the wall.”

      “I’m just here for the key.”

      “Okay, that might be a few minutes.” I toss my shirt on the back of the couch, near the pile of laundry I’ve yet to fold, and then I put our dinner trash in the kitchen.

      “Why will it be a few minutes? Just hand it to me.”

      “Yeah, about that.” I scratch the side of my cheek. “I can’t remember where I put it. Emory brought it over here before they left in case of emergency and I’ll be honest, I was a tad drunk.”

      “You’re a moron.” She huffs in frustration.

      She goes to leave, but I stop her by saying, “I think it’s in my bedroom. Give me a second.”

      “Oh, let me guess, you want me to help you look for it, and then oh look, we fall into your bed, and our clothes just happen to come off—”

      “I mean . . . you said it, not me.”

      “You are going to make me drink,” she mutters, stomping back to my bedroom. I let her lead the way, loving the way her pert ass sways with determination.

      “Do you want to get naked first or should I? We could do it at the same time. That might be fun.”

      “Shut up. My God, Jason. I’m helping you look for the key. Two eyes are better than one.”

      “Ahh, yup, I knew that’s what was happening this whole time.” I truly think teasing her is becoming my new favorite hobby. Talk about a short fuse. Yeesh. This girl is strung tight, but I like that about her. It’s like she’s seconds away from either ripping all our clothes off and letting out her frustration or screaming and giving my junk a good old one-two punch. Either way, the uncertainty is thrilling.

      When I get to my bedroom, she’s already rummaging through my dresser, plucking through my underwear drawer.

      “Looking for keys, or looking for those man thongs I was talking about?”

      “Get over yourself, I couldn’t care—” She lifts up my black thong with embroidered roses on it up in the air. “Where on earth did you get this? And why is it so big?”

      I chuckle and walk up to her, taking the thong away. I stretch it and say, “Grammy Q made this for me. She wasn’t sure what size I was, so she went with the largest size. She said if I was anything like her hubby, I was going to need the extra crotch room.” I whisper, “Crotch room is greatly needed.”

      “For the socks I’m sure you like to stuff in there.” She brushes past me, her hair floating over my bare shoulder. Damn, she smells good, like a goddamn flower. Being stuck in that elevator with our dinner, I couldn’t really catch a whiff of her, but now we’re out in the open, her scent pings me right in the chest.

      “Just like you stuff your pants too, right?”

      “What?” She stops her pursuit to my nightstand.

      I point at her crotch and say, “You stuff too, don’t you? Camel toe is in, right?”

      She tilts to the side and stares . . . hard. “What the hell is wrong with you? Did your mom drop you on your head when you were young?”

      “Possibly.” I cup my hand over my mouth. “But as if she would really tell the truth, am I right?”

      Ignoring me, she pulls on the handle of my nightstand, yanking it harder than I think she expected, flinging the drawer off its track. It hits the ground with a splash, spreading the collection of condoms I have stashed inside.

      As a hopeful male, moving to a new city with possible potential to meet the love of his life, I found an amazing deal on condoms on Amazon. Buy in bulk; it’s how I roll.

      I have yet to use one, but . . . fingers crossed.

      “Oh my God.” Dottie stands straight, staring at the drawerful of foil wrappers. The XL on the packaging clear. She blushes and takes a step back, as if she gets too close, she might get sucked into my sex den. “Why . . .” She swallows hard. “Why do you have so many?”

      “I like to buy in bulk,” I answer, hands stuffed in my pockets.

      “I see.” She clears her throat and turns away, her eyes scanning my crotch before she heads back down the hallway.

      I follow, a smile pulling at my lips the entire time. Just that little glance tells me she’s interested, even if she’ll deny it till the day she dies, I know there’s interest.

      When we’re in the living room, she starts shuffling through my laundry. “Did you wash it—?” She holds up her hands, thongs dangling off her fingers. “How many of these do you have? Are you wearing one right now?”

      “With jeans? No, thank you. I run a lot. I never want to run out because I’ve been too lazy to do laundry.”

      She drops them back in the pile and pushes her hands through her hair. “I should have gone to my office instead. All I’ve come to find here is that you have a need to collect man thongs, have an excessive bin of condoms, and your decorating style is less than desirable.”

      “What does that mean?” I take in my homey surroundings, pictures of baseball bats and gloves haphazardly hung around the apartment. “I like baseball gear.”

      “Yes, that’s evident.”

      “It’s better than naked women on the walls. Is that what you’d prefer to see?”

      “I don’t prefer to see anything. I just want the key so I can go.”

      “And I’ll have you know, I just replenished on condoms, and I’m holding out for the right woman so when I do have sex, it means something. In the interim, I will occasionally jack off with a condom on to help build my endurance and to avoid a mess. I’m afraid to admit it, but I’m a cum shooter. I’ve been known to shoot it so hard up the vagina, the girl can taste it.”

      Blinks.

      Blinks again.

      Shakes her head and takes off toward the door. “I’ll be here all week. For the love of God, please leave me alone.”

      “What about the key?” I call out, laughing at the same time.

      “I’ll go back to my office.”

      She opens the door, just as I spot the shiny red keychain Emory attached the key on.

      “Oh wait, I found it.”

      She pauses and I walk to the door, so close that my chest presses against her back. I reach over her shoulder to the hooks where I hang my keys.

      “Here it is.” I smile when her eyes turn murderous. “Look at that, even when I’m drunk, I’m mindful of organization.”

      She snatches the key from my hand without another word and walks out of my apartment.

      “I’m going to need that back—”

      She unlocks the door to Emory and Knox’s apartment in record time and tosses the key back to me before I can finish.

      “Have a good night.”

      The door slams behind her with a resounding boom.

      “Sure, yup.” I wave at the door. “I’ll have a good night too. Why thank you, I do believe I look spectacular without a shirt on. That’s so kind. Oh, you’re going to think of me tonight when you touch yourself, you’re so—”

      The door flings open and a shoe flies from one end of the hallway to the other, hitting me directly in the chest with a thump.

      Oof.

      The door slams again and I’m left there, chuckling to myself. I hold up the shoe and call out, “If you want this back, you’re going to have to come and get it.”

      Teach her to throw a damn shoe at me.

      With a smile that won’t quit, I shut the door to my apartment and go to my laundry where I start to fold it. God, that woman. I can see now why she and Emory are such good friends. And even though I’m not completely sure what she’s thinking right now about me, the sparring has made me feel . . . alive.

      Like me again.

      Glancing around my bare-bones bachelor pad, I start thinking about her comment. I haven’t been here long enough to make it mine yet—I still have some unpacking to do—but maybe there are things I can do to it to make the place more inviting. Dating has been on the backburner, once bitten and all that, but if I’m going to possibly consider looking for my someone, this place needs to feel like home.
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        DOTTIE

      

      

      Even though it’s seven in the morning and I’m pretty sure Jason is still sleeping, given he has nowhere to be this morning, I still look out the peephole to make sure he’s not outside waiting for me.

      Last night was . . . God, I don’t even know what last night was.

      Irritating.

      Annoying.

      Educational?

      And I hate to admit it, but just a tiny bit fun.

      Okay maybe a lot of fun.

      But I will say this, it will be a cold day in hell before I go back to his apartment and retrieve my tossed shoe. At this point, I’m considering it a loss. Or maybe, when Emory gets back, I’ll be sure to force her to grab it for me as payment for watching her stupid plants. It’s the least she can do for me. If I didn’t know Knox was very protective about their apartment and who enters it—rightfully so—I’d hire a plant-sitter so I wouldn’t have to deal with seeing Jason, but I think my escape plan will work perfectly.

      With the coast clear, I sling my purse over my shoulder, slip my feet in my heels, and swing the door open, ready to make my—

      “Goooooooooooood morning,” Jason says, louder than necessary, probably waking up the floors above and below ours. Where the hell did he come from? Was he just waiting there? “Don’t you look ravishing. That blouse really brings out the blue of your eyes.”

      I couldn’t agree more, but I won’t let him know that.

      Holding my hand over my racing heart, calming myself from being startled and running into his handsome face so early in the morning. Putting on the best front I can, I say, “What do you want?”

      From behind his back, he brings my shoe forward with a coffee tucked inside.

      “Shoe drink.” He smiles boldly, chest puffed. “Cute, right?”

      Oh my God.

      Why is he such a moron?

      An adorably sweet moron.

      A moron that keeps tempting me to laugh.

      Hold it in, Dottie, hold it in.

      But . . . shoe drink. I mentally chuckle. So stupid.

      I sigh and take the shoe, pulling the drink from it and tossing the shoe behind me. I already locked the door from the inside, so I close it and give him a once-over.

      Drenched in sweat, wearing slate-gray athletic shorts with a skintight Lycra shirt and a backward baseball cap, he looks all kinds of sexy—especially with his five o’clock shadow and cheery eyes.

      “Were you waiting out there for me?”

      “Yup.” He reaches to the ground and pulls up a water. He takes a quick gulp and says, “I’m friends with the door staff, who told me you hadn’t left yet, so I grabbed this drink for you because I’m a nice guy.”

      He is. He’s too nice.

      “Were you running?”

      He wipes his brow with his forearm. “Is it that obvious? I told my glands to try to hold in the sweat but looks like they ignored me.” He stretches out his arms. “Give Jason Boo Boo a hug for the coffee.” I pin myself against the door, hand held out.

      “Don’t come near me.”

      He chuckles and falls forward, his arms propping him up on either side of my body. The heat coming off him suffocates me, making it hard to breathe. I can feel my pulse in my throat. His gorgeous eyes study me, and all I can think is how delicious he smells despite being a sweaty mess. He has an amazing deodorant and laundry detergent, because I could make a candle out of his scent, it’s that good.

      “I think we got off on the wrong foot,” he says in a deep, rough voice. “You seem to not like me and I don’t think I can handle that.” He glances at my lips and then back up to my eyes. “You see, I don’t like it when people don’t like me for no reason, so I’m going to need a valid reason why.”

      If only he knew how wrong he really was. It’s not that I don’t like him, it’s that I’m too afraid to allow myself to like him. He’s so magnetic I fear I would fall for him and fall hard.

      “I don’t need to tell you anything,” I answer, clutching the coffee to my chest.

      “Fine, then come to my place tonight for dinner. I’ll make you something.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I don’t have anyone to eat with and I like to cook. You’re going to be alone over there, so we might as well eat together.”

      “I’m good.” I try to move past him but he doesn’t budge, and there’s no way I’m going to touch his sweaty body.

      “Then give me a reason.”

      “A reason for what?”

      “For why you don’t like me and I’ll leave you alone.”

      “Why would I do that?” I answer, my breath catching in my throat.

      “Because I don’t really believe you don’t like me.” He tugs lightly on my ponytail and then drags his fingers down my neck, sending a wave of goosebumps to cover my arms. “I think you do, but you’re too scared to admit.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. I have better things to do with my time than hold a grudge against random guys.” I nervously laugh and look to the side.

      “Then dinner tonight, so you can get to know me better.”

      “I’m busy.”

      He moves in, his body so close, and my skin starts to crawl with anticipation.

      “Let’s get one thing straight,” he says, dropping the humor in his voice and becoming completely serious. The raspy sound of his voice, the way it cuts through my defenses, I don’t think I’ve ever heard anything sexier. “Lying to me is not going to fly.”

      My face tingles; that’s how aware I am of his energy and power.

      “How do you know I’m lying?” I ask, head over tits turned on by this switch in attitude. Yes, I enjoy his teasing and ridiculous self, but this alpha side, the one I guessed would surface in the bedroom, is making my nipples hard. His chest is a breath away from rubbing against them.

      “There’s a waver in your voice. If you weren’t lying, you’d be confident with your answer.” Damn it. “So, tonight, my place, eight sharp. If you’re not here, I’m banging on your door until you show up.”

      “How pleasant, being forced into your company.”

      “That’s me, Mr. Pleasant.” He leans in closer, his mouth against my ear. “So, you’ll . . . come?”

      Oh my God, my thighs just clenched together. God, to think I missed out on this in college because I was too reserved to approach him. How I wish I got him out of my system then . . . when things were . . . simpler. Before I understood the black-hearted side of men.

      “Only to avoid”—I swallow, letting my breath catch up—“verbal assassination in the hallway.”

      “Smart.” He lifts a little so now we’re looking each other in the eyes. “I’ll see you tonight. Be a proper guest and bring wine.”

      I might need something stronger than wine to get through the night.

      “Are you going to let me leave now?”

      He pushes off the door and steps away. Eyes on mine, he reaches behind him and yanks his shirt over his head, along with his hat, revealing his impeccably chiseled chest, sweat dripping down each contour and curve.

      His lips curve up. “Time to hit the showers. I’ll see you tonight.”

      He turns around and damn my betraying eyes, they fall straight to his ass, his tight, rounded, and delicious ass.

      That’s it, I’m not going tonight. I don’t care how long he pounds on the door, I’m far too infatuated, and honestly, with my shrinking willpower, who knows what might happen.

      Jason Orson will be eating dinner alone tonight.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Miss Domico?”

      Shit.

      I quickly exit out of my Jason Orson’s Butt Google search—yes, it has its own search title—feeling a blush creep up my cheeks from being caught once again. What’s that, the third time in a week? How humiliating.

      “Yes, Jessica.” I smile up at her.

      “Mr. Domico is here. He wanted to talk with you before the Carltons arrive.”

      “Sure, yeah, let him in.”

      I check the time and realize we’re six minutes away from the meeting. Good God, this is exactly why I need to stay away from Jason; he is a giant distraction. I guess technically, I’m staying away from him but still getting distracted.

      I curse the day Lindsay sent me that stupid email, as that’s what started all of this. The obsession with looking at pictures of him, secretly ogling him behind my computer screen, the daydreaming of what it would be like to run my fingers along his abs. I wasn’t like this before. I didn’t even think of the man before the email. Occasionally, I’d hear something about him and maybe look him up, but it never got as extreme as it is right now. The obsession is borderline stalkerish.

      Looks like there’ll be no dinner tonight.

      There’s a knock on my door right before my dad steps in. Dressed impeccably in a finely tailored grey suit with black shirt and tie, his salt-and-pepper hair and charming eyes, he doesn’t look a day over fifty.

      “Hey there, killer. Are you ready to kiss some Carlton ass?”

      “Applied a good layer of ChapStick five minutes ago.”

      He laughs and pulls me into a hug. “You’ve got this, girl.”

      “So you’re not here to tell me how you want me to run the meeting?”

      “Those days are over. I’m just here to tell you how proud of you I am. You’re the best person to close this deal, and I have the utmost confidence that you will.”

      “Thank you.”

      I take a deep breath. He has confidence in me. This is something he tells me every time he sees me and I know why, because he’s trying to build me up after what happened with Nick. On the outside, I might seem confident and powerful, but on the inside, I’m the little girl always looking to impress her dad. And I can’t stop myself from trying incredibly hard every chance I get, because even though I know he has so much trust in me, there’s that seed of doubt in the back of my head that tells me I’m not good enough. Maybe it’s from Nick, maybe it’s from being the owner’s daughter, but whatever it is, it’s there. And even days later, after we fixed everything with the water main break and leveled the budget, I still feel sick about it, about almost letting my dad down again. I never want to do that . . . ever again.

      He steps away and motions to my shirt. “But button up, these people are conservative.”

      “It’s not bad.” I look down at my shirt. “You want me going in there like a nun?”

      “Yes. Now hide those bosoms.”

      Can’t hear that enough from my dad.

      I take a second to button my shirt all the way up, until my neck feels like it’s being choked. What’s a lack of breath going to do to me? Better to be covered than able to breathe.

      Together, we walk down the hallway to the conference room where the Carltons are being escorted in by our receptionist. There are a variety of drinks on the conference table as well as a Mediterranean charcuterie I had Jessica put together.

      “Mr. and Mrs. Carlton, thank you so much for making it to our office. Was your ride comfortable?”

      “Yes,” Mr. Carlton says, shaking my hand. “It was so nice of you to send a car to get us. The driver was very pleasant. From Georgia. He used to be in the CIA but is now retired, enjoying driving around his hometown of Chicago. Very fascinating fellow.”

      “Yes, Mark Sandberg, he’s a wonderful man. If you ever get a chance to get stuck in traffic with him, he’ll tell you some really good stories.”

      “Well, I’ll be wishing for some holdups after this.”

      I lean over and give Mrs. Carlton a handshake as my dad talks to her husband. “Mrs. Carlton, so glad you could make it. This dress is stunning.”

      “Thank you. My friend Patricia Freeman from Free Designs made it for me. Isn’t she talented?”

      It’s the ugliest garment I’ve ever seen. Looks like she rolled around in her tapestries and called it a day.

      “You’re going to have to give me her contact information because I need an original in my closet.”

      “I’ll have Marjorie send over the information in an email from me.” She touches my arm kindly and we both take a seat along with my dad and Mr. Carlton.

      I offer some drinks for the table, hand out plates, and once everyone is settled, I take a seat. We spend some time talking about the weather and the run the Bobbies had in the playoffs, short-lived but at least they made it . . . unlike the Rebels. But once my dad clears his throat, it’s time to get down to business.

      “Again, thank you so much for taking the time to talk to us about your property. We couldn’t be more excited about this opportunity.”

      Mr. Carlton steeples his fingers. “It’s really between Domico and Heller and Parks. The proposals submitted are comparable, so it comes down to who we want to do business with.”

      “Yes, I can understand that. Working with like-minded people is of utmost importance,” I say, sounding as heartfelt as I can.

      This moment right here, where a deal is in the balance, this is what I was made for. I think on the spot, I’m quick to please, and I have no problem throwing down more on the deal to win it. I’m great at living in this moment. Anxiety and nerves don’t affect me; instead, adrenaline pumps through my veins as I use my ability to please and be unrelenting to my advantage.

      “That’s why we’re leaning more toward Heller and Parks right now.”

      Uhh . . . say what?

      Keeping a smile on my face even though it feels entirely forced now, I say, “Thank you for being so upfront, Mr. Carlton. May I ask what is swaying you in their direction?”

      He leans back in his chair and looks at his wife. “I must admit, this might sound a bit caddy, but when we started this business, we started it on the foundation of our morals and beliefs.”

      “Which is incredibly admirable of you.”

      “Thank you.” Mr. Carlton shifts in his seat, looking uncomfortable and I realize in that moment, this isn’t about what Mr. Carlton wants, this isn’t about pleasing him . . . this is about pleasing his wife.

      He looks to her and she steps in, hands folded in her lap, her pearls shining like a bright beacon of hope. “You see, dear, I find the dynamic between you and your father inspiring. You have raised a fine daughter, intelligent, kind, a go-getter.” My dad nods his head in appreciation. “And passing the family business down to the next generation is what we’ve always dreamed of. Unfortunately, we were never able to have children.”

      “Oh, Mrs. Carlton, I’m so sorry to hear that. I can’t imagine how that must feel.”

      She nods solemnly and Mr. Carlton picks it up from there. “It’s been hard, building this business with no one to pass it on to, but it’s something we’ve come to terms with.” He clears his throat and takes a sip of his water. “Which brings us to this uncomfortable topic, but one we figured we should be open and honest with you about.”

      “Which we truly appreciate,” I say, my ass cheeks clenched. What the hell could we possibly not have that Heller and Parks has? Hello, father-daughter duo, that is exactly what the Carltons want.

      “As you know, Heller and Parks is a family operated business like yours. We’ve been working closely with Kate Heller, and we’ve gotten to know her quite well.” Fucking Kate Heller, talk about mean girl at her finest. She’s two-faced and has a mole the size of Texas on her ass. I saw it once when she was drunk and stumbling in the bathroom at a charity event. She puts on a good appearance for clients, but she’s as awful as they come.

      “Kate is an . . . interesting woman,” I say with a smile even though it’s painful.

      “Yes, and we recently found out that she’s engaged to Emmet Parks. They’re growing a family within the family with potential to pass down the business one day. It’s a beautiful story.”

      You’ve got to be freaking kidding me. How gullible is this woman?

      Mrs. Carlton cuts in. “We adore you, Dottie. We get along with you better and prefer your proposal, but this is important to us, and since you don’t have a significant other—”

      “I have a boyfriend.”

      I don’t know what comes over me. Desperation maybe?

      But I lie out of my ass so fast that as the words fall past my lips, I even shock myself.

      I laugh like a crazy woman trying to show off her teeth. Deep breaths. “Sorry for interrupting, but I have a boyfriend.” From the corner of my eye, I watch my dad slowly turn in his chair to look at me. Yup, I know what he’s doing. He’s chastising me with his eyes because he knows fully well there’s no special man in my life.

      “You do?”

      I nod. “Yup. He uh, he’s a professional baseball player, which is why I rarely talk about him. You know how people are . . . free tickets.” I catch myself and say, “Oh, but if you want free tickets, they’re all yours. I can get you the best seats. Just name it, they’re yours.” My dad coughs, and I gain my composure. “Anyway, yes, I don’t talk about him much to afford him privacy, but we’re very much in love. I can hear wedding bells in the future.” Oh God, I hate myself so much right now. Wedding bells? If Jason could hear me now.

      “Really?” Mrs. Carlton leans forward. “I’m sorry to pry, but can I ask who?”

      I gulp. “Yup, of course. He uh, just got traded back to Chicago. Jason Orson.”

      Very softly I can hear my dad mutter, “Christ.”

      “Jason Orson?” Mr. Carlton whistles. “He’s incredible. Where did you meet him?”

      “College.” I nod. “Yeah, college. I used to frequent the baseball loft with my best friend, Emory, who is dating Knox Gentry.” Mrs. Carlton’s eyes light up. “Jason and I hit it off back then, stayed in touch, and during the off-season four years ago, we reconnected. When he was traded at the end of the season, it felt like everything was meant to be. Albeit, he’s playing for the Rebels, but I’ve been able to get over that quickly, especially since my man is finally in the same city as me.”

      Mrs. Carlton clasps her hand to her heart, a sigh exiting her. “Oh, that’s so sweet. I’m so happy for you, honey.”

      “Thank you. We’re happy and keeping things traditional. He has his own place, and we’re courting each other, building that foundation you and Mr. Carlton have talked about.”

      I can see the brownie points racking up. I might need a wheelbarrow to help me carry them out of here at the end of this conversation.

      “Well.” Mr. Carlton leans back and strokes his goatee. “You sure have given us a lot to think about. Four years with a long-distance relationship in the midst of a hectic profession. Looks like you’ve grown a very strong bond.”

      “We have. I’m truly blessed.”

      Did you just hear that? It was the devil punching my ticket straight to hell.

      After we talk more business, we shake hands again and send the Carltons on their way, promising to be in touch. Once they’re out of earshot, my dad turns to me, arms crossed over his brawny chest and stares me down with those intimidating eyebrows of his.

      “For the love of God, Dorothy, please tell me you know Jason Orson.”

      “Come on, Dad, do you really think—?”

      “Yes, I do. I think you’re like me and would say anything to make a deal. But please don’t tell me you just pulled a rookie mistake and said something you can’t follow through on.”

      “Pshh, what little you trust me.” I walk back to my office, my dad at my side. “I’m seeing him tonight. Don’t worry, Dad.” I swallow hard, my nerves finally appearing. “I got this in the bag.” Shit. Shit. Shit. I got nothing in no bag . . .

      Looks like I’ll be going to dinner tonight.

      What kind of wine should I bring that says, hey, I just lied about us dating for four years and said we’re madly in love, you on board?

      Merlot . . . definitely a merlot.
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      Dinner in the oven, check.

      Apartment cleaned, check.

      Apartment decorated, check.

      Hair styled, smelling good, looking dapper, wearing a thong, check, check, check . . . check.

      I’m ready for tonight.

      I debated on whether I should wear a thong because I have jeans on, and we all know how I feel about that combo, but I couldn’t get past the idea of snapping my thong strap at her for pure reaction.

      While making my homemade enchiladas with green chili sauce, I went back and forth between wearing it and not wearing it. I finally decided on my lime-green thong. It looks great against my tan and is just bright enough for an impact.

      Dottie. This girl invented the word challenge. I’d like to get through that tough shell and have her open up more, but she constantly surprises me, so only time will tell. But I’m up for the challenge, because it’s not like me to back away from one.

      I rub my hands together, giving my apartment one last once-over as my phone buzzes in my pocket.

      There are two text messages: one from the doorman advising Dottie just arrived at the building—those guys are awesome. And a text from Carson, checking in.

      Carson: Have you fallen into an ice cream-induced coma from depression?

      I text back as I wait for Dottie to arrive.

      Jason: I’ve only had two pints since you left.

      Carson: I expected more, so that’s good. Still going on your runs?

      Jason: Six miles this morning.

      Carson: Only six? I guess that’s all your body can handle, carrying around that giant ass.

      Jason: First of all, six is really good, you run shamer. Second of all, baseball players aren’t marathon runners. Third of all, it is a challenge carrying around such a fine butt, as people stop me all over just so they can stare at it.

      Carson: ^^^ reasons why I’m glad you’re still in Chicago.

      Jason: You don’t mean that. You wish I was in the Bahamas with you and the wifey so I could bother you with annoying questions and gush over the fine cuisine.

      Carson: I have to admit, I do miss your orgasm face when you eat something so good, you get happy in your pants.

      Jason: Pervert.

      Carson: LOL. But you’re good?

      Jason: Yup, I have company tonight . . . lady company.

      Carson: Oh yeah? Who is it? Dottie? LOL

      Jason: Why did you LOL at that?

      Carson: Because she’s the last person I’d expect you to have dinner with.

      I’m about to tell him like it is but there’s a knock at the door. Stuffing my phone back in my pocket, I try to contain my excitement that she decided to show up. I was ready to tear her door down and extract her from Knox and Emory’s apartment. I had no issues with it.

      But she’s here . . . willingly. Looks like my “chat” this morning got through to her.

      On a deep breath, I open the door to find Dottie with a smile on her face, a wine bottle in her hand, and a pretty red dress draped over her body. Did I mention a smile?

      Like . . . a real smile.

      Something’s not right.

      I take a step back.

      Confusion crosses her brow.

      I point at her, taking another step back.

      Her confusion increases.

      “You look . . . weird.”

      Her eyes widen. Blink. “Uh, wow. That’s one way to greet someone.”

      “It’s the smile. Why are you smiling? You don’t smile at me.”

      “Well, I never will again,” she says, charging into the apartment, bumping my shoulder in the process. “Did you decorate?”

      I shut the door and ignore her question. “Why were you smiling? Did you just fart or something? Was that really a smile or a side effect from releasing wind?”

      “Do I look like someone who would ‘release wind’ right before the door is answered?”

      I shrug. “I don’t know, maybe. Could be a party trick.”

      She presses her hand to her forehead. “I don’t know why I came here. I knew I should have stayed home. You tell me I look weird and blame me for farting the first ten seconds of being here. You act like a twenty-two-year-old boy at times. How is that a wise way to spend my night?”

      “Uh, what about me? You smiled at me. Talk about throwing the entire night into a tailspin.”

      Expressionless, she asks, “And how did you want me to greet you?”

      “A scowl, like the one you have right now.” I sigh in relief. “There, that’s better. Just keep scowling like that, then we’ll be okay.”

      “Keep acting like a moron and I will.”

      “Oh, an insult, now we’re getting warmed up.” I rub my hands together. “By the way, you do look nice, sexy as shit actually. I like that dress on you.”

      The smallest of smiles peeks past her lips before she turns around to survey my apartment. I took down the pictures of baseball bats and gloves and replaced them with some tasteful art. I put up some curtains, even ironed the wrinkles out. Got a few throw pillows and bought a coffee table book of all the ballparks in the United States. It’s not much, but the place does look better.

      “I like what you’ve done with your place.”

      “Thanks. Feels more like a sex den, right?”

      She shakes her head and walks to the kitchen where she sets the wine down. “I’m going to need you to open this so I can get through the night.”

      “Fair enough.” I join her in the kitchen and retrieve my corkscrew. “How was your day, sweet cheeks?”

      She leans her hip against the counter, her demeanor different. I can’t quite put my finger on what’s changed, but there’s an air about her that doesn’t give me the get away from me vibe. Like right now, we’re a good distance away, but she’s leaning in toward me. And when I pour us both a glass and hand her one, her fingers brush mine.

      That’s different.

      Plus . . . when she doesn’t tell me not to call her sweet cheeks, I know something’s really different. What is she up to?

      “It was fine. Meetings and all that crap. Had lunch with my dad, who’s currently staying at my place with my mom while I watch Emory and Knox’s apartment.”

      “Do you have plants that need to be watered and moved as well?”

      “No, I’m not insane.”

      “Did you know she names them too?”

      “Oh yes, you should see the binder that has a picture of each plant, its name, and caring instructions. I think Knox needs to be careful with who he’s having a baby with.”

      “Well, there’s no turning back now,” I say. “He already planted his seed.” She rolls her eyes. “Get it, it’s a play on the whole plant thing.”

      “Yeah.” She takes a big gulp of wine. “I get it.” She looks at the oven. “Dinner ready?”

      “Ten minutes. We can sit on the couch until it’s ready.” I guide her with my hand on the small of her back to the living room, and I’m surprised when she doesn’t move away. What the hell has gotten into her tonight? Smiling, not super critical within thirty seconds, allowing me to touch her without a nipple twist in sight. Who is this Dottie?

      We both take a seat and face each other, both of us propping a leg up on the couch.

      I observe her, the sleek line of her neck, the smooth sheen of her raven-black hair, her impossibly long eyelashes. She’s an absolute bombshell and must have men propositioning her all the time. It does beg the question why she’s here. I might be a catch—who clearly loves puns—but Dottie Domico could have anyone. Anyone. Yet, she’s alone. I’ve always had a vague picture in my head about who I’d want as my forever, but she’s never resembled the stunning woman in front of me. So polished. Refined. Fiercely independent. Self-sufficient, without the need for anyone by her side. I want someone who wants and needs me in her life. And yet, she’s someone I can’t seem to stop thinking about.

      “Tell me about college.”

      “What about it?” she asks.

      “Why didn’t you ever come say hi to me? Emory was dating Knox, and you two are best friends. We could be married by now.”

      “Well”—she draws her finger over the back of the couch—“it was hard getting close to you in college because you were always surrounded by groupies.”

      “No, I wasn’t.”

      “At baseball parties you were.”

      “Because that’s where they all congregated. But I’m sure you saw me on campus, right? You could have set up a double date with Knox and Emory.”

      “Who’s to say I would have wanted a double date in the first place? Yeah, I knew you in college, but you were also a year younger, and I had better things to do than try to please a younger man.”

      I laugh, the sound heavy in my chest. “You were scared.”

      “I wasn’t interested.”

      “What did I say about lying to me?” I stare at her, challenging her statement. “Tell me the truth, did you like me in college?”

      “I didn’t know you in college.” She sips her wine carefully, keeping her gaze on me.

      “Then let me rephrase. Did you think I was hot?”

      She looks away, and there’s my answer.

      “I think you know the answer to that.” She twists a finger in her hair.

      “I want to hear it from your lips.”

      For a second, I see a change in demeanor, as if she really has to consider what she’s about to say to me. It isn’t an easy answer or confession, something that almost looks like it pains her to admit.

      But despite the pain and reluctance I see in her eyes, she swallows hard, as if telling herself “here we go” and says, “I saw you for the first time in the quad. You were talking to some of the other guys on the team. Your ass was the first thing I saw, and I had a hard time forgetting about it.”

      Well, well, well, would you look at that?

      I wasn’t expecting such an easy admission. Given our night in the elevator followed by the race around my apartment and her pure discomfort this morning, I was looking forward to some repartee this evening, but it seems I won’t be getting that.

      What is it that’s so different tonight? It’s like something’s flipped a switch.

      I don’t want to look too much into it right now, because I have her opening up, but I am a man who notes these things.

      “When you say hard time forgetting about it, what does that mean exactly? How long have you been thinking about my ass?”

      She looks away and downs the rest of her drink. If I didn’t know better, I’d think she’s trying to get drunk to make it through this night.

      After smacking her lips, she says, “I’ve thought about your ass ever since college. Ever since I laid eyes on it.” No teasing tone, her eyes are dead set on mine, and not even the slightest twitch in her lips. “I’ve wanted you for as long as I can remember.” She leans forward, the neckline of her dress falling forward, giving me a perfect view down the top. I remember those tits, still as voluptuous as last night. Her hand falls to my thigh and she says, “I’m tired of playing this cat and mouse game, Jason.”

      Eh, what’s happening right now?

      She scoots even closer, setting her empty wineglass on the table, her body tipping toward me. “I’m tired of denying what I feel for you.” Her hand slides up my thigh, right to my hip.

      Hey-o, watch it there, lady.

      “Let’s drop the act.”

      I nervously laugh. “What act?”

      “This chase. This repartee. Let’s just give in to what we want . . . each other.”

      Her other hand falls to my chest and then glides up my neck to my jaw as she starts to climb on top of my lap. My body is saying yes, my mind is saying what the fuck is happening right now just as the oven timer goes off.

      Not even giving it a second thought, I fly off the couch, knocking her on her ass, and sprint toward the kitchen.

      Her thump on the floor seems to echo through the apartment as I strap on oven mitts and pull the perfectly cooked enchiladas out of the oven. Slightly browned on the top with bubbling cheese. My mouth waters at that sight, causing me to temporarily forget about the woman I just knocked to the floor. That’s until I see her hobbling toward me, her hand on her hip.

      Trying to make the most of it, I say, “Just got the rug. Was it plush?”

      Her eyes narrow. “No.”

      “Hmm, I knew I should have gotten that extra cushion mat.”

      She rubs her side and steps into the kitchen, right next to me, her proximity concerning.

      The anger from dropping her to the floor subsides as she says, “You know, those oven mitts look really sexy on you.”

      “These old things?” I show off the stained and food-coated mitts right before I cup my pecs and give them a good squeeze. “Honk, honk,” I add nervously, using my muscular man breasts as sound-making devices.

      Her brow lifts, but she doesn’t let my awkwardness interfere with her . . . whatever she’s doing right now. She runs her hand up my chest, playing with the divot in the middle—man cleavage—and leaves but only a few inches between us.

      “You know, we can skip dinner if you want? Go straight to dessert.”

      She’s drunk.

      Or high.

      Or both.

      Either way, I need to put an end to this.

      “You know”—I grip her by her shoulders with my oven mitts and push her a foot away—“I think you’re hungry, maybe your blood sugar is low, because you seem to be acting a little strange. Why don’t we get you some—?”

      She swats my arms away and plasters her body against mine. Fuck, her tits feel incredible against my chest and if I didn’t know any better, I’d swear her nipples are hard . . . Oh wait, maybe those are mine that are hard. Either way, with her this close, something else is getting hard, and fast.

      “I thought you wanted me. Come on, let’s date. Let’s do this.”

      “Heh.” I laugh, a little terrified. I back up, my ass hitting the oven. I place my hands behind me, trying to get as far away as possible. But she doesn’t let me get very far. No, she pins me against the oven. “What, uh, what has gotten into you?”

      “I know who hasn’t gotten into me.” She dances her fingers up my chest until they reach my face, with one bop to the nose. I’m rearing back, my hand connecting directly with the enchiladas, startling me so much I fling the dish forward. And we both watch in slow motion as the Williams Sonoma glass nine-by-thirteen dish floats through the air, smacks against the island, and falls to the ground in a mighty crash as waves of tortillas, chicken, and cheese splatter my kitchen.

      “My masterpiece.” I fall to the floor, gathering the cheese and sauce in my oven mitts, scooping it back into the broken and shattered dish.

      “Oh my God, what did you do?” Dottie asks, standing above me, hand to her heart.

      I look over my shoulder. “What did I do? What did you do?”

      “Are you saying that I was the one who ruined dinner?”

      I stand tall, enchilada sauce dripping off my oven mitts. “Yes, that’s exactly what I’m saying.”

      “How dare you blame me for your clumsiness.” She folds her arms over her chest. “I would hate to see how you perform in bed after this fiasco.”

      Eh, what? Come again. Fiasco? Does she not realize she’s the reason all this happened? Because she apparently can’t keep her panties on long enough to enjoy a homecooked meal.

      “Excuse me, but you’re the one trying to stroke my dick before dinner is served. I was just trying to give you a chance to sober up.”

      “Sober up?”

      “Yeah.” I motion to her body. “Isn’t that why you’re acting weird? You’re high or drunk. One of the two.” I wince. “Both?”

      “I am not drunk or high.”

      “Oh.” I pat her on the shoulder. “Stressed then. I get it, when I’m stressed I do weird things too.”

      “How am I being weird?” she asks, growing angry.

      “Well, for one, you wouldn’t touch me with a ten-foot pole about ten hours ago, but now you’re ready to shove your hand down my pants. Seems odd. Also, you’re being nice to me, offering up smiles and hitting on me. You just don’t flip a switch like that. So tell me, what’s this all really about?”

      Her eyes search mine as she takes a step back, her teeth gnawing on her bottom lip. “This was a bad idea. I’m going to go.”

      “So you’re just going to leave me like this?” I call out, dinner dripping down my jeans.

      “The plants need me. Keep the wine.” Without another word, she sprints to the door and lets herself out.

      The plants need me?

      Can someone explain to me what the hell occurred tonight? Because I’m confused as fuck.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Are you alone?” I whisper into the phone, even though I don’t need to.

      “Why are you whispering?” Knox asks.

      “I don’t know,” I continue to whisper. “I just need to talk to you, and I can’t have your baby mama listening in.”

      “Dude, I told you, it’s okay to use KY Jelly when jacking off.”

      “It’s not about that.” For fuck’s sake, one drunk conversation about lube and he’s never let me live it down. “Just tell me you’re alone.”

      “I’m alone. Emory’s in town with my mom right now. What’s up?”

      Sighing, I fling my body back on my bed, ready to gab. “I had the weirdest fucking night last night.”

      “Okay, what happened?”

      Tugging on the short strands of my hair, I try to explain everything from the beginning. “Long story short, I’ve been trying to get to know Dottie.”

      “Ah, good luck with that. Dottie is very particular about every aspect of her life. Not warm and fuzzy when you first meet her, that one.”

      “Yeah, tell me about it. I’m still surprised we didn’t hang out in college.”

      “She was around. We often hung with her.”

      “Yeah, that’s what she said.” Weird. “Anyway. So yesterday morning, I told her in a not so subtle way that she was having dinner with me.”

      Knox roars with laughter. “And how did she take that?”

      “Not well at the time, but I convinced her with my passionate ways.”

      “Jesus,” he mutters softly.

      “And I honestly didn’t think she was going to show up, but when she did, she was . . . different.”

      “Different how?”

      “Well, other times I’ve been around her, she’s had this constant sneer toward me.”

      “Ah, yes, I feel the same way, but continue.”

      Such a jackass.

      “There was no sneer, not even close to one. She smiled at me and then . . . she touched me.”

      “Oh my God, no. Don’t tell me that. My ears are virginal. She touched you. Wait while I fan myself.”

      I pause.

      “Your sarcasm isn’t needed right now. I’m feeling odd and I need someone to talk to about it.”

      “You know I hate this feelings shit.”

      “And you know I need it, so be a goddamn friend and let me unload.” He groans but stays silent, letting me continue. “She was up in my business. Telling me she wanted me. Gripping my inner thigh, almost a graze to my dick, and then in the kitchen when I was taking the enchiladas out of the oven, she started mauling my chest with her hands. I was so caught off guard that I ended up spilling the entire dinner all over the floor.”

      “Oh shit, did you cry?”

      “No, I didn’t cry.” Internally I did. “But she was acting so strange that I asked if she was high or drunk.”

      “I’m going to guess that didn’t go over well.”

      “Nope, after that she told me your plants needed her and bolted.”

      Knox chuckles and then exhales. “Yeah, that doesn’t sound like Dottie at all. She’s usually calm and collected. Maybe you’ve messed with her head a bit. She has a big deal she’s trying to close right now, so maybe that’s where all this is coming from. I don’t know, man, maybe lay off for a bit, at least until the deal is closed.”

      “See, I offered up the suggestion that maybe she was stressed, and she didn’t seem to care for that.”

      “Because Dottie is a unique one. She’s strong-willed, a killer when it comes to business, and an alpha in many ways. Emory says she doesn’t need a man to simply take care of her, but rather someone who would step up for her, someone who will put her in her place when she needs it but also lift her up when she’s on the warpath to take over the world. A strong man is what she deserves. Well, that’s what Emory says anyway. Personally, I think she’s a little scary.” I can definitely relate to the scary part.

      “Yeah, I could see that in her. I just don’t understand what took over her last night.”

      “Could be stress, could be wanting to scare you away. She does that, puts up a shield when she starts to feel something. Emory has said that many times. I think you two could be great together, but I would also be hesitant. She’s been hurt in the past by men who have taken advantage of her. She seems to have a lot going on, and if she feels like she’s losing control, she’ll lash out. Maybe that’s what happened last night.”

      I think about it and start to feel guilty. “Shit,” I groan. “I wonder if I pushed her too hard. I really hope not because I would hate to stress her out more.”

      “Who knows? The best thing I think you can do right now is lie low. Let her have some space and if she’s interested, she’ll come around. My bet is the deal is making her crazy because it’s a big one, and having a new factor enter in her life—that factor being you—it’s too much for her to handle.”

      “Yeah, okay.” I blow out a sharp breath of air. “Damn, that sucks, because her tits are really nice.”

      “Really, man?”

      I chuckle. “You know I’m kidding. It’s her nipples I was really looking forward to meeting.”

      Click.

      The phone goes dead, and I laugh out loud.

      I toss it to the side and stare at the ceiling. Give her space. I can do that. I don’t want to, but I can. Right after I apologize for my behavior.
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      “Can I tell you something that you promise you won’t tell anyone, and I mean anyone?”

      Lindsay looks over her glass of iced tea that’s poised at her mouth and then slowly sets it down. “Are you pregnant too?” she gasps out loud. “Oh my God, with Knox’s baby as well?”

      I roll my eyes, wishing my friend wasn’t such an idiot. “Can you not say stupid things?”

      “I’m sorry, but that would be such a twist in all of our lives. It would be kind of cool if it were true because, you know”—she puts on an Orpah-like voice when she drags out—“drama!”

      “As much fun as that sounds, no, I’m not pregnant with our best friend’s boyfriend’s baby.”

      “Ooo, what a book title.” She scrolls her hand through the air. “I’m Having My Best Friend’s Boyfriend’s Baby. Or wait, Baby Daddy: Best Friend’s Boyfriend. It could be a series. Baby Daddy: Daddy’s Best Friend. Baby Daddy: Brother’s Best Friend. Baby Daddy—”

      “I get it.” I take a calming breath and say, “This is big and I really need you to focus.”

      “Oh, crap, okay.” Lindsay sets her drink down. “What happened?”

      “And you promise this stays between us?”

      “Of course. What’s going on?”

      I play with the silverware next to my drink, a quiet breeze picking up the edge of the tablecloth of our outdoor table. We’re taking advantage of the warm fall day by sitting outside, especially since we’re both hauled up inside all day every day.

      “So you know how I’m in the midst of a big deal with the Carlton acreage?”

      “Yeah, is everything okay with that?”

      “Sort of, they basically told me yesterday they might have to go with Heller and Parks because Kate Heller is engaged to the Parks kid and they like the idea of passing the family business down to family.”

      “Uh, that’s been the whole structure with you and your dad.”

      I hold up my hand. “Don’t even get me started. But they began to say since I wasn’t even dating anyone . . .”

      Lindsay’s eyes widen. “Oh, no . . . you didn’t.”

      I bite my bottom lip, feeling ashamed. “I did.”

      “Who?”

      “Well, you know, I’ve been in correspondence with this guy lately.”

      “Oh, Dottie. Please tell me you didn’t say Jason.” There’s no understanding in Lindsay’s eyes; it’s pure judgment, and I don’t even blame her.

      “I couldn’t stop myself even if I wanted to. I was on a mission not to lose the deal.”

      Lindsay subtly shakes her head. “Did you tell him?”

      “No. How on earth could I tell him? He thinks I hate him, when I don’t. I mean, he’s really annoying at times, but he is also a good guy, too good if anything.”

      “And yet, you’re dragging him into your crazy.”

      “I know. I know.” I lean back in my chair and cross one leg over the other while pulling on my high ponytail. “That’s not even the worst part.”

      “Please tell me you didn’t say you were engaged.”

      “No, thank God.” Hinted at being madly in love, but I don’t need to relay that information to Lindsay. “Knowing that the Carltons are probably going to want to meet him at some point, I decided last night to make a move on him.” I pick up my glass of water and take a sip. “Let’s just say it went horribly wrong.”

      “How wrong?”

      “It ended with the enchiladas he’d cooked for dinner, smashed on the floor because I startled him so much with my advances.”

      Lindsay covers her mouth and laughs, while apologizing at the same time. “Sorry, but, what were you doing? Poking him with torpedo tits or something?”

      “No.” I brush my hand over my slicked-back hair. “I was, you know, not being myself. Apparently, he’s used to me being a bitch to him. So he kept asking if I was drunk or high. That morning I was mean to him, so he noticed the difference. I bolted out of the apartment after the dinner went crashing to the floor. The whole thing was a giant mess.”

      “It makes sense though. You needed to ease into it, not go full force ‘Let’s be boyfriend girlfriend.’”

      “Yeah, I totally tried to label us as a couple last night. Good God, what was I thinking?”

      “You weren’t. I think for the first time since I’ve known you, you actually weren’t thinking. But it’s understandable, because you are the type that will say yes to make a deal, even if the answer is no, and then you’ll find a way to make it a yes.”

      “That’s exactly what I did, and now I’m at a loss for what to do. The Carltons think I’m dating Jason Orson, Jason thinks I’m psycho, and my dad is relying on me to close this deal.”

      “So why don’t you just tell Jason what’s going on? He seems like an understanding guy, and he’d probably go through with pretending.”

      I shake my head. “Not only would that be humiliating, but I’m afraid he would be hurt by it since I tried to attack him last night. I’m afraid he’ll think I was only hitting on him because of what I said during the meeting.”

      “Well, that is the only reason you were hitting on him, so yeah, he’ll probably be hurt by it. He’s sensitive, it seems.”

      “Very,” I say, thinking back to last night and how scared he looked at my advances. “God, what do I do?”

      “Well, you have two options.” Lindsay casually takes a sip from her iced tea. “You can either tell the Carltons you just broke up with Jason Orson and risk the deal, or you can actually try to pursue the man on a less crazy scale.”

      “I don’t want to date him,” I say, groaning.

      “Why not? He’s so perfect.”

      “Exactly,” I say, my patience wearing thin. “He’s perfect. He’s kind and sweet, and extremely good-looking. He has a weird sense of humor and makes me smile with most of the stupid things he says.”

      Lindsay looks at me as if I’m crazy. And right then, I decide that I really am crazy, because I just described the type of man I’d want if I was wanting to date. I no longer think that what I’m feeling is simply leftover lust from college. The guy is a dork, such a goof, but there are so many qualities I actually like about him. He made me dinner last night, for fuck’s sake. Didn’t order takeout. Didn’t grab a meal from the freezer. He cooked. A whole meal. For me. Even though I was so rude to him the night before and then in the morning. Who does that? Why would he do that . . . for me? Because that’s the man Jason Orson is. He goes the extra mile for a friend . . . or in my case, a friend of a friend. And then it hits me. My very real concern.

      “I’m scared, Lindsay. I’m scared I’m going to fall hard for this guy, really hard and then what, the season starts up again, he’s surrounded by all these opportunities with women, and he goes off and finds someone with a softer personality, someone who won’t spend late hours in their office, someone who can be at his beck and call. I can’t take that. My heart can’t take that.”

      Lindsay softens and leans forward, placing her hand on mine. “Sweetie, I know you’ve had a rough go of it in the dating world, but I truly think Jason is different.”

      “I don’t know.” I shake my head.

      “Well, just think about it, okay? It’s not like you have many options. You put yourself in a really tough spot. Maybe next time when you’re making up a fake boyfriend, don’t say someone who’s famous. Maybe try a classic John Smith.”

      Advice I wish I’d heard a little earlier.
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      After lunch with Lindsay, I spent the rest of my day in my office, doing God knows what. I’m on autopilot, getting work done even when I don’t think about it. I hate working on the weekends, but my neighbor isn’t someone I prefer to look in the eyes at this moment, so I’ve stayed as far away as possible.

      Now that it’s eight, my brain is fried, and I can barely hold my eyes open—and all I want is to climb into my silk pajamas—I find myself climbing the floors in the elevator I was stuck in with Jason. The space is pretty big, but when he was in it, shirt off, it felt exponentially smaller.

      If I really concentrate, and take a big whiff, I feel like I can smell him . . . that or it’s my imagination.

      The elevator dings, the doors part, and there he is, standing in front of my door, about to knock on it.

      Ugh, this is exactly why I wanted to stay at my office. The easy access is killing me.

      “Oh, hey.” He smiles sheepishly and I want to die inside as humiliation from last night consumes me. But like always, I put on a strong face and give him a small wave.

      “Hey.”

      He steps away from my door, allowing me to unlock it.

      “I uh, was hoping I could apologize.”

      The door to the apartment is halfway open when I turn around to stare at him, confused. He wants to apologize?

      “Why?” I ask, completely questioning this man’s sanity. “You didn’t do anything wrong.”

      “Yes, I did.” His hands are in his pockets, his hair styled to the side, his beautiful green eyes reflect sincerity and remorse. I have no idea why. He’s positively gorgeous. Just standing in front of him is putting my stomach into knots and making my heart pound faster. “I shouldn’t have asked if you were high or drunk. That wasn’t cool on my part.”

      I shake my head. “It was a valid concern. I was a little weird last night.” Dropping my head, I stare at the keys in my hand. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what I was thinking.”

      He lifts his hand to my chin and gently encourages me to look him in the eyes. When I do, everything around us fades to black and all I can see is this strong, confident man who should not be talking to me right now.

      In that moment, with his eyes locked with mine, his expression soft and concerned, I realize, even though I’m terrified and nervous of what might happen, I don’t think I have any other option than to want Jason Orson.

      “Don’t apologize, I was in the wrong. I pushed you and I shouldn’t have.” But I like when you push me. “I shouldn’t have invited you over for dinner or forced you to come over.” But it made my day when you pinned me against the door. “I shouldn’t have forced the date on you for your donation.” But seeing you in my office, with food, made me happier than I’ve ever been. “I’m sorry for everything and I hope we can be friends.” What? No. I know now that I want so much more than that. He nods into the apartment. “I can take care of the plants so you can go back home. No need for you to stay here.” I don’t want to go back home, not now that I want to see you when I arrive home from work. He takes the key from my hand. “I’ll water—”

      I take the key right back. “It’s okay, my parents are at my place anyway, so I’ll just stay here and finish up the job.” I give him a weak smile.

      He nods and takes a step back. “Okay, well, guess I’ll see you around.” He waves and backs up to his apartment.

      The word “wait” is on the tip of my tongue, urging me to shout it out, to stop him, to ask him to dinner, but I stay quiet as he ducks into his apartment and shuts the door.

      He apologized to me? After everything I did last night, breaking his dish, ruining his dinner, not helping clean up, ditching when I should have stayed, he was the one who apologized?

      There’s something extremely different about that man, and even though my mind is hearing warning bells, my heart is exploding with ideas on how to slowly—and I mean slowly—get Jason Orson to date me. Because the alternative—staying friends—isn’t right. All I can hope is the interest he seemed to display initially was real, and not him pretending. I’m terrified, but it might be time for me to be brave and open up my heart to someone. If I’m not too late. Because a man like Jason Orson doesn’t stay single for long.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventy-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        JASON

      

      

      “Thanks so much for meeting with me,” I say to Walker Rockwell, the catcher for the Bobbies.

      I felt intimidated reaching out to him, because Rockwell isn’t known as a touchy-feely guy. *cue montage clips of him beating the ever-living shit out of water coolers with his bat* He has been known to have an attitude, to be tossed out of games for mouthing off to umpires about strike zone consistency, and he’s the first one off the bench when a fight breaks out. Basically, he’s the devil to my angel.

      But despite the rage he seems to have on simmer at all hours of the day, I knew he would be a great ally to have when it comes to my charity because through careful research, I discovered he had a sister with special needs. I don’t truly know what happened when she passed, but I do know he hasn’t been the same since.

      Walker takes my hand and gives it a firm shake. “Sure.”

      We both situate ourselves at the table and put in a quick order for some drinks and apps—I’m going to have to control myself around the pretzel bites, though, as I don’t want Walker thinking I’m a glutton.

      He looks around the restaurant and then asks, “How you liking Chicago?”

      “I grew up here, so being back home is amazing.”

      “Oh yeah, I think I saw that somewhere.” His jaw works to the side. “Have you seen what they’re already saying about us?”

      Another reason why I decided to call up Walker, because the media has been having a field day with the both of us. There’s no doubt the rivalry between the Bobbies and the Rebels is thick in the city, potent, so heavy in the air that you have to use a machete to walk around during baseball season.

      You’re either a diehard Bobbie for life or you’re a Rebel at heart. There’s no bouncing between the two, there’s no rooting for both. It’s either or, which the media loves sensationalizing, increasing the rivalry between fans with propaganda-filled articles that show feuds, and include the differences between the hell-bent Rebels and the hometown heroes, the Bobbies.

      I laugh. “Yeah, they’re ridiculous, saying we’re playing for the wrong teams.”

      He looks off to the side. “Yeah, we might be.”

      There’s no doubt Walker has had his ups and downs with the Bobbies. He’s been with them from the beginning, but trade rumors have been circulating, and they always seem to circle around Walker. I can’t imagine what it feels like to never feel safe with your job, to continually wonder if this year is the year you’re traded. He has one year left on his contract and then he’s a free agent. From what I’ve heard from Knox and Carson, he wants to retire as a Bobbie, but the front office isn’t too sure.

      Knowing the type of personality Walker has—closed off and not very talkative—I take the lead. “I know we play for different teams, but I figured I’d call you because I thought it would be a good idea to bring the city together for a good cause.”

      “The Lineup, right?” he asks, shifting in his seat and finally making eye contact.

      “Yes. My brother has cerebral palsy. He’s the reason I started it. In high school, because my coach was awesome, he was included in our games. But there are a lot of kids out there who don’t have the resources, the transportation, or the equipment, and this charity’s goal is to help those individuals. To help educate coaches, to sponsor teams who include a diverse group of kids on the teams.”

      “You played with your brother?”

      I nod. “In high school. He was a part of the team, pinch runner. He used his walker, and I swear, watching him score runs is still one of the best experiences of my life. Now he’s an assistant coach at our high school.”

      “Wow.” He pushes his hand through his hair. “Your coach is a good man.”

      “He is. I spoke with Coach Whittaker, and he’s going to be a spokesperson for the charity, along with Joseph, my brother. We’re doing a video montage of them to help encourage other coaches and athletes to be inclusive. That’s where I was hoping you would come in. I know you had a sister with special needs.”

      He nods solemnly. “Yeah.” He clears his throat. “What can I do?”

      I smile to myself, understanding how amazing having Walker Rockwell on board will be. Not only is it going to boost The Lineup, but I also think it will boost his image as well. A win-win for everyone. This man needs someone who gets him. If it helps him heal? Even better.
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        * * *

      

      Are you home?

      I stare at the text message, confused. What stranger has my number and is asking if I’m home?

      Standing outside my building, sweat dripping down the front of my chest, my shirt tucked into the back of my shorts, I jog in place, trying to calm my already racing heart from my eight-mile run—suck my ass, Carson.

      Contemplating what I should do, I slowly text back.

      Jason: Not to be a complete asshole . . . but who is this?

      I hit send and the dots appear right away.

      I slow down to a sidestep, allowing my muscles to cool down as the text comes through.

      Unknown: Sorry, it’s Dottie.

      Oh . . . how did she get my number?

      Duh, that was a stupid question. Emory. I send her a text back.

      Jason: Glad you’re not a murderer. I’m headed up right now.

      Dottie: Okay, I’m outside the apartment.

      I take off toward the elevator wondering what she wants. I’m still surprised how shocked she was by my apology. I don’t know what kind of men she’s been hanging out with, but I was raised to believe that even if both parties were to blame for a disastrous night, you own up to it and apologize. It’s called being a man. Didn’t mean I wasn’t disappointed that she hadn’t wanted to talk more about us being friends though. Am I interested in Dottie? Hell, yeah. I’m putting that weird behavior down to whatever’s stressing her at work, and not a direct hit to me. But, still . . . I had begun hoping we could be more than friends. I like what I see in Dottie Domico, strange behavior aside.

      When the elevator reaches my floor, I walk out the doors and spot Dottie immediately. She’s holding a wrapped present in her hand and seems to be struggling with it. I quickly walk up to her and help her with the box.

      “What are you doing?” I ask.

      She shakes out her arms. “I got you something.”

      I hold up the box. “This is for me?”

      “Yeah. Go ahead, open it.”

      “I love presents, especially if they’re wrapped.” Like a kid on Christmas, I tear open the wrapping paper and pop open the box. I push the tissue paper to the side to reveal a brand-new Williams Sonoma baking dish with ingredients to make enchiladas.

      Fucking thoughtful shit right there.

      “The chicken and cheese are in that mini cooler. Not sure if this is how you make them, but I thought it’s a start. Sorry about ruining your dinner.”

      “Hey, I told you it was cool. You didn’t have to do this.”

      She points to the box. “There are new oven mitts in there too.”

      I push a few things to the side only to find two pink and white mitts at the bottom. I pull them out and slip them on my hands.

      “Wow, these are comfortable.”

      “They’re the same ones I have in my apartment. They’re top of the line. Unfortunately, it was the only color they had but if anyone could rock them, it’s you.”

      When I look up at her, I see a spark of vulnerability. Dottie rarely shows her emotions. She doesn’t flinch when things go wrong, nor does she tend to smile when things go right, but in this moment, it’s as if she’s lowered the shield and is letting me see a small, well-hidden piece of her.

      “I’m really sorry about the other night. I’m hoping the invitation to be friends is still open.”

      I smile at her. “Hell yeah.”

      “Okay, good.” She backs away. “I have some dry cleaning to pick up and some errands to run. I’ll see you around.”

      “Thanks again.” I hold the box up to her and she nods, giving me a quick once-over with her eyes. A small blush creeps over her cheeks.

      “You’re welcome.”

      With a small wave, she walks back to the elevators, leaving me in a state of wonderment.

      Friends sounds nice. Maybe if we’re friends, she’ll start to melt that icicle surface of hers.
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        * * *

      

      Dottie: I won’t be back to the apartment until really late. Do you think you can water the plants for me? I promise it’s the only time I’ll ask.

      Jason: Yeah, sure. Anything special I need to do?

      Dottie: Instructions are on the counter.

      Jason: Holy shit, why are things laminated in here?

      Dottie: She’s intense about her plants. Thanks, I owe you.

      Jason: Nah, you don’t owe me anything. What are friends for?

      Dottie: Thank you.
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        * * *

      

      Dottie: Are you still awake?

      I look at the clock, ten thirty. Is she really just getting back to the apartment?

      Jason: Yup. What’s up?

      Dottie: I’m outside your apartment. Open the door.

      Jason: One second, I sleep naked.

      I slip out of bed, throw some clothes on—not bothering with underwear because why at this point—and open the door to my apartment where Dottie is standing on the other side, holding a Dairy Queen Blizzard in each of her hands.

      “Do you like ice cream?” she asks.

      “I’m lactose intolerant.”

      “Oh.” Her face falls, and I laugh, pulling her into my apartment.

      “I’m only kidding. Ice cream is my jam. What flavor did you get?”

      She sets her purse down in the entryway and follows me to my living room where I take a seat on the couch and she stands awkwardly at the edge of the rug.

      “You can come in, you know. Make yourself comfortable.”

      “Just dropping off ice cream.”

      “Dottie. Sit.”

      After staring at the couch for a few seconds, she finally gives in and takes a seat. She holds the blizzards out to me and says, “Strawberry cheesecake or double chocolate brownie?”

      “Brownie. Brownie every time.” She hands me the little cup of ice cream and in seconds chocolate is searing my tongue, making me one happy man. “This is fucking perfect. Thank you.”

      “The least I could do for your help today.”

      I nudge her with my foot. “I told you it was no problem. I can seriously take care of the plants from now on if you want.”

      She shakes her head. “No, the distance from my parents is nice.”

      “Oh yeah, I keep forgetting they’re at your place. When I was reading the instructions, I saw that you’re not to water them past nine? What’s that about?”

      “I have no idea. I just do what the instructions tell me to do. I swear she treats them like animals. She was never like this in college. It wasn’t until she was living alone that she developed a green thumb. I think it’s because she missed Knox and poured her love into greenery.”

      “Better than pouring her love into a bottle.”

      “I guess so.” She scoops a spoonful of ice cream in her mouth and looks around the place. “You really did do a nice job decorating.”

      “Thank you. I hate decorating, because I really only care about the kitchen.”

      “So you actually like to cook?”

      “Love it,” I answer, ice cream sloshing around in my mouth. “It soothes me. I spend a lot of hours getting beat up behind home plate, and it’s a nice getaway from all of that.”

      “What’s your favorite thing to make?”

      “Potato salad of course.” I wink. “Which I still have not forgiven you for spitting that out in front of my face.”

      “You were annoying me. I don’t feel bad.”

      “Didn’t think you did.” I laugh and study her, while still shoveling ice cream in my mouth. “So why the change of heart?”

      “What do you mean?” she asks, even though I know she knows what I mean. I can tell from the way she looks away, no doubt her mind spinning to find an appropriate answer. Whatever she says probably won’t be the full truth and that’s fine, because if she’s had trust issues in the past, it’s going to take a while to know I’m trustworthy.

      “You want to be friends. But a few days ago, I think you would have rather stuck your head in my jockstrap and worn it as an eyepatch than be friends with me.”

      “That’s revolting.”

      “Exactly my point.”

      She sets her cup down and says, “Emory and Knox are going through some big things. There are going to be parties and celebrations coming up, and I want to make sure it’s comfortable for everyone, which means we should get along.”

      That does make sense, but I still don’t believe that’s the full truth.

      “Think they’ll have one of those gender reveal parties?”

      Dottie nods. “Oh yeah. I bet Knox hits one of those color balls with a bat to reveal it.”

      “That is so him.” I devoured my ice cream, so I take the last bite and set my empty cup down. Dottie still has half of hers left. “Are you going to finish that?”

      “Go ahead.” She hands it to me and I don’t even bother switching spoons. I take big scoops while smiling at her.

      “Told you ice cream was my lover. Do you have one . . . a lover?”

      “What? No. I haven’t dated in a really long time.”

      “Not a person. But a thing that you attach yourself to during the good times and bad. A comfort food.”

      “Oh.” Her shoulders are stiff as she talks. What’s it going to take to see her actually loosen up—but not in a weird I’m trying to slip my hands down your pants for no reason way. “Um, comfort food, well, I guess guacamole.”

      “Really?” I ask, slightly stunned. For Knox, it’s Oreos, for Carson it’s M&M’s now—used to be brownies—I guess I just assumed she’d pick something sweet as well.

      “Why is that such a shock?”

      “I’ve never heard anyone say guacamole before. Do you have an accompanying chip with that? Scoops, black bean tortillas, a regular old Lay? Maybe a pretzel or pita chips?”

      “Carrots.”

      I blink . . . a few times. “Your go-to I need comfort meal is carrots dipped in guacamole.”

      “Have you ever tried it?”

      I finish the last spoonful and set the empty cup down. I lick my lips thoroughly, soaking up every last drip of ice cream. “I’m a healthy man, Dottie. I work out every day, I eat like a champion most of the time, kale being consumed daily, but I can tell you right now, carrots dipped in guacamole holds no appeal to me whatsoever.”

      “You say that now. Just wait, one of these days I’ll make you try it. Maybe I’ll bring a guacamole platter over whenever Emory and Knox have another celebration.”

      “Or, you can prove me wrong and bring it over this week. Show me what this comfort food is all about.”

      She thoughtfully nods. “You know what, I will.”
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        * * *

      

      “I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything more beautiful in my life,” I say, taking in the beautiful plating and artistic cuts of carrots, displayed on a wooden charcuterie board. Yellow and orange carrots decorate a wooden bowl of guacamole—sans tomatoes, smart woman—while sliced bell peppers border the outside. “You did this?”

      She chuckles. It’s quiet, but it’s still there. “No, my chef made it for me. I don’t cook.”

      “You don’t cook?” I ask, not understanding that concept. “Why not?”

      “Never been good at it, never had the time to learn. My personal chef is amazing, so I just rely on him and his husband to feed me.”

      “You don’t cook at all? Not even a little?”

      “Does heating things up in the microwave count?”

      “Not even,” I say, picking up a carrot in the shape of a flower. Who has time to do something like this?

      I guess a personal chef.

      “I’m afraid to eat these,” I admit. “They’re too fancy.”

      “I have no problem with it.” Still in her suit jacket and matching skirt with light blue blouse, she takes a carrot flower, scoops up a chunk of guacamole, and pops it in her mouth, tearing the flower apart with her teeth. She closes her eyes and makes a yummy noise in the back of her throat. “So good, and better than your ice cream.”

      I laugh at that and dip my carrot into the guac as well. “I can promise you one thing, this might taste good, but it’s not going to be anywhere near ice cream level.” I pop the carrot in my mouth and chew.

      Yeah, it’s good. It’s a carrot with guac on it, but would I lean on this if I had a bad day? If I needed a pick-me-up? If I was trying to apologize to someone? Nope. This I’d eat during the season as a snack to stay healthy.

      “What do you think? Amazing, right?”

      I chew and swallow and then choose my words wisely.

      On a steady breath, I clasp my hands together and say, “I’ve had better.”

      “What?” Her eyes widen, playful insult taking over. “How on earth could you say that? This is clearly amazing, and your taste buds are lacking in sophistication.”

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa.” I shake my head and hands, trying to erase her statement from the air. “You did not just say that.”

      When I look up at her, she has a small smile playing against her lips. The light tug, that tiny hint of amusement, fuck, it turns my stomach upside down and unleashes all sorts of butterflies. I’m not sure if I’ve ever seen anything more beautiful than the smallest of smirks from Dorothy Domico.

      She casually picks up another carrot, dips it, and says, “You haven’t proven me wrong yet.”

      “Are you challenging my palate?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Oh . . . It. IS. ON.” I push her platter away. “Take that somewhere else, I have some planning to do.” I grab a pen and a piece of paper from one of my drawers.

      “Planning?” she asks, confused.

      “Yeah, this Friday, you’re about to get schooled.”

      “Schooled in what? Good food?”

      “No.” I hold up the pen. “Not just good food, but how to make good food.”

      She shakes her head and picks up her platter off the counter. “Oh, no. You’re not getting me in the kitchen. Nice try.” She flashes one hand. “These fingers don’t go near knives.”

      “They will Friday.” I dab the pen tip on my tongue and pretend to write something down.

      “You’re ridiculous. It’s not happening.”

      “Oh, okay, sure . . . it’s not happening.” I stare her dead in the eyes. “It is so fucking happening.”
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        * * *

      

      Dottie: I have to work late on Friday, sorry.

      Jason: I’ll wait up. I’ll snack on some carrots and guac.

      Dottie: Why do I feel like you’re being sarcastic?

      Jason: I am. I don’t think I want that flavor combo in my mouth again.

      Dottie: Just like I don’t ever want your potato salad in my mouth again.

      Jason: DON’T. YOU. DARE. SAY. THAT.

      Dottie: Why are you so dramatic?

      Jason: Why are you so wretched?

      Dottie: Wretched . . . or right?

      Jason: Wretched, most definitely wretched.
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        * * *

      

      Dottie: Just learned I have to go north for the weekend, so I really can’t make it Friday. I’m leaving Thursday night.

      Jason: Who’s making you go?

      Dottie: My inner self.

      Jason: It’s not a work thing?

      Dottie: No, it’s a sanity thing.

      Jason: Great, I’ll pack my bags. We can make the cooking lesson an all-weekend thing.

      Dottie: I’ll pass.

      Jason: I can drive, but that means it’s my playlist.

      Dottie: You’re not going.

      Jason: Can you give me the address? I like to plan the trip.

      Dottie: Why don’t you ever listen?
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        * * *

      

      Jason: Picking you up in twenty. I have your suitcase. Lindsay is all set with the plants for the weekend.

      Dottie: I still can’t believe you forced your way into this trip.

      Jason: See what consistent nagging and selfies in flannel can do?

      Dottie: If you send me one more picture of you looking down at the camera to see how many chins you can form, I’m going to physically hurt you.

      Jason: Those are classic. You should be saving them.

      Dottie: Yes, to remind me how annoying you are.

      Jason: I like that we’re back to our old repartee, I missed it. Can’t wait to squeeze your cheek when you get in the car.

      Dottie: Why the hell would you do that?

      Jason: Seems like the thing to do. You get in the car, I squeeze your cheeks, ask how your day was, and then hand you one of the many snacks I packed for our trip.

      Dottie: You packed snacks?

      Jason: What kind of lady of the house would I be if I didn’t?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighty

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        DOTTIE

      

      

      “Going somewhere?”

      “Dad.” I startle, turning around to see him leaning against my doorjamb. It’s past seven, the office is cleared out, I let Jessica leave early today, and I was just finishing some work. I changed into a pair of leggings and a loose-fitting sweater so I’m comfortable on the drive. “I thought you were already home.”

      “Nope. I had some phone calls to make.” He points at my outfit. “You weren’t wearing that earlier, were you?”

      “No. I changed. Heading to the cabin for the weekend. Need a little R and R.”

      “Good. I’m glad to hear it. One of the things I wish I did more when I was younger was take a breather. I don’t want you running yourself ragged.”

      “Yeah, I’ve been feeling it lately.”

      Having worked until eight or nine at night all this week, I’m starting to drag, and it’s showing in my work, in my meetings, in my whole life. I made the decision quickly and was going to ask Jason to watch the plants for me, but of course, he found a way to include himself in the trip. When Lindsay started texting me like a madwoman, asking me what was happening and why she’s uprooting her child so I can go north with Jason Orson, I knew his ticket to the cabin was stamped.

      I told her we’re friends, and we are . . . we’re friends who like to annoy each other. I’ve been trying to find an easy way to start dating this man, maybe ask him out to dinner, but for the life of me I can’t get up the nerve. How reminiscent of college days when I couldn’t find the courage to even talk to him. Plus, odd as it might sound, I like how things are right now. I have some time with the Carltons while they’re away on vacation.

      I got an email from them Tuesday night saying they were going to take a small trip to Vermont. They wanted to sit down, relax, and consider their options now that they’re aware I have someone serious in my life—but when did business deals revolve around personal lives? And I can’t help but wonder, if I were a guy, would this be a factor?

      Either way, after I got their email I started wondering when I last went to our cabin. It had been a mini vacation after an intense infrastructure summit in California. Considering how overworked I felt, and also how hard I’d been working Jessica, I knew getting a small rest away from the office was a wise choice. Although, it won’t be as quiet as I’d anticipated . . .

      “Did you have Anderson clear out the cabin and stock it up?”

      “Yes. He was very sweet and even sent pictures to make sure everything was in order.”

      “He’s a good man.” My dad steps away from the door and walks over to me. He pulls me into a hug and presses a kiss to my forehead. “You sure you know what you’re doing? I’m afraid you got yourself into a pickle with this Jason thing.”

      I can understand his nerves over the situation, because I’m feeling the same concern. Not only because I lied to the Carltons, but because I like Jason.

      “I know, but if it makes you feel better, he’s about to pick me up… we’re going to the cabin together.”

      My dad steps back. “Really? Well, who says I want my daughter going to a cabin with a man for the weekend? I don’t even know him. He’s coming to pick you up?”

      “Yes, but—”

      “Perfect.” He buttons up his suit coat. “I’ll go down and meet him.”

      “Dad, no. That’s not necessary.”

      “The hell it isn’t. I need to make sure he’s a man of integrity.”

      “Dad, I promise you—”

      But before I can finish, he’s headed out of my office and toward the elevators just as I get a text from Jason.

      Jason: Honk, honk. I’m here, sweet cheeks. I’m parked where you told me to park. Luggage is in the back, snacks are ready, playlist is warmed up, time for a road trip.

      Oh God.
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        * * *

      

      “He’s parked in your spot?” my dad asks, walking faster than I’ve ever seen him walk.

      “Yes, I had Mark pick me up this morning.” I catch up to him, thankful for my tennis shoes, rather than my heels I went to work in. “Dad, please be nice. He’s just a friend right now, has no idea—”

      “He has no idea you told the Carltons that you two had been in a relationship for four years?” he huffed.

      I shrugged, something I never did, especially with my father. He then rolled his eyes and said, “My middle name is cool.”

      Somehow, I don’t believe that.

      We round the corner to my parking spot where a black SUV is parked. From our approach, Jason hops out of the car wearing a pair of jeans and one of the stupid flannel shirts he sent me a picture of. This one is forest green and black and despite hating everything about it, it fits him like a glove. Sleeves rolled up to his elbows, brawny chest filling out the top . . . he’s totally got the sexy mountain man look going on, and I approve, especially the scruff he didn’t seem to shave off.

      Like the respectable man that he is, he lifts his hand in a wave when he sees both me and my dad and walks over, lending it out for a greeting.

      My dad takes it and gives Jason a good shake. “From the same blue eyes you two share, I’m going to assume this is your dad, sweet cheeks.” He winks at me then turns back to my dad. “Jason Orson. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Domico.”

      A small twitch forms at my dad’s lips, and I know he’s just about dying inside right now.

      Let me let you in on a little secret. I think Jason is the first man to ever come up and confidently shake my dad’s hand. My dad can be a very intimidating man and has been to any past boy or man who has met him—there aren’t many. They cowered, they never stood tall, and they were a big no on my dad’s end.

      But from the twitch at the corner of my dad’s mouth alone, I know he already appreciates Jason and his strength of character.

      “Jason, it’s a pleasure.” Instead of being in awe or “fangirling” over one of the best catchers in the country, my dad acts normal and doesn’t even mention the fact that Jason is a major league baseball player. “Going up north with my daughter?”

      “Yes, sir.” Jason sticks his hands in his back pockets and all I can focus on is the way his pecs press against the soft fabric of his shirt. “A-plus driver here in case you were wondering. No tickets, I enjoy a comfortable position of ten and two on the steering wheel, and I already established the rule in the car that it’s my playlist we’re listening to so there’s no fighting over music. Also, since it’s my off season, I took a siesta earlier today so I was fresh and alive for the drive tonight. I packed snacks, the tank is full, and there is water in reusable water bottles in the center console for each of us. Oh, and gum, in case I need something to chew if this one falls asleep.” He thumbs toward me. “I know how to use my fists if a bear comes near us, but I’m also not an idiot and know if it’s brown, hit the ground, if it’s black, fight that bastard back.” Oh my God, why is he so adorable? “I plan on teaching your daughter how to cook a proper meal this weekend, something she can make for you and your wife when you’re in town.”

      “Now this I like.” My dad chuckles. Chuckles. At Jason. I think I’m in an alternate universe.

      “I saw this great place that serves apparently the best pancakes in Illinois, so Sunday morning, I’d like to go there. I’d also like to hike, and when it comes to the sleeping arrangements, I was informed there are two bedrooms, and I plan on using one of them alone. No worries there.”

      Oh, I’m worried . . . that he plans on using the other one.

      “Well, looks like you’ve covered everything. This is a solid gentleman, Dottie.”

      I know. I really know.

      “Are you good? Am I allowed to leave now?”

      “I don’t know.” My dad scratches the side of his jaw. “Just from how charismatic this man is and his plans, I’m thinking I should take your place instead.”

      “I’m up for a bro weekend,” Jason says, his banter and decorum so easy. No wonder he’s loved so much. “Then I wouldn’t have to see the deep eye-roll your daughter gives me on a constant basis.”

      My dad leans in and says, “She gets that from me, but I will say this, I can’t possibly see myself eye-rolling with you. Do you have extra clothes packed for me?”

      “Do you mind sharing underwear with another man? Because I’m game.”

      My dad’s head falls back as he laughs. “I’ve never rubbed another man’s underwear on my junk, but never say never.”

      “Ohhh-kay, you two are done.” I reach up and press a kiss to my dad’s cheek. “We are leaving.” I take Jason by the arm and direct him back to the car. From over his shoulder, he mouths to my dad to call him, which my dad replies with a thumbs up.

      Ridiculous. Hilarious.

      When we’re saddled up in the car, I let out a long breath and shift my head to the side so I can look at him. Sincerely I say, “Sorry about that.”

      With the biggest smile on his face, his hand lands on my thigh. He gives it a good squeeze and says, “Don’t apologize, that was fucking awesome.”
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        * * *

      

      The two-hour drive to the house was . . . fun.

      Oh my God, was it fun.

      I tried to hold back, but there were times that Jason had me laughing hard, and every time he heard my laugh, it was like he was spurred to make me laugh even harder. We played stupid car games that he packed, like car Bingo, which was difficult to play since it was dark—a miss on his end that he admitted it—we played would you rather, the alphabet game again, and even jammed out to some old school songs from the sixties. He found the playlist on Spotify and it was called Dancing Songs for Toddlers. I was skeptical at first, but surprisingly, I was the one begging for more. They were perfect songs for him to sing to. And he sang, boy, did he sing. Terribly.

      I can’t remember the last time I had that much fun, especially with just one person.

      “This place is beautiful,” Jason says, taking in the front of the cabin. “How can you not live here full-time?”

      “I know. I love it here.” I observe the much-loved family cabin with its wraparound porch and rustic-looking windows. With lush evergreens surrounding the beautifully renovated home on all sides, it’s calming and one of my favorite places of all time. I wish I had more spare moments to come up here. I make a mental note to put it into my calendar: more time at the cabin.

      “Let me carry that for you.” Jason takes my suitcase from me and then motions to the house. “Lead the way.”

      Leaves rustle in the wind as we make our way to the cabin, and then I unlock the front door and push it open for him. “The house has been prepped. There’s food and the power is on so we won’t be bumping over everything to find our way. The house is split into two sides, each side has its own master suite. I’ll take the west, and you can take the east.”

      “Fancy.” He smiles. “Want me to take your suitcase to the west room?”

      “No, I can roll it over there, but thank you. The living quarters, kitchen, and dining are all in the middle. The back porch looks over a beautiful lake and there are books, games, and a few movies in the closet over there to help with your time here.”

      “Any naughty books in there? I love a good sex scene to put me to bed.”

      I stare at him, not answering, which makes him shake my shoulder and laugh.

      “Kidding. I don’t read. I watch porn, so how’s the Internet here?” Of course. He cooks, but doesn’t read.

      “There is none.”

      “Wait . . . no Internet? How am I supposed to watch porn?”

      I know he’s kidding, but still I answer. “Looks like you’re going to have to read one of those naughty books.”

      “Wait, you have some?”

      “No. I think my mom would faint if we did. You’re going to have to let the sway of the trees and the sounds of crickets put you to sleep.”

      “God, it’s like we’re mere peasants, being one with Mother Nature.”

      “That’s the point. You’re supposed to relax here.”

      He looks around, a big smile on his face. “That I can do.”
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        * * *

      

      Fire flickering in front of us, we both have a cup of hot apple cider in hand, and it’s pitch black all around us besides the light from the fire and one side lamp next to me. We’re sitting in comfortable silence, absorbing the quiet peace of nature surrounding us.

      “Thank you for not kicking me out of this trip,” Jason says, shifting his large body on the brown leather couch we’re sharing. “I was bummed when I had to move my vacation, so this is a nice getaway for me.”

      “Oh, I forgot you had to move that. I don’t know, the Bahamas seem more fun than this.”

      “Nah, I’d take the woods over the beach any day. No sharks.”

      “Yes, but murderers can lurk in the trees.”

      “A chance I’m willing to take.” Growing serious he says, “Seriously though, thank you.”

      “You don’t have to thank me. It was nice to have the company on the drive, despite the wretched pitch in your voice when you sing.”

      “Excuse me? Wretched?” He sits a little taller. “I’ve been told by many that my singing voice is beautiful.”

      “Who told you? Your mother?”

      “She’s one.”

      I chuckle and take a sip of my apple cider, the spices doing all sorts of things for my belly . . . or is it the man sitting next to me? Maybe a combination of both. We changed into our pajamas, prepared our bedrooms, and met back out here for a relaxing hot cider before bed. Jason is wearing a full-on flannel pajama set, and if I wasn’t so intrigued by the flap at the top he left unbuttoned where I catch glimpses of his ripped chest, I’d think he was ridiculous.

      “You said you sleep naked,” I say, remembering that little tidbit.

      “I do. Would you like me to change into what I actually wear to bed? Because that can be arranged. It’s a quick lift up of a shirt and a push down of pants.”

      “Are you saying you’re not wearing underwear?”

      “Psh, no. Free balling; feels good against the flannel.”

      Why do I find that answer erotic? Him not wearing underwear, only one layer of fabric blocking me from the view. I try to convince my eyes to stay on his face, to not glance down, but they betray me and fall to his crotch but quickly divert to my cider. I didn’t get a good enough look, of what, I don’t really know, couldn’t tell you, but whatever I was trying to look at, I barely got a glance.

      Clearing my throat, I ask, “Did you get those pajamas for this weekend?”

      “I did, but I will admit, I might make them an every-other-Friday thing. My nether regions feel like a king.”

      I shake my head. “Seriously, what is wrong with you?”

      “What?” he asks, as if he doesn’t understand what’s wrong. “I talk to my friends all the time about my balls. We share products and such to help each other feel more comfortable. Try having two dangling balls hanging off your body. It’s very uncomfortable, so if something makes them feel good, I’m going to let everyone know.”

      “I have boobs.”

      He looks at them and back up at me. “That you do, sweet cheeks.”

      “I mean, I have dangling things hanging off my body as well but mine weigh heavier than yours and they can cause backpain, plus they’re attached to very sensitive nipples.”

      I watch him slowly swallow while his eyes fall to my breasts again. When he talks, his voice is a little squeaky. “Sensitive nipples, huh? Like what kind of sensitive? If I blew on them, would you have an orgasm?”

      “Do you really believe that’s a thing?”

      “I mean . . . yeah. Picture this.” He sets his apple cider down and shifts so he’s closer. His arm is draped over the back of the couch, and he sits close enough where he can pick up a strand of my hair and start twisting it in his finger, which he does. It’s a small move, my scalp barely registers the touch, but it causes my whole body to break out into goosebumps. “You’re tied up, wait . . . have you ever been tied up?”

      “Umm, no,” I answer, my body starting to heat from the mention of being tied up. Is that something Jason does? Why can I easily see it, him in control in the bedroom, using that deep, unwavering voice of his to direct me how he wants me to sit, lie down, where to put my hands, what to touch, what not to touch, what to suck . . .

      “Christ, okay, I’m going to ignore that answer.” He pushes his hand through his hair. “So, let’s say you’re tied up, you’re completely naked, legs spread, and arms above your head. You have no control in what happens to you next, and you’re at the mercy of your lover. He comes down on the bed and hovers over you but never touches you. He’s naked as well, his cock raging hard, because all he can focus on are your tight, tender nipples. They’re hard, aching, begging to be touched, but he doesn’t lift a hand to ease the pressure building inside of you. He can smell how aroused you are, and on top of wanting to suck your nipples into his mouth—hard—he wants to tongue your needy and delectable pussy and clit. Instead, he slowly lowers his head so he’s a whisper away from your nipples and he ever-so-lightly blows. It’s small, a featherlike wind that caresses you, but it starts to build, and build, and build, until the pressure that’s been coiling in your wet pussy starts to unfold. Your hips rub against the sheets, your body heaves, your spine straightens, and with one small flick of his tongue over your right breast, you tumble over into ecstasy, your orgasm plummeting you into a high, the kind of pleasure you haven’t felt in such a long time that you’re calling out his name, begging him to make it last longer . . .”

      Fuck.

      Breathless.

      Throbbing.

      And seconds away from straddling the man in front of me, ready to make him ease the ache he just put inside me.

      “What do you think? Orgasm?” he asks, tugging on the strand of hair he’s been twirling.

      Uhhhhh . . .

      Yeah.

      Parched mouth, I gulp my cider and then say, “I guess it would depend on the man.”

      But I can tell you right now, the man sitting in front of me could probably speak a few more naughty words and I’d come from that. God, I want everything he just said. Now.

      “I guess that’s true.” He leans back. “Okay, I should be getting to bed, I’m exhausted.” He holds his hand out for a high five and a part of me dies when I return it, wishing it was a hug, a kiss, a slip of his hand down my pants, something other than a high five only friends would share.

      “Yeah, I’m tired too.” And turned on. “Are you good? Do you need anything?” A blow job? Something warm and tight to sink into? A boob in your mouth?

      He stands and stretches his arms over his head. His shirt rolls up showing off his low-hanging pants and . . .

      Oh.

      My.

      God.

      His bulge.

      It’s huge. I hold back the tears that want to fall from that small sneak peek. The towel picture has nothing on the in-person angle.

      “I’m good,” he says, releasing his hands. “Want me to put your cup in the sink?”

      “Yes.” I stand abruptly and hand him the half-drunk apple cider. “I, uh, yeah, I’m going to my room. Have a good night.”

      “You too,” he calls out casually.

      I quickly walk back to my bedroom, hearing dishes clattering in the sink in the distance. Get as far away from him as possible.

      When I reach my room, I shut the door and lock it, as if that will stop me from attacking the man across the house. I make quick work of brushing my teeth and going to the bathroom, the whole time thinking about Jason and his laugh, his lighthearted smile, the way he casually touches me, but not in a sexual way, just a friendly way, the deep tone of his voice, the way he delivered his erotic speech like it was second nature.

      By the time I reach my bed, I’m so worked up that I reach down and slip my hand under my nightgown where my legs are spread. I press my finger along my slit and good God, I’m so wet. Biting my bottom lip, I sink deeper into my mattress, run my other hand up my stomach to my breasts, and start playing with my nipples. I can feel him above me. Watching me. Breathing rapid breaths. Turned on. My hand down my panties brings the pleasure roaring in my body to a full-on inferno. God, I want him. I want his lips and tongue on my pussy, my clit. I want his fingers tugging my hair, pulling it hard as he sucks me in. I want him to lean down and blow breaths over my nipples, then suck them into his hot mouth. And then it hits, one of the strongest orgasms of my life. All because of the sexy-as-sin man on the other side of the house.
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      Jason: I’ve jacked off twice since I arrived at the cabin last night.

      Knox: Dude, self-control.

      Jason: I have zero. You have no idea what this woman is doing to me. She wore a camisole last night with no fucking bra. What am I supposed to do with that? Oh, and then she goes and tells me her nipples are really sensitive. I’m trying to be cool here, but I can feel myself unraveling.

      Knox: What’s holding you back from making a move? You’re in a cabin together, a romantic setting, so this should be a dream come true to you.

      Jason: Your last conversation with me about her scared me away. At least, made me move into ultra-slow mode, which was ramped up to hyper speed last night. Fuck, dude, I heard her laugh, and it was, hell, it was perfect.

      Knox: Whoa, you really like her?

      Jason: Yeah, I think so. The more time I spend with her, the more I realize I like her surly attitude and the way she rolls her eyes at me. Oh, and get this, met her dad last night and we hit it off.

      Knox: Then go for it. Just be gentle, and don’t attack her full-on with your neediness.

      Jason: Fuck you. I’m not needy.

      Knox: Sure, okay, man. You’re not needy.

      Jason: There was sarcasm in that statement.

      Knox: Yup. Now stop talking to me and go make her breakfast. That’s a good way to start.

      Jason: Shit, you’re right. So I’m doing this? I’m going to make a move this weekend?

      Knox: If you don’t, I’m going to punch you in the balls when I get home just to make sure you still have them.

      Jason: Believe me, I do. They’ve excreted a lot of my sperm in the last twelve hours.

      Knox: Jesus fuck.

      I laugh to myself and set my phone back on the nightstand. I stretch from side to side, warming up my spine and then hop out of bed. I take a quick piss, brush my teeth, because I’d rather eat minty pancakes than have morning breath, slip on my flannel pants but leave it at that. If I’m going to make a move, I have to entice her somehow, and I don’t just work out to be good at baseball. I want to look good for the girl I plan on dating as well.

      Before I step out of my room, I check myself in the mirror near the door and toss my hand through my hair a few times, trying to even out the messiness, but when it goes back in place, I figure, nothing like some good rumpled hair. Girls like that shit.

      When I leave my room, I’m greeted by the smell of coffee. She’s awake.

      But when I reach the kitchen and don’t see her, I wonder if I’m wrong, until I see her head peeking past a chair on the deck. There’s a misty fog settling through the trees, casting a dream-like view out the windows.

      I pour myself a cup of coffee, add some sugar, because Daddy needs a little sweet in his coffee, and then open the door to the deck. The fresh morning air is a shock to my lungs as well as the chilly temperature.

      No worries about boners here. Well, the only hard things are my freezing nipples.

      “Good morning,” I say, taking the seat next to hers, but instead of facing the trees, I face her.

      She’s wrapped up in a blanket, her silky hair piled into a bun on top of her head, and she’s wearing round, thick-rimmed black glasses.

      So fucking adorable. It takes everything in me not to cuddle her ass.

      “Hey, good morning.” She lightly smiles at me, her eyes roaming my chest for a brief second. Look all you want, sweet cheeks. “How did you sleep?”

      After I jacked off to you in my head? Amazingly.

      “Good. That mattress is comfortable. I don’t think I could ever go back to my own.”

      “My dad is all about maximum comfort when sleeping. It’s why I’m so well rested after staying a few nights here.”

      “Yeah, sleep like an angel?” I sip my coffee.

      “You could say that.” She looks out at the trees and the calm water. “One of my favorite things to do in the morning is watch the fog lift off the lake; it’s breathtaking.”

      I can name a few other things that are breathtaking . . . like her eyes and the way they shine when she wants to smile but holds back, or her laugh, how it’s throaty and only earned, or the way she carries herself in a suit, with confidence and power.

      Jesus Christ, I’m a fucking goner.

      “Are you hungry?” I ask.

      “Are you going to make me cook?”

      I chuckle. “Nah, not breakfast. But dinner, you’re mine, got it?”

      Her eyes flash an emotion I can’t quite decipher, and she doesn’t give me enough time to work it out before she says, “Fine, dinner it is. What’s for breakfast?”

      “Pancakes? I saw the ingredients in the cupboards last night. Does that work for you?”

      “With raspberries?” She bats her eyelashes.

      I point my finger at her. “Only if you say please.”

      “Please, Jason?”

      Oh fuck, that sounded good. Why did she have to add my name at the end? Now all I can hear is her saying that while I’m playing with her clit, massaging it to the point of her release but then pulling back before she falls over.

      “Yup, sure.” I stand abruptly. “Pancakes with raspberries it is.”

      “Thank you, I’ll be right in to keep you company.”

      I tug on her ponytail. “No, just sit back and relax. I’ll let you know when they’re done.”

      And when my libido has calmed down, because it seems that Dottie Domico can defeat the chill in the air and cause my dick to harden regardless. As I said, breathtaking.
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        * * *

      

      Breakfast was good but uneventful. I made pancakes peacefully in the kitchen while Dottie hung outside. She looked so calm, so relaxed, that I didn’t bother her when I saw her head lull to the side and she fell asleep for a few short minutes.

      We shared breakfast on the deck, staring at the lake, not really saying anything to each other. It was a comfortable silence I haven’t shared with many people. After breakfast, she cleaned the kitchen and I took a shower where I took matters into my own hands again, because the minute we were back in the house, Dottie dropped her blanket and showed off that little nightgown she packed for the trip. I swear she did it with pure torture—for me—in mind.

      After a nice long shower and a rather quick release—I apparently transformed into a teenager the minute we hit the woods—I spent time catching up on some reading for the foundation. Thanks to no Internet, I can’t tackle any of the emails Natalie sent, but I did draft some things for later.

      I close my computer as Dottie appears from her side of the house looking like a mountain goddess. Skinny jeans with hiking socks halfway up her shins, denim long-sleeved shirt, fresh face, and hair in high ponytail.

      “Want to go for a hike?” she asks, sitting down on the couch with some hiking boots that she starts to strap on.

      “Hell yeah. Let me grab my shoes and a jacket.” I take off toward my room, snag the things I need, and meet Dottie in the foyer. She has on a jacket as well and a backpack strapped to her back.

      “What’s in the bag?”

      “Snacks, water, a box cutter.”

      “Box cutter?” I lift a brow.

      “You know, self-defense.”

      I hold up my fists. “That’s what these are for, sweet cheeks.”

      “Oh, okay.” She rolls her eyes and opens the door.

      “What?” We walk out of the cabin and lock up. “You don’t think I can do damage with these?”

      “Oh, I’ve seen you do some damage on the playing field.”

      She leads the way to a trail that flanks the side of the cabin. I fall in step with her, loving the still air and quiet sounds of nature still waking up. It’s stunning, and I get to experience it all with an equally stunning woman.

      “You have, have you? Keeping track of me? Let me guess, you know my stats by heart.”

      “No, not even close. Are you even good?” she asks, joking around.

      I pull her in by the shoulder and give her a squeeze. “You know I’m fucking good, so don’t even pretend.” She pushes me away playfully.

      “You’re all right. But I did see that one fight you got into with the Catamounts. That punch was all over the Internet.”

      I chuckle to myself, thinking about that day. “I think that was the one and only time I actually blacked out from rage. I’m a pretty easygoing guy and can take a lot of shit, but that pitcher was asking to get punched. He’d pegged our players left and right all season, and when he tattooed my ribs with seams, I was over it.”

      “You tossed your bat like a boss. I’ve seen the look on your face in slow motion. I’m pretty sure you were ready to eat that pitcher’s head off his shoulders.”

      I casually shrug. “Don’t fuck with my team and don’t be a bitch on the mound.”

      “You don’t seem like a fighter, you know. The footage surprised me.”

      “You don’t think I’m tough?” I ask, flexing both arms for her, but she doesn’t give me the appreciation I was looking for. Instead, she shakes her head at me and keeps walking forward.

      “You’re tough when you want to be, but most of the time, I think you’re just a giant teddy bear. Super sensitive, but also knows how to take a joke.”

      “Sensitive isn’t a bad thing.”

      “Never said it was. I think I need to work on my sensitivity a little.”

      “Nooo, I would never say that about you,” I say sarcastically. “You’re the most sensitive person I know.”

      She pushes me but barely makes me budge. “I can be sensitive. I just don’t cry over everything.”

      “I don’t cry.”

      “Puh-lease. You probably wept yourself to sleep last night over how beautiful the night sky was.”

      No, I wept myself to sleep while jacking off to the image of you in that nightgown.

      “You have me pegged all wrong. I don’t boo-hoo just for the hell of it. Something has to really get my emotions working for me to start up the waterworks.”

      “Like what?” She pushes a branch to the side so it doesn’t whack me in the face. The farther we walk, the farther we dive into the woods, the dirt trail shrinking, making it a tight fit for the both of us to walk side by side, but we still maintain the position, even if our shoulders are now brushing against each other. I’m tempted to reach down and take her hand in mine. What would she do if I did? Rip her hand away? Snuggle closer? Give me a what the hell look?

      I’m thinking maybe the third option, so I refrain, even though I feel the need deep within my bones, this almost uncontrollable urge. We need a few more flirty moments before I pull a stunt like holding her hand.

      “What makes me weep?” I ask, loving that this is what we’re talking about. Any other man would probably puff his chest and clutch his balls, stating he doesn’t weep.

      Well guess what, ladies? I’ve been known to blubber into my shirt, cry on a shoulder, burst out in an ugly Kim Kardashian-like sob over something that cuts deep.

      I’m not ashamed. I know who I am, and I own that.

      “Yes, weep.” She grins up at me but then focuses back on the trail.

      “It has to be something that really tugs on my heartstrings, like animals. They’re so innocent and when I see them get hurt, abused, or taken from their home, you can bet your pretty little ass my head will be buried in a box of tissues. Or . . . oh fuck, you know those videos of dogs being rescued from a sewer drain, given a makeover, and then they’re bouncing around, full of life, in a goddamn Hawaiian shirt at their new home? I’m drenched in tears.”

      “Animals get me too. What about soldiers coming home?”

      “No, I just feel happy for them, but not that gut-wrenching happiness that makes me buckle over. I’ll also weep if someone accomplishes their goals.”

      “Really?” she asks, seemingly stunned.

      “Oh yeah, big time. Any time one of my guys got the call up and started in the big leagues, fuck, I bawled like a baby.”

      “Bawled? I could understand being happy, but bawling?”

      I nod. “Yes, cried like a goddamn baby. But there’s a reason.” I duck under a branch and push back another for her, using the other hand to guide her by the small of her back. She leans into the touch for a second before pulling away. It feels like a glimpse of what could be.

      “Are you going to say the reason?” She chuckles.

      “Yes, give me a second. It’s nice to be dramatic, really make you feel the consuming passion when talking about this.”

      “Oh my God, just get on with it.”

      “You just sounded like Knox. Just get on with it. You make it hard to set the mood.” I clear my throat. “From middle school on, I knew one thing: I wanted to play baseball professionally. I geared my entire life around accomplishing this goal. I would practice constantly, every day, sometimes twice a day. I worked out, lifted weights, ate healthy even as a teen. I never wanted to see that goal slip from my fingers, so I held on to it tight and worked toward it, always reminding myself when I was sore and tired and exhausted why I was doing it. I had a reason. I’ve held that goal, that feeling close to my heart, waiting for the moment for me to accomplish it and knowing the joy it brought me when I did. When I see someone else accomplish their dream, I know the long hours and dedication that got them there. There is no such thing as an easy ride for elite athletes. They feel the burn in every training session or they’re doing it wrong. So, for me, it’s like I feel their emotions in that moment and it hits me hard.” I clearly remember my own tears when I was called up. Nothing has ever compared to that, and probably nothing will.

      Dottie pauses to look up at me, wonderment in her eyes. “That’s really sweet. You have a good heart, Jason.”

      “That’s a wonderful compliment. Thank you, sweet cheeks.”

      I give her a quick side hug and then continue to move forward with our hike, a smile on my face.
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        * * *

      

      “I really like your version of a hike snack. You could have brought some fruit, or trail mix, or a protein bar, but no, you went straight-up savage with nutrition and packed us puppy chow, Chips Ahoy, and chocolate-covered raisins. What happened to my carrot and guac girl?”

      “Your girl?” she asks, nudging my shoulder.

      “Yeah, you’re sucked into my world now, which means I claim you.”

      “Fair enough.” Say what? Fair enough? Does that mean she thinks she’s my girl too? We chose a spot out on a giant boulder that overlooks the lake. It’s serene, birds chirping in the background, and a few twigs snapping here and there, nothing that would cause alarm. “When I hike, I always end up famished and don’t want anything healthy. I want the bad stuff. When I was young and went on hikes at Lake Skinner with my dad, we stopped at the local 7-Eleven and bought the worst junk food possible, things my mom never allowed at home. We’d park in front of the lake, pretend to fish, and eat our snacks. Then I started bringing Emory and Lindsay with me and it became a smorgasbord.”

      “You guys have been friends for a long time.”

      “Yes, they’re my girls. We had a small falling out with Emory after high school, but we quickly made up for lost time. I can’t see my life without them. They’ve really helped me through some tough times.”

      “Yeah? Like—” A low grumble followed by a twig snapping echoes behind us. Holding still, I ask Dottie, “What was that?” She doesn’t move either.

      “That wasn’t your stomach?”

      “I’m kind of wishing it was at this point.” I swallow hard. “I think you should turn around and look.”

      “Me? You’re the man,” she says from the corner of her mouth.

      “I’m also an equal opportunist.”

      “Just look.”

      “I’m too scared,” I answer as another twig snaps, this one even closer.

      “I thought you said your fists are—”

      Snap, snap, snap.

      “Oh . . . shit.” I grip her hand, but not in the way I want to and slowly turn my head.

      Standing about ten feet away is a black bear, sniffing his way to our snacks, having zero concern that there are two humans sitting like dead ducks in front of him.

      “Oh Jesus. Oh God. Oh, I might shit myself,” I cry hysterically.

      At that moment, Dottie turns her head as well. She stifles a screech and then starts digging around her bag, pulling out the box cutter with a shaky hand.

      “Wh-what do we do?” she asks, looking terrified, almost as terrified as me, while holding the box cutter the wrong way.

      “Scream bloody murder?”

      “What about what you said to my dad? If the bear is black, fight back?”

      I sarcastically laugh. “Okay, that was a fun rhyme to spout off to your dad, but never once did I mean it.” I slowly stand and pull Dottie up with me. I clutch her backpack in my hand like a metal shield, hold it out arm distance, and grasp her hand with mine, holding on tight.

      “Are you gearing up to do something?” she asks, sounding panicked. “I feel like you’re building up for an attack. Is that what you’re doing? Jason, I need you to talk to me. Please don’t do anything rash—”

      “Ahhhhhhhhhhhh, ya ya ya ya, eeeeeeeeeee,” I cry, my nerves so shocked by my high-pitched squeal, that I actually feel my penis crawl inside my balls, praying we don’t get attacked by this enormously large, teeth-baring, sharply clawed beast of a bear. I charge forward, swinging the backpack back and forth like a death-wielding machete. Holy shit. Holy shit. Holy shit.

      My vision tunnels in on itself as I make a beeline for safety. My legs move fast, hopping over logs, pushing past low-hanging branches with the backpack, all the while towing Dottie behind me. At some point, I’m moving so fast—my deathly cry still ringing in my ears—that I’m sure Dottie’s flapping in the wind like a flag behind me, holding on for dear life.

      It isn’t until I can see the cabin—and I don’t feel like the bear has followed us—that I slow down to a steady walk. Dottie lets go of my hand and pauses to bend at the waist, her hands falling to her thighs.

      “Jesus Christ, Jason. What the hell was that?”

      “That was called saving your life. Did you see the look in that beast’s eyes? We were sitting ducks, his lunch. He was ready to bat around our bodies looking for the good meat. And trust me, my penis is good meat.”

      “The bear barely reached my hips. It wasn’t big once we stood up. And it went scampering the other way the minute it heard your ear-piercing scream. You would have heard me telling you to stop if you’d turned down your vocal cords for one second.”

      I shake my head. “No way was he hip height. I saw him point at me and make a chomping sound with his jowls. We were his dinner.”

      “Bears don’t point.”

      I thumb toward the woods. “That sadistic bastard back there did. Fucking singled me out. I had no choice but to save both of us with the sprint of our lives. Mind you, I’m incredibly slow, but I’ve never felt such wind below my feet before.” I jump a few times, adrenaline pumping through me. “Did you see my moves back there?” I wield the backpack like nunchaku and do some fancy footwork and end it on a spin. “That bear had no idea what to do with itself.”

      “That bear ran off to get a hearing aid from your lady shriek.” Dottie pulls on her ear. “Dogs for miles heard your screaming.”

      “More like war cry.” I cross my arms over my chest.

      “More like your balls crawled up inside of you to hit such a high octave.”

      More like balls shriveled up from pure terror.

      “Are you saying you weren’t impressed with my display of heroism? I was a goddamn white knight back there.”

      She looks back at me as she heads toward the cabin. “You were a petrified clown, but it was . . . cute.”

      She turns away, continuing to the cabin.

      Cute?

      I’ll take cute. It’s a start. At least, it will be once my heart rate returns to normal. Fuck.
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      Hours later, I still have Jason’s high-pitched squeal stuck in my head. It’s as if it’s on replay, constantly playing over and over again, and every time I hear it, I chuckle.

      His attack on the bear and attempt to get us out of there unscathed was one of the most comical things I’ve ever seen.

      The flail of his arms.

      The use of the backpack as a sword.

      The ear-piercing sound of an adolescent screeching for their life.

      It was almost too much to handle.

      When we got back to the house, I went to my room and laughed for a good five minutes, then I took a nap, but even at that, I dreamt of Jason running and screaming through the woods, his hand firmly gripping mine.

      I can still feel the imprint of his hand, the way it clutched tightly, the way his fingers easily looped around mine.

      I can’t remember the last time I held a man’s hand. Even though he was doing it to be my hero against a three-foot bear cub—yes, three feet, maybe—it still made me feel wild with excitement.

      Now, we’re about to make dinner and instead of feeling that excitement, I’m feeling nervous, really nervous. Being close to him, cutting things—yes, I’m really good at cheffing—and mixing things, I’m not sure I’ll be able to hold it together. I’ve thought of at least twenty beary punny one-liners that I’m struggling to stop smiling about using. And I want . . . I want him to see me as more than a friend, but I’m not sure of the right time. Is there such a thing?

      Before leaving my room, I take one last look at myself in the mirror. I chose a simple pair of leggings and a shirt that hangs off my right shoulder, showing off the strap of my bralette. I left my hair in a high ponytail to keep it away from the food. And even though it seemed like Jason liked my glasses, I leave my contacts in because I don’t want to be fumbling around with glasses if we so happen to progress things further. That’s positive thinking though, who knows what will happen tonight?

      On a deep breath, I exit my room and walk into the main living space. That’s where I spot Jason hunched over the counter, looking at his phone. When he hears me approach, he turns and his face lights up when he takes me in.

      God, that’s a look that will never get old.

      “Hey, you look comfy.”

      “I am. Thanks.”

      He claps his hands together. “Are you ready for this?”

      “As much as I can be.” He takes me by the shoulders and directs me into the kitchen. Wearing nothing but a pair of jeans and a plain, dark green shirt, he looks amazing, especially with the no shoes and socks.

      Barefoot and in the kitchen; doesn’t get better than that. What on earth am I thinking? If he took off his shirt, it would get better. Not sure how I can make that happen . . .

      “All right. I chose something easy for us to make, something that wouldn’t be too hard for you to replicate.”

      I look at the ingredients, trying to decipher what it is. “Uhh, what are we making?”

      “Gnocchi. I thought about making my homemade spaghetti sauce but figured that would be too much for you in one go, but we will be making our own garlic bread.”

      “You want to make pasta? Are you insane?”

      He chuckles. “It’s not as hard as you think. I already have the potatoes cooked and softened. We need to start shaving them down and then we can make the dough.”

      He brings a plate of potatoes over to the main island along with a cheese grater. “Do you expect me to do this?”

      “It’s not hard. Have you ever grated cheese?”

      “No.”

      He sighs but laughs at the same time. “Okay, so we’re at a real basic level then.”

      “If I can’t microwave it, I can’t do it.”

      “Good to know.” Stepping up behind me, he wraps his arms around me and brings his hands to mine. His chest is flush against my back while his head hangs forward over my shoulder. God, he smells so good, and he feels so good. This is exactly what I wanted. This kind of close proximity. I just didn’t think it was going to happen this fast.

      Talking softly, he says, “Okay, hold the grater with this hand, and then move the potato up and down over those ridges, like this.” He demonstrates and I nod, the whole time wishing we would stay in this position the whole night or at least a version of it. “Yeah, just like that. Good job, Dottie. You continue to shave down the potatoes while I measure out the rest of the ingredients.”

      He pulls away and I instantly feel like messing up so he can return to his previous position, arms wrapped around me, his scent filling the air around us. But I also don’t want to look completely incompetent, so I continue to shred.

      “Who taught you how to cook this meal?”

      “My grandpa. He was the chef in the house. Owned his own restaurant for quite some time. He would always tell me the best way to a woman’s heart was knowing your way around the kitchen. We would spend hours cooking together. When I wasn’t training.”

      “That’s sweet. So is this one of his famous recipes?”

      “Yeah, he was known for his pasta, which was funny since he’s not Italian. He’s Irish. Ireland gets a bad reputation for not having the best food. One of my grandpa’s favorite things to say was he was an Irishman who knew how to cook better pasta than his Italian friends.”

      “I’m sure that chapped their asses.”

      He pauses, mid scoop with his flour. “Chapped their asses?” A low rumble of a laugh rolls through his chest, the sound positively delicious. “I’ve never heard that phrase before.”

      “Seriously? My dad says it all the time. He always asked me if I intended on chapping his ass whenever I did something wrong.”

      “Did you ever offer him up ChapStick? I could totally see you doing that, the smart-ass in you.”

      “Not ChapStick,” I answer. “But petroleum jelly. I gave it to him the Christmas of my senior year in high school with a card that said, for all the times I chapped your ass.”

      “Oh, that’s fucking perfect.” Jason laughs some more. “Please tell me he loved it.”

      “I think it was the hardest I ever saw him laugh. Then he cried, of course, because I was going off to college. I assured him I’d still be able to chap his ass long distance . . . and I did.”

      “Oh, I’m sure you did.”

      I move on to the next potato, picking up my pace. “What about you, are you close with your parents?”

      “Yup, my whole family actually. Natalie is my sister, she helps me run my foundation, The Lineup. She’s actually the CEO, and I’m just the pretty face.” He flashes me his best smile. Pretty face indeed. “And of course, Joseph, my twin brother who has cerebral palsy, is my best friend. We’re really tight-knit, and I think it all stems from wanting to give Joseph the best life possible. Natalie and I became super protective of him and my parents encouraged it.”

      “That’s really amazing. I admire that. Other people could have been resentful about having to take care of a sibling their whole life, catering to their daily activities, but you weren’t. You embraced it.”

      Jason shrugs. “He’s my brother. We shared a womb together. I would do anything for him.”

      He sets the measured-out ingredients to the side and props his hip on the counter, facing me.

      “Can I tell you something?”

      “Of course.”

      “You know how you said I was a sob baby?”

      “Yes, how you cry about everything.”

      “Yup.” He chuckles. “Well, the last time I full-on bawled was when I finally realized that Joseph would be able to go to all my games again. Well, at least all my home games. In my contract, I made a stipulation that he would have a permanent handicap seat dedicated to him and his guest so no matter what, he always had a seat at my game. When they said yes to it and made it happen, I lost it.”

      I finish up the last potato and then turn to Jason. Talk about one of the biggest hearts I’ve ever seen, ever met. Jason is the winner. He has a heart you don’t see very often, one that’s genuine, positive, and so addicting that all you want to do is be surrounded by it.

      And I not only want to be surrounded by his heart and his personality, I want to be consumed by it, and quite frankly? That fucking terrifies me. I feel this pull within me, warning me about getting too close, not to trust his pretty façade, not to fall for possible hypocrisy. To deny my want. But then I consider how he stepped back when he believed he’d pushed me too far. How he squeezed himself into my life despite my often-bitchy charade, content to be my friend. Because what man does that voluntarily? It’s not him that has a hidden agenda, although I know without a doubt now that it’s not the stupid deal that’s driving my actions. My heart. After being very anti-relationship, very cynical that men had something I wanted, my heart is being lured in. Jason Orson is hypnotic. And I’m not sure I can deny that for myself. I want him to know how incredible I believe he is.

      I reach out and take his hand in mine. Staring into his eyes, I say with full conviction and not an ounce of sarcasm, “You are one of the best men I know.”

      “Thank you.” He smiles sheepishly. “Uh, we kind of got off course. Want to continue with this gnocchi?”

      “Of course.” I pull my hand away and face the counter. Jason moves the ingredients closer and then stands behind me again, his chest to my back, his arms wrapped around me, his head next to mine.

      Talking softly he says, “Okay, we’re going to mix all these ingredients together with our hands.” He takes mine in his and starts pouring the ingredients together directly onto the countertop. His lips practically kissing my ear, he continues, “Now we don’t want to overmix, just enough, and then we form a hole, a little nest for our egg.”

      “Like this?” I ask, forming a “nest” like he said.

      “Perfect,” he answers, his breath sending goosebumps down my body. “Mix it all together until it’s a dough-like consistency.” Together, we mix, and mix, and mix. Clumps form on our fingers, then fall off in disgusting chunks, but I’m comforted from the closeness of Jason and the way he seems to not back away but rather keeps his body as close to mine as possible. “Clumping is the worst,” he says, pulling at the dough clumps on my fingers. “But look, see how it’s forming a good consistency?” He picks up a pinch of flour and dusts the countertop, making it less sticky.

      Once the dough is formed, he says, “Here comes the fun part. We have to roll it out and cut it up.”

      He slides his dough-covered fingers up my forearms and spreads them out with a slight suggestion. He picks up a piece of dough and starts rolling it on the counter. Once it resembles a snake, he takes my hands and I roll with him.

      “Isn’t this fun?”

      I turn to look at him, his body covering mine, his head inches from mine. “It’s a lot of fun.” Before I turn back to the gnocchi, I give myself a second to stare at him, to hopefully portray in my eyes how quickly he makes my heart beat, how with one flash of his grin, he lights me up inside.

      I swipe my lips with my tongue and he watches, so I do it again, but slower this time, just letting the tip of my tongue peek out. His eyes follow, darkening, narrowing.

      From behind, I can feel his chest grow tighter, thicker with his breath.

      His arms tighten around me and for a split second, when he leans a few inches closer, I think he’s going to kiss me, that he might actually want me. But before I can catch another breath, he clears his throat and steps away, leaving me cold and wanting.

      Embarrassed, I go back to rolling while I hear him digging around in the drawers.

      This is ridiculous. I’ve hit on men before. I’ve made the first move before. Hell, I’ve flashed men just to get them to take me to their room before. I’m no innocent. I’ve been around the block, and yet, for some reason, trying to make something happen with Jason seems next to impossible.

      Is it because he’s too good for me? Subconsciously, I don’t think I deserve him?

      Is it because if he lets me down, hurts me, I’ll lose all faith in men?

      Probably a combination of all three.

      “Sorry,” he says, coming back to the island. This time, he doesn’t get behind me to help, but stands to my side. Well, if that isn’t a clear-cut sign of disinterest, I don’t know what is. After all, it’s exactly what I did to him when we first met. Probably gave him too many lessons in how to give the perfect cold shoulder. Okay. “I was trying to find a knife.” He sets it on the counter. “This one should do. Just start cutting the roll into one-inch chunks and then we’ll set them to the side.”

      “Okay,” I say, cutting up the long dough snake into the signature shape of gnocchi. “Hey, if I forget to say this later, after all is said and done, thank you for teaching me this. You really didn’t have to.”

      “And you really didn’t have to bring me here with you.”

      “It wouldn’t have been the same without you.” I give him a curt smile and then start chopping the dough again, him helping with every piece . . . but from far away.
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        * * *

      

      Dinner was amazing, some of the best pasta I’ve ever eaten. Jason complained about the pasta sauce, wishing he made his own, but I said it was tasty and was very pleased with it.

      Making gnocchi wasn’t too hard. The tricky part was boiling the little pieces and then frying them right after. It took a lot of concentration and timing, but Jason was a huge help. And the garlic bread, there was no burning it. It came out a perfect golden brown and was crispy and buttery and so, so delicious. I may have had a few too many pieces.

      After dinner, I cleaned up the kitchen and made Jason sit at the counter and talk to me while I did the dishes.

      We talked about stupid things like our favorite places to eat in Chicago, who has the best deep-dish pizza, and what our favorite place to visit in the city is. We joked, teased each other, and we undoubtedly kept stealing glances. I would catch him looking at my butt and he would catch me scanning his chest and the way his muscles pulled against the fabric.

      A thick air started to form between us, the desire in our eyes evident, or at least that’s what I thought. Once the dishes were done, Jason retired to the couch and started reading a book.

      That’s where we are now, both on the couch, both with a book in our hand, but unlike him, who keeps flipping through his pages completely captivated by the Stephen King novel perched in his hands, I’ve read the same two sentences for the past thirty minutes. My concentration is shot and my nerves have unraveled.

      Our legs are stretched out on the couch together, his in the front, mine in the back and the only light in the room is coming from the two side tables with tall lights on them. I have this pulsing itch to drop my book to the side and climb on top of his lap; it’s so bold and vibrant in my head I can’t think of anything else. All I can envision is the way he’d grab my hips and hold me still as I situated myself on top of him. I’d quickly remove my shirt with my bra following close behind. I’d show him with my hands how I like my tits to be played with, how I love for my nipples to be pinched. I’d encourage him to touch me, holding my breath the entire time . . .

      “Mmm,” I moan, just in time for my eyes to widen and notice that I said that out loud.

      I look past my book to where Jason lifts his head to take me in. “Are you okay?”

      “Mm-hmm, yup. Just uh, thinking about that dinner again, it was really good.”

      “It was.” He smiles and goes back to reading.

      Jesus.

      Get it together, Dottie.

      Focus on this book. This . . .

      What the hell am I reading?

      Jason shifts on the couch, his leg brushing against mine, the friction heating me from the tips of my toes to my core as an aching sensation starts to build between my legs.

      It’s been so long since I’ve been with a man, so long since I’ve had that sweet release only a talented guy can give.

      Just looking at Jason, I know he’d be a good lover. Not just good, but exceptional. Probably world-altering. His caring demeanor would make him a giving lover, but the alpha side I’ve seen here and there persuades me that he wouldn’t be polite in the bedroom.

      His toe brushes against mine and I peek over my book to look at him, but all I can see is the book in front of his face. Damn it.

      But then his foot rubs against mine.

      One stroke.

      Two.

      Oh fuck . . . three. Every last nerve ending in my body is starting to tingle from the thought that this could be it, this is the open invitation I’ve been looking for, the—

      “Holy shit.” Jason sits straight up and lowers his book.

      “What?” I ask, being knocked from my fantasies.

      “This book, it’s fucking scary.”

      “Oh.” I chuckle. “Do you need me to hold you?”

      “Yeah, I fucking do.” He shifts on the couch so he leans against the back and he props his feet up on the coffee table in front of him, then he takes my arm and swings me around as well until I’m plastered against his side, his arm draped over my shoulder holding me tight. “There,” he says, while letting out a deep breath. “Are you comfortable?”

      No.

      I’m horny.

      And being next to you, this close, taking in your cologne and being wrapped up by your beefy arm, it’s not helping my libido.

      “Very comfortable, thanks.”

      “Are you liking your book?”

      “Sure, yup. It’s great,” I answer, not knowing one thing about it.

      “Good.” He turns back to his book. The fire crackles in front of us, the mood set for romance, but there isn’t one ounce of romance stirring in this cabin. Just gnocchi-making, high-fiving friends.

      What would he do if I stole his book away from him, tossed it to the side, and straddled his lap? Welcome me? Stick his hand up my shirt? Motorboat me?

      God, I’d love a good motorboating. Scruff rubbing back and forth between my breasts, marring my skin with beard burn. What I wouldn’t give for that right now.

      I guess I can’t be mad, because even though we don’t have our tongues down each other’s throats, at least he’s holding me. I’ve never simply sat like this with a guy, enjoying the quiet, content in his arms. It makes me feel . . . safe. Adored.  And that right there should be good enough for me.

      Right?
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        * * *

      

      “I’m tired,” Jason says, startling me from staring at my page. “I’m going to bed.”

      He strokes my arm lightly with his fingers, once again skyrocketing my pulse.

      “What about you? Are you going to stay up a little longer?”

      I shake my head and lift myself out of his embrace, feeling incredibly hot all of a sudden. I stand from the couch and release the straps of the robe I’m wearing, revealing one of the silk nightgowns I brought with me.

      Jason looks up at me, his eyes quickly traveling down my body before he clears his throat and stands as well.

      “I’m going to bed.”

      “Yeah . . . me too,” he says awkwardly, setting his book down on the coffee table. He grabs the back of his neck, looking me in the eyes for a brief second before his eyes travel down my body once again, taking longer to observe my breasts. I know my nipples are hard, I can feel them press against the silk of the fabric, and it’s obvious Jason sees them too from the way he tries not to look at them.

      Maybe I was going about this seduction thing entirely the wrong way.

      I let my robe drop all the way off my arms and then toss it over the back of the couch. I run my hand over my chest and say, “I didn’t realize how hot I was until just now. You’re like a furnace.”

      “Yeah, it did get pretty hot in here, huh?” He pulls at his shirt, wafting air inside. “Should I put water on the fire?”

      I shake my head. “It’s just embers, and they’ll die down soon.”

      “Yeah, okay.” He glances at my breasts again.

      I step forward and press my hand against his chest as one of the straps to my nightgown falls down my shoulder. His eyes travel with its descent and then find mine again.

      “Thank you for tonight. For today, saving us from the bear, the dinner. It was a lot of fun.”

      “You’re welcome,” he says, his voice growing soft. He lifts his arm and with the slightest touch, he slowly brings the strap of my nightgown back up my shoulder and then he leaves his hand there, in the crook of my shoulder and neck. His thumb travels along my collarbone, back and forth, back and forth as he stares into my eyes. “You did a good job in the kitchen.”

      “You think?” I ask, stepping in a little closer, the moment intensifying, sparking with awareness.

      “Yeah, I do. A few more lessons and you’ll be inviting me over for dinner.”

      “You might be pushing your luck.” I smile at him.

      He smiles back.

      And then we stare.

      Our breaths heavy, our needs evident in our body language, in the grip we have on each other.

      Just do it. Just lean down and kiss me. Please take away this ache I feel in my bones.

      His thumb moves tantalizingly over my collarbone, slower, more deliberate.

      His eyes burn with heat, quietly communicating.

      His chest leans in, brushing against my hard nipples.

      And when my hand climbs to his neck, he sucks in a sharp breath right before stepping away, putting a good two feet between us, and draining all the air from my lungs in defeat.

      “Uh, yeah, bed. I’m going to go to bed.” He walks backward and trips over a side table, falling flat on his ass.

      Thunk.

      The cabin floors shake from the massive male that just fell to the floor, the vibration rocking center.

      He quickly scrambles up, pulling on the table for assistance, only for it to start to tip over, sending the table lamp careening to the floor with a crash.

      “Shit,” he mumbles, while gathering the lamp and its cord. Haphazardly he attempts to wrap the cord around the trunk of the lamp but fails miserably as the trunk is thin, and he has to wrap it multiple times. Finally he gives up, sets it on the table on its side, and then stands.

      With a loud laugh, too loud of a laugh, like he’s trying to use his laugh to erase the memory of him fumbling around from my memory, he claps his hands, points at me with playful finger guns, and then takes off without another word.

      What the hell was that?

      I’ll tell you what it wasn’t.

      It wasn’t a good-night kiss. Nor was it an invitation back to his room. Instead, his pride is probably bruised and his libido is shot from embarrassment. Perfect.

      But what really is starting to chap my ass, is why he didn’t kiss me in that moment. What held him back? I saw it in his eyes. I saw it in his body. So why the hesitation?

      Maybe because he doesn’t want to start anything with me.

      I don’t sleep well. My mind whirls with what I could have possibly done wrong. What could have turned him off. But the more I think about it, the more I know I did nothing wrong. I was clear in my intentions. I did everything but jump his bones . . . and he still turned away.

      Which only means one thing: he’s not interested.

      I’m totally screwed with this deal.

      And now I’m mad.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        JASON

      

      

      “I need help,” I whisper, keeping a look out for Dottie through the car window.

      “Jesus . . . Christ,” Knox says through the phone. “What now? I thought I told you to make a move.”

      “Yeah, well, I didn’t initiate anything.” I was nervous.

      “Will you grow a goddamn pair? Fuck, man. It’s not hard; say, ‘Will you go out with me?’ ”

      “But she’s different. She’s so cold, emotionless at times, and she’s hard to read. And we had a moment last night.”

      “Yeah, please, tell me about this moment. I’m just waiting on pins and needles,” Knox says sarcastically.

      “You know, I could call Carson instead. I don’t have to share my intimate life with you.”

      “I’d prefer it that way.”

      “Well, you’re going to hear it, you insensitive prick,” I seethe, ducking to keep my eye out the window, the phone pressed tightly against my ear. Fuck, the hours I spent listening to his whiny ass over Emory. Years’ worth. Now it’s my turn.

      “Joy,” he deadpans. “Okay, so the moment.”

      Even though he acts like this is painful, I know no matter what, Knox would be there for me. He’s there for every one of us because he’s always been the glue that held us together. The guy we all turned to. Our captain.

      “We were about to go to bed and we had this odd embrace before we took off, not a hug, but more of a touching of sorts.”

      “You touched her boobs?”

      “No.”

      “Her side boob?”

      “No.”

      “Her ass?”

      “No.”

      “Her . . . pussy?”

      “No, for fuck’s sake.”

      “Then where did you touch her?”

      I take a deep breath and think back to how smooth her skin was, how beautiful it was to see her chest rise and fall with her breath so close. On a dreamy sigh, I answer, “Her collarbone.”

      Silence.

      More silence.

      “Did you hear me? I said collar—”

      “I fucking heard you. You touched her collarbone, and you’re acting like you had access to her nipples? What the fuck is wrong with you?”

      I scoff. “You wouldn’t know what romance was if it tapped at your dick and asked you to fuck it.”

      “That makes zero sense, and I’m two seconds from hanging up. So you touched her collarbone,” he says in a girly voice. “And?”

      “I was going in, man, I was prepping to kiss her but then, I froze. I fucking froze. I wasn’t sure if she wanted me to kiss her or what, but when it came down to it, I put distance between us, stumbled over a goddamn table, and then ran away with my tail tucked between my legs.” I drag my hand down my face. “What is wrong with me? She’s so goddamn beautiful and funny, and a force, but when it comes to actually committing the last two inches, I can’t seem to make it happen. I don’t know, I really think I’m nervous.”

      “I can’t handle you right now.”

      “That’s not helpful. What do I do?” I whine.

      “I don’t know, maybe stop acting like a ball-less asshole and actually take what you want? Stop being all talk, and actually take some action.”

      Dottie takes that moment to appear from the gas station.

      “Oh shit, I have to go.”

      “Don’t call me until you’ve done something. We’re back in two days, and you better be at least kissing by then.”

      He hangs up before I can reply. I stuff my phone in my pocket, look straight out the window with both my hands on the steering wheel, holding them at ten and two. The door opens and she takes a seat, going straight to her seatbelt to strap herself in.

      This entire car ride has been uncomfortable. We haven’t really spoken, we haven’t played music, we’ve just sat there in silence. Every time I try to talk to her, she shuts me down quickly. I know how to read a room—or car for that matter—and she’s pissed.

      Yup, really fucking mad.

      She’s tense, she has a pinch in her brow, and she’s curt with me. To say the water is icy over on her side is an understatement. So I’ve stayed far away.

      I clear my throat. “Go pee?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Did you wash your hands?”

      Her head tilts to the side. “What kind of question is that?”

      “A valid one. No one wants public restroom hands all over their car.” Not the way to win her heart, saying she has piss hands, but then again, at least she’s talking . . . right?

      “I washed my hands, and I don’t need reminding from you about it either.”

      “Sheesh,” I say, pushing my luck. “Sorr—eee for asking.” Because I’m curious, I ask, “Did they have the beef jerky I wanted?”

      She glances at me and then lifts her bundled-up sweatshirt to the window and rests her head against it, closing her eyes immediately and shutting me out.

      “I’m going to take that as a no.”
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        * * *

      

      What was supposed to be a relaxing weekend full of fresh air and the sounds of nature flittering in and out of my ears has turned into a tension-filled mess.

      Car is parked. Bags have been removed from the back. And we’re currently exiting the elevator to our respective apartments, Dottie leading the way in an almost all-out sprint.

      Fine my me. I get to watch her ass jiggle in those leggings.

      Might be the last time I get the chance after how uncomfortable things are between us.

      I’m soaking up that jiggle as much as I can.

      When we reach our doors, she’s already unlocked hers and halfway in when I say, “Great weekend, thanks for the—”

      Her door slams.

      “—invite,” I finish to myself. Well, that couldn’t have gone any better.

      I consider knocking on her door, asking her how I could make things better, but I’m pretty sure she wants to be alone right now and honestly, I think I would be a dead man walking if I knocked on her door.

      Kicked in the crotch by her words no doubt.

      Not in the mood, so I unlock my door and start to settle in my apartment. I leave my suitcase in the entryway because even though I might be quite the lady of the house, I can also be a slob occasionally and taking care of a suitcase is never the first thing I do when I get home.

      Nope, I need comfort food.

      I head straight to the kitchen where I pull out a beer, pop the top off, and take a long swig. Pretzel bites, Daddy needs some pretzel bites.

      With queso.

      I rummage through my freezer, grateful I have some, splash them on a baking sheet, and stick them in the oven. I then look through my pantry and spot an unopen jar of queso. Bingo, bango!

      It might have been a shitty last twelve hours, but things are about to be in my favor.

      When everything starts to heat up, I go to my TV and start scrolling through the On Demand movies.

      GASP! Isn’t it Romantic is available. I’ve heard great things about the rom-com starring Rebel Wilson and Adam Devine. Don’t mind if I do.

      Now I just need to get into my flannel jam-jams and this will be—

      Knock. Knock.

      Actually it was more of a POUND. POUND.

      There is only one person who could make such a threatening sound with their fist, and I’m pretty sure they’re a five-foot-six force of nature with black hair and clear blue eyes.

      I stand there, in my living room, contemplating if I should answer in a high-pitched voice, “No one’s here,” or if I should answer.

      I take a step forward toward the door.

      POUND, POUND.

      My balls hug each other, collectively protecting my unfertilized children.

      Another step forward.

      POUND, POUND.

      My dick turtles in on itself, uncircumcising its own length.

      One more step.

      POUND. POUND. POUND.

      My nipples shrivel up into dust, leaving a note behind that says “You’re on your own, buddy.”

      One last step.

      POUND. POUND. POUND. POUND

      My sphincter swallows in on itself, soldering my ass cheeks together, making it so there’s no entrance or exit available.

      Swallowing hard, I say, “N-no one’s h-here,” in my best ladylike voice.

      “Open the goddamn door, Jason.”

      I yelp and leap back, feeling the hiss of her tongue lick the side of my neck through the door.

      Demon possessed, it’s the only way one could possibly make an entire body recoil with fear. If I wasn’t so worried about her seeping through the crack under my door and attacking me with her serpent tongue, I’d slowly back away, but a slithering Dottie does not seem appealing, so I open the door to an irate woman, hand on her hip, irritation heavy in her eyes.

      “Oh, hey, didn’t know that was you.”

      She steps up, points her manicured finger at me and says, “Cut the crap, Jason.”

      I hold my hands up. “Whoa, whoa, whoa. Where’s all this hostility coming from?”

      She pokes my chest, her finger feeling like an ice pick trying to pierce my skin. “You know what it’s from.”

      “Mind reading seems like one hell of a super power, unfortunately, I haven’t been able to obtain such an anomaly.”

      And then, after that snarky comment, the top of her head pops right off, hair and all. Her eyebrows turn into flames, her eyes morph into green slits with a red ring of death around them, and her mouth hinges wide open, her canines turning into straight-up fangs.

      Hissing and spitting, steam pouring from her ears, her fingers change into death-defying claws. In the matter of seconds, she transforms into a mythical creature that has yet to be discovered in the land of fantasy. A new species, one that’s sole purpose is to destroy any and all men with the name Jason Orson.

      World, it’s been nice knowing you. Please remember me for the following:

      Baseball’s finest ass—firm and tight.

      THE towel picture.

      Perfectly proportioned balls to dick ratio.

      Sensitive man-bear with an uppercut that can rip open a jaw.

      And of course, the most important accomplishment of my entire life, the ability to razzle-dazzle my peers with a combination of mayo, dill, and potatoes. #BestDamnTatoSaladEver

      Through clenched teeth, her jaw so tight, I can see every vein in her once elegant, now scaly neck, she seethes, “Why . . . didn’t . . . you”—her jaw juts out, and I really am terrified for the next few words that take their time to form in her mouth—“kiss . . . ME . . . IN THE CABIN?” She enunciates every word with evil precision.

      Why didn’t I kiss her? Maybe because I knew secretly she had it within her to morph into the thing she is right now.

      I gulp and bump into my doorway as I try to gain some distance, but it’s useless because she follows me. At least when I die, I’ll be in the comfort of my own dwelling. It’s small miracles like this that make me feel at ease with my impending doom.

      “Why didn’t I kiss you? Well, I mean, you’re just so lovely, and look at you—”

      “Jason,” she booms, her voice a combination of James Earl Jones and an unhinged woman on the verge of an all-out mental breakdown. I’ve never heard anything like it, let alone my name spoken with such baritone and hysteria at the same time.

      Kind of wish I could make her say it again, just to study the pitch—

      “Are you paying attention?”

      “What? Of course. You want to know why I didn’t kiss you. Well, you know”—I dig my hands in my pockets, backing up again—“it’s kind of funny.” Her eyes narrow and I swear, I might be delirious, but I swear I just saw her serpent tongue flash before me. “Uh, about the kissing. Well, there’s kissing and then there’s no kissing, you know?”

      “What?”

      “Man and woman, wow, what a combination. The things they can do with their mouths. But also, man with man, woman with woman, man, man woman. Then there’s woman, woman—”

      “I swear to God—”

      “You know.” I tap her shoulder and she nearly bites my hand off. Oh God, don’t touch her, man. “I was just going to say swearing to God could be offensive, but I think I’ll keep that one to myself.” I tap my temple, quick learner. “So, about the kissing. Yes, lips and mouths, they do those things you know. Quite a spectacle.” I lean forward. “Have you ever kissed anyone?”

      “Arghhh,” she shouts, tossing her arms to the sky and charging back to her apartment, slamming my door in the process.

      Well . . . that wasn’t so bad after all.
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        * * *

      

      Jason: That conversation was weird, huh?

      Jason: For what it’s worth, you truly held your composure.

      Jason: I wasn’t frightened at all.

      Jason: Okay, throwing down some honesty. I was a little frightened.

      Jason: Just a little, nothing like pissing my pants or anything like that.

      Jason: Did you know you have a pulsing vein in your forehead when you’re angry?

      Jason: I counted its pulse rate and I think you might have high blood pressure.

      Jason: I’m not a nurse, I don’t know about blood pressure, but CVS has one of those arm-pressure-checker things. Want me to take you? #WorriedAboutYourHealth

      Jason: #PulsingVein

      Jason: #SerpentTongue

      Jason: ^^ Oh shit that was for Knox.

      Jason: I wasn’t saying you have a serpent tongue. I’m sure your tongue is normal. Not one ounce of evil in it.

      Jason: Okay, I was talking about your tongue.

      Jason: I feel like since you’re not texting back I might be digging myself an even bigger hole than before. Am I right?

      Jason: I’m going to take your silence as a yes, which in that case, you don’t have a serpent tongue. Love that pulsing vein, and not once was I frightened. There. *Wipes forehead* Glad we cleared that up. Have a good night. #GodBless

      Jason: P.S. Don’t know why I said God bless, just go with it. #PrayerHands

      Jason: P.S.S. I’m wearing my flannel jam-jams. I like when they ride up in my crack. #FeelsNice

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        DOTTIE

      

      

      Sitting in a third grader’s seat, my lunch spread out over a desk that belongs to Juniper apparently, I watch as one of my best friends laughs hysterically to the point of tears streaming down her face, her head buried in the desk across from mine, her shoulders shaking so hard and so fast that I’m afraid she might hurt herself.

      I’m unamused.

      So I sit back in the tiny chair, arms crossed, and wait for Lindsay to catch her breath.

      It takes a while because every time she starts to talk, she lets out another roar of a laugh, denying her ability to talk through her hysterics. There’s no point even trying to understand her so I reach out, dip a carrot into my guac, and chew.

      And chew.

      And chew.

      “Enough, Lindsay, it’s not that funny.”

      She waves her hand in front of her face, her other hand clutched to my phone. “Oh . . . my . . . God . . . I’m”—hiccup—“dying.”

      That’s obvious; she didn’t need to announce it to the empty classroom.

      After last night’s mental crisis—that’s what I’m calling it now—I decided to have an emergency lunch with Lindsay to find out what I should do with the barrage of texts I received from Jason last night.

      I was surprised to even get anything from him after his mumbling about mouths and lips and men and women. What the hell was that? For a minor second, I thought he was having a stroke but then realized, it’s just him.

      So far, coming here to ask Lindsay for advice has been pointless.

      “If you’re just going to sit there and laugh, I’m leaving. Hand me my phone.”

      She shakes her head and clutches the phone to her chest. “I need to screenshot these and send them to me.” She laughs even harder, a tear slipping down her cheek. “Hashtag God bless.”

      “Fine, I’ll just buy a new phone.” I stand but she snags my hand.

      “Pull the stick out, Dottie, and sit down.” She tugs on me just enough that I’m forced to take a seat.

      “Can you stop laughing? This is serious. I have no idea what to do. This guy is unlike anyone I’ve ever met. I don’t know what to do with him.”

      She wipes her tears away and sobers up. “It’s clear he doesn’t know what to do with you either. So no reason why he didn’t kiss you?”

      “None.” I sigh.

      On the way home from the cabin, I was texting Lindsay, telling her everything that happened, well, everything that didn’t happen. She was as confused as I was, and then when I filled her in on last night and showed her the texts, she lost it—clearly.

      “It seems so”—she pauses, her mouth falling open—“oh my God, Dottie.”

      “What?” I ask, sitting a little taller. I know that look on Lindsay’s face; that’s the look of understanding.

      “He’s gay.”

      “What? No, he’s not gay. Emory would have said something.”

      “Yes, he is. Why else would he recoil after being so close to you? Moments from kissing?”

      “But I saw him staring at my breasts.”

      “Of course he did.” She slides my phone to me. “He was probably curious since he usually sees man pecs all the time.” She whispers, “He’s gay, sweetie, which oh boy does that put a kink in your plans for dating him. Deeply and passionately in love, if he comes out, the Carltons are going to call bullshit.”

      “No.” I shake my head. “He’s not gay . . .”

      Is he?

      No . . .

      But . . . no.

      “He’s not,” I say, trying to convince myself even though Lindsay planted a seed of doubt.

      She shrugs and takes a bite of her bologna sandwich. “Suit yourself, but he’s gay.” What? She cannot be serious. Jason Orson . . . gay. No, I can’t go there, especially when I consider his words in the cabin, and how they turned me on more than anything else in my life.

      “Your body heaves, your spine straightens and with one small flick of his tongue over your right breast, you tumble over into ecstasy . . . you’re calling out his name, begging him to make it last longer.” It was so hot. But . . . he had ample times to touch me, kiss me. I felt his body hard against my back. He leaned into my neck while helping me make gnocchi. I offered him my body. But . . . he didn’t kiss me. He didn’t take what I offered him. Hell, is he gay?

      Huh, that would explain the obsession with his potato salad.
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        * * *

      

      Plants are watered.

      Sweats have replaced my pencil skirt.

      And my hair is knotted on the top of my head.

      On a deep breath, I push up my glasses and raise my hand, knocking twice on the door across from mine.

      I told myself I wasn’t going to do this. That I was going to drop the entire façade of trying to date Jason and get him to be in a relationship with me. It’s become such a big mess, and honestly, is the Carlton account really worth it?

      But then I got an update on the plans we’ve been mapping out for the acreage and hope and excitement bloomed inside of me.

      So, here I am. At the threshold of Jason’s apartment, with one question on my mind . . .

      The door swings open, Jason’s torso covered in a boring red apron. He’s wearing a tank that shows off his sculpted shoulders, and on top of his head, he’s wearing a white chef’s hat.

      Good God. What on earth am I to do with this paradoxical man?

      “Dottie.” He bows with a wooden spoon in his hand. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”

      “Are you gay?” I don’t even beat around the bush. I get right to the point because frankly, I’m just tired. Tired of it all.

      He blinks a few times. “Gay? What do you mean? Like . . . happy?”

      Jesus.

      Christ.

      “No, like gay. Do you like men?”

      “They’re the best kind of friends. Girls are good friends too, but I really only have guy friends. They’re so chill and—”

      “Do you like penis in your mouth?” I shout, wishing this man knew how to answer a simple question.

      “Ohhh . . . I see what you’re asking here. Am I gay?”

      “Yes,” I answer exasperated. “I didn’t think I needed to spell it out any other way. Are you?”

      “Gay?” He shakes his head. “No.”

      Well, that solves that. I spin on my heel and head back to my apartment, slamming the door behind me.

      Back to square one.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “He’s secretly married for a green card.”

      “Are you insane?” I ask Lindsay through the phone. “He’s from Chicago.”

      “Or so you think he is. People will say pretty much anything to stay in the country. Bet you he has a green card marriage. Ask him.”

      “I’m not asking him,” I say, biting on my bottom lip.

      “Suit yourself.”
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        * * *

      

      Knock. Knock.

      I tap the ground impatiently, my arms crossed over my chest.

      He answers the door, still in his apron and white hat.

      “Two visits in one night, how did I become so—”

      “Do you have a green card marriage?”

      He scratches his unshaven scruff with his wooden spoon. “Huh, not that I know of.”

      “Ugh,” I groan, walking back to my apartment and slamming the door.
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        * * *

      

      “He’s a virgin.”

      “Will you stop?” I groan.

      “It’s the only other explanation. He stares at your boobs, rubs your collarbone, but when push comes to shove, he fumbles and stumbles away. Total virgin.”

      “Jason Orson is not a virgin.”
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        * * *

      

      Knock. Knock.

      Tap, tap, tap.

      Door unlocks, Jason appears. “I knew it was going to be you.” He smiles charmingly and asks, “Okay, I’m ready, what’s your next question?”

      I hate him.

      I really, really hate . . . hell, who am I kidding? There’s no way I could hate this man, no matter how hard I tried.

      Succumbing to my last inquiry of the night, I ask, “Are you a virgin?”

      “Well, depends.” I perk up, is he? “Some might consider me a born-again virgin given my lack of sex life lately, but actual virgin, no. Lost the V-card at fifteen to a lovely girl named Mindy. Poor girl.”

      Yeah, I didn’t think he was a virgin.

      “Was that it? Anything else you want to know?”

      I stare for a few seconds, at a complete loss. I could ask him why he didn’t kiss me, but it just seems like I’ll never get the answer at this point.

      Maybe it’s simple . . . maybe he just didn’t want to and that’s a reality I’ll have to face.

      Feeling sad, I shake my head, turn to my apartment, and shut the door behind me. It’s official. I’m unwantable. Is that even a word? The one thing I didn’t believe when I was betrayed was that I’d never know the true love of a man, that I was simply unwanted. I hadn’t doubted me. My self-confidence never took a hit with . . . him, because I blamed their deceit on his own vapid and selfish ways. But maybe, just maybe, I’ve been wrong. One of the best straight men I know doesn’t find me attractive. I’d been a game to him initially, but once I showed interest, albeit ingenuine . . . kind of . . . he backed off. Fuck. What a stupid, stupid night, I could have been—

      Knock. Knock.

      I slowly turn around and look through the peephole, not that I need to. I know who it is, but I look anyway.

      I open the door and the minute he’s fully in view—sans apron and hat—I catch the determination in his eyes as his large frame swoops into my apartment, snags my body, and presses me against the wall. His hands immediately grip my jaw and before I can give it a thought, his lips descend onto mine, claiming my mouth the way I’ve always dreamed of.

      There’s no humor in his kiss. No fumbling. It’s as if this has been the kiss I’ve been waiting for my whole life, the one that would alter my world forever.

      Shaking, I allow my hands to fall to his waist as I part my mouth for him. Desire rips through me when his tongue glides across mine and lightly explores. His grip powerful, his kisses soft, just what I would expect from this strong and sure man.

      Giving myself freely to the surprise of his kiss, I allow myself to relax, to enjoy the moment as the determined hardness of his lips take control. Sweeping, exploring, tantalizing.

      God . . .

      It’s everything. He’s everything.

      His mouth starts to slow, his lips press against mine, and then he gently covers my mouth before he pulls away.

      Hands still griping my jaw, all I can see is determination. “I didn’t kiss you in the cabin because I was a goddamn idiot. Forgive me, Dottie.”

      Lips stained with passion, I slowly bring my fingertips to them and nod, in shock.

      “Good.” He leans forward and presses a kiss to my forehead. “Have a good night.”

      With a parting smile, he departs my apartment leaving me unsatisfied, confused . . . but utterly happy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        DOTTIE

      

      

      What’s this? I’ve never seen this picture before.

      I lean in closer to my computer, observing the treasure I’ve come across during my daily cyberstalking of the man who kissed me last night. Backward baseball hat, shirtless, bat in hand, him staring at the camera as his muscles ripple like a beast.

      This picture is deliriously hot.

      This one’s being saved to my personal file.

      Yup, that’s right, Dorothy Domico, the power-suit princess, the ruthless boardroom ball-buster, has a file on her computer under the name “Eggplant” with pictures of Jason Orson. A variety of photos at that. Some shirtless, some not, some casual, some in a suit, and then of course, the picture of them all, the center of the collage, THE towel picture.

      I’m in the midst of saving when there’s a knock at my door. Hunched over, I quickly pop my head over my computer screen to see Jessica standing there with a smile. Must have had a good night’s sleep, as her smile is rare.

      “Miss Domico.”

      This time I don’t fumble to close out of the screen, I just open up Outlook to cover up my obsession. “Yes, Jessica?”

      “Two things. Madison in finance asked if you could push her meeting to tomorrow. She got a call from her son’s school. He’s throwing up and she needs to get him.”

      I cringe. Gross. Details I didn’t need. “Yes, that’s fine. Tell her to work from home for the next few days and we can do a conference call tomorrow same time.”

      “Will do. And you have a visitor.”

      “A visitor?” I ask, perking up.

      Jessica smiles even wider, causing a wave of butterflies to erupt in my stomach. Is he visiting me at work?

      I swear to God if this is Lindsay or my dad, I’m going to scream.

      “Okay, send them in.”

      Jessica practically giggles on her way out my door and I stand from my desk, flatten my skirt out, and fold my hands together in front of me, then release, then fold, then—

      A bouquet of flowers enters my office, red roses—red, eep—held by a very tall, very strong, and very beautiful man. My heart soars as I mentally thank Cupid himself for sending this man right now.

      I spent the entire night reliving his kiss, letting my lips marvel in the feel of his mouth on mine, his possessive grip on my face, the way he was soft and rough all at the same time. Searing and passionate, it was the best kiss I’ve ever had.

      And then he left.

      I labored over why last night—why he just disappeared—and by two in the morning, I finally let my mind relax. Maybe it will come in time. Maybe this is the pace he likes. And then, as I recalled his words—“I didn’t kiss you in the cabin because I was a goddamn idiot. Forgive me, Dottie.”—I fell asleep. Yes, Jason Orson, I will forgive you. I woke this morning with an extra pep in my step. It was incredible.

      I curled my hair rather than put it up in a ponytail or bun, giving me a much softer appearance. And instead of a suit, I wore a pencil skirt, but paired it with an ice-blue blouse that has a deeper neckline than I normally wear at work. In the off chance I ran into Jason in the hallway, I wanted to make sure I looked how I felt . . . beautiful.

      Unfortunately, I didn’t meet him in the hallway, I didn’t hear from him all morning, and when lunch rolled around with no surprise or text or call, I started to worry. Three o’clock hit, and I succumbed to filling my soul with pictures of him instead of the real thing.

      So you can imagine how giddy and excited I feel right now with Jason standing in front of me, dressed casually in a pair of jeans and a black button-up shirt, holding a bouquet of flowers.

      “I hope this is okay,” he says, stepping forward. “I know you’re busy with work, but I thought I’d stop by and give you these.”

      I move around my desk and meet him in the middle of my office. I gratefully take the flowers and give them a sniff.

      “Of course, this is okay. Thank you.”

      And then we just stare at each other like two besotted idiots not knowing what to do next. We kissed last night, so do we kiss again? Do I hug him? Do I ask him to sit down?

      Should I ask him out?

      I’m so bad at this, so out of practice, and from the looks of it, so is Jason.

      “Do you want to sit down?” I ask, gesturing to a chair.

      He sticks his hands in his back pockets and shakes his head. “I can’t. I’m off to another meeting but wanted to swing by your office this afternoon to give you these and to, uh”—he grips the back of his neck—“to see if you wanted to go out to dinner with me tonight?”

      I can’t contain the giant smile that pulls at my lips. “I would love that.”

      “Yeah?” he asks, almost looking surprised.

      “Yeah.”

      “Awesome.” He nods and backs away. “Cool, yeah, so uh, pick you up tonight? How about seven?”

      “That works.”

      “Cool,” he answers looking adorably awkward. He checks behind him and laughs. “Just want to make sure I don’t stumble over any furniture again.”

      “Smart.”

      “Okay, I’ll see you at seven. Bye, Dottie.”

      “Bye, Jason.”

      He shuts my door behind him and I sigh out loud while clutching the flowers to my chest. I have a date with Jason Orson. Maybe I’m not unwantable.

      He likes me.

      Jason Orson likes me.

      Finally.
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        * * *

      

      I’d like to say I knew exactly what to wear tonight and that I spent the last hour relaxing and making sure my legs were lotioned and as silky as possible, but that would be a lie.

      A giant lie.

      I got home from work late, leaving me forty-five minutes to get ready. During the drive home I had an idea what I was going to wear but when I put it on, it looked terrible. From there, it was like a tornado hit the bedroom. Nothing looked right, everything felt ill-fitting, or made me look washed out. There are clothes flung all over the room, and in this very moment, I wished I was at my place rather than Knox and Emory’s. If I was in my apartment, I would have so many more options.

      With five minutes left, I throw on a simple black dress that I normally wear a blazer with, slip on some pumps, put on a bright red lipstick, and call it a night. Thankfully my hair is still curled from this morning and my makeup is decent. I lotion quickly, spray some perfume, brush my teeth and just as I finish, a knock comes at the door.

      Clutch in hand, I give myself one more look in the mirror. The dress really is flattering with its sweetheart neckline and tight-fitting bodice. I just wish I had some jewelry or something to pair it with.

      It’s fine, he won’t notice.

      I say that now but knowing Jason and how detail oriented—read quirky—he is, he’ll make some offhand comment about not having the right accessories for my outfit.

      Nervous and excited, I open the door and there’s Jason on the other side looking beyond yummy. He makes jeans and a blazer look hot, especially when he’s sporting that wicked smile of his.

      “Damn, Dottie,” he says, taking my hand in his and making me spin. “You look gorgeous.”

      A blush creep over my cheeks. “Thank you. You look very handsome yourself.”

      “Oh, I know. I took at least ten selfies in the mirror before coming over here.”

      He’s so ridiculous, but I’m grateful for the lightheartedness, because it’s felt like our last interactions have either been awkward or intense. I’ve missed this side of him, the fun side that I quickly started to become obsessed with.

      “Ten seems excessive.”

      “Five were with my shirt unbuttoned.”

      The thought of Jason wearing his button-up and blazer with his jeans, but his shirt unbuttoned, staring into a mirror . . . good Lord, my legs tremble. I can see it, the ripple of his abs, the way his pants hang off his hips, only held up by his belt, the deep V in his sides.

      I’m going to need to see those pictures and it must be written all over my face because Jason says, “Want me to send you one for the wallpaper of your phone?”

      “Yes, I do.” Eager much?

      “Damn right,” he says, snagging me by the waist and pulling me into his body. I shut the door and start to walk down the hallway but not before Jason tugs on me again, bringing me back into his reach. “Where’s my kiss?”

      “Who’s to say you should get one right now? This is a date, after all.”

      “You’re going to make me wait?” His brow lifts.

      “Yeah, I am.”

      “I can respect that. At least give me a hug.”

      “That I can do.” He pulls me in and wraps his strong arms around me. Being held by this man is slowly becoming one of my favorite things. Who knew I loved hugs so much? Or maybe it’s just him.

      “Thanks for saying yes to tonight,” he whispers. “I was nervous as shit to ask you.”

      I pull away slightly so I can look him in the eyes. “I’ve been waiting, so I’m glad you asked.”

      “Waiting? For how long?”

      “Does it matter?”

      He nods. “Yup, I want to know how long I’ve been blowing this.”

      I stand on my toes and press a kiss to his jaw. “You haven’t been blowing this at all.”

      “Do we need to review the texts from the other night?”

      I chuckle and shake my head, placing my hand in his and walking toward the elevators.

      “That won’t be necessary . . . I already reviewed them with Lindsay.”

      “Come on.” He laughs and hugs me at the same time. This is only the start of our date and I already feel like I’m at the capacity of happiness. Can it really get any better than this?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It can.

      It can get so much better.

      Food in front of us, seated in a romantic booth, sitting across from each other, I can’t stop laughing.

      I laugh so hard that I almost choke on my food.

      I cough a few times and down some water before laughing again.

      Jason just told me a story from his freshman year in college, his initiation. Let’s just say it required him dressing up in drag and trying to catch a chicken. You can fill in the rest. And because he’s the best date ever, he brought visuals with him, meaning, I saw him dressed in drag and despite being super muscular, he made for a very beautiful lady. Who knew his pecs could double as breasts, or that he would look better in a mini skirt than I do? It’s the ass . . . it made that skirt pop.

      “I don’t know if I’ll ever get that visual out of my head, just so you know.”

      “Uh-oh, did I just ruin my chances at bedding you?”

      I pause, my glass of water halfway to my mouth. “Bedding? Are you an eighty-year-old? You can say fucking.”

      “Bedding makes more of an impact.” In an English accent, he says, “I’m going to bed you, you witty wench.”

      “You’re really not if you call me wench.”

      “Have you or have you not been wench-like over the past week?”

      “Excuse me?” I chuckle. “I have not been wenchy.”

      “Oh, you’ve been wenchy.” He takes a bite of bread. “You’ve been really wenchy ever since I barged in on you trying to be romantic with a date. If a date is all you wanted, why didn’t you take it to begin with?”

      “Honestly, because I didn’t think you were right for me despite having a crush on you.” Yes, I told him. And was suitably embarrassed for my stupid revelation. Although, it was really cute watching his face once he knew I’d crushed on him at college.

      “Right for you?” He grows serious. “Why?”

      “Because, there have been men in my life who’ve been just like you, fun and sweet, made me laugh.” I move my food around on my plate with my fork. “Very charismatic, but in the end, they were only trying to win me over because of my title, because of my family name, and because of what was in the bank. It had nothing to do with me and everything to do with the credit card I carried in my purse. You reminded me of those guys and learning from my mistakes, I decided to stay away.”

      “So why the change of heart?”

      I bite my bottom lip, contemplating if I should tell him about the Carltons, and the stupid things I said to them to save a deal. The truth is on the tip of my tongue, but then again, I really don’t want to ruin the night. It wasn’t really the Carltons that changed my mind. Yes, they gave me the push to pursue him, but it was his personality I couldn’t stay away from.

      “You wore me down,” I answer, giving him the half-truth. “Your kind gestures, your apology to me after I lost it on you during the night of the broken enchiladas. You apologized to me when it should have been the other way around. You’ve been patient and kind with my mood swings. You don’t ever complain about my working late, but rather understand the hustle it takes to make something of yourself. Yes, your fun and outgoing attitude might have resembled those other men, but your character, your personality, your heart, they seem to be one of a kind. Plus”—I smile wickedly—“if you ever tried to screw me over, I know Knox would have a word with you.”

      “Yeah, he would have more than a word with me. By the way, have you told Emory about this?”

      “No.”

      “Well, she probably knows.”

      “Why?” I ask, staring him down.

      “You see, I might have gone to Knox for advice on how to handle you.”

      “How to handle me?” I ask, feeling slightly like a piece of meat.

      He pacifies me with a pat to my hand. “Before you get in a tizzy, please consider what you just said, how you were hot and cold and weren’t sure if you wanted to date me. I got that sense too, and I needed advice. Knox knows you better than Carson, so I leaned on him. He told me to take things slow and be cautious. Given his advice, I’d assume he told Emory about us.”

      “He’s a gossip and thrives off it. Of course, he told Emory, which only means one thing . . . Lindsay and Emory are probably talking about us as well.” Although, their radio silence is totally . . . not them. Hmm.

      “Wow, isn’t that special? So many people talking about the beautiful connection we have. Touches your heart, doesn’t it?”

      “Is that how this is going to be? Me being negative and you putting your Jason spin on it?”

      “Doesn’t have to be. I can be grouchy too, especially when I have to buy toilet paper.”

      “What?” I laugh. “Why does that make you grouchy?”

      “Because there should be an endless supply coming from my wall. It’s a life necessity and when it’s not available to me, I get upset.”

      “I guess that’s valid. Let me know when you run out of toilet paper so I can be positive that day.”

      “That’s a fair deal.”
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        * * *

      

      “I have some important questions to ask you,” Jason says while we wait for our dessert. We ordered the molten chocolate lava cake. Jason’s eyes lit up when he saw it on the menu, and I couldn’t help thinking how adorable he was, getting excited over a chocolate dessert. He admitted once we ordered that other than ice cream, chocolate is one of his favorite things to indulge in. Any kind of chocolate. Doesn’t matter how it comes to him, as long as there’s chocolate in it, he’ll eat it.

      “Should I be scared?”

      “I think you should get ready for quite an inquiry, but they’re necessary questions that must be answered if I want to ask you out on a second date.”

      “What if I don’t want to go on a second date?”

      “Hmm.” He taps his chin with his fork, ready to dig in the minute the plate arrives at our table. “That’s a good point. All right. If the question arose, would you go on a second date with me?”

      “Well, now I feel pressured to say yes just so I can hear the inquiry.”

      “You’re going to have to deal with the pressure, sweet cheeks.”

      “Fine. Hypothetically, if you were to ask me out on a second date, I would hypothetically, possibly say yes.”

      “Great.” He bops his own nose with his fork and then sets it down on the table. “Here goes.” He looks serious; both his hands rest palm down on the table and his shoulders stiffen. Looking me dead in the eyes, he asks, “Bobbies and Rebels are in the World Series, what shirt do you wear?”

      “Bobbies obviously.”

      He blinks. Sits back. “What?”

      “Bobbies for life.”

      “But I’m on the Rebels.”

      “Yes, but are we dating, are we married? Are we just fooling around? There’s going to have to be a huge commitment on my part in order to put a Rebels shirt on. Sorry.”

      “We’re dating.”

      “Eh.” I wave my hand.

      “Fine. We’re living together.”

      “Hmm, I don’t know.” I twist a strand of hair in my finger.

      “Christ, we’re married.”

      “Ugh.” I wince. “I’m sorry, I just don’t think it will ever happen.”

      “Not even if we’re married, for fuck’s sake?” he asks, dumbfounded. It’s endearing, especially since he’s pushing his hand through his hair in distress, tousling it.

      “Do we have kids?” I ask.

      “Six.”

      “Six?” Now it’s time for my eyes to pop out of their sockets. “Do you really think I want to birth six children?”

      “Hell, no.” He shakes his head. “We adopted six kids from all around the world. We’re going to have the most diverse and loving family you’ll ever see.”

      Adopting six kids, now that’s incredibly sweet. Or mad? No, it’s sweet. In fact, it’s extremely rare to meet a man who not only knows he wants to adopt kids, but is willing to look outside of the US, knowing how much he could offer that child. Good God, this man is a unicorn.

      “We have the means for it, after all,” he says, continuing. “You’re taking over the city of Chicago, and I’ll be raining home runs on every opposing team. We would be the power couple, the new king and queen of the city. Excuse me, Oprah and Steadman, a new, hip couple is in town. People would wear our faces on their shirts like the royals in England. We’re the next Kate and William, the next Meghan and Harry. People will scream our name and then faint, only for us to give them mouth-to-mouth because even though we’re super famous, we are also humanitarians.”

      “Wow.” I sit back in my chair. “That’s quite the picture you paint.” I know what my mom will say about him already. Don’t lose him, Dorothy. He’s gold. Gorgeous and selfless.

      “So . . . with all that said, our six children at your side, would you wear a Rebels shirt?”

      I take some time to think about it, mulling over the idea of switching to black and red as my team colors. Could I do it?

      With the way Jason is smiling at me, hope in his eyes, how could I ever deny him that joy—and I say that as if we’ve been married for ten years.

      “I would wear halfsies. Half Bobbies, half Rebels, and that’s the best I can do.”

      He lifts his finger to the sky. “I’ll take it.”
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        * * *

      

      “What do you mean you’ve never been on a roller coaster?”

      “Just never have been,” I say, my hand looped through his as we walk through the park across from his apartment building. The night is chilly but Jason didn’t want to head up to our apartments just yet, therefore I’m one of the luckiest girls alive as I’m wearing Jason’s blazer.

      Not only does it smell like heaven—like him—but its silk lining feels magnificent on my bare skin and it’s warm, just like him.

      Even though he’s standing next to me, guiding me through the park, it still feels like by wearing his jacket, he’s holding me. Not sure he’s going to be able to get this back from me.

      “But you grew up in Southern California, near Six Flags. You never visited the theme park?”

      I shake my head. “Nope. Never went to Knott’s Berry Farm either.”

      “Disneyland?” he asks, truly concerned.

      “Obviously I went to Disneyland, but they don’t really have roller coasters there, just mini ones, nothing like a drop that will make your stomach pop into your throat.”

      “True, okay. Well, we need to rectify this.”

      “What?” I shake my head. “No, that’s okay. I’m good with never going on one.”

      “Nope, it’s official, our second date will be at Six Flags Great America. We have to go during the week though, when everyone is in school. This Thursday, what do you say?”

      “Are you insane? We are not—”

      Jason stops us and spins me toward him where he grips my chin lightly and says, “Play hooky with me, Dottie. It will be fun. I won’t even go for a run that morning. We can get up early, grab some donuts from Frankie Donuts, and then head over.”

      It’s tempting, oh boy, it’s tempting, but I have a huge meeting to prepare for that’s taking place on Friday. I think about it for a second. If I spend the rest of this week focusing on the meeting and work Thursday night when we’re done being kids, I could possibly fit it in . . .

      “If you think about it, if we dated in college, going to Six Flags is something we totally would have done. But since you never came up to me, never made a move, we were deprived of that entertainment. Now we have to make up for lost time.”

      “Oh, you’re really reaching now.”

      He rubs his thumb across my cheek. “Please, Dottie. Come scream your head off with me and eat tons and tons of junk food.”

      “When you put it like that, how could I possibly say no?”

      “That a girl.” He hooks his arm around my shoulder and kisses the side of my head. “Thursday it is. Should we wear matching shirts? Something that says, ‘I’m with her. I’m with him’ with arrows? Or we could wear shirts that say Future Mrs. and Mr.”

      “Now you’re getting ahead of yourself. Matching shirts aren’t necessary.”

      From the corner of my eye, I can see him bite down on his bottom lip, thinking, processing. “The more I put some thought into it, the more I truly believe we need matching shirts. Think of the endless photo opportunities.”

      “If you want me to skip work and go to Six Flags with you, we are not wearing matching shirts.”

      “That’s what you think,” he says with a smile.

      Why do I feel like come Thursday, I’ll be wearing the same damn shirt as Jason? Probably because it feels next to impossible to say no to this man, even when I’m trying to put my foot down. And yet somehow, I don’t feel I’m losing control here. It feels . . . safe to allow him to take the lead. Occasionally. I won’t let him get too used to it.
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        * * *

      

      The elevator doors open and Jason unwraps his arms from around my waist. The entire ride up, he held me, my back to his chest. It was sweet and romantic, especially when he whispered in my ear how great I smell and how he loves my hair down.

      Hand in hand, we walk down the hallway to our respective apartments and then stop at our doors. I shrug out of his jacket and hand it to him. He opens his apartment, tosses the jacket inside, and then turns back to me.

      Sighing, he pushes a strand of hair out of my face. “God, you’re fucking gorgeous.”

      I smile shyly, knowing his compliment is genuine, straight from the heart.

      “I had a great time tonight. Thank you for asking me out.”

      “Was it everything you dreamed of?”

      “Well, not everything,” I say, licking my lips and letting him get the hint.

      “Ah, I see what you’re looking for, that kiss you denied me earlier. But I don’t know now. I think I might want to save it.”

      Of course, he’d say that. I shouldn’t expect anything less from him at this point.

      So I shrug my shoulders and say, “Your loss.”

      I barely have a chance to turn around before he pulls me into his chest and captures my mouth with his. Light at first, he nibbles, testing the area, before he deepens the kiss, tightening his grip on my cheek while his other hand falls to the small of my back, pressing me into his hard body.

      Desperation races through my veins as I light up from the inside out. I grip the back of his neck and pull myself closer, reaching up on my tiptoes to gain the best access possible. I open my mouth and swipe my tongue across his, pulling a groan deep from the pit of his chest.

      Our breaths mix together, our limbs tangle, and our lips perform a seductive dance as we make out in the hallway.

      He tastes so good, like cotton candy.

      He feels like stone beneath my fingertips, strong and sturdy.

      And the sounds he’s making, the groans into my mouth, it’s my undoing. I wrap a foot around his leg and pull him closer, needing more, wanting more, ready to disrobe right here, right now.

      But before I can reach back for the zipper of my dress, Jason is separating us, putting much unwanted distance between us.

      “Wh-what are you doing?”

      He swipes his mouth, his chest rapidly rising and falling as he stares at me. “Fuck,” he mutters, taking another step back. “Get in your apartment right now, Dottie.”

      “No, I don’t want to. I want to make out some more. I want to—”

      “Don’t finish that sentence. We are done here. The date is over. Our date will not continue into extracurricular activities.”

      “Why the hell not?” I ask, hands on my hips.

      “Because, after what you told me at dinner, how other men have taken from you, used you, I want you to be absolutely convinced that it’s you I want. Make me prove myself to you, Dottie, because you deserve that. You deserve for this to be right.” He lifts my hand, kisses the back of it, and then pushes through his apartment door. “Good night, sweet cheeks. Thanks for an amazing night.”

      I pout because . . . abs. I wanted to feel his abs. “You’re making me sad.”

      “You will appreciate it in the morning, when you wake up wanting me even more.” He winks and then shuts the door to his apartment, leaving me wanting him already.
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      “Welcome home, you beautiful, beautiful man,” I shout, pressing a kiss directly on Knox’s lips, who then in return punches me in the gut—well, barely punches me because I’ve gotten smart now and move away before he can make direct contact.

      “What the fuck did I tell you about doing that?” Knox says, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand.

      Emory laughs next to him and like one big happy family, we all enter their apartment.

      I’ve been waiting all afternoon for these guys to return. Not only do I want to hear about their trip, but I need to tell them about the most recent development in my life.

      I need to show them how there are floating hearts orbiting my head.

      I need to gush and gab about the romance that’s taken over every thought of my day.

      Heart eyes.

      Cupid arrow in my butt.

      Call me a goner, because I’m in like.

      Yes, like, not love quite yet, but I can see myself getting there.

      The excitement is bursting out of me and before they can set their bags down and get settled, I let it out. “I’m going to be a father,” I say, spreading my arms wide, chest heaving, eyes wildly open like saucers.

      Knox pauses and spins toward me. “What the fuck are you talking about?” He gives me the lowered brows consternation look. It’s pretty impressive really.  “Please for the love of God tell me you didn’t get some random girl knocked up.”

      “What? No. Why would you think that?”

      With confusion in her brow, Emory says, “Because you said you’re going to be a father.”

      “Yeah, someday.” I walk over to their kitchen and pick an apple from their fruit bowl. I take a bite and lean against the counter. “How was your trip?”

      Knox shakes his head, confusion clear in his eyes. “No, explain to us what the fuck you’re talking about. What do you mean you’re going to be a father? Is this one of those things where you think you’re going to help parent our baby? Where you turn this into a sitcom in your head? Two men, a lady, and a baby?”

      “No, but fuck, I’d watch that show so hard.” I tap my wrist where a watch would be. “Come on, Netflix, let’s get a move on it.” I take another bite of my apple. “So . . . come on, what did your parents say?”

      Emory takes a step forward, placing her hand on my forearm. “Jason, are you okay? You seem a little crazed.”

      “Crazed? I’m not crazed. I’m just . . .” God, I can’t hold it in any further. “I’m in like!” I shout right before taking another bite of my apple. “I’m in like and I want everyone to know about it. This is only the beginning. Next, I’m going to be a father. Can you see it, little Orson babies running around, all from different countries, all proud to have a dad with the finest ass in baseball?”

      Emory and Knox both stare at me, blankly, unmoving.

      I snap my finger at them. “Are you two okay?”

      “Are you okay?” Knox asks. “Dude, you’re fucking losing it. What the hell are you talking about? Does this have to do with Dottie?”

      “Ohhh.” Emory nods her head. “That makes sense. Uh, did something happen between you two?” She clasps her hands together.

      “Oh, something happened. We had a date last night and it was fantastic. She’s so cool and smart and then at the drop of a hat, her asshole closes up and she becomes the most uptight person I’ve ever seen. I love it.”

      “You love how she’s uptight?” Knox asks.

      “Oh yeah, gets me hot. Love seeing her in a tizzy. Or when she sticks her nose in the air, when something I say is completely beneath her . . . makes me want to say it all over again.”

      “Seems like Dottie’s worst nightmare,” Knox says, walking to the kitchen and filling two cups of water for him and Emory.

      “Oh yeah, I’m pretty sure there are times where her fist itches to give me a fat lip with some of my antics, but then I just flash her my winning smile and all is forgiven.”

      “I doubt that’s the case,” Knox mumbles and takes Emory by the hand to sit on the couch. I follow closely behind. “Are you two dating now?”

      “Yup,” I say with finality. “We’re a couple, so I’m sorry to inform you but your title of cutest couple is about to be stolen.”

      “You think we’re cuter than Milly and Carson?” Emory asks.

      “Of course. No competition. Milly is gorgeous but Carson is bringing down the team. I surpass them without even having a girlfriend, hell, if I were coupled up with my nightstand, I’d be a better couple.”

      “I’ll be sure to spread the news on to Carson.” Knox laughs to himself.

      “Not the best idea, you know how sensitive he is.”

      “I think you’re referring to yourself,” Knox points out.

      I chuckle. “True, I’m very sensitive and if he finds out and comes after my ass, I won’t recover easily, which means I’ll be over here at your place, begging you to nurse me back to health so my lady friend doesn’t have to see me in such a weak state.”

      Knox scratches the side of his jaw and says, “Have I ever told you how much I really don’t like you?”

      “Almost every day.” I wink at him.

      “What does this all mean? Can we go on double dates?” Emory asks with excitement.

      “I would LOVE that,” I say just as there’s a knock at the door. Knox gets up to welcome their visitor while I lean over the armchair and say to Emory, “We can take one of those couples cooking classes I hear people raving about.”

      “Yes, that would be so much—”

      “Look who it is,” Knox announces to the room as Dottie steps into view, and fuck, does she look good. She’s wearing a tight red dress, nude heels, and her hair is pulled up into a well-polished bun on the top of her head.

      Dottie smiles at Emory but when she sees me, her smile falters. I know why. She’s probably wondering what I’ve said to our friends.

      “There she is,” I say, standing and walking to her. “You’re out of work early.”

      “I . . . I’m going back—” I plant a giant kiss on her lips and when she doesn’t kiss back, I grip the small of her back and plaster her against my chest. I lightly part her lips with my tongue and before I know it, her mouth opens to me and I give her a gentle, sweet kiss, loving the way she melts into my body. Fuck, I love kissing this woman.

      Whispering, I say, “You look amazing.”

      “Thank you,” she whispers back as Emory claps her hands and comes up to the both of us.

      “Oh my God, this is so exciting. Look at you two. You’re so cute.”

      “See, told you,” I say to Knox, elbowing him in the stomach.

      We are cute.
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        * * *

      

      After Dottie dropped the keys off and gave Emory a rundown on the plants, I snagged her by the hand and pulled her into my apartment.

      “I have to get back to work if I’m going to go to the amusement park with you tomorrow.”

      “That’s fine, just let me have a second with you.”

      She bites her bottom lip and the usual hard tone of her voice disappears when she says, “Okay. Just a second.”

      Smiling, I bring her to my living room where we both take a seat on my couch.

      “What did you tell them?” Dottie asks, sitting next to me but keeping a distance.

      “Just that you’re my girl, that we’re dating, and that I’m in like.”

      “In like?”

      “Yeah, the stage before love. I also might have announced something about babies but that’s neither here nor there.”

      “I really think you need help.”

      I chuckle and entwine our hands together. “Probably. So, you’re going back to the office? Probably for the best, as I have to hit the cages this afternoon. One of the pitchers wants to meet with me, get to know me, maybe toss a ball around a little.”

      “Are you nervous about being on a new team?”

      “Nah, I’m excited. Tampa was awesome, but Chicago is home. Even if I’m playing for the Rebels, I know they’re a great group of guys and we have some amazing prospects in the farm system. I feel good about it.”

      “You’re so positive, all the time. It’s infectious.”

      “Yeah?” I tip her chin with my finger. “Find yourself smiling more often?”

      “Maybe a little.”

      With the sun shining through my floor-to-ceiling windows, playing with the light and shadow on Dottie’s beautiful face, I know these are moments I’ll appreciate with her, where she drops her impenetrable shield and becomes vulnerable. She allows herself to enjoy the moment, to feel, to experience.

      She isn’t guarded, she isn’t trying to put on a strong face, instead she’s sitting here with me, hand in hand, taking a second to breathe.

      “Kind of wish I didn’t have to go to work.”

      “I know, but it will be worth it tomorrow.” I tug on her hand, forcing her to fall into my chest. Her free hand lands on my pec and I lift her chin just enough that we’re a breath away from connecting.

      And I wait.

      I don’t close the distance. No, I wait for her to do it, giving her the green light to make the final move.

      There isn’t much waiting because she dives in, her mouth connecting with mine, her hand sliding up my chest to my neck where her fingers play with the short strands of my hair.

      She shifts and I bring her closer with my hand directly on her ass, gripping the round globe just tight enough to let her know I will own her in the bedroom.

      “God, I want you,” she says, moving her lips to my cheek, to my jaw. “I want you so bad, Jason.”

      I suck in a harsh breath when she moves to my ear and plays with my lobe. “Don’t you want me?”

      “More than you’ll ever know,” I admit, getting lost in her touch. “But you have work, and I have batting practice. Our first time is going to be an all-night event.”

      She huffs in disappointment and pushes off me. That was painful. It’s even more painful watching her stand and pressing her hand to her forehead as if she can’t believe I’m actually turning her down . . . again.

      I can’t believe it either, but I meant what I said, I want a night with her, an entire night.

      “I’m sor—”

      Dottie faces me and from her side, slowly unzips her dress until it’s a puddle of fabric on the floor. Standing before me in nothing but a matching black lace thong and bra is the most absurdly sexy woman. “Dottie . . .”

      She lifts her heel-covered foot and presses it against my chest, forcing me to lean back into the couch and before I can protest, she works her hands to my thighs, slowly climbing with deep pressure until she reaches the button and fly of my pants.

      “I want you too.”

      She undoes the button.

      “Like really fucking bad.”

      There goes the zipper.

      “But shouldn’t we . . . oh fuck.” My head falls to the back of the couch as she pulls my rock-hard cock out of my briefs and jeans. She shimmies my pants down along with my briefs with little help from me, and then grips my cock.

      A look of awe and nerves scatter through her expression as she pumps my length up and down.

      “Hey, Dottie, that feels— Ahhh fuck, that feels good,” I say when she rubs her thumb over the head, playing with the tip. Jesus fuck, I nearly fly out of my jeans from the sensation. Just as I start to get comfortable, she stands up and straddles my legs before sitting down on my lap. She reaches behind her and undoes her bra, letting it fall to the ground with her dress.

      There is no stopping me now, not when I get sight of the most perfect pair of breasts I’ve ever seen in my goddamn life.

      Holy shit, Dottie.

      Round and plump with dark nipples, they sway and bounce with her every move, perfect for her body size. I reach up and cup one, feeling the weight in my palm before I cup the other. She brings her thong-clad center to my dick and then leans back, placing her hands on my thighs.

      And then, she rocks her hips and I just about blackout from the sensation, from the position, from the feel of her in my hands, from just how wet she is through her underwear.

      “Shit,” I grunt, taking hold of her hips and giving her a better angle on my cock.

      She must like it because her mouth falls open, a silent moan floating into the air. Her hands grip tighter on my thighs as she undulates with my help. Up and down, up and down, the friction building and building between us, the heat in the room skyrocketing, this moment branded on my brain.

      “Right there, right there,” she says, her stomach hollowing out, her hips rocking faster. “Yes, Jason. Oh my God, yes.” Her chest lifts. I hold her up with one hand while I keep pressing down on her hips, intensifying the experience for both of us. “Oh . . . fuck,” she groans just as her pleasure takes over. I watch as she falls into bliss . . . from riding my cock. God, she’s incredible. I love that she took exactly what she wanted, however she wanted. So fucking hot.

      “Shit, that was—” Her hand falls to my erection and she starts pumping feverishly, her hold so tight that I need to focus on how to breathe as air escapes my lungs at a rapid succession.

      Her breasts rest against my legs, and I wish I was free of my pants to feel her hard nipples rubbing against my skin. Not strong enough to even consider taking my pants all the way off, I go for the next best thing. I reach out and cup her breast, passing my thumb over her nipple. Hard, like a pebble, I relish in the contradiction between her soft breast to her erect nipple, the feeling so erotic I can already feel my impending orgasm.

      It begins with her stroke, the tight hold she has on me.

      It continues with the little passes of her tongue over the head of my cock. Flicks that travel around in a circle and then focus on the underneath.

      She looks up at me with so much lust that it breaks my self-control.

      And it all tumbles down when she reaches down and squeezes the base of my cock while her mouth takes me all the way in.

      Fuck. I’m gone.

      Like an out-of-body experience, I feel myself floating off the couch, the rest of my apartment turning black, leaving just me and Dottie, together, her swallowing my dick so hard, so fast, that I squeeze her shoulder. The voice that falls past my lips sounds nothing like me, as it’s almost a squeak.

      “Going to come.”

      She pops her mouth off my dick just long enough to say, “Good,” before lowering her head again.

      There’s nothing to grip as pressure builds at the base of my spine. No hair to hold on to, no shirt. Fuck this couch and its sturdy fabric. I reach behind me, hold the edge of the couch, and as she sucks me one last time, hard and long, I come.

      I come like a goddamn king, ferociously, and with a long groan so I don’t realize Dottie is climbing back on top of me until her lips are passing over mine.

      “I have to go.”

      “Wh-what?” I say breathlessly, unsure if I can even lift my head, let alone help her dress. “Just stay for a second.”

      “Can’t. I have a lot to do.”

      I watch like a chump, sitting back on the couch, dick lying against my stomach, still reeling from what just happened as she dresses.

      “You can’t just leave me like this.”

      She laughs and slips her dress over her head. “I think I can. I don’t predict you’ll be getting up in the near future.” She has that right. She zips up her dress and pats at her hair, not a strand out of place. “Thank you . . . for this.”

      “Uh, why are you thanking me? I don’t think I did anything.”

      “You did more than you think.” Her cheeks redden when she lowers to my lap and sits across it. Her hands fall to my chest as she places a soft kiss against my lips. “I will say this. I’m going to text Jessica, my assistant, because I don’t think I have any ChapStick at the office and I’m going to need some.”

      “Ah, now I can do something for you.” I reach into my pocket of my loose pants lying mid-thigh and hand her my Carmex. “Here, take it with you.”

      “Thank you.” She pops off the cap and smooths the balm over the corners of her mouth, wincing for a second.

      “Hey, you okay?”

      She nods and puts the cap back on. “You were just a lot bigger than I’ve, uh, ever seen.”

      “Oh.” I chuckle. “Sorry,” I say awkwardly, not that I can change my dick size or anything.

      “Don’t be sorry. Just need to get used to it is all.” She plays with the collar of my shirt. “I can’t wait to have you inside me, especially after having you in my mouth.”

      Jesus Christ. This woman is like a gift sent from above.

      “Keep saying things like that and you’re never getting out of here.”

      With one more kiss and a pat to my chest, she lifts off my lap and heads for the door to my apartment. “I’ll text you later. Can’t wait for tomorrow.”

      “Can’t wait either. Bye, sweet cheeks.”

      She waves her fingers at me and is out the door, leaving me spent with my dick and balls out. I think I might have to cancel batting practice. She just sucked all the energy out of me. Literally and figuratively. Shit. How did I get so fucking lucky?
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        * * *

      

      Dottie: I miss being across the hall from you.

      Jason: Words I never thought you’d say.

      Dottie: I know, I surprised myself, but despite your annoying tendencies and non-stop chattering, I miss it.

      Jason: You’re making my heart soar like a fucking falcon. A goddamn FALCON, Dottie.

      Dottie: Falcon. That’s pretty serious. Do you know what would have been more serious? An albatross.

      Jason: Pfft, no way. They might have a ten-foot wingspan, but they’re seabirds, so they shit in the ocean. Where’s the fun in that?

      Dottie: As opposed to . . .

      Jason: Shitting on people’s heads, of course. If I was a bird, that would be my main purpose in life, shitting on unsuspecting people’s heads. Think about it, being targeted by a bird bowel movement is detrimental as a human being. You’re just going about your normal business when all of a sudden, WHACK, white goop drips from your forehead down your cheek. What is that, you think? You carefully touch it, your fingers immediately wet with semi-warm liquid. And when you realize it’s an anal secretion from a flying vertebrate, all hell breaks loose. The horror! The disgust! The SHAME OF BEING SHIT ON. There’s no coming back from that. #DayRuined And as the maniacal bird, there you are, floating around in the peaceful skies, watching idiot humans running around in circles, trying to get rid of the poo-poo. With one flip of the feather—or the bird, hey-o—you’re off to the bird feeder, filling up so you can drop turd once again. A vicious cycle of humans feeding birds only to get shit on unsuspectedly, I AM HERE FOR THAT!

      Dottie: I was wrong. I don’t have to be across the hall to be annoyed by you.
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        DOTTIE

      

      

      “If you didn’t want to bring attention to yourself, you shouldn’t have forced me to wear matching shirts,” I say as Jason ducks under a plain baseball hat and sunglasses. He’s been spotted once already by a fan. He was very kind, signed the boy’s shirt, took a picture, and then went on his way. But now he’s hunkering behind me, trying to hide. Which is ridiculous, since he’s six two with a chest the size of two of my bodies put together. There’s no hiding him.

      And then the matching shirts. I should have known he was serious. When he picked me up this morning, he handed me a neon-yellow shirt that says “His muscles are mine.” That’s when he unzipped his sweatshirt and puffed his chest with pride. His shirt of course said “Her nips are for my (finger) tips.”

      Mortified doesn’t adequately describe how I’ve felt while walking around the amusement park, noticing people squinting to read our shirts . . . but needing sunglasses to avoid the glare.

      But after a few laughs and many sneers from uppity parents, I’m feeling a little more comfortable.

      “I guess I didn’t think it was going to be this hard to go out.” He brings his arm around my shoulders. “I’m sorry, you must be sick of people stopping us.”

      “You didn’t think it was going to be a big deal? Jason, you’re a professional baseball player born and bred in Chicago. You went to Brentwood, so people have been following your career. Of course they’re going to recognize you. Just because you played for Tampa doesn’t mean they forgot about you, especially since you’re back in Chicago, playing for the home team.”

      “One of the home teams.” He lets out a deep breath. “That makes me feel a little better. To be honest, I was feeling a little apprehensive about winning over the city of Chicago again. I grew up a Bobbies fan, they all know that, so are they really going to accept me as a Rebel?”

      We’re walking along a path to one of the giant roller coasters Jason has been ecstatic to take me on. He wanted to start big—no working me into it—straight to the big guys.

      I’ve been stalling by peering into the little shops, but he’s done. He announced it was time, so now I’m walking as slowly as possible.

      “You’re worried if you’re going to be accepted as a Rebel?” I laugh. “I didn’t grow up here, but I’ve lived here long enough to know how serious baseball fans are. When they announced you were traded to the Rebels, every Bobbies fan out there wept themselves to sleep. Word around the street was, they wanted you to replace Walker.”

      “Oh, come on,” Jason grumbles with an obvious eye-roll. “Walker is one hell of a catcher. He had the second-best batting average on the team last year too.”

      “But he has the worst attitude in baseball. Fans don’t like that.”

      “Lady fans don’t,” he counters. “Men love it.”

      “Not true.” I shake my head as we get in line for the death-defying roller coaster I can’t seem to get myself to look at. I’d rather go in blind. “There are a few men at work who don’t like Walker Rockwell. They think he’s an asshole on the field and not a team player.”

      “He hasn’t been painted in a good light, but he’s actually a really nice guy. A quiet one, but nice.”

      “Do you know him well?”

      “I’m working with him on my charity. His sister passed, not sure how, but she had some disabilities. I knew he was the guy I wanted to pair up with. Plus, I know his reputation is shitty and thought it could help him. Bringing the two catchers for Chicago together. It’s going to be awesome. We have a celebrity softball game planned to include kids with disabilities in the area along with some of the biggest names in baseball. It’s going to be the first weekend in December at the Rebels stadium, my first game there.”

      “Wow,” I say, taken aback by what a great idea the celebrity softball game is. But not only that. Jason is just . . . so damn impressive. First, who looks out so honestly for kids with disabilities? But also, who thinks about trying to elevate a rival team member whose exit could pave the way for his own succession to the team he’s loved forever? It’s just ridiculous how generous and . . . selfless . . . this man is. I’m astonished. “That’s a great idea. I’m floored by your attitude toward Rockwell, but it’s an amazing concept on all fronts. Are you selling tickets to the game?”

      “Yeah.” We move forward in the line. “One of the stipulations about my trade to the Rebels was their support of The Lineup. They’ve kept their promise and have truly helped me put everything together. Natalie, my sister, has been in talks with them as well, organizing the local side, getting kids from around the area to participate and apply. It’s going to be a pretty big event. We have some sponsors—”

      “I’d like to be one,” I say, not even having to think about it. “I’d love to be a silent sponsor, anything you need.”

      “Dottie.” He smiles softly. “You already donated ten thousand dollars. That’s more than enough.” Leaning in, he places a sweet kiss to my forehead. “Don’t forget, your donation or accidental donation is what brought us together.”

      “That was from me. I want this to be from the company.”

      “I mean, I’m not going to deny the kids more money for equipment, but you don’t have to. I didn’t tell you about the event to look for a donation.”

      “I know you would never do that.” I see where he’s going with this, cautious with my past and previous guys using me and my family. He has his arm around me, so I do the same, bringing my arm around his trim waist. I look up at him and say, “You’re different, Jason. I know this. You wouldn’t hurt me, you wouldn’t use me. You’re a genuine human being and because of that, I want to support The Lineup. Please.”

      He chuckles and cups my cheek. “How the fuck can I say no to that?” He bends down and places a sensual kiss to my lips just as an attendant asks us how many people in our party.

      I hold up two fingers and say, “Two.”

      “Lane one,” the college looking student says in a monotone voice, not at all happy to be at work today, especially while wearing one of the most ridiculous outfits I’ve ever seen. Why do amusement parks torture their employees with ill-fitting, retro-looking outfits? They’re supposed to be happy, so give them something to wear to be happy in.

      Together, we make it to lane one as the car pulls up. I glance at the seats and then back at Jason. “What the hell is that?”

      “That’s the X-Flight. The first wing coaster in North America. It’s supposed to feel like you’re sitting on the wing of an airplane,” Jason says with pure excitement.

      “But . . . we’re hanging off the track.”

      “Which makes it fun. Come on, Dottie, you’re not scared, are you?”

      “Yeah, I am.”

      “Ma’am, you either need to get on or move to the other side and wait for your partner,” one of the ride attendants says, annoyed.

      Jason holds his hand out. “Don’t go weak on me now, Domico.”

      Damn it, when he looks at me like that, assuring me with his kind eyes that he’d never let anything happen to me, I find myself getting strapped into a roller coaster and praying to the heavens above that everything is going to be okay.
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        * * *

      

      “It’s okay. Shh, yup, just let it out.” I rub Jason’s back as he hovers over a trash can, barfing his breakfast inside the canister as onlookers pass by. “Bad hot dog,” I say to a couple who are staring us down. “He’s not at all suffering from motion sickness. He’s a tough guy.”

      “Fuck,” he mumbles and sighs.

      X-Flight was AMAZING. And since there hasn’t really been any lines, we went on it three times in a row and then hit up Goliath, the largest wooden roller coaster, then Batman, and then Vertical Velocity, which was Jason’s undoing. He was looking green around Batman, but he swore he was okay and when we were waiting for Vertical Velocity, he looked pale. I told him we should probably get something to drink and take a break, but being the “macho man” he is, he swore he was okay.

      Guess what? He wasn’t.

      It’s been ten minutes and we haven’t moved from this trash can. Thankfully it’s in an alcove, tucked away so we aren’t dead center in the middle of the park for all viewing eyes.

      “How are you doing? Do you want me to get you water?”

      “No. Stay with me. I might need your breasts to rest upon.”

      “I want you to get better, but that’s not happening in public.”

      He takes a deep breath and then lifts up, holding on to the trash can for support. I grip his side, letting him know that I’m here for him. My breasts can be there for him later.

      “You okay?” I ask, loving how vulnerable he is right now and not even caring to hide it.

      He nods. “Much better. Man, those donuts must have been off to bring on this bout of food poisoning.”

      “Yup.” I chuckle. “It was totally the donuts. It wasn’t the twisty turny—”

      He brings his hand to his mouth and shakes his head. “Don’t mention them. Please, for the love of God, don’t mention them.”

      “Oh, Jason.” I wrap my arms around him and rest my head on his chest. He immediately returns the embrace and sinks into it, resting his cheek on top of my head. “You’re too cute. Seriously, sometimes you are too adorable.”

      “Adorable but sexy, right?”

      “Really sexy.”

      “Even if I’m barfing in a trash can because Big Daddy Boo-Boo Bear can’t handle roller coasters anymore?”

      “Even if you call yourself Big Daddy Boo-Boo Bear.”

      “That means a lot to me.” He squeezes me and says, “Maybe we should go play some carnival games.”

      “Oh, are you going to show off your ability to win me a giant stuffed animal?”

      “Normally, I’d puff my chest and say, ‘Yes, watch how amazing I am,’ but I’m feeling exposed and raw right now. I’m not sure how well I might do so I’m just praying I don’t make a fool of myself.”

      We start to head toward the carnival games, screams passing every few seconds as well as whooshes of the roller coasters speeding through the air. I’m more than happy taking it easy with Jason since puking on a ride is the last thing both of us want, but I will say this, I’m pretty sure Jason made me into a roller coaster junkie. I need to find another way to come back here, even if it’s by myself.

      “Just so you know, if you did make a fool of yourself, I’d still like you. I’d still go back to your apartment with you, and I’d still mount you.”

      That puts a full-on smile on his face. “I see what’s happening here.” He stops at a kiosk and gets a water for both of us. When he’s finished his he says, “The tough girl from the boardroom, the ruthless vixen who makes men in suits cry . . . what she’s really into are sensitive men, men who will pull out the emotions she usually has to hide when dealing in business. Am I right?”

      “I mean, I wouldn’t say that’s how I am always, but I think I found someone who matches me nicely, who makes me escape my head, and shows me the fun in life, the beauty in everyday things.”

      I’ve only known Jason for a few weeks now, but even in those weeks, I’ve come to realize one thing: he does make me feel like a different person. He helps me see the positive, how to bottle it up and experience it. Not that I was a super negative person before he came around, but I’d forgotten it was okay to stop, take a breath, and intentionally live in the moment.

      “That’s a big compliment. Thank you, Dottie.” He kisses the side of my head and chuckles.

      “What?”

      “That old lady back there. She read our shirts.”

      “Let me guess, a gasp with a cane shake?”

      “You could not be more right. I think she’ll be writing a handwritten letter to the park tonight before she hits the hay at five thirty. A perk of getting older, eating dinner at four, yelling at some children for being too rambunctious, and then flopping into bed before the nightly news.”

      “Why do I see that as a future reality for you?”

      “You can see me as an old man?” We walk through an arch, indicating a new land, the carnival games up ahead. “Am I hot, bald? Bet my nutsac is super wrinkly.”

      “Isn’t it already wrinkly? Scrotums aren’t pretty.”

      “I beg your pardon?” Jason brings his hand to his chest in total shock, the color in his face coming back as his quirky personality starts to awaken. “Scrotums were carved by God and placed on a man as his own personal Baby Bjorn. Day in and day out, men are carrying the future of the world’s children between their legs. It’s a struggle every day, keeping them safe, making sure we don’t zip them up after a pee, protecting their intelligence from incoming kicks and punches. Women bitch and complain about having to carry a baby for nine months in their belly. Try a lifetime of carrying a dangling sac between your legs with the fear of getting punctured every day by a pencil.”

      I don’t . . .

      I can’t . . .

      Why?

      Why do these thoughts cross his mind? And why does he voice them in such an oddly charming way that I’m laughing but also funnily appalled at the same time?

      Instead of defending the obvious and getting into an absurd debate that will only result in him going on a playful tirade of nursing his unborn children, I give him a simple answer.

      “The sacrifices men make. Unbelievable. You should have your dicks sucked every night for your heroism.”

      “I could not agree more,” he says, chest puffed, as if he won.

      “Then again, sticking your dick into a woman’s mouth is like shoving your children into the belly of the beast. Letting your unborn kin be swallowed whole while you welcome the all-consuming pleasure from it. Maybe you’re not as heroic as you think you are.”

      There. Take that, Jason.

      I smile coyly to myself.

      “God created blow jobs for one reason: so men can dispense of the moronic sperm.”

      Did not hear that coming . . .

      “Okay, so if that’s your theory, how do you explain the people on this earth who stick their heads in microwaves and think it’s funny?”

      “Easy. Their dads didn’t do a good enough job seeking out blow jobs. I’m not saying we’re all perfect, but I’m sure as hell saying I am. Which by the way”—he stops and lifts my chin but doesn’t kiss me—“thanks for swallowing my idiots yesterday. You did the world a service.”

      I’m starting to think Jason’s dad didn’t get enough blow jobs in his younger years . . .
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        * * *

      

      “You’re totally crushing on me, aren’t you?” Jason asks from the driver’s side of his car. After we played quite a few carnival games, where Jason showed off his talents and earned a giant, stuffed Tweety Bird, we found a grateful little girl to take it off our hands.

      There are a few things I need to make known.

      I’ve never seen anything sexier than when Jason flipped his baseball hat backward, cocked his arm back, and demolished every throwing game available. His arm rippled, his shirt clung to every muscle in his back, and he wore a smile the entire time, genuinely having a grand time. He helped me win a few games, but all in all, I stood there and watched in awe the pure strength power through his body as he tackled every carnival game.

      I don’t think I’ve ever laughed as much as I have today. We didn’t talk about anything too serious, just had a good time bantering back and forth. Most of the time, it was him going off on some weird tangent I had a hard time following, but the passion in his completely ridiculous tangents had me buckling over and sprouting giggles everywhere we went.

      And finally, I don’t think I’ve ever swooned as hard as I did when Jason found a little girl to give the giant Tweety Bird to. He carried it around under his arm, scanning the amusement park until he found a little girl with the cutest pigtails bouncing up and down out of pure joy that he was approaching with the stuffed animal. But that wasn’t all he looked for. She had Down syndrome, and I don’t think I’ll ever forget the smile on her face. The total and unfiltered delight. And her parents? They were so grateful, but when they realized who was giving their sweet daughter the stuffed toy, they freaked out. Jason took his time talking to the dad about the upcoming season. He signed a napkin, and then took a few pictures. My favorite was the one of him holding the girl in one arm and in the other was Tweety. Adorable. The parents already tagged him, and Jason—because he’s the greatest guy I know—is trending in Chicago from the kind gesture.

      To say my ovaries ache is an understatement.

      And to answer his question, am I “totally crushing” on him?

      Yes, in fact I am.

      I’m crushing really hard.

      “Come on.” He rattles my hand. “You can admit it. I can see it in your eyes, so even if you try to deny the crushing, I know it’s there. I know it’s how you’re feeling. Might be nice to hear it from your beautiful lips.”

      “You want me to sit here and pump your ego?”

      “Yes, that would be amazing. Thanks.”

      I shake my head in laughter and let out a long sigh. I lull my head to the side and say, “Yes, I’m crushing on you. Are you happy?”

      “Very. Now, tell me in detail what exactly you’re crushing on. Don’t leave one stone unturned.”

      “Be happy I confessed to crushing on you.”

      “I’m always happy, but I want to feel giddy.” He squeezes my hand. “Won’t you make that happen for me? Make me feel a special tingle deep in my soul?”

      “Why do I even choose to hang out with you?” I ask, chuckling. I can feel a deep tingle, but it’s not in my soul, that’s for damn sure.

      “That’s what I want to know. Let me hear it. Three things, and then I’ll say three things about you.”

      He turns right after stopping at a traffic light and heads toward my apartment.

      “You go first,” I say, feeling almost shy.

      “That’s fair. Three things I like about you? How could I possibly narrow it down to just three? There are just so many things—”

      “Okay, just get on with it.”

      “Bossy, I like that you’re bossy. I really like it when you’re trying to get your way with me and I don’t follow your orders. The look of displeasure that crosses your face. God, so fucking cute.”

      No one has ever liked me for being bossy . . . ever. Jason really is in his own world, maybe universe.

      “I think your intelligence and drive is really fucking sexy. It doesn’t hurt that you look like a queen in a power suit.”

      “A queen, huh?”

      “Total dynasty.” He winks. “And the third thing I like about you is this. You might put up this tough front, a total boss bitch, but deep down, you’re a softy just like me.”

      “Hmm, I don’t know about that.”

      “Please. I saw the way you looked at that little girl today. You lit up when she started jumping up and down in excitement. And you comforted me while I was having a special moment with the trash can earlier. If you didn’t have a kind heart, you would have gone off on more rides. There are other examples, but my point is, you’re a softy, but you just don’t show it off as much as I do.”

      I stare out the window, watching the familiar buildings pass by. “I wasn’t always jaded, you know. There was a time where I was more easygoing, not so stiff all the time. But a few rough relationships will change your perspective.”

      “That’s why you need to be in the right relationship.”

      “And let me guess, the right one is with you?” I chuckle, but he answers with a serious tone.

      “You tell me.”

      “I think it is,” I say, taking a second to observe his hard, carved jaw, and the smallest of dimples etched in the corners of his cheeks. You wouldn’t see it head-on, but from this angle, I can faintly make it out. This man should have been made with permanent dimples, but then I guess that would be too easy. You have to be close to him to appreciate the simplicity but sexiness of his dimples, and that’s one thing I really like about him. Everyone might get his entertaining personality, but not everyone gets to see this side of him, the way I get to see him. Even Emory and Lindsay probably have no idea just how incredible he is. They called him a good guy, but he’s so much more. Genuine, thoughtful, self-absorbed in a selfless way, even though that sounds like an oxymoron. He’s let me into his private sanctum, and I feel . . . honored. Weird, but true.

      “Good answer. Now give me three things you like about me.” He pulls into the parking garage of my apartment complex and parks in the visitor spot next to my car. “Don’t think you’re going to get out of it.”

      “As if you would let me.” I turn toward him in my seat and rest my head against the headrest. “Three things, wow, how could I possibly narrow it down?” I say with humor, copying him.

      He playfully pokes my side. “Get on with it.”

      Looking him in the eyes, I say, “Your infectious smile, it’s hard to be around you and not be in a good mood and it starts with your smile.” He delivers that smile. “Your caring heart. You’re a giver in many ways when given your stature and celebrity, you could easily be a taker. It’s sexy.” He takes my hand in his and links our fingers. “And I would be remiss to leave out the most important attribute . . .” He waits on bated breath. “Your butt, it’s just too good to leave out of the top three.”

      “Fuck.” His smile grows bigger. “I think I might cry.” He pretends to get choked up and waves his hand in front of his face. “You know how important my ass is to me. You get me, Dottie. You get me.”

      “Oddly, I do.”

      “Which is why”—he reaches behind my seat and lifts up a duffel bag—“I brought an overnight bag.”

      “You’re spending the night?”

      “Yup. I’m going to go upstairs to your place, brush my teeth, and then stick my tongue down your throat. Pizza for dinner?”

      “Uh,” I laugh, “sure.”

      He fist-pumps. “Pizza and making out. Best night ever.”

      I could think of other reasons why it’s turning out to be not only the best night ever, but the best day ever, and they all start with the energetic man next to me.
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        JASON

      

      

      Pizza and making out, wow, what a great night, right?

      Wrong.

      I was so wrong.

      When we got to Dottie’s apartment, she gave me a quick tour, let me set my bag down in her bedroom, and then she ordered some pizza while I brushed my teeth. I’ve avoided kissing her ever since I became acquainted with my new friend, trash can number 34298. I know this because this was the number I read over and over again when my head was stuffed inside.

      I planned on making up for lost kissing time. Which is what we did while waiting for the pizza.

      It started off casual, you know what I’m talking about. An innocent touch here, a purposeful caress there. She scooted onto my lap, sitting sideways, and we made out. It was sweet and innocent, nothing that spoke SEX SEX SEX in bright neon letters. And we kept our hands out of the private zones. It was perfect.

      Pizza arrived. We ate. We talked. We laughed. It was a great dinner and then we decided on a movie to watch. She wanted action, I wanted romance—naturally—so we settled on True Lies, which is a little of both. Before the movie started, we both decided to change into our jam-jams and that was the turning point of our night.

      I came out in a respectable pair of flannel pants and a plain white T-shirt. Yes, the shirt is purposefully tight just as a subtle reminder of what I have to offer.

      Guess who didn’t get the subtle memo? Our resident hottie . . . Dottie.

      She strutted into the living room wearing another one of those godforsaken nightgowns—not that I’m really complaining, but I kind of am, because how the hell am I supposed to pay attention to the intricate plot of True Lies with Boobsy McGee sitting next to me with no bra on, acting as if everything is just casual, like I don’t want to stick my penis in her cleavage?

      Because I do. I want to dipstick her tits so bad it’s all my mind can think about—dip, dip, dip, DIP—I can’t think of anything else other than whipping my proud penis out of its confines and testing out the warmth of her boobs.

      Oh, and don’t you even think for a second that she chose her nighttime wear without thought. There was a lot of thought put into her choice. There was malicious thought, because I’m going to let you in on a little secret. When we were making out, I told her I didn’t want to take it any further tonight than just kissing and I saw it, the look of disappointment cross her face right before it turned to calculating.

      She avoided getting handsy and only using her mouth before pizza arrived but now that it’s movie time, she threw down the gauntlet with that little number she’s wearing.

      Hell, I’m pretty sure I can see the outline of her nipples.

      But what she didn’t take into account is, even though I’m suffering inside, I have more willpower than it might seem. She might be taunting me with her spaghetti strap, silky nightgown that hits just above her thighs, but guess what, lady? I’ve had to pee on my hands many times to make them tough for catching, and letting pee sit on your hands for an obscene amount of time takes more willpower than one can imagine. And side note: peeing on your hands is an old catcher’s trick; it’s disgusting, but it works to toughen up the hands.

      Despite currently living in a fiery hell of denying myself sweet release, I’m outwardly as casual as one can get. Hand draped over this girl’s leg, one arm spanning along the back of the couch, slightly slouched, but still able to have a good view of the television. I’m acting like I’m watching the movie, perfectly content with where I am, but from the corner of my eye, I’m watching Dottie like a hawk. The small shifts that make her boobs pop, the tiny touches that graze my inner thigh . . . every move is full of intent.

      She wants me.

      But it’s not going to happen. I’m holding strong. I will court this woman the right way, damn it.

      “Love this scene,” I say, my voice sounding surprisingly normal despite how tense and tight my balls feel right now.

      “Jamie Lee Curtis was made for this movie. She does such a good job.”

      “Couldn’t agree more.”

      Dottie shifts on the couch and leans into my body, her legs tucked under her, curling in the opposite direction than me. Her hand falls to my chest and her head rests on my shoulder. “That’s better. More comfortable.”

      Yeah, maybe for you.

      But I take advantage of the position and drape my arm over her, drawing lazy circles on her exposed clavicle.

      “Do you think you could ever be in the secret service?” she asks, her finger casually working its way up and down my chest.

      “No. I’m too much of a pussy,” I answer honestly, hoping it deters her in her pursuit to touch me.

      It doesn’t.

      “I could see you doing it. You’re a protector.”

      “Yeah, when I’m put in a position I need to be. I will defend anyone in my life to the day I die, but that doesn’t mean I want that as a job.”

      “True, but maybe an action hero.” She pushes up so she can look down at me. “You have the body for it.” She reaches down and pulls up the hem of my shirt. “You sure have the abs for it.”

      The cold air hits my stomach, causing my muscles to twitch.

      “I’ll be honest, I’ve never dated anyone with the kind of body you have.” Her hand drags my shirt up higher until my stomach and chest is exposed. “How many hours do you spend in the gym?”

      “Enough,” I say on a gulp. With a wicked smile and an exploratory finger, she circles my nipple, sending a jolt of pleasure straight to my groin. “Dottie,” I warn.

      “Just exploring.”

      “Exploring can get you in trouble.”

      “What if I want trouble?” she asks, moving her hand down my stomach to the waistband of my flannel pants where she slips her hand underneath. Because I’m an idiot, I’m not wearing briefs. Therefore, her hand connects directly with my cock, her palm rubbing over the soft skin for a brief moment, feeling how I’m instantly hard in her hand.

      “Dottie, come on, babe, I’m trying here.”

      “Trying what? To torture both of us?” she asks, moving her hand down to my balls where she massages them as well, and holy fuck does it feel good.

      Really fucking good.

      So good that a hiss escapes my lips as my head falls to the back of the couch.

      “I want to court you, do it right.”

      “And I want to feel your dick inside me. Which do you think will bring us more pleasure?”

      Valid point.

      But still . . .

      I reach down and take her hand out of my pants, my penis hating me. I look her in the eyes and say, “You deserve more.”

      “I deserve you,” she says, her words so full of hidden meaning that I can feel her desperation in those three little words. “This isn’t just fucking to me, Jason. This, us, it means something to me. I know it’s been quick between us, but I feel something for you. I think I’ve felt it since college, since the first time I saw you. I don’t want to wait. I want to enjoy you . . . us.”

      “I want that too,” I say, cupping her cheek. “But I’m serious about this. I want our first time to be special and worth the wait.”

      Her face falls, the smile disappearing, the spark in her eyes evaporating as she turtles in on herself and nods. I’ve never seen her like this before. Vulnerable and disappointed, waving her white flag and letting someone else get their way.

      I’ll be honest, I don’t like it.

      Do you know what else I don’t like? Dottie pulling away. Dottie not snuggling into my chest. Dottie staying silent during the movie. Dottie mentally removing herself from the night. I can’t have that, nor do I want it.

      And there seems to be only one way to take care of it.

      “Fuck it,” I say, standing from the couch and pulling my shirt off.

      Dottie’s eyes widen right before I pick her up from the couch and toss her over my shoulder.

      “Jason,” she says, concerned. “What are you doing?”

      I don’t answer her.

      I don’t speak a damn word.

      I walk to her bedroom, shut the door, and then set her on the bed where I observe her. Excitement erupts in her eyes.

      She’s about to understand what it’s like to be with Jason Orson.

      “Take your tits out of your nightgown.” She reaches for the hem, but I bark, “No. Leave it on. Just take your tits out.” Her eyes widen . . . probably from my tone of voice. When it comes to the bedroom, I don’t fuck around.

      Unsure, she removes her breasts and I take a second to stare at them. When she goes to rub them, I snap at her again. “Don’t fucking touch them. Just let me stare. I want to watch your breathing pick up, see how aroused you get from this.”

      In the silence of her large bedroom, I stare at her and watch every movement she makes. A little intake here, a slight shift there. How her eyes go hazy with lust, how her legs start to slowly part, and that’s when I see it. She’s wearing nothing underneath. The fucking vixen. She knew exactly what she was doing this whole time. I’m about to make sure she never regrets her decision tonight.

      “Reach up with your right hand and play with your nipple. Massage it, pluck at it, pinch it, roll it; do everything and anything that makes you wet for me. Spread your legs wider, because I want to see that pussy glisten.”

      She bites her bottom lip and does as I say, playing with her nipple. There’s something to be said about a powerful woman, one who runs her world every day, breaking down and giving in to the demands of her man in the bedroom. It’s hot how responsive she is, how willing she is to listen. I love everything about it.

      With my thumbs, I snag the waistband of my pants and push them down only to step out of the fabric and toss them to the side with a flick of my toe. Cock jutted out, I grip it with one hand and slowly start to stroke up and down, giving her an eyeful.

      She licks her lips and her hips start to rock as she stares at me.

      “Switch your hands. Make yourself moan. I won’t be touching you until I think you’re fully ready, so give me the goddamn show I deserve.”

      With that, she pulls on the fabric of her nightgown, exposing her lower half completely and then spreads her legs all the way, presenting me with one of the most gorgeous and erotic scenes I’ve ever seen.

      “Pinch your nipple harder, I want to hear you moan.”

      She pinches, and her hips lift as a low moan falls past her precious lips.

      “Again.”

      She pinches. Groans.

      “Again.”

      This time her head falls to the side, her chest heaving.

      “Again.”

      Her other hand roams up her body to her other breast and she applies the same pressure.

      As she continues to work her nipples until she’s dripping wet while small cries fall from her lips, I hold the base of my cock, keeping the pressure tight around the root and then slowly pulling the built-up pressure to the tip of my dick, only to repeat the stroke. Together we touch ourselves to the point that we’re both breathing heavily. Fuck. This is so fucking hot.

      “Are you ready for me, Dottie?”

      “Yes,” she moans, her pelvis rotating, seeking relief.

      “Touch yourself. Let me see how wet you are on your fingers.”

      Without hesitation, she drags her fingers down her body to her pussy. With two fingers, she swipes over her slit and then holds them up to me. I walk over and closely examine them and then, I pull them into my mouth, sucking on the tips, making Dottie’s eyes widen.

      “Get on all fours.”

      “I want to see you when you fuck me.”

      “You will, but on your knees for now.”

      She does as I say, and I take my time to take in her pert ass, how the nightgown fabric barely skims her skin. Normally I like to be completely naked, but the nightgown has now become a part of this.

      I step up behind her and slide my hand over the globe of her ass and then to her lower back, dragging her nightgown with it until it hits her shoulder blades. Circling my hand to the front, I find her breast and cup it, giving it a few squeezes as I line my rock-hard erection along her ass.

      “Do you feel that, Dottie? Do you feel how fucking hard I am? That’s because of you. Whenever you’re around, you do this to me. You entice me, intrigue me, make me so goddamn horny with need. That’s why I’m about to fuck you into this mattress, because I can’t take your teasing any longer. But if we’re going to do this, we’re going to do this on my terms.”

      I pinch her nipple and she rears back on a scream.

      “Oh God, Jason.”

      With my free hand, I run my finger along the nub, testing how wet she is.

      She’s soaking, but I’m not about to give in. Instead, I stroke her lightly, pretending my finger is a feather, keeping the pressure as soft as a whisper so she knows I’m down there, but I’m down there for one purpose: to torture her.

      With my dick still rubbing against her ass, I continue to pinch her nipples and stroke her until she lowers her head to the mattress and groans out in frustration.

      “Jason,” she cries out. “Please.”

      “Please what?”

      “Please, fuck me.”

      Satisfied, I release my grip and flip her to her back. The shocked look soon subsides when I tear her nightgown over her head, and then place both my hands on her knees. I spread them wide and take a look at her, completely exposed. Smooth skin stretches over her body, skin I want my mouth all over.

      “Are you on the pill?”

      “Yes.” She nods.

      “Good, because I want nothing between us.” I bring my aching cock to her entrance and move it up and down along her wetness, coating my dick in her arousal. “I love seeing your aroused pussy on my dick. I love seeing how wet you get from my touch, just from looking at me.” I rub her again and she shifts, trying to get me to enter her. “How many times do you plan on coming tonight, Dottie?”

      “As many as you’ll allow me.”

      “Perfect answer.” I slide my hands down to her inner thighs and drop to my knees. Keeping her spread, I bring my face down to her pussy and flick my tongue along her clit.

      “Oh fuck,” she cries out, her hands gripping the comforter. “I don’t know how much I can take.”

      “Are you begging me to eat your pussy, Dottie?”

      “Yes . . . please, Jason, yes.”

      “Fuck, I love hearing my name fall off your tongue like that, so desperate, so needy.”

      Not wasting any more time, I move my mouth to her pussy, open wide, and suck her in right before swirling my tongue over her clit over and over and over again.

      I’m vibrating my tongue, flicking, swirling, pressing down on her clit and then of course, sucking on it.

      She writhes on the mattress, her shoulders twisting and turning, her mouth falling open, her eyes squeezing shut. Her hands drop to my head, her fingers digging into my hair, pulling, tugging, trying to grip anything as I hold her hips to the mattress, not letting her set the pace, but letting me control when she comes.

      “Fu-uck, Jason. Please. Jesus, please.”

      I pull away and lightly kiss the inside of her thighs, moving back to her mound, and above, then back. Flick my tongue, swirl. Pull back. Kiss her thigh and repeat.

      Her arm flies over her eyes, and I’m almost positive she’s about to cry from sweet torture. It’s in that moment that I realize I have her right where I want her.

      With my thumbs, I spread her lips and flatten my tongue against her clit, giving her long strokes with medium pressure, enough to make her come in seconds.

      She screams out my name as she heaves up and down, her body twisting and turning until she calls out for me to slow down.

      “I can’t . . . take, oh God.” I flick her clit again and her hips drive forward. So fucking responsive. It’s sexy as shit.

      When her body settles, I bring her legs up to her chest and say, “Hold on to your knees. Keep them wide.”

      Eyes still watery from her orgasm, her breath trying to catch up, her hands reach out, shaky and unsteady and she grips her knees, spreading herself wide.

      “Perfect.” I hover over her body and bring my mouth to hers where I very softly kiss her along her lips. I reach up and cup her cheek, allowing my thumb to stroke her cheek a few times. “You’re gorgeous, Dottie. So fucking beautiful.” She presses her cheek into my hand and for a second, we share an intimate moment as my dick lines up against her wet pussy. Tempting me, begging me to thrust deep inside her. I wait a few more seconds, marveling in the way her soft lips play with mine.

      “Are you ready for me?”

      She nods.

      “Good, because I need to be inside you like I need my next breath.” I grip the base of my aching cock and position it at her entrance. Slowly, I start to enter her, taking it one painstakingly inch at a time.

      “Shit, Jason,” she says, her mouth falling open and her eyes widening. “Slow, I need”—she swallows hard—“I need you to go slow.”

      And I need to go fucking fast or my dick might just break off, but I understand. I’m larger than most, so I grin down and bear the sweet torture.

      “Relax, Dottie.”

      “I know.” She nods, taking another deep breath. “Feels so good, but unlike anything”—she moans when I push forward another inch—“unlike anything I’ve ever felt.”

      I can say the same about her. Warm and tight, like I’m dipping myself into heaven.

      Wanting her to relax, I drop my mouth to hers and take one of her breasts in my hand. I massage and pinch her nipple while I trail kisses over her mouth, to her jaw, down her neck and back up.

      I slip in another inch, and then another as I feel her relax with each pass of my mouth, until I’m fully inside her and fuck, does it feel good.

      “Christ,” I whisper in her ear. “Dottie, I need to pump my hips.”

      She nods. “I need that too.”

      Thank fuck.

      Lifting up with my arms pressed to the mattress, I start to piston my hips in and out, but keeping it relatively slow, drawing my attention to our connection. So hot.

      Watching my dick slide in and out of her—claiming her—sends a jolt of lust through my veins, causing my hips to move even faster.

      Then she moans, her hands falling to my shoulders where she pierces me with her nails. The sensation of her pussy squeezing my cock and her nails digging into my skin sends me into overdrive. My toes start to go numb and my impending orgasm is just out of reach.

      “Fuck,” I grunt, pumping harder and harder. “Ahh, fuck, Dottie.”

      She pulls my head down to hers and drives her tongue into my mouth. I match her intensity, each thrust, each lick, until we’re both tensing together. My head falls to her shoulder as she cries out my name, her pussy clenching around me, her hips erratically flying with mine.

      That’s all it takes. My body seizes and I spill inside her, my pelvis stilling as euphoria shoots through me, touching every limb, every nerve ending, every goddamn part of my body until I collapse on top of her.

      “Jesus fucking Christ,” I mumble, reeling from what just happened between us.

      “I . . . never . . . Jason.” I get what she’s trying to say, because I’m feeling the same damn way.

      I’ve never felt anything like that before.

      I’ve had sex, plenty of it, but the connection we share, the way she listened, relinquished herself to me, fully trusting her body into my hands, it was a combination of so many untapped sensations that I’m not sure I’ll fall off this high easily. Nor am I going to be able to let go of this woman.

      Tough as stone on the outside, soft and sweet on the inside, with a need to be taken care of . . . she’s fucking perfect.

      I press a kiss to her cheek and rest there with her wrapped around me. Together we catch our breath, and then we spend the rest of the night snuggling. Fuck, this is almost too good to be true. I found her. My woman. My future.
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      “There she is,” Lindsay says, clapping obnoxiously loud as I make my way through the restaurant to the table where Emory, Milly, and Lindsay are sitting, waiting for me.

      It’s been a hectic week, or last two weeks I guess. The Carltons have put their decision on hold and extended their vacation instead, leaving me in the balance. They haven’t been super responsive, but they said when they get back—not sure when—they’ll let me know. They’ll set up a time to have dinner.

      Their email seemed short, almost like they might not be going with our proposal, which has made me unattainable as a friend and desperately neurotic.

      The only good thing about the situation right now is Jason has been over to my place almost every night. I’ve come home to homecooked dinners—I gave my chef some much-needed time off—and then we’ve spent the rest of our nights talking . . . naked.

      We’ve been on a few other dates, not many though given my schedule, which terrifies me because I’m already busy. What happens if we continue to date and he begins his season? We’re barely going to see each other. When I brought that up, he kissed me on the nose and said it’s a bridge we’ll cross when we get there.

      Must be easy for him to not worry about it, just sweep it under the rug, but uncertainty isn’t easy for me. I like to have a plan. I like to know what’s ahead. I like to be able to prepare myself for what’s to come.

      But lately, it seems like my entire life is full of uncertainty, and it’s driving me crazy.

      “Sorry,” I say, pulling out my chair and taking a seat, letting my entire body flop into the chair. Emory set up brunch a few days ago and begged me to come since they haven’t seen me in well . . . two weeks. “I ran into the office quickly this morning to pull some numbers. But I’m here.”

      “Yes, you are, and what a glow you have about you, don’t you think, ladies?”

      Milly, the shy one of the group, nods over her mimosa, but Emory has a giant smile on her face . . . a knowing one.

      “It’s so strange that we haven’t seen you around lately,” Emory says, lifting her plain orange juice to her mouth. “I wonder why that is.”

      “Have you seen Jason?” Lindsay asks, looking like a doofus with the way she won’t stop wiggling her eyebrows. My girls know me well enough that I was going to order a mimosa, so they had one already brought to me. Thankful for the refreshment, I down half of it.

      “No, he hasn’t been around to annoy us lately.” Emory taps her chin. “I wonder where he could be.”

      “You guys are so immature.” I shake my head. “Why don’t you two be more like Milly? She’s sweet and doesn’t pester.”

      “I don’t, but I like their pestering,” Milly replies with ease.

      Ugh damn it, Milly. She’s supposed to be on my side.

      “When have we ever been mature?” Lindsay asks, plopping a piece of fruit from the plate in the middle of the table in her mouth. “Just tell us what’s going on with you and Jason. We’ve given you space, now it’s time to dish.”

      “I’m surprised you guys don’t already know,” I say, picking up a piece of pineapple. “Jason has zero ability to keep anything to himself. I assumed he’d told Knox and Carson, who in return told Emory and Milly and of course, relayed the information to you, Lindsay.”

      “He’s said nothing,” Emory says, looking disappointed. “And I even forced Knox to ask, but he said Jason has been dead silent. Believe me, we are just as shocked as the guys.”

      It’s because I told him if he said anything to Knox and Carson, I wouldn’t be sucking his dick anytime soon. In the last two weeks, I’ve sucked it at least six times. I finally figured out the way to keep Jason Orson quiet—just stick his dick in my mouth.

      “It’s why we called for brunch today, because we need to know what’s going on.” Lindsay pokes me. “Spill.”

      Smiling, I lean back and cross one leg over the other. “I’m not going to go into detail, so don’t ask for it. Got it?” I specifically look at Lindsay, who rolls her eyes and agrees. Good. Unable to contain how giddy I am, I say, “Jason and I are dating. He’s been at my house almost every night for the past two weeks.” Emory claps her hands. “He’s unlike any man I’ve ever been with. He annoys me to no end, but at the drop of a hat, has me begging for his attention. He can make me laugh and swoon all in the same moment and”—I clear my throat and lean forward so the people around us can’t hear—“he’s the best sex I’ve ever had. Like surpasses any and all men.”

      “Seriously?” Emory asks. “I thought he’d be a gentle lover given his personality.”

      “Very gentle,” Lindsay says. “Probably asks you for consent before every coupling, right?” Lindsay jokes. Little does she know.

      “He’s an animal,” I say, shocking them, even poor Milly, whose face turns bright red. Carson told us a while back she didn’t have many girlfriends growing up or even in recent years, so when they got married, we took her in as our own. She’s slowly opening up, but I can tell every time she hangs out with us, she’s out of her element. And when we have gatherings at Knox and Emory’s apartment, she always drifts over to the guys, not because she needs to be by Carson all the time, but because she wants to talk baseball. She’s sweet, we love her, and she’s about to get a small eye-opener.

      “He’s what?” Lindsay asks, setting her drink down in shock. “No way. Jason?”

      Now I know I said I wouldn’t go into detail, but I feel the need to prove to them that his personality doesn’t quite match his actions in bed.

      “First of all”—I point to all of them—“none of this leaves this table. You hear me? If Carson and Knox tell Jason what I’m about to tell you, he’ll never let me live it down. So, keep your mouths shut.”

      “That’s easy for me since I’m not dating a hunky baseball player,” Lindsay says, crossing her arms over her chest.

      “I won’t say anything,” Milly says, looking distraught over the idea of not telling Carson.

      “You know me, I keep everything from Knox,” Emory says flippantly, but that is a boldfaced lie. She tells that man everything.

      “I’m especially talking to you, Emory. You and Knox are gossip gatherers, and your apartment is an infestation of gossip.”

      “No, it’s not. I won’t tell him. Promise.”

      Satisfied, I say, “First of all, Jason has the biggest penis I’ve ever seen. Girth, length . . . THE towel picture is all that and then some.”

      “Shut up. Guh,” Lindsay groans. “You lucky, lucky girl.”

      “Have you seen the towel pic?” Emory asks Milly, who pushes up her glasses and brings her mimosa to her mouth.

      “Um, I think Carson showed it to me once. He wanted to compare himself.”

      We all chuckle, because that’s definitely something Carson would do.

      “Let’s just say the picture doesn’t do him justice. And if you think he’s docile and meek in bed, you’d be wrong.” I flip my hair over my shoulder and say, “He’s all alpha. It’s like he flips this switch and turns on this side of him I never expected. He’s controlling, demanding, and . . . adventurous.”

      “Stahp.” Lindsay fans herself. “God, I can see it. All those muscles, all that testosterone.” Lindsay sets her hand on the table and leans forward. “Oh God, you’ve seen his bare ass. Is it everything you’ve ever dreamed of?”

      “It’s like a freaking juicy shelf attached to his back.” The girls laugh. “And it’s tight, really freaking tight. And I’m going to tell you this, watching him shower should be a sin. He’s such a specimen. Rippled abs, thick pecs, and ass that pops like Jennifer Lopez. I can’t keep my hands off him.”

      “And let me guess,” Lindsay says, sounding jealous but also happy for me at the same time—if that makes sense, “he cuddles you afterwards, strokes your hair, and continuously whispers in your ear how beautiful you are.”

      A slow smile perks up on my face.

      “Every. Time.”

      “Ugh, I need a Jason.”

      Emory smiles gently and places her hand on mine. “So what does this mean? You really like him?”

      I nod. “I do, I like him a lot. And not only for the great sex, but because he appreciates me and doesn’t want me to change. He likes how I can get angry at the drop of a hat. He enjoys watching me work until the late hours of the night because he understands drive and goals. He’s there for me, even if I come home late and all he gets to do is hold me. And on those off days, when we get to spend time together, he makes me forget about everything stressful happening in my life, every last taxing piece of it, and helps me relax. I know it’s been quick, but I honestly can say this without hesitation, I’m falling for the man.”

      “Oh my God,” Emory squeals.

      “I think I might cry,” Lindsay says.

      Clearing her throat, Milly says, “He’s a really good man, and has one of the prettiest swings in baseball.”

      We all pause and then laugh together, because Milly is so . . . Milly, and it’s why we love her.
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      “There’s my girl,” Jason says as I walk through the door.

      Like every other day, he swoops into the entryway of my apartment and brings me into his embrace.

      He grips the back of my head and places a searing kiss on my lips before pulling me into a hug and kissing the side of my head. Sweet and demanding simultaneously. I haven’t even set my purse down before he already has me wired up and ready to go.

      “How was work?”

      “The same,” I answer, taking my heels off and setting my purse down. I leave them in the entryway. I’ll take care of them later. I untuck my merlot-colored blouse and then unzip my skirt, letting that fall to the floor as well. In seconds, I’m like the father from The Goldbergs the minute he walks through the door.

      “It’s so hot when you do that.” Jason’s eyes fill with lust as he takes his hand in mine and leads me to the couch. “Dinner is still in the oven.”

      “Smells amazing.”

      He takes a seat on the couch and then pulls me on top of him. He’s in nothing but a pair of athletic shorts, just the way I like him, his chest exposed for my staring and touching purposes.

      I get comfortable, and his hands immediately go to my bare ass. He gingerly strokes each globe before his fingers start toying with my thong.

      “I missed you today. You weren’t a very good texter.”

      “I was not about to sext with you while having a meeting with our board of directors.”

      “But where’s the fun in that? That’s what being adventurous is all about. Getting wet and turned on when you shouldn’t be.”

      “And then what?” I ask him, drawing circles on his chest. “I’m horny for the rest of the day?”

      “No, that’s when you call your man to your office so he can take care of your needs.”

      “Ohhh, I see. You want office sex.”

      “Doesn’t everyone?” He grips my sides and shifts me so I can feel his already hardening erection. This man’s virility is unbelievable. “Think about it. You bent over your desk, me behind you.” He rubs me up and down and I let him, because even though we had shower sex this morning, I still want him. I don’t think I’ll ever stop wanting him. “Making you beg for my cock until you fall apart with desperation.” Yup, I want this. I pick up the pace, letting my arousal lead the way as I dry-hump his cock. “And even when you’re on the verge of tears, begging me to fuck you, I’d still wait. I’d wait until I felt like you’d completely break, and then I’d fuck you from behind.”

      “Jesus, Jason.” That’s one thing I overlooked with the girls. The dirty talk. The man drives me wild with every word that leaves his sensual lips. I reach up and undo the buttons of my shirt, letting it fall to the side, and then I undo my bra, watching as Jason’s green eyes turn a shade darker. His hands fall to my breasts where he brings them to his mouth and starts sucking. My head falls back, my hair dancing across my back, as this passionate man begins to own my body once again.

      I slow down my hips to a torturous pace, and it doesn’t take Jason long to get sick of it because he tosses me to the side of the couch, shucks his shorts, and tears my thong off me. Determination and heat build right before he descends on me. He lifts one of my legs to the back of the couch and then spreads the other to the floor—thank God, I’m flexible.

      Hands on my hips, he presses his cock to my entrance and then fully inserts himself. He slides in with ease from how turned on I am.

      He grumbles something to himself and then starts rocking his hips, holding me down so firmly I have nothing to do but give in to the sheer force behind his body.

      I grip the arm of the couch and hold on as Jason takes over.

      “You’re so fucking tight, so fucking perfect.” Sweat beads at his brow from his exertion, from his controlled movements. I know he wants it harder—and he’s given it to me harder before, shaking my bed around on the floor—but when we have sex first thing after work, he seems to hold back, as if to give me a second to breathe. I appreciate it, but not this time. I want all of him.

      “Harder,” I say, causing his brows to narrow and his hips to still. “Wh-what are you doing?” I ask, looking up at him.

      “Let’s get one thing straight, Dottie. You might be the boss in the boardroom, but you’re sure as hell not the boss in the bedroom. Got it?”

      I should be startled, shocked even, but I’m not, because this is Jason, this is his kingdom and I’ve given over to it. I trust him enough to rule our lives in the bedroom, to take over and be in charge of our pleasure. I never knew that choosing submission could be so freeing. Allowing him to use and tantalize my body to his heart’s content. Lindsay was right. I’m a lucky, lucky girl.

      Nodding, I say, “Yes, got it.”

      “Good.” He starts moving his hips again, but this time, he goes at a snail’s pace. “Trust that I know what you need, Dottie. Trust that in the moment, I can not only feel your desire, but I can read it as well.” He starts to pump a little harder. “Know that I don’t just fuck you, but I read your body, I watch how tight your nipples get, I wait for the moment you bite down on your lips right before your pussy clenches around my thick cock. I know the pattern of your breathing, the arch of your back before you come, and the sounds you make right before you hit that precipice.”

      My body climbs toward my orgasm with his every word, his every stroke.

      “Trust that I know how to not only fuck you but pleasure you so every other man is worthless to you.”

      Already there.

      “What’s that?” Jason asks.

      Did I say that out loud? Oh crap.

      He slams into me now. Moving my hips with his hands, pulling me onto his cock. “What did you just say?”

      Crying out his name, my orgasm toying with me, I breathe out a heavy breath and say, “Already there.”

      “Already there, what?” he says through clenched teeth, both of us rocking to the point of no return.

      “You’re . . . ahhh.” I cry out when he pinches my nipple. Pleasure shoots through my legs, to my stomach and before I can stop it, my orgasm crashes into me like a tidal wave, rocking me harder than I’ve ever felt.

      “Mother . . . fucker,” Jason says, as I feel him tense and spill inside me. “Fuck,” he groans, rocking his hips slowly. He opens his eyes and stares at me. Leaning down, he captures my lips and kisses them sensually and sweetly. I bring my hands to the back of his head and entwine my fingers. Keeping him close, never wanting to let him go as the emotions and feelings for this man overwhelm me.

      Tears threaten to fall. I realize what I’m about to say holds such impact on our relationship that once I put it out there, I won’t be able to take it back. But I’m not sure I can hold it in either. He needs to know how much he means to me, how desperate I am for him.

      I place my hand on his cheek and put a small distance between our lips so I have his full attention.

      His brow creases as he takes in my expression. “What’s wrong, baby?”

      God, when he calls me that, when his voice is so full of concern right after he took every last piece of me, how could I ever be without this man?

      “I’m already there.” His brow creases even more. “When you said you’re going to pleasure me until every other man is worthless to me.” I pause. “I’m already there. And not just because you rock my world in the bedroom . . . or on the couch”—we both smile—“but because you treat me unlike anyone has ever treated me before, like I’m the most precious thing that’s ever come into your life.”

      “Because you are.” His thumb caresses my cheek. “You’re so goddamn precious to me, Dottie.”

      He gently kisses me as the timer goes off.

      “That would be dinner.” He gives me one more of his delicious kisses and then hops up from the couch, bare ass and all.

      While he’s getting dinner ready, I quickly clean up and return to the kitchen wearing one of his baseball shirts. I bring him his shorts. Dinner is set on the table, our chairs next to each other rather than across, because he’s cute like that.

      When I hand him the shorts, he asks, “No naked dinner tonight?”

      “That was last night. We can be somewhat civilized tonight.”

      “Civilized, huh?” He slips his shorts on, covering up his perfectly sculpted ass . . . and his incredible cock. Let’s not forget that wonderful appendage. “Then how on earth will you be able to stare at my juicy shelf?”

      He works his way around the kitchen as I pause. Did he just say what I thought he said?

      “Why did you call it that?”

      Smiling, he pours us both a glass of wine. “No reason. But I suggest next time you tell our friends about our sex life, you go into detail about the length and girth of my dick. I’d appreciate that.”

      I am going to kill them.

      Lips pursed to the side, hands clenching at my hips, I ask, “What did they say?”

      Casually, he hands me my wine and leans his hip against the counter. “Oh, you know, just that I’m an alpha in the bedroom, a complete animal.” Oh, sweet Jesus, my cheeks flame. “The best you’ve ever had.”

      Yup, I am going to kill them.

      Through clenched teeth, I ask, “Who told you? No, I don’t even have to ask. I know it was Knox.”

      “Nope.” Jason shakes his head and I take a step back.

      “Did Lindsay seriously call you or something? I mean, I know she—”

      “Wasn’t Lindsay.” He smiles over his wine glass as I bring my hand to my chest.

      On a whisper, I say “Was it . . . Milly?”

      “Yep.”

      “No.”

      He nods, looking so pleased with himself. “Yup.”

      “I don’t believe it. She would never. That’s not how she is.”

      “Looks like she needs to learn girl code because she spoke to Carson in the shower like they were spilling the deets in the locker room. She, of course, afterward told him not to say anything to me, but you know how we ladies can be.” He pretends to fluff his hair. “Always gabbing.”

      And just like that, he turns me from wanting to shove his cock down my mouth to wanting to chop it off with my own teeth.

      “So . . . an animal, huh?” He wiggles his eyebrows and I know this is just the beginning of long and torturous teasing for many, many, many nights to come.

      Hand on my hip, I say, “If you ever want to stick your penis inside me again, I suggest you don’t bring this up anymore.”

      “You know”—he taps his chin—“I distinctively remember you threatening me with no more blow jobs if I spoke of our coupling to my friends and then . . . one brunch . . . you completely destroy the trust between a man and a woman.” He snaps his fingers. “Just like that.”

      “You’re being dramatic.”

      “I’m being dramatic?” he asks—in a dramatic tone—as he points to his chest. “I’m not dramatic. I’m searching for the truth and it will be told tonight.” He shakes his fist to the sky.

      “What are you even talking about? The truth is out. I told my friends. There, it’s done.”

      “That’s not the truth I’m looking for.”

      Okay, I bite.

      “What’s the truth you’re looking for?”

      “That you’re more loose-lipped than I am.”

      I laugh out loud. Straight-up chortle. I wipe at my eyes and say, “Oh yeah, okay. Suuuuure, Jason.”

      “You are. I didn’t tell my boys what’s going on out of respect of you. I never told them about your amazing tits, or tried to impersonate your O face to them or”—he leans forward and lifts a brow—“told them how you like me to call you daddy.”

      I push at his chest, my laugh echoing through the room. “I do not like that, you fucking weirdo.”

      I really don’t. I never said that. He joked about it the other night, him calling me Daddy, and now it’s all he does to annoy me when I’m being demanding. He’s such an idiot.

      But he’s my idiot.

      Chuckling, he says, “But then you, out of all people, go to a brunch, and let it all out on the table. Our deepest and darkest secrets.” He looks to the ceiling in a dream-like state, painting a picture for me. “I can see it now. There you were, legs crossed, your pussy sore from our last fucking.” Jesus, this man. “You can feel me between your legs as the girls beg you for details. Your intentions were good. Eat some pastries, drink some mimosas, satisfy your need for girl time, but then the inquisition starts. You try to ignore them, brush them off, but the entire time all you can think about is how moments before you arrived, I was fucking you against the door, my aftershave branding your body. It’s all so overwhelming. You’re giddy, you’re turned on just thinking about me, you’re bursting at the seams, needing to tell someone about the giant, massive, oversized, and gargantuan cock that’s entered your life and claimed your sweet, tight, greedy pussy.”

      I can’t even . . .

      How am I supposed to date this guy—easily, I know—but seriously, he’s so over the top.

      “You’re out of your mind.”

      “Am I?” he asks, pulling out my chair for me and helping me take a seat. “Or am I scarily accurate?”

      “Insane.”

      “Nah.” He shakes his head. “I’m one hundred percent accurate.”

      Maybe just a little . . . especially about the greedy part.
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        JASON

      

      

      Jason: Can’t stop thinking about the way you squirted all over my face this morning.

      Dottie: One, I did not squirt all over your face. Jesus Christ, Jason. Two, I didn’t squirt. I just came. . . hard.

      Jason: Babe, that was a straight-up squirt. You scored air on it, at least a few inches.

      Dottie: Why do you insist upon making my face turn bright red at work?

      Jason: Because it’s fun for me. Send me a picture and while you’re at it, send a picture of your naked tits too. Mommy misses her daddy’s boobies.

      Dottie: Please, for the love of God, pause and read that last sentence. YOU ARE DERANGED. This is over between us. I can’t possibly see someone who says shit like that.

      Jason: Too far?

      Dottie: You think? We’re on a timeout. Do you hear me? A timeout.

      Jason: I’d prefer a spanking as punishment. You know, like the spanking I gave you last night? Fuck, babe. You screamed so loud when you came, I have partial ear damage.

      Dottie: Bye, Jason.

      Jason: Wait, don’t you want to talk about the scream that ended all screams?

      Jason: Hello?

      Jason: Dottie?

      Jason: . . . Daddy?

      Dottie: I hate you.

      Jason: There’s my girl. Have a good rest of your day. See you tonight. Xoxoxxxxx *My penis and your vagina 4ever*

      I stuff my phone away in my pocket, satisfied with my midday conversation with my girl and tap my foot on the turf floor. Where the hell is he?

      I glance at my watch; two minutes past the time we were supposed to meet. That’s unlike him. I stand from the bench, walk out of the private batting cages and spot Walker, kneeling on the ground and talking to a kid. I watch carefully the way he interacts with the young boy. Giving him pointers, speaking softly. It’s unlike any side I’ve seen of Walker, but then again, most of the time, the media only shows his moments of outbursts and rage because when there’s drama, media outlets tend to show that.

      After a few more minutes, Walker stands, ruffles the kid’s head, gives the father a quick handshake, and then heads in my direction. I was right. He does have exactly what I thought he has. Heart. Kindness. When he reaches me, I say, “Looks like you do have a heart in that barrel of a chest.”

      Walker pushes past me and into the cages, and I follow him. “If we’re going to do this, don’t say stupid shit.”

      “I don’t ever say stupid—” He gives me a look. “Fine, I might say stupid shit on occasion, but I can’t help it, it’s in my nature. Just like it’s in your nature to be a big grumpus.”

      “Grumpus equals stupid shit.”

      “What? No way. That can be a term of endearment.”

      “Listen.” He holds his hand out to stop me. His brows narrow and his eyes sharpen. Man, this guy is intimidating. I’m a big dude, but he might be able to plow through my intestines with one fist to the gut. “We’re here to talk about the event and hit some balls, not to become friends.”

      “Whoa, hey now, let’s not get hasty,” I say, wiping my hands from his statement. “Why don’t we take it slow and see where things go? You never know, we might become the best of friends.”

      “We won’t.”

      “We might.”

      “No.”

      “Never say never.”

      “Never.”

      Fuck, he’s infuriating.

      “Let’s just say we agree to disagree at the moment and leave the friendship card on the table where it’s easy to reach in case we want to flash it at each other.”

      He drags his hand down his face.

      “You hitting first, or am I?”

      “You, because it seems like you need to get some tension out of your shoulders.”

      We set up the tee, and I grab a bucket of balls while Walker warms up his back with a bat in hand. He shifts side to side, bat behind his neck.

      “Is this weird? To practice together? We’re opposing catchers.”

      Walker shrugs and takes a few practice swings. “It’s whatever we make it.” He steps up to the tee and whacks the ball I placed, sending it all the way to the far net.

      Milly hooked us up with a private cage in the Division One Athletics facilities she owns with her brothers, since it felt weird taking the opponent to either one of our team facilities. Not to mention, I’ve never worked out in my new team facilities, so to do it with a Bobbie doesn’t feel right.

      “I spoke with my sister and we’re ready to announce the celebrity game in a week or so, just waiting on a few confirmations. Knox, Carson, and you are jumping on board from the Bobbies. I have a few guys from the Rebels, and then we have Jessica Gomez and Maria Mendez from the former Olympic team who will school us as well.”

      He swings, his bat a powerful weapon in his hands as he pushes through the ball. From the tension in his grip, I can tell this man has a lot of pent-up anger inside and with every swing, it seems to loosen a fraction.

      “What about celebrities for entertainment?”

      “Yup, we have Harrison Done, Brandon Woelfel, Yakim Trent, and a few others.”

      “Harrison Done, huh?” Walker asks. “Didn’t know the fucker cared about anything other than his face on the screen.”

      “This will be televised. He’s from Chicago, so his face will be on the screen.”

      Walker barely smiles, but I see it, the humor in his features. “Makes sense then.”

      “We’re setting up VIP tickets. Should I set any aside for your family?”

      He shakes his head. “No.”

      “No?” I place a ball on the tee and his swing nearly whips my hand off before I can pull away. “But this is to help honor your sister, my brother. Can they not make it?”

      “We don’t talk,” he answers curtly, tapping the ground for another ball. “No need to send an invite.”

      “Oh, sorry, man. I didn’t mean to—”

      “It’s fine.” He taps the tee with his bat. “Load me up.”

      Feeling bad I made him uncomfortable, I continue placing balls on the tee, watching as he takes his aggression out on each and every unsuspecting ball.

      We spend the next hour going back and forth between hitting and loading. We do a soft toss, but nothing too extreme and the whole time, we barely talk. A few words here and there about the event and how it should help the surrounding schools with inclusion in sports, and hopefully as time goes on, we can grow nationwide. Before we left, Walker pledged to gather a few more players from around the league. He assured me he’s all in when it comes to the foundation, but doesn’t want his name on anything other than appearances. When I asked him why, he said because it wasn’t necessary to be recognized. He just wants to do good.

      As I drove back to Dottie’s apartment afterward, I thought about how misunderstood Walker is, how the media portrays him as the monster behind the plate when in fact, he’s a genuinely respectable guy. He might be short-tempered and have a lot of anger, but he’s still a decent man. I see his heart, and I hope I can help others see it too.
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        * * *

      

      “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” I boom, turning around to see a wooden spoon in Dottie’s hand, hovering over my tortellini soup that I’ve been nursing to perfection since I got home.

      “It was bubbling, I was going to stir it.”

      Hands held out to stop her, I say, “Don’t. Touch. It.”

      She props her hand on her hip and points the spoon at me. “You know, I don’t appreciate your yelling. I’m being helpful.”

      “Like you were helpful two nights ago where you burned the garlic bread to an unrecognizable state?”

      “Who knew a broil setting could fry it?” She shrugs.

      I point to my chest. “I knew. I KNEW. But you insisted upon taking care of it and then guess what happened? We had lasagna with no garlic bread.” I press my hand to my forehead, trying to calm myself. “No garlic bread.”

      “Oh my God, get over it. I sucked you off as an apology.”

      “And that apology was accepted, but that doesn’t mean it still doesn’t hurt to think about it.”

      “Why am I with you?” Dottie asks, setting down the spoon, causing me to relax.

      She tries to walk past me but I snag her by the waist and press her against the counter. “Because you really like me, despite my neurosis. I honestly think you really like them. You live for them. If you don’t roll your eyes at least five times a day, you feel uneasy, dizzy, like you might not be able to get up the next morning.”

      “How did you know?” she asks deadpanned, but with a tip of her lips, letting me know she’s just as humored as me.

      Do you know what I live for right now? Seeing my girl try to hold back her laughter when I’m teasing her. She’s so guarded and uptight most of the time that I love seeing peeks of her beautiful personality.

      “I just know you, babe.” I press a kiss to her nose and keep her held tight against me. I’ve been wanting to ask her something for a while now but I’ve been holding off, wanting to make sure we were pretty solid before I asked. I couldn’t ask for a more solid foundation at this point. “Hey, can I talk to you about something serious?”

      “Serious? Do you even know that word?”

      “On occasion.” I smile.

      “Okay, should I be sitting down?”

      “Nah, just stay here in my arms.” I reach up and push her hair behind her ear and then cup her cheek. I place a gentle kiss across her lips and when I pull away, I see the edge in her eyes disappear as they soften. I’m pretty sure they only soften for me, which makes me feel really goddamn special.

      “You have my attention; what do you want to talk about?”

      I entwine our fingers together and say, “So you know I’ve been working on that charity game, right?”

      “Oh no, do you want me to play in it?”

      “No.” I laugh. “Unless, are you good?”

      “Not even a little. You would ask me to leave the minute I stepped onto the field.”

      “Good to know. Glad you’re honest, but no, that’s not what I was going to ask. We’re going to have a celebration dinner after. Walker and I are funding the whole thing and we’ll announce the amount raised as well as present the checks to some of the local high schools.” I bring her hand to my mouth and kiss her knuckles. “It’s about a month away, but things feel pretty solid between us so I was wondering if you wanted to be my date to the dinner? I’m telling you now so you can check your schedule. If you can’t make it, that’s—”

      “Jason,” she says, her voice compassionate and sweet. “I’ll be there. No matter what, I’ll be there.”

      “Yeah?” I ask, excitement blooming in my chest. “You’ll be my date, even a month out?”

      She nods while linking her fingers around my neck. “I might be annoyed by you on a day-to-day basis and there are moments I want to strangle you, but you make me happy, Jason. I’m not going anywhere. You’re stuck with me.”

      “God, that just made my dick hard.” It made my heart burst too, but I won’t be sharing that tidbit. I do know when to shut up. Sometimes.

      She reaches down between us and cups me, causing my eyes to roll back. “Looks like we need to do something about that then.” She presses a quick kiss against my mouth and then drops to her knees, pulling my shorts with her.

      God, this woman . . .
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        DOTTIE

      

      

      Ms. Domico,

      We hope you’re fairing well. We’re sorry about the delay in our plans, but we wanted a few more weeks in peace and quiet before we made such a significant decision.

      We talked it over and we’re hoping to have dinner with you, your dad, and hopefully, Jason. We understand Jason is a celebrity and we respect his privacy, but we’re not looking to have dinner with him because of his status on the baseball field, but because he’s the man who’s stolen your heart.

      We understand this is a big ask, but we’re hoping you’ll say yes.

      We’d love to set up dinner this Friday night? Let us know if that works for you.

      Thank you and hope to see you soon.

      Sincerely,

      Mr. and Mrs. Carlton

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Friday. They chose Friday. They couldn’t have picked another day to give me more time to prepare? No, they chose Friday. Two days from now.

      When I got the email, I panicked, because the subject line read dinner date, and then I read it and panicked even more. They want Jason there, and I know he’ll do it, but at this point, I can’t remember a damn thing I said to the Carltons about Jason. Will they remember every detail? I sure hope not, because that could be a disaster.

      All I know is that I’m standing outside Jason’s apartment, trying to work up the courage to ask him to a business dinner. I know he asked me to be his date to his fundraiser, but this feels different. It feels like I’m using him to show the Carltons that I’m the right person for the job. And maybe that’s what propelled me to give in to the temptation of seeing what Jason and I could be, but it isn’t what’s kept me around.

      I’m falling for the man and hard . . . that’s if I haven’t fallen already. Every day, every minute, I can feel myself growing closer and closer to him to the point that it feels like a piece of me is missing when he’s not around.

      Which means this dinner should be easy, because there’s no faking the feelings I have for him.

      Feeling like I gained some confidence back, I raise my hand to knock on the door when Knox and Emory’s apartment door opens.

      “Oh,” Emory says, bringing her hand to her chest while nervously chuckling. “I wasn’t expecting to see you there.” She wiggles her eyebrows. “Going to visit with Jason?”

      “Nope, I just like standing outside his door.”

      “Aren’t you charming? But while I have you here, I want to extend—”

      Jason’s door opens and his sexy smile appears when he spots me. “I heard voices. I didn’t know you were coming over, babe.” He pulls me in by the waist and keeps his hand protectively around me while talking to Emory. “Unless . . . was she coming to visit you?”

      Emory shakes her head. “No, we were both actually coming to see you.”

      “Lucky me.” He kisses the side of my neck. “I know why this little sex-crazed harlot is here.” Whispering he says, “She wants the dick.” I shouldn’t be shocked at this point from his ability to make me blush in seconds . . .

      Emory laughs. “Giving her the good dick, huh, Jason?”

      “Only the best of the best. Told you I would take care of your friend.”

      “That you are, but while I have you both here, I wanted to invite you to our Friends-Giving we’re having. Not sure who’s going home for Thanksgiving, but we thought we would host a little get together at our place. Knox’s mom will be visiting and she plans on making a turkey. We’ll pitch in with the sides—”

      “Calling the yams,” Jason says, raising his hand with excitement. “I have a killer recipe that will blow everyone’s dicks off, including Dottie’s. We all know she has the hardest dick of us all.”

      “What is wrong with you?” I ask, laughing while Emory gives us a strange look.

      “You two are odd,” she finally says.

      “Us? Uh, no.” I shake my head. “He’s the weird one, I just deal with it.”

      “Because of the good dick,” Jason says, leaning forward as if to put an exclamation point on the end of his sentence.

      “Ah yes, it all makes sense.” Emory chuckles and even though she thinks we’re weird—well, Jason is weird—she still loves us together. She’s said as much when we’ve talked. She loves Jason, thinks he’s a sweetheart—obnoxious, but a sweetheart—and she couldn’t pick a better guy for me.

      I agree completely.

      “We will be there,” I say, holding on to Jason’s arm that’s wrapped around me.

      “Perfect. Dottie, just bring crescent rolls; we don’t need you cooking.”

      “I’ll have my chef make us something.”

      “Ah,” Jason cries out in insult. “How dare you mention that chef again. I told you, cheat on me with another penis, but do not cheat on me in the kitchen.” Addressing Emory, he says, “I’ll make two things: Yams and homemade stuffing from homemade bread because if anything, I’m a fancy fuck.”

      “So fancy.” Emory heads back to her apartment. “Thank you. Now you two go do your thing.”

      We say our goodbyes and Jason quickly pulls me into his apartment and pushes me against his closed door. His hands fall to my waist while his mouth finds mine. I melt against the wood as he takes over, moving his hand up my body to cup my cheek, his body adding pressure as he kisses me unlike any man has ever before. Passionately.

      “Jason,” I murmur when his mouth finds my jaw.

      “Missed you today, sweet cheeks.” He moves to my neck and my hand falls to his chest. “I’m so happy you came over.”

      “I . . .” Oh God his mouth feels so good. “I need to talk to you.”

      He stills, his head lifting. When he looks me in the eyes, his face falls. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing. I just need to talk to you.”

      He stands tall, looking concerned. “Okay.” He takes me by the hand and takes me to the couch where he pulls me down on his lap. Hands still connected, he asks, “What’s up?”

      And just like that, a wave of nerves hit me. This is ridiculous. I don’t get nervous. I’m rock solid, take no prisoners, show no emotions, but here I am, sitting on the lap of the man who owns my heart, and all I can think about is how nervous I am about a simple question.

      Maybe because it isn’t a simple question, not where relationships are concerned. I’ve never really had a man in my life to invite to a business dinner, or a dinner with my parents for that matter. Every relationship I’ve had has been surface level; I’ve never gone deep like I have with Jason. Therefore, this feels so much more real and the stakes are higher if he says no.

      “Dottie.” He squeezes my side. “What’s wrong, babe? You look . . . different.”

      Wanting to be honest with him, I say, “Just nervous.”

      “Nervous?” His brow creases. “But it’s me. You can tell me anything.”

      “I know.” I take a deep breath and say, “So you know I’ve been working hard on the Carlton project?”

      “Yeah, breaking your back over it. Are they finally coming back from vacation?”

      I nod. “They are and they requested to have dinner Friday night to talk.”

      “That’s great. Did they sound positive?”

      “It was an email so I couldn’t really tell, but they did have a request.”

      “What was it? We’ll make it happen.” The tension eases in my shoulders when he says that. He’s eager to help. I should have known this wouldn’t be as big a deal as it was in my head.

      “They, uh, know we’re dating and since they’re all about family, they wanted to meet the man who I’m seeing. I know it’s asking a lot but—”

      “Babe.” He smiles at me. “I’m in.” His hand snakes up my neck. “I’m all in with you, you know that, right?”

      “I . . . I do now.”

      “I thought I made that clear. I like you, Dottie, a lot. I have no plans to go anywhere.”

      “I know, but this is a business thing.”

      “So, that’s what I’m here for. That includes every aspect of your life.” He brings my mouth to his and presses a gentle kiss across my lips. When he pulls away, he says, “Why don’t you have them over to your place? I’ll cook a ham—I have a great recipe—and we can put on a noteworthy dinner for them, show them the kind of give and take we have with our relationship.”

      “No, I don’t want you to go to all that trouble.”

      “It’s not trouble if it’s for you. Plus, if you use that chef of yours for this dinner, I’m going to be pissed.”

      I chuckle and nod. “Okay, you can make dinner, but let me help?”

      “Do you want the contract?”

      “Yes.”

      He pats my leg. “Then leave the cooking to me.”

      “I’m not that bad.”

      “And you’re not great either.”

      “You know, you were so close to getting a blow job, but after that comment, I don’t think that’s going to happen.”

      “Good,” he says matter-of-factly. “Because I planned on doing other things with you and the first item on my to-do list is eat your pussy.”

      He flips me on my back on the carpet of his living room and pushes my skirt up to my waist while dragging my thong down at the same time. In seconds, I’m bare and spread to him, my heart racing a mile a minute.

      “Hold your legs open. I need to use my hands for other things.”

      I do as he says and before I can catch my next breath, his tongue is swirling over my clit, his fingers spreading me wide.

      “Oh Jason,” I moan, feeling a wave of arousal hit me, igniting my body into a fiery inferno.

      He wastes no time in swirling his tongue over and over, flattening it and then flicking it until my body is so wound up, I’m seconds from coming.

      He must see the tension coiling inside me because right when I’m a moment from finding euphoria, he stops and removes his pants. He brings his cock to my entrance and says, “I need to be inside you. Now.”

      He pushes himself in until he bottoms out, both of us groaning together at the sensation.

      “Fuck, Dottie . . . Do you feel this? This connection we have?”

      “Yes,” I whisper, barely able to get my voice to work as he starts pumping his hips, filling me up so much that I feel like he’s sucking the breath right from my lungs.

      “This isn’t going anywhere. I’m not going anywhere. Are you?”

      I shake my head.

      “Say it,” he barks out through his teeth, the pressure building between us.

      “I’m . . . oh God—” He thrusts hard, his balls slapping against me, his hand falling to my clit where he rubs it, bringing me to the edge. “Jason . . . yes.”

      “Say it, Dottie.”

      “I’m, fuck . . . I’m not going . . . anywhere.”

      “Damn right you’re not.” He plows into me, and I can feel us inching up the carpet with each thrust, but I don’t care about the rug burn, or how twisted my clothes are at this point, because all I care about is being with this man.

      Loving this man.

      He’s everything I could have ever dreamed of and so much more.

      When I say I’m never leaving, I’m not. He’s it for me.

      My man.

      My Jason.
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      I glance around the apartment.

      Coast is clear.

      I lift up the apron Dottie got me that says “Eat my food, Lick my dick” and hold the freshly polished spoon in front of my junk.

      Clear as day I see my rod and nuggets dangling upside down, happy to be attached to this machine of a body.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Shhhh-it,” I say, scrambling to drop my apron, the spoon clattering to the floor. Great. Now I’m going to have to polish it again.

      “Were you checking out your penis in the spoon reflection?” Dottie asks, appearing from her bedroom in a robe and nothing else. Her hair is down and in waves, her makeup subtle but highlighting her gorgeous eyes, and she smells like a goddamn field of flowers.

      “I was.” I take the spoon in hand and start polishing it again. “The only way to tell if your silverware has been properly polished is if you can see the reflection of your junk in it.”

      Pause.

      Blink.

      “Charming.” She bites her bottom lip and looks around the apartment. “I should have had those cleaners come back to the apartment. It doesn’t look clean enough. Does it look clean enough?”

      “Dottie, the apartment looks phenomenal. Stop stressing and try to relax.”

      “I don’t think I’ll relax until this is over.”

      “Hey”—I point the spoon at her—“you said if I cooked naked, you wouldn’t be so tense.”

      She smiles shamefully at me and says, “I lied.”

      “You’re telling me my ass has been hanging out this entire time for no reason? Do you realize how unsanitary that is?”

      “Are you stirring with your butt muscles?”

      “No . . . but that seems like a party trick I’m willing to dedicate some time to in order to master.”

      “Please don’t.” She chuckles and then lets out a long breath. “Maybe I just need to get my mind off things.”

      “I can do that for you.” I wiggle my eyebrows at her.

      She looks down at my crotch and then back up at me. “You literally came an hour ago. And this morning—twice—before I left for work. How could you possibly want sex again?”

      “Dottie, I will always want sex with you,” I say. “Always.” She’s the reason I’m perpetually horny. Her body, her mind, her sass, her mouth . . . every part of her calls to me. It always will.

      She smiles and walks over to me, her robe shifting back and forth, giving me peeks of her cleavage. When she stands a few inches from me, she lowers her hands to my bare ass and gives it a small squeeze while placing a kiss on my jaw.

      “You are the best man I know. Do you realize that?”

      “Tell me more.”

      One hand falls to the front of my apron and slips under the canvas fabric to my growing erection. She casually strokes my length while bringing her mouth to mine.

      “You are so good to me.” Her finger swirls around the head of my cock. “Take care of me.” She brushes down and then back up to swirl. Teeth nip my jaw. “Make me laugh.” Pushes my apron to the side and with the hand that’s squeezing my ass, she holds the loose fabric out of the way so my dick is hanging out in the open. “Make me swoon.” Slowly she moves her body south until her mouth is directly in front of my already aching arousal. “And you always make me horny.”

      That’s something I can’t hear enough. She opens her mouth and is about to take me in when I lift her up and spin her around instead. Not even needing to be told what to do, she undoes her robe, lets it fall to the floor, and then braces both her hands on the counter while sticking her ass in the air.

      “Jesus Christ, Dottie,” I mutter while dragging my hand over my mouth. I push her long black hair to the side so I can see her elegant neck, lean forward, and insert my cock inside her while placing kisses along her shoulder blade.

      Reaching around, I grab both her tits and play with her nipples, rolling them and squeezing them, loving how a simple touch can spur her on even more. She backs into me, moving her pelvis, riding my cock to her own pleasure. I let her find her pleasure, let her take control, or at least, let her think she’s in control.

      “God, Jason, you make me so hot.” She’s swiveling her hips now and lowers her hand to her clit where she plays with it, her cries of pleasure reverberating against the cabinets in the kitchen. “Yes, yes,” she breathes out. “Oh my God, Jason.”

      My balls ache as my stomach bottoms out, my orgasm coming out of nowhere. I grab her hips and pump hard a few times before she cries out my name, her pussy spasming around my cock, forcing my own orgasm.

      I roar against her back, my hips stilling as I come inside her, moving her hips until I’ve completely spilled every last ounce of my passion.

      “Christ,” I breathe against her back, laughing at the same time. “That was unexpected.”

      She chuckles. “And unsanitary.”

      I kiss between her shoulder blades and spin her around. “All the food is on the other side of the kitchen or in the oven. We’re good.” I cup her cheeks and kiss her on the lips. “Are you feeling better?”

      “Yes. Thank you.” With another kiss, she turns and opens her computer that’s on the counter and says, “I’m going to clean up and then answer some emails. Is dinner almost—”

      Ding.

      “Ready?” she finishes on a laugh.

      “Yup. Now we’re in the important phase.”

      “What phase is that?”

      “The crisping.” I give her one last kiss, don the pink oven mitts that match the ones she gave me, and check the oven. A wave of yummy ham caramelized in brown sugar and pineapple hits me. “Oh babe, this is going to be amazing. The Carltons are going to pick your proposal based on this meal alone.”

      She’s hovered over her computer as she says, “They would be crazy not to.”

      “Now we’re going to turn this on broil and let it crisp the edges so we get that perfect texture.”

      “I’m going to do a quick rinse off and avoid my hair and makeup as best as possible.”

      “Why?” I ask, spinning around as she starts to walk away. “Don’t want sex smell on you?”

      “Can you not?” She shivers with revulsion. “God, Jason.”

      “What?” I laugh. “Bottle that up in a candle for me, especially if it’s a special-edition Dottie scent.”

      “That’s right,” she says, walking away, “Get out all the pervy comments now. Let them fly so you’re on your best behavior when they get here.”

      “I’m an ace at these things,” I call out as she disappears. “A fucking ace.”

      Keeping the oven door open so I have a trained eye on the ham, I rehearse in my head all the thoughtful questions I came up with to ask Mr. and Mrs. Carlton.

      How did you two meet?

      Was it love at first sight?

      Did you—

      Ding.

      “What was that?” I ask myself, looking around the kitchen. Am I missing a timer?

      Ding.

      I check the oven, then the counter . . .

      Ding.

      My eyes fly to Dottie’s computer. Oh, okay. I chuckle to myself, letting the short panic fade. I have everything timed out, and at this point in preparation there should be no extra—hey, why does that email have my name as the subject line?

      I glance at the ham and then turn back to the computer, leaning a little closer.

      Does it say Jason?

      I squint.

      Yup, that says Jason.

      Maybe it’s a different Jason . . . or maybe it’s about me and the dinner tonight. Should I look at it?

      No.

      That’s Dottie’s email. She’ll read it and tell me what it says. Right?

      What if she doesn’t? What if she’s too nervous to tell me what it says? I don’t want to disappoint her tonight.

      I bite my bottom lip and look toward her bedroom.

      Maybe a quick glance, just to get the gist of it.

      I step away from the oven but then catch myself.

      “No,” I mutter, turning away. “That’s her work email. It’s private. If I need to know the information, she’ll tell me.”

      Keeping my eye on the ham, I watch the juices spark inside the oven while the email bores a hole in the back of my head.

      It’s calling out to me, tapping me on the shoulder, encouraging me to read it, look at it, practically smell it for information.

      “Ah,” I groan, pulling on my hair with my oven mitts.

      Just a quick once-over.

      I glance at the ham one more time. I look down the hallway—the coast is clear—and then I read the email.

      Dottie,

      I’m assuming everything is set for tonight. I have all the confidence in the world that you can close the deal.

      As for Jason, how did he take the news about your fake relationship? I’m assuming okay if he’s willing to go along with tonight. I still feel uncomfortable about you using him for the dinner, but as long as he’s in the know, that’s all that matters.

      Knock them dead. Love you, kid.

      Dad.

      My eyes swim over the words, rereading the same sentence as if it’s not registering in my brain.

      I still feel uncomfortable about you using him for the dinner, but as long as he’s in the know, that’s all that matters.

      Using me?

      Fake relationship?

      What?

      I shift on my feet, reading the email again. He must be mistaken. What we have isn’t fake. There’s nothing fake about our relationship. I’ve never felt something so real in my life.

      But . . . what if . . .

      No. I shake my head and step away from my computer, my mind reeling with every conversation I’ve had with Dottie.

      This is real. Real for me, real for her.

      Then again . . .

      When did she talk to the Carltons about me? They’ve been on vacation for a while, so she must have told them before they left. When was that though? Shit, either way the timing doesn’t seem to work. Why would she tell her dad this was fake unless . . . it started that way?

      Shit.

      I wrack my brain, trying to figure out the timeline, tempted to go through her emails to help me but think better of it. I’m sure they aren’t ones she’d keep.

      What about the enchilada fiasco night? She went to work that day pissed as shit at me. I didn’t think she’d come to dinner, and yet she showed up. But . . . she more than just showed up; she came on to me and hard. It was weird at the time, still fucking weird now that I think about it, but if she was desperate to seal the deal, I wouldn’t put it past her to do anything it takes.

      Holy.

      Fuck.

      I step back again, both oven mitt hands on top of my head as I try to understand the implications of this.

      Does she actually like me? Or has this all been a fucking game to her? Have I been a pawn in her life? Using me for sex and career gain?

      I don’t want to believe it, but then again, I know the drive that hides behind those seductive eyes of hers.

      I still feel uncomfortable about you using him.

      Why would her dad say those specific words? “Using him.” He would only use that precise term if that’s what she told him.

      My heart plummets to the floor, shattering right there on the spot as my breathing starts to pick up.

      All the late-night conversations, the flirty smiles, the serious talk about belonging to one another . . . it was all a farce, a goddamn lie for her gain.

      Fuck. It’s like Melissa all over again. I’d thought she was into me as well, but she’d been all over other guys at the same time. Why can women lie so easily? What do they really gain from being so . . . false?

      “Fuck,” I say to myself just as a burning smell hits my nose.

      I spin around only to find the oven bursting with a flaming ham.

      “Ahh,” I scream as if my body was replaced with a ten-year-old girl’s. Flames crawl out of the oven and tickle the kitchen air as I dance around the tiled floor, arms flailing, trying to locate a fire extinguisher. “I’m going to die,” I say in the most dramatic voice ever heard. “Fire. It’s a fucking fire.” I jog in place, my cock and balls bouncing against my apron. “Charred to death naked. Ahhhhh.”

      I bounce.

      I dance.

      I flail every limb of my body.

      I pray to Jesus for indoor rain.

      “It’s a goddamn inferno in here. This is how I die, naked, and—” I spot a red canister in the corner and quickly run to it.

      Praise you, praise you!

      I pull the metal clip, take the hose, and point it at the oven. Using my most efficient twinkle toes, I waltz around the kitchen, a fire extinguisher as my partner, hand and hose, and together we douse the fire until it’s completely out.

      On a deep sigh, I relax my shoulders and stare at the charred ham.

      Completely ruined.

      All that hard work. All that prep. All that tasty, crispy smell.

      Gone.

      The email, the uncertainty, the ruined ham—the fact that I almost burned up in flames naked as the day I was born—it all comes crashing down on me, leaving me to sink to the floor into a pile of sodden emotions.

      And even though the ham is the final kick to the crotch, that’s not what’s slowly draining the life from my body. That’s not what’s causing this ill feeling to bubble up inside me.

      It’s the email.

      The words “using him” flashing, making me feel like a complete idiot.

      A lone tear falls down my cheek.

      What’s bringing me the most grief? What I thought Dottie felt for me wasn’t really true.

      I feel like a goddamn fool.

      An idiot for thinking that this high-powered woman with work on her mind constantly could genuinely open her heart to me.

      “Fuck,” I mutter, rubbing my eye with my mitt-covered palm.

      I take calming breaths and as air fills my lungs, anger filters into my veins. How many times has she told me I’m ridiculous? How often has she told me she should hate me but then said words to buffer the truth? I’m competitive by nature, but I’m not sticking around to attempt to win this. Win her. Because she doesn’t want to be won. At least, not by me.

      Fuck this and fuck her.

      I can’t be here any longer, and I sure as shit can’t be here when the Carltons arrive. No fucking way. Unlike a certain woman, I’m not a talented actor.

      Standing, I toss the oven mitts to the ground and tear off my apron. Naked, I walk to Dottie’s bedroom and quickly put on my jeans and shirt. Without a word, I head to the living room and grab my shoes.

      That’s when Dottie pops out of the bedroom in her robe, a confused look on her face. “Is something burning?”

      I ignore her and finish tying my shoes. When I stand, she’s coming toward me, and even though it looks like she’s concerned, I honestly can’t tell if it’s real or not at this point.

      “Jason, what’s wrong? Your eyes are bloodshot.” She glances over my shoulder. “Did something happen to the ham?”

      “Yeah, it’s fucking charred. I wouldn’t serve it if I were you.”

      I move past her and walk toward the door.

      “Where are you going?”

      “Anywhere but here.”

      She pads across the hardwood floors and steps in front of me. “Wait, what’s going on? Is everything okay?” Her hand crawls up my chest and I grip her wrist, stopping her. Her eyes widen, and I slowly remove her touch from my body.

      “No, it’s not okay.” I push my hand through my hair. “Care to tell me why I’m really here?”

      “Wh-what are you talking about?”

      “Don’t act like you don’t fucking know.”

      “Jason.” Her voice goes weak, scared. “I really don’t.”

      “No?” I twist to the side and then back at her, distraught and so fucking angry that I’m about to lose my goddamn cool. “Then why the fuck is your dad emailing you about me, and saying he feels uncomfortable about you using me for your career?”

      She stills, her breath catching in her throat as she looks toward her open computer.

      “Yeah, that’s what I fucking thought.” I go to move past her again, but she stops me with her hand to my chest. “I suggest you don’t fucking touch me right now, Dottie.”

      “Jason, it’s not what you think.”

      That’s what they always say.

      “It’s not?” My brows shoot up to my hairline. “So you didn’t tell the Carltons we were dating before we actually were?”

      She twists her hands together and looks off to the side. “I mean—”

      “Get out of my fucking way.”

      “Wait, please let me explain.”

      “Why? So you can lie to me like you’ve been lying during our entire relationship?” My breath catches in my chest as a wave of pain hits me. “I really fucking liked you, Dottie, and all this, that email . . . you’ve crushed me.” Whispering and staring at the ground, I say, “You broke my heart.”

      “I haven’t been lying to you,” she says, her voice full of sorrow. I glance up to see tears streaming down her face and for a brief second, I wonder if she’s telling the truth. “Everything we’ve felt between us, that’s been real. I was just in a tough spot a while ago. The Carltons weren’t going to consider my proposal because I wasn’t in a relationship. It was really stupid, and I panicked. I told them I was in one and dropped your name like an idiot.”

      “And that’s why you came over to my apartment that night, to make a move, to try to make what you said a reality. Great. So glad I could be a part of your game.”

      “I liked you before that,” she says. “I had such a bad crush on you in college and then seeing you again, years later, it all came flooding back. This wasn’t an overnight thing. This has been brewing inside me for a long time.”

      “Yeah, that’s evident from the way you had security remove me from your office.” I drag my hand over my mouth and say, “Fuck, Dottie. Has this all been a goddamn joke to you?”

      “No,” she sobs, trying to take my hand, but I whip it away. “This has been”—she wipes at her face, completely falling apart in front of me—“this has been so much more than I ever expected.”

      “But how did it start?” I ask, wanting the truth.

      “It . . .” Her lip trembles. “It started . . .”

      “Fucking say it, Dottie.”

      She reels back, as if my voice is venom splashing her face. Her face blanches, her tears roll down like a waterfall, and her hands shake as the clutches them to her chest. “It was—”

      I put my hand up, unable to look at her anymore. “You know what? Save it. I’m done.”

      “Wh-what?” she asks, her voice rocking with pain. “What do you mean, you’re done?”

      “It’s exactly what it means. I’m done. We’re done,” I say with such finality that I convince myself of the words. “And you know what the real fucking kicker is? Out of everyone, you should know what it feels like to be used.” I point at her. “You should know the anguish, the heartache, the unfiltered pain it causes to find out you aren’t loved, you aren’t cared for . . . you’re just a pawn in someone’s game.” I look her up and down, disgust filling me. “I expected so much more from you, Dottie.”

      I head to her door, opening it as she cries out in a sob. “Jason, please. Let me explain. I’m sorry.”

      “Sorry isn’t going to cut it, Dottie. You just broke my trust and there’s no coming back from that.”

      Before she can say another word, I exit her apartment and head to mine. The entire drive, I fucking cry like an asshole. When I reach my door, I consider knocking on Knox and Emory’s door, but instead, I head inside my dark apartment and slide to the ground against my bed. Fuck. How did she fool me? How did she fucking fool her friends? They’ve known her for years. Years. I know they weren’t in on it.

      This wasn’t an overnight thing. This has been brewing inside me for a long time.

      I’m so fucking stupid. It was an overnight thing.

      My mom once said that when I give my heart away to someone, it will be theirs for life. That they’ll take care of it because they’ll know how lucky they are. “Well, Mom, apparently that’s utter bullshit. I gave my heart to Dottie Domico, and she trampled on it. Destroyed it. Broke it.

      Broke me.
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      The minute the door clicks shut, I fall to the ground in a heap of tears.

      My hands cover my eyes as regret assails me, stabbing me in the chest with every image of Jason’s heartbroken face that crosses my mind.

      Like a steel weight resting heavily on my lungs, my actions, my dishonesty, it’s impossible to breathe.

      We’re done.

      Those two words dig deep into my soul as realization smacks me in the face. He didn’t just leave, he didn’t just storm off . . . he broke up with me.

      He actually broke up with me.

      He’s gone, and from the finality in his voice, he’s never coming back.

      “I’m so stupid,” I mutter, shaking my head. “So fucking stupid.”

      How did I not tell him? How did I drag this out for so long and not say anything?

      Because I was terrified I’d lose him . . . but I lost him anyway.

      From my seated position, I glance toward the kitchen and dining room. The table is elegantly set using my finest dishes and silverware that I know he spent time polishing. Cream cloth napkins are folded into a swan shape, and the wine we picked out specifically to pair well with the ham is on the table, ready to be opened.

      He did this for me, and I didn’t even have the decency to tell him the truth about the Carltons.

      What did that email say? What words caused such agony for the man I love?

      Standing on shaky legs, I walk to my computer and there it is, clear as day, an email from my dad. Subject line: Jason. Probably the reason Jason opened it.

      I can’t be mad at him for invading my privacy, because if I was in his shoes, I’d probably have done the same thing.

      On a deep breath, I read through it quickly, my eyes swimming with regret as they wash over the words ‘fake relationship . . . using him.’

      Shit . . . I bury my head in my hands again, more sobs wracking my body. What he must be feeling right now. It was never fake, not for me. My first attempt at trying to win him over might have been forced, but the rest of it wasn’t. Nothing about my pursuit for him was fake. Nothing about our relationship was unreal. I can still taste him in my mouth, feel him between my legs, smell his scent all over my body, hear the deep baritone of his voice over my skin as he demands more from me.

      I shake my head in disgust. This is such a mess. I am such a mess.

      I glance at the stove, the charred ham, a symbol of my dead relationship. The time he spent on it, the time he spent on us, up in flames in the matter of seconds.

      And I only have myself to blame.

      I need to talk to him. I need to make this right. He needs to know it was him and only thoughts of him that made our relationship real.

      Picking up my phone from the counter, I type out a quick text to Jason, knowing fully well he’ll ignore it.

      Dottie: I’m so sorry, Jason. Please hear me when I say you deserve so much better than how I treated you. If I were a better person, I’d leave you alone, but I’m not, and I’m selfish, because I want you in my life. What we had was real. It was so real. I’m sorry I made you doubt that.

      Tears cascading down my cheeks, I scroll through my contacts and press call while bringing the phone to my ear. I don’t want to make this phone call, but at this point, there’s no other option.

      I wipe the tears off my face and brace myself as the phone is picked up.

      “Miss Domico, how can I help you?”

      I suck in a sharp breath. There is no way they can help me. In fact, I wouldn’t deserve it if they tried. I know I’ve ruined any chance of Domico Industries securing the contract, but at this point, why give a shit? He’s gone. “Hi, Mr. Carlton I’m afraid I’m going to have to cancel . . .”
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      Emory: Dottie . . .

      Lindsay: Oh girl, Emory just told me everything.

      Emory: Knox spoke with Jason last night. Why didn’t you tell him?

      Dottie: Because I’m an idiot. I really don’t want to talk about this.

      Emory: I don’t think that’s how this friend thing goes. We’re here for you, even when you’re a complete dumbass.

      Lindsay: I thought you told him. Why did I think you told him? Ugh, Dottie, Knox said Jason looked terrible.

      Emory: You weren’t supposed to tell her that.

      Lindsay: She needs to know. Jason is a good guy and she really hurt him.

      Dottie: I know I hurt him. He made that quite clear when he was leaving my apartment. I don’t think I’ve ever felt this sick, this awful, this unbelievably sorry in my entire life.

      Emory: He cried with Knox . . .

      I suck in a breath reading Emory’s text as I rest my head against my tear-soaked pillow. It’s been two days since he left, and I’ve yet to get out of bed after cancelling the dinner. I’ve sent Jason countless texts and I even tried calling him a few times but as expected, he’s been radio silent. I’ve considered going to his apartment but have thought better of it. I’m the last person he wants knocking on his door right now.

      Lindsay: That tears my heart out. He’s such a sweet, amazing guy.

      Dottie: I know. Okay, I KNOW! I fucked up and if I could, I’d take everything back. I don’t need you two rubbing it in my face.

      Emory: We’re not rubbing it in your face, we’re making sure you drop that shield of yours and allow yourself to feel the pain you caused him.

      Lindsay: You’re so guarded all the time. It’s important to allow yourself to feel, to know that there are people out there who you hurt with your actions.

      Dottie: Are you trying to say I’m heartless?

      Emory: No. But you are clueless. Please don’t be clueless about this. Jason was perfect for you. Everything you needed and so much more. You need to find a way to make this right.

      Dottie: And how would you suggest that?

      Lindsay: That’s for you to figure out. But we’ve known each other for a long time and this is the first time I’m not taking your side. #TeamJason

      Dottie: You don’t have to be an asshole, Lindsay.

      Emory: Lindsay is right. You truly messed up. You can’t blame anyone but yourself. I love you, but I’m afraid I’m Team Jason too.

      Dottie: So I lost my man and my best friends. Great.

      Lindsay: Your man . . . see? You couldn’t even say boyfriend. I know you’ve been burned in the past, but that doesn’t mean you close yourself off to everyone. You might have thought you were giving yourself over to Jason but you still held him at arm’s length. All he wanted was for you to be honest with him and accept him for who he is.

      Dottie: I do accept him.

      Emory: But accepting him means that you know he needs a deeper connection where you’re concerned. You kept it surface level with him. And it led to this, never fully trusting him with your truth, with your heart.

      Dottie: Because I was hurt.

      Lindsay: By other men. Other men hurt you, Dottie. Not Jason. That was your mistake, by sticking Jason in the same group as the men you once dated, you never gave him a chance.

      Dottie: I only didn’t tell him about the Carltons. I gave him my entire self.

      Emory: Don’t you see it? If you gave him all of you, then you would have told him, but you were still holding back in case he hurt you. He never had a chance.

      Lindsay: I love you, but she’s right.

      I toss my phone to the side, annoyed with the conversation, and try to shut my eyes, but even shut they burn from all the tears I’ve shed the past two days.

      Are they right? Did I not truly give myself to Jason?

      I was scared of losing him. Or was I scared of him seeing my true colors, the determined businesswoman I am? Because what if after he saw my true self he wouldn’t want to be with me anymore?

      That seems more accurate than being scared, because I’ve been scared before, and it’s never truly affected my decisions. But with Jason, it was different.

      Because he was different.

      Rolling to my back, I stare at the ceiling and suck in a large breath.

      I fucked up my relationship with Jason.

      I fucked over this deal with the Carltons by cancelling with them.

      I am slowly killing my career with my terrible choices.

      And lastly, once again, I’ve let my dad down. Caused him more discomfort and embarrassment.

      All because of what? A man in my past who mistreated me? Tarnished my reputation.

      A man who I trusted, who lied to me, and broke me . . . just like I did to Jason.

      And that realization strikes me harder than any other thought as Jason’s words return.

      You should know the anguish, the heartache, the unfiltered pain it causes to find out you aren’t loved, you aren’t cared for . . . you’re just a pawn in someone’s game.

      Deep in my soul, I know that’s not how I treated things with Jason, but from the outside looking in, from his perspective, dealing with a woman who unintentionally kept him at arm’s length emotionally, yeah . . . I can see where he’d wholeheartedly believe I lied for my own gain.

      I pick up my phone again and scroll through Emory and Lindsay’s texts, feeling less defensive and more responsive to what they’re saying. It’s time I take responsibility for my actions, or lack thereof, and it starts with telling the truth because the lies have done enough damage.
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        * * *

      

      “Mr. and Mrs. Carlton are here to see you,” Jessica says, stepping into my doorway with a knock.

      Being in the high-powered position I am in my dad’s company, I’ve always prided myself on never being nervous, of being able to stay cool and calm through any business deal or interaction, but right now, I’m sweating.

      I woke up this morning not wanting to get out of bed. I wanted to continue wallowing in my pain by looking through the pictures we took at the amusement park, something I did all weekend. But I knew I had responsibilities and it started with talking to the Carltons.

      Wiping my hand on my dress pants, I stand from my chair. “Please show them in.”

      Clouded with uneasiness, I stiffen my back and face the music. This moment is going to cost me the biggest deal of my career, possibly my job, damage my relationship with my dad, but I know it’s the right thing to do.

      Hands linked in front of me, I give Mr. and Mrs. Carlton a soft smile as they enter my office. We exchange greetings with handshakes, and I set them up with some drinks as we take a seat in my office that overlooks the Chicago skyline.

      When I decided on telling them the truth, I knew it would be hard. I’m putting not only my name on the line, but my dad’s, and it’s why I asked him to meet us here as well.

      Right on time, my dad knocks on the door and is surprised to see Mr. and Mrs. Carlton already seated. I have yet to tell him everything that went down on Friday because frankly, I wasn’t only embarrassed, but heartbroken. I didn’t have it in me to disappoint another man in my life, so I sent him a quick email to meet me on Monday in my office.

      I can only imagine what’s running through his head. He’s probably thinking I closed on the deal from the bright smile on his face.

      Shit, I hate this. Facing the consequences of my actions.

      Once he greets the Carltons, he takes a seat as well.

      With a deep breath, I say, “Thank you all for meeting me here today and adjusting your schedules. I really appreciate it.” I scoot forward on my chair, trying not to fidget like my dad taught me. Fidgeting shows weakness and if anything, I need to be as strong as I can possibly be in this moment. “I’m really sorry about canceling dinner on Friday.” From the corner of my eye, I see my dad pull on his cufflink, an indication that he’s not entirely happy to not be briefed before this meeting.

      “That’s quite all right, Miss Domico. We are understanding people.”

      Let’s see just how understanding.

      “I told you I had to cancel because of an emergency, which in fact, was true. The dinner we prepared caught up in flames.”

      “Oh dear,” says Mrs. Carlton. “Is your home okay?”

      “Yes, it was contained in the oven, but it happened because of me. You see, I’ve been dating Jason Orson, but not for as long as I told you.” Mr. Carlton’s eyebrows sharpen. “I’ve only been seeing him for a little over a month.”

      “I see,” Mr. Carlton says, his usual jovial self, angry.

      Controlling my breath and not letting it escape me, I say, “I was desperate to show you that even though I might not have been the family person you were looking for, we still were a family operated company. I wanted to keep you interested to grant me more time to prove that to you. I went about it the wrong way, and . . . I’m so sorry I deceived you.”

      “I see,” Mrs. Carlton says looking out the window.

      “I never meant to deceive you or make you feel like you’d been fooled. I can tell you from the heart, right now, that Jason Orson is everything I ever asked for in a man and I really—”

      Mr. Carlton clears his throat and grips the edges of his armrest. “Yes, well, I don’t need to hear you prattle on. I think our time here is done.” He stands, lending his hand to his wife who takes it and lifts from her chair. “We’ll see ourselves out.”

      Fuck. Panic constricts my throat, desperate pleas at the tip of my tongue that can’t seem to find a voice. No.

      “Mr. and Mrs. Carlton,” my dad says, standing as well. “Please know this isn’t how we conduct business.”

      “No?” Mr. Carlton asks, a sturdiness to his question. “She’s your daughter is she not? She must have learned how to be untrustworthy somewhere.”

      My dad reels back, as if he’s been slapped. Shit . . .  shit, shit, shit.

      The crashing down of the moment drowns me as I try to float to the top, try to find the courage to stand on two legs as I realize this is just like the last time I disappointed my dad. The disappointment in his face, but the need to protect me as well.

      I step in, placing a hand on my dad’s forearm. “I assure you, Mr. Carlton, my dad had nothing to do with this. He didn’t condone what I did. This was all on me and I will forever regret this decision.”

      “Yes, you will,” he says, heading toward the door. He takes his wife’s hand and says, “What you learn quickly in this business, Miss Domico, is even though it’s a take-no-prisoners atmosphere, the businesses and executives who finish in a golden light and live a fruitful life are the ones who take the honest path in business. I hope this lesson serves you well.”

      They vacate my office, disappointment written all over their features, and that’s when I realize, I’m pretty sure they were ready to pick the Domicos. Had I not come clean, we’d be popping champagne and celebrating.

      It wouldn’t have felt right though, especially with the way things ended with Jason.

      God, I miss him so much it hurts.

      When they’re out of earshot, my dad turns on me, anger etched in his eyes. “What the hell was that, Dorothy?”

      And here’s the moment I’ve been dreading the most about today. “It was the truth. They deserved it.”

      “They deserved it from the very beginning.” He drags his hand over his face. “You just cost us millions over that deal.”

      “I know, Dad—”

      “No, I don’t think you do. You not only cost us money, but you cost us our reputation.” He tosses his hand in the air. “What the hell am I supposed to do with this now?”

      “Nothing,” I say, as an acute sense of loss builds inside me.

      In my dream of dreams, I pictured everything going right, that the Carltons would congratulate me on being truthful, and my dad would think it was a risk but proud of me for not hiding behind deception.

      That was the dream. Somewhat misguided.

      Reality? This is the end of everything I’ve built over the last few years, everything I thought I wanted and worked for since college. I wasn’t sure if I was going to do this or not, but I feel as though I don’t have a choice. I pick up a letter off my desk and hand it to him. “Here’s my resignation. Please consider this my two weeks’ notice or until you can find a replacement.”

      “Dorothy . . .” my dad says, resigned. He can barely look at me.

      “Don’t, Dad. I know this is necessary, and I’m saving you the trouble of having to do it yourself. I’d hoped the Carltons would have appreciated my sincerity—my choice to come clean—and maybe still go with us, but I knew that was a long shot. I screwed this up big time, even with your warning. If this were anyone else, you’d have fired them on the spot. I should have listened to you, I never should have dragged Jason into this mess and because of my immature decisions, I hurt the company. This needs to be done.”

      “But this is my legacy. I’ve built this business from the ground up; it was supposed to be passed on to you,” he says, looking weak and disheartened.

      I hate this. That I’ve done this to him.

      “I know, but I’ll be honest, Dad. This job, even though it’s fun working for you, it’s been stressful, and I’ve made choices I’ll always regret. It’s turned me into a person I’m not exactly proud of, and it’s made me jaded and closed off, a trait that didn’t emerge until I sat at this desk. I admire everything you’ve built and done for our family—for me. And I’m heartbroken over how I’ve treated that gift and the responsibilities you entrusted to me. I can see I’ve lost sight of who I am. What I should be doing.”

      “Is this about Nick?” he asks, walking toward me and taking my hand in his.

      I shake my head, but maybe some of it is. “It stems from Nick, from the distrust his betrayal created. I worked extra hard after he hurt me to prove I’m more than the family name, that I’m my own entity. I can see I did anything to make myself feel empowered. To feel powerful.” I shake my head. “The drive blinded me, made my actions unacceptable, and I ruined the best thing that’s ever happened to me . . . Jason.”

      “Sweetie,” he says softly, pulling me into a hug. “You need that kind of drive for this business.”

      “It’s not the person I am. I thought it was, but it’s not.”

      He kisses the top of my head and says, “You were always more of your mother’s daughter with the soft soul and kind heart. It’s why you donate so generously. That’s who you are. That’s the woman I’m incredibly proud of.”

      I try to digest his words, but they don’t feel right at this moment. They don’t quite fit with how I feel about myself.

      Sighing, my dad asks, “So if you’re not working for me, what are you going to do?”

      “I have some ideas. Some ideas that will help me feel more fulfilled. At least I hope.”

      He exhales, pulling on his tie before he lowers his head in defeat. “Shit, Dorothy.”

      “I know.” Tears well up in my eyes. “I’m so sorry, Dad. So, so sorry.”

      “Oh, sweetie.” He squeezes me tighter, and that’s when I break down against his pristine Tom Ford suit. “Shh,” he says, rubbing the back of my head. But it’s impossible for me to stop crying now the waterworks have taken over. I clutch his suit jacket and sob. “Sweetie, all these tears, there not just for the job . . .”

      I shake my head. “No.”

      “It’s about the boy.”

      I nod.

      “What happened?”

      “He . . . he . . .” I catch my breath. “He saw your email. He was so upset, so heartbroken. He broke things off with me and left. I don’t think I’ve ever seen someone so devastated than I did in that moment.” I don’t think I’ve ever caused anyone so much pain before or felt so . . . ashamed.

      “I don’t know, right now you’re giving him a run for his money.”

      I pull away and wipe away my tears. “I love him, Dad, and before I could even say it, I lost him.”

      “Who’s to say you still can’t say it?”

      “He’ll push me away.” I shake my head.

      “You never know until you try, sweetie, and now that you’ve resigned, looks like you have some time on your hands. Make it up to him.”

      “I don’t know how,” I say, feeling vulnerable and exposed, but I guess that’s what being in love is all about, shedding a layer of skin so the other person can see your true self, your soul. “What if he turns me away?”

      “Then at least you’ll know you gave it your all, like everything else in your life.”
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        * * *

      

      I’m going to puke.

      Yup, right here, in the hallway, puke is happening.

      It took me a few days to gain the nerve, but once I grabbed enough courage, I didn’t let myself turn back.

      A VP from the California office has been wanting to move to Chicago within the company, but there haven’t been any positions open. Now I’m leaving, the transition is seamless and the guy, Kent, is unsurprisingly an intelligent and a trusted employee. I feel comfortable with him taking over and my dad feels safe with his company.

      He flew out immediately, and I’ve been helping him with the transition.

      We gave Jessica a raise, because of everything that’s gone on, and she’ll take on some new responsibilities. She was teary when I told her I was resigning, and we both got emotional after that. I’ll miss her, as she’s a very competent assistant. I know this is for the best though.

      Even what I’m about to do.

      I raise my hand to the door I’ve grown quite familiar with and before I can chicken out, I give it a few knocks.

      This is going to be simple. I’m going to lay it on the line for him and what he does with the information is up to him.

      I hear him approach and hold my breath as he opens the door. Wearing nothing but a pair of sweatpants and a shocked face, he grips the side of the door and asks, “What the hell are you doing here?”

      Hostile. It’s the only way I can describe his voice. There’s no hurt, there’s no confusion, just pure hostility.

      “I wanted to talk to you.”

      “We’re done talking. Did you not get that last Friday?”

      “No, I did.” My throat tightens, making it hard to squeeze out my words. “But”—I swallow hard—“I wanted to tell you something, before you shut the door on me.”

      He doesn’t say anything, but stands there, waiting. I guess that means I continue. “My intention wasn’t to use you, Jason, nor was it to make you feel that what we had wasn’t true. Before you knew who I was, I felt something for you, this strong force pulling me toward you, a force I wanted to ignore for as long as I could because I was scared.” I clear my throat. “When I made a slip-up in my business meeting, claiming you as my boyfriend, I knew it was stupid, and the minute the words fell past my lips I instantly regretted them. After the meeting, I convinced myself that because you were trying to get me to go out with you, I could give in to my feelings and take you up on a date.”

      His jaw clenches and I know he’s seconds from slamming that door in my face.

      “I met with the Carltons this week and told them the truth. Like I expected, it was a deal-breaker, but I wanted to be honest anyway—”

      “I’m glad your conscience finally kicked in.” His hand grips tighter on the door. “I don’t have time for this shit.”

      He starts to close the door, but I shout, “Jason, wait. Please let me finish.”

      “No, Dottie, I’ve heard everything I want to hear. Nothing you say is going to change how I feel. We’re done.” Shocking me, he slams the door, the sound of a steel lock clicking into place, and I know. Opening it will never be possible . . . ever again.

      I haven’t seen this side of Jason before, so angry, so unforgiving, which only means one thing: I hurt him to his core, and it seems there’s no recovering from that.

      Heart heavy, I gulp hard as hot tears slip down my cheeks. I knew it wouldn’t be easy, but I didn’t expect it to be this hard, this painful . . . this devastating.

      Then again, I’m sure this is exactly how Jason felt when he read that email.

      I wish I could challenge Jason for doubting the truth of my feelings rather than simply believing the initial lie that set things in motion. But maybe Lindsay was right. Maybe I hadn’t given him enough of me, I had held back parts of me.

      This overwhelming misery is on me.

      On a choking cry, I cover my mouth and tear away from Jason's door. I once thought that Nick destroyed me. He didn’t. He never touched my heart.

      Unlike Jason Orson.

      He owns my heart.

      Even in its shattered form.
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      Ten years later . . .

      “Dude, you look like shit,” Carson says, clapping me on the shoulder.

      “This is my best sweater, and it’s supposed to make me look devastatingly handsome.”

      “It’s olive green,” Carson says with a question in his raised eyebrow.

      “Leave me alone.” I rest my head on the counter. “It’s been ten years since my heart was broken and it still aches.”

      “Ten years?” Carson laughs. “It’s been ten fucking days.”

      Ten days later (That’s right, sorry about that) . . .

      “I know, but ten days has felt like ten years. And I thought wearing my green sweater to Friendsgiving would be a nice pick-me-up but you just peed all over that idea.”

      “Does anyone like this sweater besides you?”

      “I get a lot of once-overs whenever I wear it. I think it’s how the color brings out my delicate green eyes.”

      “Or it’s the cross-stitched mountain range on the front.”

      I glance at my sweater and then rub my fingers over the cross-stitch. “I used to pretend it was brail and it would read, ‘You’re handsome, always have been, always will be.’”

      “I don’t understand how we’re friends.” Carson shakes his head.

      “Running pole-to-pole suicides at Brentwood together formed an unbreakable bond.”

      “God, you’re right.” Carson takes a seat next to me at the bar and picks up a bacon-wrapped scallop from the appetizer platter. This is no ordinary appetizer platter; this shit is fancy. Emory, Knox, and his mom went all out and when I said I wasn’t coming, they told me Dottie went to California to have Thanksgiving with her family, so I had no choice but to come for a while before I went to my childhood home to spend time with my family.

      As promised, I brought the yams, but to hell if I was going to bring homemade stuffing on Dottie’s behalf. Ohhh, no. I wasn’t about to slave over the stove for her. Not again.

      If I’m being entirely honest, sometimes I think about the charred ham and what it would have tasted like if it didn’t get set on fire by an inferno of lies. I think about how the wine would have paired perfectly with the rich flavors I infused into that meat. I’m clearly upset over what Dottie did, but there’s also a piece of me that’s upset that I let the ham catch on fire. Rookie mistake, leaving the watched-over broiler for a second.

      I think we all know what happens when you take your eyes off the broiler; it eats your meal alive and then laughs at you when you’re crying into your burnt and unrecognizable dish.

      Can you tell I’m trying to think about anything but the heart-splitting reality that the girl I was falling for obliterated my heart?

      And fuck, what was she thinking coming over the other day? I know she wanted to apologize, but seeing her, wrecked like that . . . fuck, it’s only made things worse. I never want to see my girl with red-rimmed eyes and tear-stained cheeks. It just about did me in, but even though seeing her pained me, I couldn’t quite feel the pain. I knew it was there, harboring deep in my bones for later, but in that moment, all I saw was red.

      Anger boiled over, and I didn’t want to hear one word she had to say.

      Because in all honesty, it doesn’t matter. She broke my trust and that isn’t something we can recover from. Not when she’s been in the same position, not when she’s been used before, not when she made me believe what we shared, the bond I clung to every second of every goddamn day was real . . . when it wasn’t.

      Fuck, just thinking about it again has my stomach hollowing out in nausea.

      “Hey, what are you two doing?” Milly asks, saddling up next to Carson and placing a sweet kiss on the side of his cheek.

      Glad they’re in love. Sense the sarcasm?

      What I wouldn’t give to have that kind of affection right now. I almost ask Carson if he’ll kiss my temple and lovingly stroke my pec but think better of it. I’m pretty sure I know what the answer would be, even in my vulnerable state. Maybe ten days ago, right after everything went down, he might have petted my head for a brief moment, but now, he’s probably thinking I should have gotten over everything.

      The heart doesn’t work that fast unfortunately.

      “Carson is making fun of my sweater,” I say, popping a black olive in my mouth.

      Milly leans over to look at it. “Is that cross-stitch?”

      I rub my palm over the intricate stitching. “It is.”

      “It’s . . . nice.”

      “Why, thank—”

      “She’s being polite, dude,” Carson says, eating another scallop. “There was a pause in her sentence. She hates it.”

      “I don’t hate it,” Milly says, but then doesn’t continue. She doesn’t love it, that’s for damn sure.

      “Fine.” I reach behind me, pull my sweater over my head, drop it on the floor, and then bury my hands in my hair. “Happy? Now my nipples are going to get hard from being cold.”

      “Why is your shirt off?” Knox asks, standing on the other side of the countertop to indulge in some appetizers.

      “Everyone hates it, so I’d rather be naked.”

      “I liked it,” Knox says casually.

      “Really?” I perk up.

      “No.” He laughs and shakes his head. “Hideous, man.”

      Growing angry, I say, “Don’t you see I’m suffering here? My heart is broken, and you assholes are being jerks. Don’t kick a man when he’s down.”

      “He’s right,” Emory says, rubbing my back and reaching over to grab an olive. “Jason needs our love right now, not our jokes.”

      I thumb toward Emory. “She gets it.”

      “How are you doing, Jason?”

      “Not great,” I admit. “I can’t even look at her without getting angry. She came over the other day to talk to me.”

      “What did she say?” Knox asks.

      “Just that she told the Carltons the truth. Like, good for you, thumbs up, you still fucked me over.”

      “That’s all she said?” Emory asks, looking confused.

      “It’s all I let her say before I closed the door. Honestly, there’s nothing she can say that will make me feel better. When I read the email from her dad, I was stunned. I’ve never felt so embarrassed, so humiliated. I was cooking for her business meeting, bare-ass naked, and she was only using me for her own personal gain.”

      “Why were you naked?” Carson asks. Of course, that’s what he focuses on.

      “Because cooking naked is sexy. Try it, it will spice up your marriage,” I say, waving my hand in his direction.

      “Our marriage doesn’t need spicing up, isn’t that right, Milly? Just this morning the turkey wasn’t the only thing that was stuffed.”

      Everyone turns to her as her face immediately lights up in a bright shade of red.

      “Don’t torture the poor girl,” Lindsay says from the living room where she’s playing Candy Land with her son and Mama G.

      “I think we need to forget about the whole Dottie thing, okay? I’ve moved on.”

      “What?” Emory asks. “Are you dating someone else?”

      “No.” I shake my head while picking up a pickle. Sweet, of course, because Carson brought the pickles. “But I heard if you say things into the universe, they come true. Setting intentions.”

      “I think Dottie is a lovely young lady who got caught up in trying to prove herself and said the wrong thing,” Mama G says. Together we all spin around to look at her. No one messes with Mama G, so when she says something, we pay attention. “Haven’t you ever wanted something so badly that you’ll do anything to get it?” She pointedly looks at the three professional baseball players in the apartment. “Pretty sure you have. What makes it any different for Dottie?”

      “Because she lied; she could have told me the truth.”

      “If that’s what you’re going to base this all off, what she could have done, then you, my sweet boy, are a fool.”

      Silence falls over the apartment, Mama G’s words stinging . . . hard.

      “Oh shit,” Knox mutters. “She called you a fool.”

      “I don’t think I can breathe,” Carson says, looking scared shitless.

      I’m right there with him. Mama G was our designated cheer squad when Knox was at Brentwood. Our mother hen, always bringing us treats and acting as if we were her own. There is no denying it. Her comment drives a stake right to my heart. How can she call me a fool? Dottie lied. End of story. Yes, we all understand that yearning and drive we’ve experienced getting to the level of baseball we’re at. But we didn’t do that by lying to those we cared about. I mean, Emory did withhold from Knox that she was still living in Chicago. But that wasn’t to use him . . . Carson did run from Milly and then encourage business her way, even though he didn’t contact her . . . But that wasn’t really lying to her . . .

      All four of them hurt each other before they got together. All four were devastated . . . for a time. But then they found love—

      No, it’s not the same. I refuse to be called a fool over someone else’s deceit.

      “Now.” She claps her hands together. “Let’s all hold hands and say what we’re grateful for,” she says in a cheery disposition, as if she didn’t just insult me.

      “I’ll be grateful if Jason puts his shirt back on,” Knox says, but I don’t laugh.

      I feel a haze fall over me.

      Am I really being a fool?

      She hurt me. She used me. How is that me being a fool?
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        * * *

      

      “Wow, it’s beautiful in here,” Emory says, taking in the old warehouse turned banquet hall we rented for the after-event party.

      We decorated the space with an old-fashioned baseball theme. Pennants stream across the rafters, cracker jacks, peanuts, and popcorn are centerpieces at each table, along with pinstripe tablecloths. We used old crates for display and made table flags with The Lineup logo on them. Natalie did an amazing job and since the food is baseball-park themed, I can’t wait to dig in.

      My team won the game of course, because I stacked my side, leaving Walker with a few good players. He didn’t mind. All he cared about was connecting with the athletes who came to represent their disability. I saw him stay close to one girl in particular with pigtails, and I wondered if she reminds him of his sister? Most likely.

      Joseph clung to my side the whole time, enamored with the big names we had on the field. He scored two runs—we had endless substitution—and like in high school, I hit him in both times. It felt good being out there on the field with him, seeing that infectious smile again. I wish someone else was there to see it.

      Yeah, okay, so Dottie was supposed to be here today and clearly, she isn’t. Which is fine, whatever, I told her to go suck it and for good reason. I don’t need to remind you what happened. You remember, so try to tell me I was wrong. I wasn’t, right?

      With each day that passes, I think about what Mama G said, what she called me. And now that I’m at this event with the closest people in my life, I still feel empty. She’s supposed to be here, holding my hand, meeting my family, hanging out with my friends, being a part of this charity that’s one of the proudest things I’ve ever created.

      But she’s not.

      And that makes me sad.

      “Natalie did a good job with the event planning,” I say, trying to put on a good smile. Even though this event isn’t what I hoped for, with Dottie at my side, there are still a lot of people here for me, for Joseph, and I need to give them my all. “She’s been working her butt off.”

      “I like Natalie,” Emory says, leaning into Knox. “Such a shame she’s already taken; she and Walker could be a good couple. Or Cory.”

      “Nice try,” I say. “She’s happily married, so don’t stir the pot.”

      “I would never, but is there another Natalie we could find for Walker? He’s so angry all the time, and maybe if he had a Natalie, he would change.”

      “Maybe you should stick to your job as a librarian and skip the matchmaking,” Knox says, drawing an appalled sound from Emory.

      Hormonal and insulted, not a good combination. Even I know that, and I’m an idiot most of the time.

      Emory drags him away just as Carson and Milly walk up to me. “Thank fuck we won. I think I would have screamed if we didn’t bring home the W.”

      “You know it was for fun, right?” Natalie asks, joining our little circle.

      “Competition is never just for fun,” Milly says, answering for all three of us.

      Natalie laughs. “I forgot who I was talking to. Yes, of course, good thing you guys won.”

      Milly joined in on the game and had the time of her life. She’s a genius when it comes to baseball. She can fix anyone’s swing—who’s willing to listen to her—and she’s the reason why my boy, Carson, makes the All-Star team. I should give him credit for the practice he puts in as well. But growing up, she studied, she never played, because she wanted to play baseball, not softball, and she was never given the chance. So when I handed her a jersey for our team, she looked up at me with the most grateful eyes I’ve ever seen.

      The event is all about inclusion, and that means the girls who want to play with the boys can.

      Plus, she was a total ringer and having her on my team was the icing on top of the cake.

      “Thank you again for letting me play,” Milly says, looking shy.

      “Yeah, thank you, man,” Carson says with so much sincerity it makes me want to cry.

      “I love you guys.”

      Because I know Carson loves it so much, I grab him by the cheeks and pull him in tight, planting a giant kiss on his lips before releasing him.

      “Motherfucker,” he growls, swiping at his mouth. “What did I tell you about that shit? No, just no.”

      “You’re so afraid you’re going to fall in love with me. Just let it happen, bro. Just let it happen.”

      “I’m not going to punch you in the gut right now because this is a charity event, and because you just made some dreams come true for my wife today, but if this was any other time, know that my fist would be tickling your intestines.”

      “Noted,” I say on a smile, that feels entirely too fake.

      “As much fun as this is, I need to borrow you for a second.” Natalie pulls on my arm and I follow her to the small stage we have set up. She drags me behind the curtain.

      “What are you—?”

      My voice falls when I see Dottie standing there, an envelope in her hand, wearing a Bobbies baseball hat, jeans, and a Rebels T-shirt.

      Shit . . . the shirt.

      She looks really fucking good, especially with those colors displayed across her chest.

      “Miss Domico wanted to hand you a donation before she goes.” Natalie gives me a knowing look and then leaves.

      Trying to gain my bearings, I say, “Uh, what are you doing here?”

      “Well, I watched the game and wanted to keep my donation promise. I know I said I’d be here for the dinner, but I don’t think it’s appropriate for me to stay. I bought a table and had Lindsay invite some of her third graders and their parents to join. But before I leave, I wanted to deliver this to you.”

      She gives me the envelope and nods at me to open it.

      Cautious, I tip open the flap and peek inside. A check written to The Lineup for . . . holy shit, one million dollars.

      What the actual fuck?

      I snap the envelope shut and say, “What the hell is this?”

      “My donation.”

      “One million dollars?”

      “Well, we have a very generous non-profit section. We always donate at the end of the year. I convinced my dad to make a substantial donation to The Lineup.”

      “With one million dollars?”

      “Yes.”

      I try to keep my brain focused on the girl in front of me, but it keeps running away, thinking of all the kids we can help with one million dollars. This is huge.

      Bigger than huge . . . it’s phenomenal.

      With the contribution from the Rebels, from this event, and from Dottie, there’s so much—

      I pause and stare at the check, and then back into Dottie’s hopeful eyes.

      Wait . . .

      “Are you trying to buy me?”

      “What?”

      “Trying to buy yourself back into my life.” I hold up the envelope. “Is that what this is all about?”

      “Jason.” She shakes her head, tears immediately forming in her eyes. “If that’s what you think, I didn’t do a good enough job letting you get to know me.”

      “No, you didn’t,” I say before I can stop myself. “We spent so much time together and yet, it always felt like you never fully let me in.”

      “I was trying,” she says. “Trying to form trust—”

      “Well, you broke our trust the minute you neglected to tell me about the Carlton meeting. Did you ever think that maybe, just maybe, I would have laughed it off and said, why don’t we give it a try then? The dating?”

      My anger starts to take over again.

      “I . . . I didn’t—”

      “You didn’t, because you were too chickenshit to let me be the man I am. You didn’t give me a goddamn chance, Dottie. If you did, you would have been surprised at how understanding I am.”

      “I see.” She frowns and takes a step back. “You’ll always think the worst of me.” She turns halfway around but pauses. “For what it’s worth, this was how much I’d always planned on donating.” She takes a hiccupped breath. “I believe in what you’re trying to do, your mission. I believe in you, Jason.”

      I stare at the envelope and then back at her, the word “Stop” on the tip of my tongue, but I’m unable to pull the trigger. Because even though I’d love to take her into my arms, there’s still hurt billowing deep inside me. So, maybe I am a fool. A miserable, disconsolate fool. Fuck.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Knock. Knock.

      The door opens and Knox waltzes in looking like he just pulled himself out of a dumpster, wearing holey sweats and a Brentwood Baseball shirt that must be at least a decade old.

      “Come on in,” I say, my head resting against the back of my couch. I’m watching football, not giving two shits who wins, and drowning myself in potato skins.

      Piles and piles of potato skins.

      I’ll need to run at least ten miles a day until spring training to wear off all the fat in these things. Here’s hoping they go straight to my ass and make it even juicier than before.

      Knox grabs a beer from my fridge for the both of us and then flops on my couch next to me. Before he leans all the way back, he picks up a potato skin and shoves the whole thing in his mouth. “These are cold,” he says with a mouthful.

      “Yeah, I made them two hours ago.”

      “Great.” Knox quickly chews and swallows. “We haven’t seen you since the fundraiser. That’s strange for you.”

      “Are you saying I’m an annoying neighbor?”

      “A little.” He chuckles and then nudges my shoulder. “Seriously, dude, what’s up? Still bummed about Dottie?”

      “Bummed? More like confused.” I drag my hand down my face, pausing to rub my eyes for a few seconds. “I don’t know, dude, am I being a fool here?”

      “Want some honesty?”

      “Yeah, I need something, because I’m drowning right now.”

      “Okay.” He sits up and props one leg on the couch so he’s facing me. “What if I told you Dottie is moving back to California?”

      “What?” I sit up, and potato skin flakes fly off my chest. “What do you mean she’s moving to California?”

      “She’s leaving. She popped over to our apartment yesterday and told us the news. She resigned from her job at her dad’s company and is starting a company where she trains women to be their own boss. She’s excited about it, but she said it might be best to have a fresh start, so she’s going back to California.”

      “But . . . what about you guys? The baby?”

      Knox shrugs. “I honestly think it’s too painful for her to stay, be around everyone, around you.”

      “That’s her own damn fault,” I say, even though it feels bitter passing by my lips.

      “Yeah, I get where you’re coming from, man. When Emory broke up with me in college, I was fucking pissed. And then she left without saying bye. It was a tough pill to swallow. I didn’t want to talk to her even though I promised we’d always be friends. Every text I sent her was like swallowing a basketful of knives. I harbored that anger, held on to it for so long, and I punished her because of how angry I was. I said stupid shit, did stupid shit, because I wanted her to hurt as bad as I hurt, and do you know where that got me?”

      “Where?”

      “Eight years of being without my girl because of my stubborn ass. I still don’t agree with what she did, I still think she stole years from our lives of being together. But it forced me to sit back and reflect: did I want to be right? Or did I want to be happy?” He points to his chest and says, “I wanted to be happy. So I chose to forgive and forget, to move on, because we’re humans and we all make mistakes, even if there was intention behind those mistakes.”

      “You think I’m being a fool?” I ask, Knox’s words sinking in with each breath I take.

      “I think you’re a fool if you let her move back to California.” He sips his beer. “What do you want, Jason? Do you want to be happy? Or do you want to be right?”

      Well . . . fuck. When he puts it like that?

      I bite my bottom lip and groan. “I want to be happy . . . and I love her,” I answer wearily.

      “Then be the great man I know you are; go to her and be happy. Be happy for the both of you.”

      The thought of seeing her again turns my nerves inside out and in all honesty, I do want to be happy, but I’m also fucking terrified I’ll get hurt again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ninety-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        DOTTIE

      

      

      On a deep breath, I take in my office one last time. Security took my belongings to my car already, but I wanted to spend a few more moments in the office where I became my own.

      This is where I held my first interview as the boss, searching for the right employee.

      This is where I secured one of the biggest deals of my life, proving I belonged in this position.

      This is where my dad held me tight and told me he was proud of the woman I’d become.

      And this is where the love of my life walked in, flowers in hand, with a date in his back pocket.

      This is where it all started, and it’s sad to say goodbye to it, but it’s for the best. I know my new venture will be more satisfying and less stressful. The money obviously won’t be as great, but that’s never been a big deal to me. I want to feel fulfilled. I don’t feel fulfilled in Chicago anymore. Yes, my friends are here and I’ll miss them dearly, but it’s too painful knowing Jason is right across the hall and can pop in anytime when I’m visiting them. And even worse, when the wisest woman on the planet makes Jason her man . . . I wouldn’t survive seeing that.

      I’m the one who messed up, so I’m the one who should leave.

      I give my desk a final once-over and then stand from my chair, just as a tall figure walks into my office.

      I stumble back for a second, startled, until I realize it’s Jason. My heart sinks to my stomach, and my breath escapes me from the mere sight of him.

      He’s so incredibly handsome.

      Not sure if he did it on purpose, but he’s wearing the same thing he wore the first time he waltzed into my office, but this time, the smile he once had has disappeared and in its place is a blank stare, almost as if he doesn’t quite believe that he’s here.

      Why is he here?

      Hope blooms briefly, wondering if he’s here to make up, if he’s here to listen to my pleas again, or if he’s willing to give me one more chance.

      “Hey,” he says gruffly, staring at the floor. “I uh, I heard you were leaving town.”

      Cautiously, I walk toward him and stop a few feet away. With a nervous shake, I say, “Yeah, I leave in a few days.”

      He nods and looks out toward the skyline. “You resigned?”

      I can’t read him and it’s bothering me. Is he happy? Sad? Angry? It almost seems like his emotions were knocked loose from his heart and he’s just a shell of the man I used to know. I could use a hint to why he’s here, anything to ease my building anxiety, anything to help ease the excitement fighting to overtake that anxiety.

      “Yes.” I link my hands together, forcing myself to avoid reaching out and touch him. “For many reasons, but happiness in my job being one of them.”

      His lips twist to the side. “Knox told me.”

      “I assumed. News seems to travel fast between our friends,” I say with an awkward chuckle. He doesn’t say anything. “How did the rest of the event go? Did you raise a lot of money?”

      “Yeah.” He finally looks up at me. “Thank you. Not sure if I actually said that or not. But thank you for the donation. It’s going to make a giant difference . . . take us to the next level.”

      “It was our pleasure,” I reply robotically.

      He takes a step forward and my heart lurches in my throat. His gaze lifts, connects with mine, and I swear, in that moment I don’t breathe. Not for a second. Lungs stilled, heartbeat pounding in my ears, I hang in the balance as he takes one more step forward.

      Skin tingling, emotions taut, I sway, despite trying to remain steady as my body trembles with anticipation of why he’s—

      “Here,” he says, holding out a bag I didn’t see when he walked in. Then again, I was distracted by his eyes and the lack of expression on his face.

      “What’s this?” I ask, taking the reusable bag from him. He sticks his hands in his pockets and rocks on his heels while his gaze returns to the floor.

      Is he . . . retreating?

      “Some of your things you left at my place.” My heart tumbles past my ribs and straight to the floor, taking on every cut and scrape along the way. He grips the back of his neck and takes another step back. “I uh . . . didn’t want you to leave without it.”

      I didn’t want you to leave without it. Not, I don’t want you to leave.

      He’s done.

      I swallow the biggest lump in my throat, trying to hold it together in front of him. “Thank you,” I say, my voice a mere whisper . . . choked.

      He takes another step back and as if my heart is attached to a string being dragged by his foot, it follows along.

      “Sure. If I missed anything, I’ll, uh, mail it.”

      I shake my head, trying to plaster on a fake smile, but it comes out weak and ineffective. “No need.” I stare down into the bag, seeing a shampoo bottle, my body lotion . . . and a shirt. He could have thrown this out. He could have done anything with it, other than bring it here where I got my hopes up. Where I thought his presence meant forgiveness. “If I, uh,” I swallow hard again, “haven’t noticed it’s missing in a few weeks . . . probably don’t need it.”

      “Yeah. Sure.” He scratches the top of his head and takes one more step back. “I should go.”

      My teeth chatter, my lips tremble and before he can leave, I call out, “Wait, Jason.” A stray tear falls onto my cheek and I quickly swipe it away as I try to gather myself. When he looks at me, I take a deep breath and say, “I want you to know—”

      Shaking his head, he says, “Let’s not say anything, okay?” I suck in a breath. Right. Say nothing.

      Devoid of emotion, he turns his back toward me and walks out of the office door . . . but not before knocking on the doorframe as what? A final parting goodbye?

      Then he leaves.

      Just like that.

      Out of my world.

      I collapse into a chair and bury my head into my hands as anguish trickles up my spine, sending a wave of heat and humiliation through my veins.

      Burning embarrassment and regret consume me.

      Shame and self-hatred eat me alive.

      And as I sob into my hands, I realize the one thing I cared about the most in this world, just walked out of my door without a care that I’ll be moving away from him.

      It’s over.
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        * * *

      

      “Are you sure you want to drive this to California yourself?” Emory asks, looking at my small moving truck. I only packed the things that mattered to me. Furniture was donated. No need to be reminded of all the surfaces Jason and I had fun on.

      “Yes.” I nod, eyes burning from all the tears I’ve shed over the past few days while finishing my packing. It seemed Jason’s impromptu visit not only unleashed a dam of emotions, but it burned a hole deep inside me, one that I don’t think will ever be repaired.

      Foolish me. I can say I tried. I can also say his passion when things are great translates to exuberance, which turns to desolation when things are bad . . . and that I did that to him. And maybe, he gave me some of his passion, his experience of emotions, because I haven’t stopped aching within.

      Taking a deep breath, I say, “It will give me some nice alone time to think.”

      Emory bites her bottom lip and says, “I’m worried about you, Dottie.”

      “Don’t be.” I give her the best smile I can muster. “I’ll be fine.”

      “Then why are you crying?”

      Am I?

      I wipe at my eyes and feel wetness on my fingers. Clearing my throat, I say, “Sad that I won’t see this baby grow inside of you.” I glance over her shoulder, at the entrance to her building for any familiar figures.

      I said goodbye to Lindsay at her place, then drove to Knox and Emory’s to have one final goodbye. Did I wish I’d see Jason and a miracle would occur and he’d tell me not to go? Tell me to stay because he loves me? Yep. That would be me. The desperate fool.

      “I’ll send you so many pictures,” Emory says, pulling me into a hug. Knox stands silently behind her, hands in his pockets, staring at the sidewalk. He hasn’t said much since they came down from their apartment, but I guess he wouldn’t since I hurt his friend.

      When we pull away, I glance at the entrance again, willing for him to pop out of the doors.

      I then turn my attention to Knox and say, “I’m sorry about everything.”

      He shakes his head. “No need to apologize, Dottie. We’re cool.” He doesn’t hug me, he doesn’t even look at me, and I’m not sure if he’s angry at me, at the situation, or at his friend.

      I look toward the doors, hope falling with every second that passes. I want to delay this parting, wait outside all day, just to see him one more time in person, to hear his voice, take in his fresh smell, to—

      “Sweetie.” Emory takes my hand and forces me to look her in the eyes. “He’s not here.”

      “Oh, I wasn’t—”

      “He’s in the Bahamas. He left a couple days ago.” Emory nibbles on her lip and looks like she’s about to cry.

      Once again, disappointment plummets through me and smashes to the ground.

      “Oh,” I say as more tears fall from my eyes. “Okay, yeah, sure.” I suck in a deep breath as snot starts to drip from my nose. Very unladylike, I dab at it with my long-sleeved T-shirt. “I wasn’t you know, looking for him or anything.”

      “Dottie, your eyes were glued to the door,” Emory points out wearily.

      “I know.” I nod and wipe at my eyes again. “I was just being foolish.” On a deep breath, I say, “Okay, I need to get a move on. Thank you for everything.” I give them both a chaste hug and then step toward my truck. “Send me lots of pictures. Love you guys.”

      I hurtle myself into my truck and fasten my seatbelt. With my hands at ten and two on the steering wheel, I take one more deep breath and then give them a parting wave right before starting the truck.

      It’s time to start a new chapter, even if it feels like this one is unfinished. Even if this one means I’ll be very, very alone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ninety-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        JASON

      

      

      Knox: I can’t believe you let her fucking leave.

      I stare at the text and then set my phone to the side.

      I can’t believe I let her leave either but the moment I stepped into her office, with the intention of possibly making things right between us, something stopped me. I don’t know what it was but seeing her standing there—in the office where she threw me out—it brought back memories of how she deceived me. And I froze.

      I fucking froze.

      Natalie walks over with a pineapple drink for both of us and sits in her lounge chair. I should be enjoying our gorgeous surroundings and the hot sun beating down on my naked chest. Should. Be.

      Taking the drink from her, I resume staring out at the crystal blue ocean and say, “When is Ansel getting here?”

      “About that.” Natalie leans back on her lounger and says, “We’re separated.”

      “What?” I ask, shooting up from my lounge chair to stare at my sister.

      When we rescheduled this trip, Natalie told me Ansel was coming later, I didn’t think he wasn’t coming at all.

      “What do you mean you’re separated? For how long?”

      “Six months,” she answers, avoiding eye contact.

      “Six months?” I shout. “You’ve been separated from your husband for six months and you’re just telling me now? What the fuck, Natalie? Do Mom and Dad know? Joseph?”

      She shakes her head. “You’re the first to know.”

      “What? Why?” Our family has always been close, so this makes no sense at all.

      She removes her sunglasses and swipes at her teary eyes. “Embarrassed. I thought I could make it work. Everyone saw us as the couple that would be together forever and I wanted to prove them right, but Ansel had other ideas.”

      “What do you mean?” I ask through clenched teeth.

      “He said he wasn’t happy. Thought I spent too much time taking care of Joseph, helping you, never giving him attention . . . so he found it some other way.”

      “That son of a bitch,” I say, my jaw clenched so tight I might crack a molar. “He fucking cheated on you?”

      She shrugs as if it’s nothing, but I can see right through her glassy eyes. This is more than nothing. This is devastating. Ansel was her middle school sweetheart, the man she told me after her eighth-grade dance she was going to marry one day. They went to college together, spent every waking moment together. They were the couple to strive to be. She put everything into their marriage, and I remember thinking, I’m going to do the same one day.

      What the fuck?

      “I wasn’t enough,” she says, stirring her drink.

      “Bullshit,” I say, taking her hand in mine. “You are enough, Nat. You are more than enough.”

      She shakes her head. “Not for him.”

      “Fuck him.” I set my drink down, the glass ready to break in my hand if I hold on to it anymore. “He’s going to fucking regret this.” I crack my neck to the side, steam breathing into me.

      Natalie presses her hand to my forearm. “Don’t hurt him, Jase.”

      I laugh. “Yeah, okay, Nat.”

      “I’m serious. He’s not worth it.”

      “He sure as shit isn’t worth it. But you are. No one, and I mean no one, hurts my sister and gets away with it. Do you understand that? No one.”

      “I know. But Ansel is pissed that I filed for divorce, and I’m asking for the apartment and took away his season tickets you gave him. If you attack him, I’m sure he’ll press charges.”

      “Damn right you took away his season tickets. He’s fucking high if he thinks he’s keeping those.” Needing to pace, I stand in front of Natalie and walk back and forth. “Is that why you made these last-minute plans for us? To get away?”

      She nods. “I thought we both needed it. I had to legitimately move your initial dates because of the photo shoot—which went so well, don’t you think?—but I needed to get away too.” She shrugs. “I wanted this time with you.” Fuck. I hate that this dipshit treated my sister like this. And I hate the sadness and . . . resignation in her expression. But then she lowers her glasses and looks me in the eyes. “Jason, why didn't you go after her?”

      I shake my head. “This isn’t about me. We’re talking about Ansel and your divorce apparently. I need time to wrap my head around this.”

      “No, you want a distraction and you’re using me as one. How about we fix one problem at a time, one that can actually be solved. Last I spoke with you, you were going to Dottie’s office to ask her to stay. What happened?”

      Fuming from Natalie’s news and her persistence of changing the subject, I stuff my hand through my hair and pull on the short strands. “I don’t know, okay? I got there, her betrayal hit me again hard, and I froze.”

      “And you let her leave?”

      “Yeah. I handed her shit from my apartment and left.”

      “Jason . . . that’s awful.”

      I whip toward her. “That’s awful? What about everything she did to me? What about—?”

      “You told me you love her. You said you want to be happy. You were going to go make up, so every excuse you’re about to lay down is invalid, because you were moments away from making your life better again.”

      Exhausted, I flop on the lounge chair and drape my arm over my eyes. “It’s just . . . fuck, Nat, it’s scary, okay? I’ve never had feelings for someone like this. I let her into my heart, into my world, and she hurt me.”

      “She didn’t tell you the full truth. But everyone, even her friends, know what you two had was real. Just seeing you together, I knew there was something special, and then seeing her at the event, after everything went down . . . I don’t think I’ve ever seen a more remorseful, love-struck person in my life, Jason. And I can assure you, I know what a look without remorse looks like.” At that, she stumbles, and I want to punch Ansel in the face so hard. “Dottie loves you, and she’s hurting because she hurt you. If she was truly malicious, she wouldn’t care. But she does, she cares so much. It’s obvious in her actions, her attempts to win you back, her ability to look at herself, find truth and honesty within her and tell the people around her about her mistakes. That’s the kind of woman you want to be with, as that’s the kind of woman who will always care for you.”

      “Then why didn’t she take care of my heart in the first place?”

      Natalie shrugs. “Maybe that’s a question you need to ask her? But from the outside and what you’ve told me, I will tell you right now, Mama G was right in what she said, you’re a fool.”

      Shit . . .

      “How can you say that, be so positive about love when you’re going through what you’re going through?”

      She fixes her sunglasses over her eyes and sips from her drink. “I’m heavily medicated.”

      “Seriously?”

      She lightly chuckles. “No. But just because my love life is bleak, that doesn’t mean I should project my problems onto you. I know when I see love, and you two were made to love each other.”

      “And if she hurts me again?”

      “Then you talk it through. It’s when she stops wanting to talk that you need to worry.” She pauses, takes a sip of her cocktail. “Trust me.”
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        * * *

      

      Five days in the Bahamas with my sister should have been relaxing, but it was anything but.

      Not only did the resort staff keep calling us Mr. and Mrs. Orson and sending champagne to our two-bedroom suite—awkward—but every second of my vacation was spent worrying over Dottie and whether or not I should fly straight to California from the Bahamas.

      If you’re wondering . . . I didn’t.

      So when I showed up at Knox’s door, looking for a chat and he told me to get lost, I knew I fucked up.

      I don’t blame the dismissal.

      I told him I loved her. I told him I wanted to be happy, not right, but when it came down to it, I chickened out.

      That was until last night.

      Last night, when I was lying in my bed alone, staring at the ceiling, I replayed my entire relationship with Dottie.

      I thought about how I wish I’d known her in college and wondered about the feelings she had for me back then. Were they purely physical, or was there more substance to those feelings?

      I thought about our first date, how she looked so strong and confident, but there were little moments where I caught wariness in her eyes, nervousness, almost disbelief that I’d brought dinner to her for no other reason than to honor a promise. Now, knowing how she’d been treated before—dishonestly—I understand why she had me dragged out by security. I hadn’t earned her trust. I saw something in her and as I thought about it, I knew it was interest, maybe infatuation. I knew there was more to this woman and I was determined to find out what it was.

      Throughout our relationship, I was always peeling back more layers to her. And even though there were rare moments where I saw how vulnerable she was, I witnessed her caring side, her beautifully intelligent side, and of course her sassy side. If she was faking our relationship, just using me, I never would have seen so many parts of her. I would have barely broken the surface, if that.

      But Dottie, even though it was slow, showed me who she was, a strong-willed but also reticent woman. Her heart was jaded, and I should have realized it would take time to soften her rough edges. No, I should have listened more, because it was there. I had gotten close to her, and from what I know about Dottie, that was rare. It was about time I finished what I started.

      It’s why I’m standing outside her parents’ Malibu house, the ocean crashing into the shore in the distance, and the bright sun shining down on me. Even though this might be terrifying, it’s going to be a good day.

      Stepping up to the door, I give it a few loud knocks and then wait.

      I sent a text to Knox this morning telling him was I was going to make everything right and he said it was about damn time and to not fuck it up, because apparently he’s never seen me as happy as I am when Dottie is around.

      I have to admit, he’s right.

      The door opens and a woman in a white leisure suit answers. There are qualities about her that look just like Dottie, which causes me to assume this is her mom.

      “Oh,” she says, looking startled. Hand to her chest, she asks, “Are you Jason?”

      I nod. “Yes, ma’am. Am I right to assume you’re Mrs. Domico?”

      “Why, yes.” She lends out her hand and I give it a shake. “Are you looking for Dottie?”

      “I am.” I glance past her. “Is she here?”

      She nods and parts the door open. “She’s out on the balcony with her coffee. Would you like a cup?”

      “Uh, it will make me too jittery. I’m good.”

      “Okay.” She steps to the side, her eyes giving me a full once-over. Not in a leery, old-woman way, just a are you good enough for my daughter way. Totally understand that one. “Please, come in. She’s right back there.” She gestures to the giant sliding glass doors that take up an entire wall.

      Damn, this house is nice.

      I give her a curt nod and make my way across the concrete floors, past the ostentatious fireplace—when you have money, you have money—and to the parted sliding glass door where I find Dottie sitting in a lounge chair, feet tucked into her body, blanket over her shoulders, a cup of coffee in hand. Her raven hair is stacked on top of her head and her feet are covered in white slippers.

      In that moment, observing her, I realize I want nothing more than to push my need to hold a grudge to the side and bury my head into her sweet scent, to have her arms wrap around me and hold me close. I want every inch of her, every piece, even if it takes years to earn.

      I take a step forward and say, “Good morning.”

      Her head whips to the side in surprise, her eyes widening when she spots me. And that’s when I see her tear-streaked cheeks. She quickly wipes at her face and straightens up.

      “J-Jason,” she stumbles. “What are you doing here?”

      Once again, I feel tongue-tied and unsure of what to say. I scratch the side of my jaw and say, “I, uh . . . shit,” I mutter, looking at my feet.

      She reaches out and takes my hand, pulling me to the edge of her lounge chair. When I glance at her, she says, “Now that you’re here, please don’t leave.” Tears fall down her cheek. “Please don’t leave, Jason.” Eyes bloodshot, absolute sorrow in her voice. I did this. I hate that I caused this pain.

      “I’m not leaving,” I say, the words hoarse as they fall past my lips. “Not now”—I look up at her—“not ever.”

      Her lip trembles, and I reach out and brush my thumb over it, which only makes more tears fall as her shaky hand comes up to mine. I move my hand to her cheek and she pushes into it, her eyes briefly closing.

      “Jason,” she says on a choked sob. “Will you please listen to me?”

      I nod. “Yes.”

      Opening her eyes, she takes a deep breath but keeps her hand gripping mine tightly, as if silently willing me to not move. “I try to find a positive with all the regrets I make in my life.” She shifts and moves closer. “I try to put a spin on them to show that maybe they’re not regrets, more like steppingstones to get me to where I’m supposed to be. I never regret anything with that way of thinking, but I do have one, one that I will never let myself spin or turn into a steppingstone. I know what I did—or didn’t do—wasn’t a steppingstone, but more like a roadblock to happiness.” She slowly takes another steady breath. “I don’t regret telling the Carltons that you were my boyfriend, because it gave me the nudge I needed to give in to my feelings for you, but I’ll always regret not telling you, not being honest, not giving you the benefit of the doubt of being the great and understanding man that you are.” She lifts my palm and kisses it gently. “I’m sorry, Jason. I’m sorry for hurting you, for making you feel anything less than a perfect and beautiful man. I’m sorry for putting us through this pain, and I’m sorry I never told you how much I admire you, how much I care for you, and how much I love you.”

      Those three little words . . . they whisk the breath from my lungs as my eyes tear up as well. I wondered, I questioned, were her feelings anything like mine? I just got my confirmation.

      She loves me.

      All this pain, this hurt deep in my chest, it eases and lets my heart beat again, beat wildly for the woman in front of me.

      “Christ.” I clear my throat, feeling an overwhelming sense of joy that I try to voice, but it comes out garbled. “That . . . fuck, Dottie.” Without giving it a second thought, I pull her into my chest and wrap my arms around her delicate frame. When she returns the embrace, my heart nearly flies out of my chest. Lifting her chin, I force her to look me in the eyes. “I won’t lie and say you didn’t hurt me, because you did, but I also can’t stay away from you, not when I have this undying love for you that shows up at any hour of the day. I can’t suppress it, I can’t forget about it, and I can’t just drop it like it never happened. I won’t. I wanted to stay mad at you, I wanted to hurt you, I wanted to punish you, but in the end, it would only be punishing myself.” I tilt her chin up a little more and bring her lips inches from mine. “I love you, Dottie. I love you so fucking much, and I’d forever regret not telling you that.” A soft sob escapes her. She tries to pull away, to wipe her face, but I hold her still and close the space between us, pressing a soft kiss across her mouth. My lips spread in a smile while my eyes shed with joyful tears now. “I know this is a lot to ask of you, but please don’t stay here, please don’t start a new life here. Stay in Chicago with your friends . . . with me. Be my partner in crime, my best friend, my lover, my girlfriend.”

      Her eyes wearily search mine. “Are you sure?”

      What I need. What I suspect she needs too. “Positive.”

      “But do you forgive me?”

      Smiling, I say, “Might have to suck some of my idiots out of me—you know, with those magical lips of yours—but I think all will be forgiven.”

      She laughs, snot bubbling out of her cute, little nose. She’s a mess, a beautiful mess, but I don’t care and press my lips against hers. I love this woman so much. She’s a kind, genuine soul, someone I thought I’d never find, with her sassy mouth, ball-busting personality, but incredibly softness as well. She can’t cook for shit, but there are so many other ways her character complements mine. She’s loyal.

      Strong.

      True.

      Funny.

      Adorably testy.

      Dottie Domico is my woman—yes, I’m a roaring caveman—and I’ll make sure to spend the rest of my life making sure I’m the man she needs and can rely on too.
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        JASON

      

      

      “Are you boys ready?” Cory Potter asks, standing from his chair in the locker room, looking like a magnificent piece of man meat. This is his second season on the team, and he’s already taken on a leadership role. I still can’t believe I get to play next to him, wear the same jersey as him . . . see him naked in the locker room showers.

      Any single ladies out there? Telling you right now, the man rivals my own dick, and I think we all know how giant the wildebeest between my legs is. If you’ve forgotten, I’ll have my girlfriend remind you. She has a fresh memory, since I plowed her into our bed before reporting to the stadium for our opening day game.

      Yeah, I said our bed.

      Look out, Jason Orson is domesticated. I have a girlfriend that I share an apartment with. We are living in sin and loving it. Once we made up, we romantically fucked on her childhood bed—and were caught by her mom. To say it was awkward is an understatement, but thankfully all she saw was my ass and swinging balls that slapped Dottie like a pendulum. She said it sounded like a fish out of water, flopping around. I couldn’t stop laughing all through breakfast. Dottie didn’t think it was very funny, but she wouldn’t be Dottie if she did.

      “You ready, Orson?” Cory asks, gripping my shoulder. “Nervous?”

      “Pfft, never.”

      Over spring training, I grew close with Cory, not just because his brother-in-law is one of my best friends, but because we both grew up Bobbies fans and now play for the rival team. It’s easy to sit under his leadership, seeing the work he puts in every day, and I understand why he’s as great as he is. He never gets too big for his head. He never thinks he’s the greatest, but that he needs to be catching up, putting in extra time, waking up early, hitting the weight room one last time before going to bed. His work ethic is impeccable and something I’ve started to replicate.

      Thankfully Dottie can work anywhere, so when I went to Florida for spring training, she came with me. I spend as much time with her as possible when I’m not on the ball field, and she’s understanding because we both get it. Having drive, goals . . . it’s what makes us both thrive.

      And one of the best things that’s happened since we got back together is that she’s helped run Natalie through her Boss Babe program, giving Natalie much more confidence to make the decisions she needs to make for The Lineup and confidence in life. They’ve grown pretty close, and I’m happy about that. She needs someone more than ever right now, someone that will help lift her up, rather than drag her down like Ansel. The fuckhead.

      “I’m not talking about the game,” Cory says. “I’m talking about the proposal.”

      “Oh.” I chuckle and shake my head. “Nah, my girl loves me, she’s going to say yes.”

      I stand and stick the ring box in my back pocket. We organized for her to throw out the first pitch to me as an inauguration for my first season as a Rebel. When I told the front office that I wanted to propose to my girlfriend on the field, they couldn’t have been more ecstatic. Feel-good stories like these go viral and any leg up they can have on the Bobbies is something they’re interested in.

      They orchestrated the entire proposal, setting up a false inauguration day for me.

      We head out to the field where I spot Dottie in the dugout wearing one of my jerseys and looking so goddamn adorable, that when I gravitate toward her, I pull her into a hug. I press a kiss to her ear and say, “Just like we practiced. Focus on me and throw.”

      “I know. I know,” she says, sounding nervous.

      We’ve been practicing for the last week and she’s really got it down, but you never know what’s going to happen when she throws the ball while a packed stadium watches. I assured her no matter what happens, the fans will love her because she’s mine, and everyone loves Jason Orson. Can you imagine the epic eye-roll and “you’re ridiculous” I received from that?

      Yes, it’s true, the Rebel fans have taken a liking to me.

      I think it’s from THE towel picture . . .

      “Just don’t short-hop me like you did on Monday.”

      She chuckles. “Wouldn’t dream of catching you in your ‘nuggets’ again.”

      “Thank you, witty wench.” I press one more kiss to her lips and then take off toward my spot behind the plate. The announcer introduces me to the Rebels as the new starting catcher, and the crowd erupts. God, I’m so popular. It was definitely THE towel picture.

      Then the announcer introduces Dottie, who receives a warm reception as well. The field assistant walks her out to the designated spot in front of the mound and hands her a ball.

      I make the most important squat of my life and watch as my girl cutely lifts her leg like a pitcher and delivers a strike straight into my glove. The fans cheer loudly for her, and now it’s my time.

      Ball and glove in hand, I jog up to her, and then kneel down on one knee. Very comfortable in this position, and I bet there are many lenses focused in on my juicy shelf. Her eyes go wide as I set my glove down with the ball and then reach into my back pocket. The stadium cheers louder than before, as all my guys line up on the foul line, whopping it up for one of their own.

      Taking a deep breath, I bring her hand to mine and hold the ring box open to her. Her free hand falls to her mouth, and I try to make her hear me over the stadium noise.

      “Dorothy Domico, I couldn’t imagine another day without officially calling you mine. You’re the girl meant for me. Rough around the edges, makes me work for a smile, but has the sweetest, kindest soul I’ve ever met. You’re a classic contradiction of love and hate, loving me every day with your beautiful heart, hating on me with the rolling of your eyes at my jokes. I don’t want to take another breath without you by my side. Be mine forever. Will you marry me?”

      She nods, tears spilling from her eyes. I slip the ring on her shaking hand and then scoop her up. Her legs wrap around my waist and she grips my cheeks. “Oh my God,” she cries. “Jason . . . oh my God.”

      I laugh and kiss her as the crowd yells. The announcer congratulates me, fireworks are shot off, and Bruno Mars’s “Marry You” plays on the speakers as I twirl my girl on my new turf, starting the season off right.

      My team joins us on the field along with Dottie’s parents, Lindsay, and Emory. They give us hugs, congratulations, and a montage of our relationship is played on the mega-tron.

      It’s a goddamn romantic comedy out here and guess what? I’M. HERE. FOR. IT!

      I’m so fucking here for it.

      In the midst of the chaos, Dottie brings her lips to my ear and says, “You’re ridiculous. But I love you so much, Jason. Forever and always.”

      Cue the camera spinning around us.

      Cue the mushy music.

      Cue the tears.

      Because this story might have started with a burnt ham, but it’s sure as hell ending with one hell of a happily ever after.
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      “How was Greece?” I ask, while lacing up my turf shoes.

      “Amazing,” Carson answers. “Didn’t want to leave.”

      “Milly had fun?”

      Carson nods while slipping his baseball hat on backwards. “Yeah, it was good for her. You know, to step away and take a breather from everything.”

      My brow crinkles. “From everything?” I ask. “Is everything okay?”

      “Yeah,” he says quietly and then stands. He grabs his deodorant and lifts up his shirt so he can swipe some on.

      “Dude, something going on you’re not telling me about?”

      He caps off the deodorant and then sticks it back in his locker. “Nah, we’re good.” He nods toward the exit of the locker room. “Want to get some hits in or are you just here for weight training?”

      I study my best friend.

      Truly study him.

      There’s a slump in his shoulders.

      Dark circles under his eyes.

      And his normally freshly shaven face has a heavy dose of scruff that I’m not used to seeing on him. I assumed it was vacation beard or some shit like that, but now hearing the worry in his voice, I’m beginning to think it’s something else.

      “You know you can talk to me, right?” I ask.

      “Yeah, dude, of course.” He grabs his bat from his locker. “I’m going to get some swings in. You in?”

      I came into the stadium today to lift like I do almost every day during the off-season. I don’t normally start picking up the bat again until December, and it’s casual at best, just to give my body a solid rest from my sport. But from Carson’s behavior, I don’t think he should be alone, even if we don’t talk about what’s on his mind.

      “Sure,” I say, standing as well. “Let me shoot a quick text to Emory to make sure she’s doing okay.”

      “She home with Matty right now?”

      Matty is our two-year-old son, our beautiful but incredibly boisterous son.

      I send her a quick text, letting her know I’m going to hit some balls with Carson.

      “She is, but that’s not the problem.”

      “What’s the problem?” Carson asks as Emory sends a text back.

      Emory: All good here. Get some good swings in.

      I smile to myself and put my phone on the shelf of my locker.

      “My mom is visiting. They get along really well, but ever since Matty was born, my mom has made it her mission to tell Emory every single way to take care of a baby.”

      Carson winces. “Ooo, and being a new-ish mom, I bet that doesn’t settle well with Emory.”

      “She’s never rude to my mom, and she sits patiently and listens, but man oh man, the shit she tells me at night when we’re in our bed alone. It’s made me believe that I truly married a saint.”

      “How old is Matty now?” Carson asks.

      “Two.” We head out of the locker room and down the hall toward the batting cages. “Remember, you went to his birthday party?”

      “Oh shit, that’s right.” Carson drags his hand over his face. “Hell, man, I don’t even know what day it is anymore. So Matty is two and your mom is still offering advice?”

      “Oh yeah, there’s advice for every stage. The one good thing about my mom visiting for a month—”

      “A month?” Carson yells.

      “Yeah, she wanted longer, but I told her I’d fly her back for Christmas. It’s been a battle. This Christmas, she’s going to look to permanently locate herself in Chicago because she can’t stand being away from Matty. She’s been going back and forth, but she can’t take it anymore.”

      “I fear the day she moves here . . . for you two of course.”

      “There will have to be boundaries set for sure.” We make a left and walk into the empty batting cages. No surprise there. A lot of the guys are still on vacation or visiting family. “Anyway, the one good thing about having her here is her cooking. She insists on cooking whatever we want and Emory has taken advantage of it.”

      “Oh, do tell.” Carson laughs. “Is that her revenge?”

      “Pretty sure, especially since she requested chocolate soufflé the other day. My mom spent the entire day in the kitchen trying to make them right. She stayed out of Emory’s hair for a good eight hours.”

      Carson twists at the waist with his bat in hand, warming up his back. I do the same. “She’s sneaky. Your mom might think she has the upper hand, but we all know it’s Emory who’s boss.”

      “Oh, I know. She’s fucking smart. She knows exactly what she’s doing. Tonight, she asked for homemade ravioli.”

      “Hell, for real?” Carson does a few knee-highs before heading down to the pitching screen and balls. “I’m coming over for dinner.”

      “Not sure that’s a good idea. From the picture my mom showed me, it might not be pretty tonight. Emory requested naturally dyed purple ravioli, since Matty loves colors. My mom’s hands are covered in beet extract. I don’t think they’ll ever be the same.”

      Carson throws his head back and laughs. “That’s great, man.” He nods toward me. “You ready?”

      I get in position in the batter’s box and nod at him. He tosses me a ball right down the middle and I smash it right back up the middle. It feels good.

      Really fucking good.

      “I can see those weights are kicking in,” he calls out, his composure completely shifting. Now I’ve got his full focus. And by the slight smile on his face, this is probably what he needed. Something to clear his head. A muscle-memory workout. Safer than talking for guys, at times.

      But I’m still curious what’s bothering him. We’ve been friends for over ten years now. He’s one of my closest buds.

      I’m not going to push it now, but I won’t let it go either. Any good friend would do the same thing. I’ll let it marinate and then come back to it.

      And of course, I’m going to go to the number-one source of knowledge: my wife.

      If she doesn’t know what’s going on with Carson and Milly, then it truly is something they don’t want to talk about.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      

      
        
        EMORY

      

      

      

      “Babe, I’m home,” Knox calls out as the front door closes.

      “Shhhh,” I say from the couch. “Matty is still napping and if you wake him, I’ll murder you.”

      He holds his hands up in the air and takes a step back so his back hits the front door. “Whoa, what a greeting.”

      I look behind me toward the kitchen where Knox’s mom is and then back at him. “It’s been a day,” I whisper.

      His face morphs into understanding, and he comes over to the couch where he slips in behind me so I’m leaning against his chest. He sweeps my hair to the side and presses a soft kiss to my neck.

      “I’m sorry. Is she driving you nuts?”

      “She got beet juice all over the marble countertops and there’s some staining. That plan backfired.”

      He chuckles and kisses my neck again. “It had good intention behind it. I’m sure we’ll be able to get the stains out. Don’t worry about it.”

      “She’s been in the kitchen all day, but since she’s in there, Matty wants to be in there too, which is a nightmare for me, constantly trying to drag him out of there. I never thought I’d look forward to going back to school as much as I want to on Monday. He has become quite attached to your mom.”

      “Not a bad thing, just challenging. Since tomorrow is Sunday, do you want me to take Matty and my mom somewhere so you can have some time to yourself, prepare for the next school week? And I can call up the spa and see if they can fit you in.”

      “You would do that?” I ask as his lips move up to the back of my ear. The whisper of his mouth over a sensitive part of my skin has shivers chasing up my spine.

      “Anything for you, babe. I’ll give them a call right now.” He pauses and then says, “Hey, why don’t I book you an appointment for Milly too. You two could make it a girls’ day.”

      “Didn’t Milly and Carson just get back from Greece?” I ask. “Doubt she’d need another pampering session. You know her, she isn’t really into all of that.”

      His hands go to my shoulders where he lightly massages them. “I got the impression from Carson today that maybe they’re going through something tough.”

      “What?” I ask, turning in Knox’s arms. I straddle his lap and take a seat so I can study his handsome face. I remember the first time I laid eyes on this man. I didn’t admit it to myself at the time, but he was easily the most attractive human I had ever seen. And even though we’re older now and there are light smile lines and a few more years of sun exposure on his face, I still think he’s incredibly good-looking. Okay, drop-dead gorgeous. “Why do you think that?”

      His hands fall to my legging-covered thighs where he rubs them up and down. It’s a possessive gesture he does when we’re together, reminding me that I’m his, no one else’s.

      As if I’d want anyone else. He still makes me breathless.

      “Well, I asked how Greece was, he said amazing, and then made an off-hand comment about how it was good for Milly to get away from everything. When I asked him more about it, he brushed it off as if it was nothing. But it didn’t seem like nothing. There’s something there. I wasn’t sure if Milly had spoken to you.”

      I shake my head. “She hasn’t said anything to me. I wonder if she’s talked to Dottie.” I pat his chest. “Why don’t you make the reservations and I’ll check in with Dottie, see if she knows something I don’t.”

      “Okay.” I go to get off his lap but he stops me and slips his hand behind my head. “Got to get those lips, first.”

      I smirk and lean in, pressing a soft kiss to his lips. Once he’s satisfied, I hop off his lap, snag my phone from the coffee table, and then head back to our bedroom where I dial Dottie’s number.

      The phone rings twice before it’s picked up.

      “Emory, you beautiful creature, how are you?” Jason’s voice, Dottie’s husband, booms through the phone.

      “Hey Jason. Doing well. How about you?”

      “Oh, you know, watching my girl strut around naked. Just got done . . . you know,” he says, his voice full of innuendo.

      In the background, I can hear Dottie yell, “Do not tell her that.”

      “Oh, sorry,” he says. “Dottie doesn’t want me telling you how I just watched her do a striptease for me, followed by—”

      He’s cut off as the phone bounces around a bit and then I hear, “I’m never doing that again, you hear me? That’s your punishment.”

      “Suuuuuure,” Jason says in his teasing lilt that I know Dottie will fall for. Whatever they did, there’s no doubt in my mind that they’ll do it again, because she’s a sucker for the man. Absolutely loves him.  And I’m not surprised. He’s crazy, and does the most absurd things regularly, but he’s so good for Dottie. I love that she’s so happy.

      Chuckling, I say, “Are you there?”

      “Yes,” Dottie’s out of breath voice says.

      “Is Jason still alive?”

      “Unfortunately.” I hear chuckling and then Dottie says, “Jason, I swear to God, go put some clothes on.”

      “Is he doing the helicopter?”

      In an exasperated tone, Dottie says, “When is he not? Honestly, I swear, being married to an overconfident, cocky man has its pluses but major drawbacks as well. At least Knox doesn’t do half the stuff Jason does.”

      “But that’s why you love him, because you’re uptight and he’s not. He brings the fun out in you.”

      “Is there a point to this phone call?”

      I chuckle. “Yes, sorry. I was wondering if you’ve talked to Milly recently?”

      “Uhh.” I hear a door click shut. “Just a few texts recently. I asked how her trip to Greece was, but nothing more than that. I didn’t want to bother her while she was trying to relax. Why?”

      “Knox thinks something’s going on with Carson and Milly. Carson let something slip today and when Knox pressed him about it, he didn’t say much. So I wasn’t sure if Milly spoke to you. I know she goes to you on occasion about things.”

      “No, she hasn’t said anything,” Dottie says with a concerned voice. “The only thing we’ve spoken about is her trip and then how Shane is getting a divorce. Do you think that has anything to do with it?”

      “Her good friend Shane from college?”

      “Yeah. Were they ever an item?”

      I give it a thought. “I don’t think so. I think they were just friends. I don’t remember her saying anything about them being romantically involved.”

      “Who’s Shane?” Jason asks.

      “My lover,” Dottie replies and I snort into the phone, knowing exactly how Jason’s going to react.

      “Woman, you know I don’t joke about that shit.” Pause, then, “Do you really have a lover? Is that why you did what you just did? Because you’re feeling guilty? Don’t do this to me, Dottie, you know I can’t handle the turmoil of a divorce. It will destroy me.”

      So dramatic.

      I hear Dottie snort. “Shane is Milly’s friend from college.”

      “Oh . . . oh,” Jason says. “Oh shit, is she having an affair?”

      “No,” Dottie says and then into the phone she asks, “Is she having an affair?”

      “No,” I answer but then think on it again. “Milly and another guy? I honestly can’t imagine it, but then again, Knox did say Carson was looking down . . .” I truly doubt that Milly would ever cheat on Carson, or anyone for that matter. She’s too . . . loyal. Present. “Can you imagine her doing that, Dottie? You know Milly. We know Milly.”

      “I agree. I know it was the first thought I threw out there, but I don’t think Milly’s capable of that. She and Carson are tight. Strong, ya know?”

      “Agreed. Maybe this is just about her friend and it’s getting her down. Or one of her brothers. Let me do some recon, and I’ll report back.”

      “Okay, keep me in the loop. I’m here to help.”

      “Okay, talk to you later.” I hang up the phone and go back into the living room where I see Knox on the ground with Matty, playing with a large orange ball. I take that moment to lean against the wall of the hallway and observe my two boys. Matty is the spitting image of his father and has the same fiery spirit.

      Knox’s mom keeps telling me how much it feels like déjà vu, being here with Matty, watching him, his mannerisms, the way he’s toddling around, curious about everything. He’s just like Knox and I see it more and more as he grows up. It’s scary how similar they are, but also adorable. Makes me wonder if our second child will be like me. And if we should start on that soon.

      Knox lifts Matty into the air and treats him like an airplane, zooming him around. Matty’s adorably sweet laughter rings through the living room, and it’s the small moments like these that remind me how grateful I am for giving Knox Gentry a chance back in college. We might have had a rough start, but the wait was totally worth it, because now we have this life together. This beautiful life.

      “Hey you,” Knox says, spotting me. “Spying on us?”

      I walk into the living room and take a seat next to them on the floor. Matty flings himself into my arms and presses a wet “kiss” to my cheek. “Mommy. Mommy. Dah. Mommy.”

      “Oh yeah, buddy?” I say, watching him point his pudgy finger at the ball. “Go get it, bud.”

      With one arm pumping, he runs to get the ball.

      Knox pulls me into his chest so my back is resting against him once again. I love this about him. Since we spend so much time apart during the season, when he’s home, he’s often holding me and loving on me. “Your appointment is all set up. I also text Carson, and he said he’ll make sure Milly’s there as well. Did you hear anything from Dottie?”

      I shake my head. “Not really. But she did mention something. Not sure there’s much to it, especially given how much Carson and Milly love each other, but she said Milly was upset about Shane getting a divorce.”

      “Shane from college?” Knox asks.

      I nod. “Yeah. Do you think she could be having an affair?”

      “No way.” Knox shakes his head. “Carson and Milly are infatuated with each other. There’s no way anything is going on like that. Plus, I didn’t get the impression that he was mad, more like something was going on with Milly.”

      “Hmm, maybe Shane said something to her. You know, maybe he had secret feelings for her or something. Maybe when Shane told her about his divorce, he said the reason they divorced was because he still loved her, all these years later.”

      Knox chuckles. “Babe, you need to cut down on the soap operas.”

      I squeeze his thigh, making him laugh. “I’m being serious.”

      “So am I. I don’t think people actually do that, confess their feelings many years later, to someone who is happily married nonetheless. That’s really selfish.”

      “Maybe he’s selfish.” I shrug. “Maybe he couldn’t move on without telling her. Unrequited love is very hard to live with.”

      “And how would you know?” he asks.

      “Because I loved you all those years we were apart. I never stopped loving you.”

      “And I never stopped loving you—”

      “Except for when you were dating celebrities . . .”

      He groans behind me and I try to hide my laugh, but I can’t help it, I chuckle. He HATES it when I bring up his past dating life when we were apart. Not that I was a saint by any means. I dated, but his dating life was publicized given he was the starting shortstop for the Chicago bobbies.

      “Will you stop it with that shit?”

      “But it’s too much fun for me,” I admit.

      “Apparently.” He squeezes my side and I chuckle while his face nuzzles next to mine. “You’re all I ever want, don’t forget that. But back to Carson and Milly, I really don’t think it has anything to do with someone on the outside. I think this might be something between them.”

      “I guess there’s only one way to find out, huh?”

      “Go straight to the source.” He kisses my nose just as his mom walks into the living room.

      “I got more juice on the floor.” She winces.

      Holding back my groan, I attempt to stand, but Knox keeps me still, kisses my cheek, and says, “I got this. You hang out with the gremlin.”

      

      
        
        ***

      

        

      
        CARSON

      

      

      

      “Milly, you home?” I call out into a dark apartment.

      When I don’t hear anything, I turn on the living room light to our expansive loft apartment. Doesn’t seem like she’s been home all day, which means she’s most likely still at the cages.

      I set my wallet and keys on the console table in the entryway and head to the kitchen where I open the fridge. Besides a few stalks of celery and some cheese, we have noting to eat. I retreat to the pantry, give that a quick look and then sigh when I realize we haven’t been shopping since we got back from Greece.

      Knowing my girl, she’s going to want something light, since we ate to our heart’s content in Greece. Experiencing ancient history through her eyes—and Milly in a two-piece on white-sand beaches in my eyes—was definitely better than staying at home. I pull up my phone, open a food app, and start putting in an order for our favorite salads from a place a few blocks away. Just as I’m about to hit the purchase button, the front door opens and Milly comes in with a brown bag in hand.

      Dinner.

      God, I love this girl.

      Not just because she brings home dinner.

      “Hey, you,” I say, walking up to her.

      She smiles over the bag. “Hey.”

      Her smile is bigger than usual. She hasn’t had a smile this big in a while, which can only mean one thing . . .

      “Did you get ice cream?”

      She hands me the bag. “You know me too well.”

      As she slips her shoes off, I peek into the bag and spot six pints of ice cream and . . .

      My eyes shoot up to hers. She’s standing there, hands clasped together, a giddy look on her face.

      “Milly . . . there’s a pregnancy test in this bag.” She nods. “A pregnancy test, you know . . . to find out if you’re pregnant.”

      “I know.” She smiles even bigger.

      “But I thought . . . you said . . . in Greece . . .”

      She smiles even more. “I thought I was getting my period, but it was just some spotting. I haven’t gotten anything else. When I spoke to our doctor, she said to take a test. So here we are, taking a test.”

      “Tonight? We’re going to take a test . . . tonight?”

      “Well, you see, I kind of drank a whole bottle of water while I was at the store, in preparation for peeing on a stick, so I really have to go now.”

      Still stunned, I say, “Like, right now?”

      “Yes.” She laughs. She stands on her toes, grabs the test, and then presses a kiss to my cheek. “Put the ice cream in the freezer and then meet me in our bathroom.”

      Without a word, I sprint to the kitchen, all the while hearing her laughter in the background. I don’t even bother taking the ice cream out of the bag, but shove the entire thing inside and then sprint down the hallway, catching up to her quickly.

      It’s been about four years of trying to conceive.

      At first, we were casual about it, not concerned about contraception, and if it happened, it happened. But after two years went by, we decided to track when Milly was ovulating, you know . . . use science. And when that wasn’t working, we started to get worried, which was when we found a gynecologist. We started infertility treatments a year ago.

      It’s been devastating and difficult because being a professional baseball player, there were times I’ve been out of town during the window to conceive. There were a few times where Milly traveled with me so we didn’t miss the window, but after two of those failed attempts, Milly became discouraged, we saw my play was being affected by it, so we decided not to put that much pressure on ourselves.

      After the season ended, we booked a nice, long vacation in Greece to relax, to get our minds off it. But when Milly started to bleed at the beginning of the trip, I could see her slowly curling in on herself. I spent a lot of days with her in my arms, lying on a lounger, enjoying the sun on our bare skin, napping. We didn’t do much sightseeing, we didn’t bother exploring the beautiful culture, instead, we just stayed in each other’s arms. It was nice, but I also came back knowing Milly wasn’t the same.

      When we first had the conversation of wanting kids, we were both on the fence. We could take them or leave them, but as time went on, we both realized, we wanted a little one. Boy or girl, didn’t matter.

      And as time has gone on, I’ve become more desperate.

      And I can see Milly feels the same way. I know her spirit is being battered with every month that goes by when she doesn’t get pregnant.

      “Now if it’s negative, it’s okay, we’ll keep trying,” I say, my arm wrapped around her shoulder.

      It’s the same thing I’ve said every time we’ve taken a test and every time it’s been negative.

      “I know. But I really have a good feeling about this,” she says. “I think we conceived this time.”

      I kiss her on the lips and we head into the bathroom. She goes to the toilet room and I grab the bin we keep under the sink. After taking a few tests, we’ve found it easier for her to pee in the Rubbermaid bin and then stick the test inside that, than trying to aim. Surprisingly, she’s not a good aimer.

      I hand her the bin and then step aside, giving her some space.

      “How were the cages today?” she asks. “Loosen things up?”

      “Yeah. Knox was there. We tossed to each other.”

      “Oh good. Did you work on your hands like I told you to?”

      Always a coach, she never lets a moment go by where she isn’t analyzing my swing.

      “I didn’t.”

      “Carson,” she reprimands. “I know it’s off-season, so you can and should take time to rest and recover. But I just don’t want you to relax too much.”

      “Head wasn’t really in it. Just loosened up this time. It felt good to just go in there and whack the ball, not think, you know?”

      She sighs. “Yeah, I get it. I don’t want to harp, and I know you know what you’re doing, but I also know staying on pace with your hit record is important to you too. So you need—”

      “To work on my hands. Yes, Coach.” I smile to myself.

      “I love you,” she says with a chuckle.

      “And I love you too.” My Milly isn’t one to waste words, but it will never get old being told I’m loved every day. She shows me in so many ways, but I love her words. Always have. Love her mouth too, but that’s for another moment.

      She flushes and then comes out of the toilet room with the bin in hand, pee stick in the pee. I take the container from her, and set it on the counter while she washes her hands. I grab some toilet paper and then remove the stick and set it on the counter. After washing my hands as well, we take a seat on the floor, against the wall, the stick on the counter in front of us, out of sight.

      “How were the cages for you today? Give your brothers shit?”

      “Always. Sean’s working with this one kid who has massive potential. He’s been trying to get me to take a look at his swing for a few weeks now, so I finally watched him a bit. Pretty sure he’s going to be the next Knox Gentry.”

      “Excuse me?” I ask with a laugh. “Why not the next Carson Stone?”

      “Because this kid worked on his hands when I told him to today.”

      I roll my eyes. “Always busting my balls.” I wrap my arm around her shoulders and bring her in close. “Can’t a guy take a break?”

      “Sure, just know when you’re taking a break, there’s someone out there working harder than you, vying for your contract, for your position.”

      “You paint a beautiful picture of stress and anxiety.”

      She chuckles and presses a kiss to my jaw. “You know I’m kidding. Training doesn’t really start until December. You have some time to continue to relax, but you know I’m not going to let up when training starts.”

      “Have you ever?” I ask?

      She shakes her head.

      It’s the same distraction technique we’ve used every time we’re waiting for the results. We never talk about the future, about what if the test is positive, what we’ll do if we are pregnant, like if we would move. Stay in this apartment. Go for a house . . .

      Nope, we keep it simple. We don’t talk about the big elephant in the room, rather nuzzle him to the side and talk about what’s easy for us, and that’s baseball.

      “Anyway, this kid’s going to be awesome. His mom booked him a few sessions with me so we can do some video analysis. He was really kind too. A good kid. Of course, he couldn’t stop drooling over you.”

      “Oh yeah?” I ask, perking up. “Tell me more about that.”

      “You’re ridiculous, you know that?”

      I squeeze her. “Don’t get enough love at home. I need it elsewhere.”

      She sighs and says, “He told me that you signed a baseball for him once at one of the camps the Bobbies put on. Apparently, he said something stupid to you like, I like the buttons on your jersey.”

      A laugh pops out of my mouth. “Oh shit, I remember that kid. He was all jittery. That was the only thing he said to me before turning bright red. I remember watching him throughout the camp thinking he had great potential, though.”

      “Well, he’s still infatuated, in case you were wondering. You should come to one of the sessions, surprise him, maybe compliment his shoelaces, you know, make him feel like he fits in.”

      “I can do that for sure.” I check my phone and say, “I think it’s time. Want me to check?”

      “No, I can check.” We both stand but she doesn’t walk over to the counter just yet. She grips my hand and brings our connection to her mouth where she presses a gentle kiss to my knuckles. “I have a good feeling, Carson.”

      “I do, too.”

      Lifting up on her toes, her hand goes to my cheek, and she brings me down to her lips where she kisses me. My mouth parts for her and for a second, we get lost in our connection, in the burning love we have for each other. No matter what happens, we’re always going to be an us. Through thick and thin, there will always be an us.

      When she releases me, she gives me a hopeful smile and walks over to the counter.

      I hold my breath, waiting.

      She picks up the pregnancy test and then turns around to face me. When her eyes meet mine, I know the answer.

      Her eyes fill up with tears and the test drops out of her hand as she slides against the cabinets and down to the ground where she begins to cry. “We’re not pregnant.”

      My heart shatters in that moment, not just for another failed attempt at conceiving, but from the look of complete destruction all over Milly’s face. I hate that I can’t give her this. More than anything.

      I fall to the floor with her and pull her onto my lap. And that’s how we stay for the rest of the night.

      The ice cream goes untouched.

      Dinner isn’t mentioned.

      And when she finally falls asleep, I slip her into our bed and get rid of all evidence of the pregnancy test. Again.

      

      
        
        ***

      

        

      
        MILLY

      

      

      

      “I really don’t feel like going,” I say as we sit in the car, parked outside of the spa.

      “I know, babe, but I think it will be good for you. I know we don’t like to talk about it, but I’m not sure it’s healthy for you to hang out in our room, in the dark, like every other time we’ve had a negative test.”

      My eyes well up with tears. “I don’t think I can put on a show today.”

      He bites his bottom lip and he looks out the windshield. “I might have let something slip to Knox yesterday.”

      My eyes shoot up. “You told him?” I ask, panic racing through my heart.

      “No.” He shakes his head. “But I mentioned how the vacation was good, helped clear our minds, something like that. I think he caught on, because he was pushing me with questions. I ignored them, but I’m pretty sure he knows something’s up.”

      “Carson, you know he asked Emory about it.”

      “Which is why I mention it, because when Knox asked you to join Emory, I know it was because I said something. I don’t think she’s going to pry. I think she just needs some company.”

      I glance out the window at the high-rise building cloaked in black stone. “I don’t think I can fake these feelings much longer.”

      “Then why not talk to her about it?”

      “Because pregnancy came easy to her. She won’t understand.”

      “Milly.” Carson turns in his seat. “Just because she doesn’t understand the pain we’ve gone through, doesn’t mean she won’t show empathy, or that she won’t listen. You know I love you, but I can’t be your only outlet when it comes to infertility. You have to talk about it.”

      A tear cascades down my cheek and Carson quickly wipes it away.

      “You’re hurting, Milly. Let people in so you don’t have to hurt alone.”

      Just then, I spot someone waving from the sidewalk.

      “Shit, there she is,” I say quietly.

      “No backing down now.” He presses a kiss to my lips. “Try to relax and if the conversation comes up naturally, maybe give it a chance, okay?”

      I nod, even though I feel really uneasy about it. I wipe at my face and ask, “Does it look like I’ve been crying?”

      He gently takes my cheeks in his palms and turns my head back and forth. Then he smiles. “Promise, you’re good. Beautiful as ever. And you know what? Even if you did look like you were crying, I don’t think you need to hide that pain anymore. Give it a chance, talk about it, let it be known. It’s nothing to be ashamed of, Milly. The support, the community, it might help.”

      “I don’t want people asking us every two seconds how it’s going.”

      “Then say that. We’ll tell them if we have news, but in the meantime, this is where we’re at.” He kisses me again. “I’ll pick you up when you’re done. I love you.”

      “I love you too.” I give him one more kiss and then exit out of the car, mustering up my best smile when Emory comes running up to me, arms open.

      “Milly, look at you all tan. God, I’m jealous.” She squeezes me hard and then unfolds from me. “You’re so sun-kissed. Greece must have been amazing.”

      I think about the time I spent in Carson’s arms, not doing anything, just being lazy.

      It was amazing, to have those moments with him. It’s rare when our lives get to slow down like that. Where we don’t have to worry about his schedule or mine matching up. It was nice to just take a deep breath and live in the moment, with him wrapped around me.

      “I want to go back already.”

      “Don’t blame you.” She nods toward the building. “I hope you don’t mind, but Dottie will be joining us.”

      “Oh really?” I ask, nerves blooming in my stomach.

      Emory pauses. “Is that okay?”

      “Of course,” I say, swallowing back my worry. “I haven’t seen her in a while, plus she has the best stories about Jason.”

      She laughs. “Her impressions are so spot on.” Emory holds the door open for me and we both walk in.

      “Welcome to The Retreat,” the receptionist says. She must be new because I don’t recognize her. “You must be Mrs. Gentry and Mrs. Stone.”

      “That would be us,” Emory says.

      “Wonderful. Mrs. Orson is already here. Would you like us to show you back to the changing room?”

      Emory waves her hand at the receptionist. “We’re veterans at this point. No need. But if you can send back some of that passionfruit juice, it would be amazing.”

      “We’ll bring some right away.”

      Together, we walk to the changing room, which really isn’t a changing room, more like a fancy lounge where women lie about in robes snacking on finger foods, drink juice that derives from the heavens, and listen to stress-reducing music.

      When we weave through the entrance, we immediately spot Dottie lying on a chase lounge, passionfruit juice in hand—hers with vodka in it most likely—wearing a robe, the complimentary slippers, and her hair tied up. She’s relaxed and ready.

      “Let me guess,” Emory says, hand on her hip. “Jason was driving you nuts, so you got here early to get away from him.”

      “The man never stops,” Dottie says in an exhausted tone. “But dear God, I love him so much. It’s really disturbing.”

      We both chuckle.

      She motions to the changing rooms hidden behind curtains. “Hurry up and change, I need to tell you about Jason’s waffle maker.”

      “That sounds promising,” Emory says, leading the way to the changing rooms. She takes the one on the left, leaving me to the room on the right. I part the curtain and then close it. I’ve been here a few times with the girls, so I know the drill. I slip my shirt and leggings off and fold them neatly. I catch a glance of myself in the mirror and pause.

      My stomach is slightly swollen from where I’ve injected hormone shot after hormone shot, but other than that, everything else is flat. I rest my hand over my belly, wondering if I’ll ever carry a child.

      After getting my period early this morning, a lovely four-in-the-morning wake-up call, I have serious doubts that this will ever happen for us.

      My eyes start to well up again, but I take a few deep breaths, reminding myself to not think about it. To not concentrate on the aching pain in my heart. Instead, I slip my bra off and put on the robe, placing my feet in the provided slippers. I gather my clothes and shoes and then take them to one of the lockers off to the side. I lock up and join Dottie on the lounge next to hers.

      “A waffle maker, huh?” I ask, trying to convince myself that I can be carefree and fun right now.

      “You have no idea.”

      Emory shows up just as the receptionist hands us both a juice. We thank her as another attendant hands us a plate of our favorite finger foods. They know us so well at this point that we don’t have to ask for much.

      “We’ll be right with you,” the attendant says. “Until then, enjoy.”

      “Thank you,” Emory says and then turns to Dottie. “Okay, so what about this waffle maker? Did he burn his penis? Please tell me he burned his penis.”

      “That would very much be a Jason thing to do, but no.” Dottie picks up a piece of cheese and plops it in her mouth while I sip from my glass, forcing myself to relax. “For some reason, Jason couldn’t sleep the other night so he decided to do some online shopping. He bought a waffle maker, thinking he’d spend one Sunday morning making tons and tons of waffles. Well, he did.”

      “How many waffles?” Emory asks.

      “Enough to feed the Chicago Rebels. But I doubt any of them would chow down on them like Jason did this morning.”

      “Ooo, were they not good?” I ask.

      Dottie shakes her head. “Oh no. They were good, but they were shaped like penises.”

      Emory spits out her drink.

      “Yup.” Dottie leans back in her chair. “My man was munching on dick all morning.”

      That makes me laugh.

      Because I can picture it. Jason sitting there at the dining table, taking down one penis waffle at a time, just shoveling them in his mouth completely clueless.

      “Oh my God,” Emory says. “Did he order a penis waffle maker by choice?”

      Dottie shakes her head. “Apparently he thought he was ordering a rocket waffle maker. It’s obviously a penis, so I’m not sure where his head was at when he ordered it, or made them this morning, not noticing the obvious shape of it, but he is a special kind of man.”

      “Please tell me you have pictures,” Emory says.

      “Obviously.” Dottie pulls out her phone and shows us a picture of Jason at their dining room table, chowing down on a waffle penis.

      “He’s my second favorite human, next to Knox,” Emory says, laughing. “Sorry, ladies, but I love Jason.”

      “I don’t blame you,” Dottie says. “Hard not to love the idiot.” She turns toward me and asks, “So, you’re all sun-kissed and glowing. Greece must have been amazing.”

      Both Emory and Dottie cast their gazes on me and my stomach immediately rolls with the attention. “Uh, yeah, it was fun.”

      “Let me guess, you and Carson just laid around all day in the sun, in between wild romps, am I right?”

      “Something like that.” I tack on a smile, even though I know my lips barely lift.

      “If Jason and I went to Greece, he’d cart me around to every historical tourist site available. And then when we got home, he’d make a flip book of pictures and hand it out to all of our friends to show them the excitement we had when, really, I would have just wanted to lie around. Did you do anything like that?”

      I shake my head and stare down at my plate.

      The room falls silent and I realize my mistake immediately.

      Not answering, not laughing with them. The question is coming . . .

      “Hey, Milly. Are you okay?” Emory asks in a concerned voice.

      Yup, there it is. The question.

      And what happens when someone asks you if you’re okay, when you’re really not? Immediate tears and loss of all ability to keep it together.

      My lip trembles.

      My eyes water.

      My throat grows tight.

      I’m going to break down and I’m not sure I’m ready to share. But there’s no way I can cry in front of them and act like everything is okay.

      “Milly,” Emory says quietly while coming over to my lounger. She sits on the end and places her hand on my knee. “Sweetie, what’s going on?”

      Dottie sets her plate down and turns in her chair so she’s facing me completely. She places her hand on mine and gently rubs her thumb over my knuckles.

      I look up at them as tears cascade down my cheeks.

      “I’m sorry,” I say, attempting to wipe my tears away but they keep failing. Dottie snags a tissue from the end table between our chairs and hands it to me. “Thank you.” I dab at my eyes. “I didn’t mean to make a scene—”

      “Milly, you’re not making a scene. Not even a little. Talk to us, what’s going on?”

      I swipe at my eyes again. You can do this, Milly, just tell them. Maybe you’ll feel better.

      Staring down at the damp tissue in my hands, I take a deep breath and say, “Carson and I have been trying to get pregnant for a while.” I wet my lips. “We’ve been having a hard time.”

      “I’m so sorry,” Emory says.

      Gently, Dottie says, “Would you like to tell us more? If not, that’s okay, we’re here for however much you want to say.”

      Her calming voice, her reassuring words, they make me feel comfortable and for the first time since we started trying, I talk to someone other than Carson about our struggles.

      “It’s been four years. Two years of hormones. I uh, I thought I was pregnant before we left for Greece and the first day we got there, I started spotting. I was so upset that we cancelled our activities and spent the entire vacation just hanging out at the private pool we had. I never got my period so when we got home, I took a test. That was yesterday. It was negative and I got my period early this morning.” I take another deep breath. “It’s been a lot to handle, and I haven’t said anything because it just seems really personal and hard to relate to. Also . . . embarrassing.”

      “Hold on,” Dottie says, squeezing my hand. “I love you dearly, Milly, but I need to stop you there. Nothing you’ve said is embarrassing. Nothing. Do you understand that?”

      More tears fall and I quickly dab them with the tissue.

      “She’s right,” Emory adds. “What you’re going through is extremely personal and close to your heart, but none of it should feel embarrassing.”

      “But you were able to get pregnant so easily,” I say.

      “It’s hard not to, especially when I know having a baby is all Carson wants, and I . . . I can’t give him that. I can’t give him something so precious and that kills me. It’s slowly eating away at me, with every month that goes by. I don’t think I can take much more of this.”

      “I’m so sorry,” Emory says again. “I don’t know what the right thing is to say, especially in this moment. I don’t want to offer advice because I’m not qualified. I don’t want to offer positive affirmations, because I feel like you don’t want to hear that. All I can do is offer my ear and shoulder. To listen and to lean on.”

      “Same,” Dottie says. “We’re here for you and I’m so grateful you felt comfortable telling us, because holding on to that kind of pain must put such a heavy weight on your shoulders. Shovel some of the weight on us, as that’s what we’re here for.”

      I look between my two friends, grateful for their friendship. I’m surprisingly glad they know. I didn’t have many girlfriends growing up—typical tomboy on that front—but these two? I’m glad they know. That they want to share some of this burden. And I don’t think I’ll feel so . . . alone anymore. At least that’s what I hope.

      

      
        
        ***

      

        

      
        DOTTIE

      

      

      

      “You home?” Jason calls out from the bedroom.

      “Yeah, I’m home,” I say, setting my purse down and kicking my shoes off. I don’t bother with turning on any lights but head to our bedroom where Jason is lying across the bed, wearing nothing but a pair of athletic shorts. His thick, corded chest is on display and the boulder in his bicep is popping from the way his arm is bent and tucked under his head. Handsome as ever, I take a moment to remember just how lucky I am to have him in my life.

      “What’s that look for?” Jason asks while patting the spot next to him.

      “What look?” I ask as I walk toward the bed.

      He snags me by the waist and twists me over his body and onto the mattress. I chuckle and then curl into his chest.

      “You had this pensive look on your face.”

      “Just thinking.”

      “About me?” He slips his hand past the waistband of my leggings and rests his hand on my bare hip. It’s not anything sexual, more of a comfort, like he needs that skin-on-skin touch now that I’m home.

      “Is it always about you?” I ask in a teasing tone.

      “I prefer your every thought to be about me. I don’t think that’s too much to ask.”

      I chuckle and kiss his bare chest, loving how his warm skin feels against my lips. “Grateful for how lucky I am, and please, before you go on some obnoxious victory parade, I’m not in the mood for your antics tonight. Just accept the compliment and move on.”

      I wait for it.

      For the teasing.

      For the dramatics.

      But when they don’t come, I know Jason’s taking this moment seriously.

      “I’m the lucky one,” he finally says. “Trust me, I wake up every morning with you beside me, wondering how the hell I was able to convince you to stick around. I’m grateful you put up with my shit.”

      “Despite the groans you get from me, I do love the dramatics . . . for the most part.”

      He chuckles. “So are you telling me you want more of them?”

      “No,” I say quickly. “I don’t. The quota you dish out every day is enough.”

      “That’s fair.” He kisses the top of my head. “Why the sudden confession? Everything okay at the spa?”

      I consider not telling Jason, I consider keeping Milly and Carson’s information to myself, but then I realize it might be good for Jason to know in case Carson brings it up. That way he can be prepared to offer support. Despite his dramatics, Jason is and always has been an awesome friend to his boys.

      “Not really actually. Milly was really upset. Broke down in front of us, which is so not her.”

      “Really?” I can hear the concern in Jason’s voice. “What was wrong? Everything okay with her and Carson?”

      “Relationship wise? Yes. But they’ve been trying to get pregnant and haven’t been successful.”

      “Shit, seriously? Carson hasn’t said anything about that.”

      “I guess they haven’t told anyone.” I snuggle in even closer. Jason’s grip on me grows tighter. “They’ve been trying for four years.”

      “Four years?” Jason asks. “Holy shit. I can’t imagine the toll that would take on a person, let alone a marriage. I’ve never seen any cracks, have you?”

      “No. Not at all. They’re hot for each other. And we didn’t talk about Carson much, but I know it hasn’t been easy on Milly. She feels guilty. I don’t know, Jason, I feel awful for them. I didn’t even know they wanted kids. I mean, I see them with Matty and I think they’re great with him, but I had no idea they were trying. I just thought they were happy with where they were at, you know?”

      “Yeah, Carson never mentioned anything either. It’s a bit of a shock. Do you think I should reach out?”

      “I think he would be surprised if you didn’t. You do tend to insert yourself into everyone’s business.”

      “Yeah, but this is serious.” I feel him push his hand through his hair.

      “I’d reach out and just let him know you’re there for him if he ever needs to talk.”

      “Yeah, good idea.” He’s silent for a second and then says, “Can I ask you a question?”

      “Sure.”

      The room is lit up by the TV, but it’s on mute, so the sports highlights are lacking without the commentary and play-by-play. I reach over his stomach and grab the remote. I turn the TV off and cloak the room in darkness except the bedside lamp on Jason’s nightstand.

      I wrap my arm around his waist and say, “What’s your question?”

      “Where are you on the whole kid thing?”

      Why did I know he was going to bring this up?

      “I know we said we were both happy with how things are, with our marriage, but I figured I’d check in, you know, in case you had a change of heart,” he adds/

      “Have you had a change of heart?” I ask him.

      He smooths his hand over my hip and says, “I know I’d be a good dad, there’s no question about that. But I do worry about our work schedules. You’re a fucking boss in the boardroom and I know work matters to you, that you love it. I’m gone a lot of the time during the season. I’d hate to have someone else raise our kid, you know?”

      I nod against his chest. “Yeah, I feel the same way. Would it be cool to have a kid? Maybe, but I’m also really content with where we are now. I love our life and I don’t know, maybe we can be the fun aunt and uncle for a few more years?”

      “I like that idea,” Jason says. “But you have to promise me something.”

      “What’s that?”

      “If you ever decide that you want to have kids, you need to tell me, because we will make it work. I don’t want you to think it’s off the table.”

      “I know.” I lift my head up and kiss him on the lips. “And that’s why I love you so much, because you say things like that.”

      “You know all I want is to make you happy.”

      “You do, Jason. Even when I catch you munching on dick in the morning, you still make me happy.”

      “Please tell me you didn’t tell the girls about that.”

      I pat his chest. “Whatever happens in this apartment is fair game, you’ve made that quite clear. Oh, and they loved the photos.”

      He chuckles. “Always aim to please, Dottie.”

      

      
        
        ***

      

        

      
        JASON

      

      

      

      “The Belgian waffles please, bacon on the side, extra crispy, and the fruit platter.” I hand my menu to the waitress. “Thank you.”

      “No problem.” She stuffs the menu under her arm with the rest. “I’ll put your order in right away.”

      When she takes off, Knox clears his throat and says, “Are you hoping the waffle is in the shape of a penis?”

      “Wow,” I say, leaning back in my chair. “Only took you almost two months to bring that up.”

      “Had to wait for the right time,” Knox says with a laugh. “Dude, Dottie sent us a picture.”

      “Of course she did,” I say with an eye roll. “Let me guess, you showed Milly?” I ask Carson.

      He nods. “She saw at the spa, but yeah, obviously. A picture of you chowing down on a cock waffle had to be shared. Pretty sure she sent it to—”

      “If you say her brother, I’m going to fucking scream.”

      Carson closes his mouth and slowly reaches for his water.

      “She sent it to him, didn’t see?”

      Carson doesn’t say anything.

      “Carson, just tell me, did she? Did she send it to my idol? My hero. My number-one man? Cory Fucking Potter?”

      Carson clears his throat. “I think you know the answer to that question.”

      I place my head in my hand. “Why is life so unfair?”

      “Blame yourself and your late-night shopping,” Knox says.

      Sighing, I say, “Can I admit something?”

      “Please do,” Carson says with a grin.

      “I’ve made them every goddamn weekend ever since. They’re the best waffles I’ve ever had.” Carson and Knox both bust out in laughter. “And you know what?” I jab the table with my finger. “I’m man enough to admit liking penis waffles. They’re fucking delicious and there’s no shame in eating a phallic breakfast on the weekends.”

      “This is why I’ve put off brunch for this long,” Knox says, gesturing toward me. “Because of this.”

      “I should have had brunch at my place,” I say. “I would have made you some waffles and proven to you that penis waffles are superior.”

      “You don’t know that.” Carson casually sips his water. “Have you ever tried a pussy-shaped waffle?”

      I go to answer and then pause. “Huh, you know, I wonder if it would be better?”

      “Only one way to find out,” Knox says.

      I point at him. “You’re right.”

      I take out my phone and search for a female counterpart to my waffle maker.

      “While he’s doing that,” Knox says, “Can I ask how you’ve been doing?”

      “Fine,” I say. “A little gassy lately, but I think it’s from the ice cream intake I’ve had this week.”

      “I’m not asking you, you moron,” Knox says. “I’m asking Carson.”

      “Oh.” I chuckle and look up. “Yeah, how are you?”

      “Doing okay.” Carson fidgets in his chair.

      I reached out to Carson after Dottie came home and told me about their struggles to get pregnant. I wanted to make sure he knew I was there to talk when he needed it. He reached out a few times, and I know they’ve stopped trying, taking a break because of the stress of it all.

      “Has the break helped Milly?”

      Carson nods. “I think so. We threw out the charts and the schedule because I think it was too much for her. We’ve tried reconnecting and started the process of adopting.”

      “Adopting, that’s pretty fucking cool,” Knox says. “She’s okay with that?”

      “Of course, why do you ask?” Carson says.

      “One of my mom’s friends was looking into adoption a while back. I remember them talking about it. My mom’s friend never went through with it because she wasn’t mentally ready to give up on the chance of carrying her own baby. It’s a very intimate and personal thing for a woman. Have you talked to her about that?”

      Carson gives the question some thought. “You know, I haven’t.” He scratches the side of his face. “I never thought about that aspect of a pregnancy, the connection a mother has during pregnancy. I was just thinking of the end result.”

      “Because you’re not the one carrying the baby,” I say, chiming in as I press purchase on a vagina waffle maker.

      “Yeah, you’re right. I should probably ask her about that.”

      “You should,” Knox says. “I know this has been hard on her, so see if she’s ready to move on from trying for a biological baby.”

      “I’ll talk to her tonight,” Carson says. “Thanks, that’s an important conversation to have.”

      “It is,” I say. “It’s really important.” I set my phone down. “Honestly, after hearing about you and Milly, Dottie and I had a conversation about our own kids.”

      “And?” Knox asks.

      “Get ready for the best fun uncle around.”

      “You’re not going to have kids?” Carson asks. “I would have thought you needed someone to carry on the famous Orson Ass.”

      I pause, my mind reeling.

      Holy.

      Fuck.

      “Hell, I didn’t even think about that.” I grip my forehead in distress.

      “Great, look what you just did,” Knox says while I pick up my phone to text Dottie. “Don’t text Dottie, Carson was just being a dick.”

      “No, this is not something we considered. We need to talk about this, right away.” I excuse myself from the table and weave my way through the restaurant until I find a quiet corner near the bathrooms. I dial “Bae’s” phone number and wait impatiently for her to answer.

      “Hey, aren’t you are at brunch with the boys?” she asks when she answers.

      “Dottie, we didn’t talk about something really important and now I’m freaking the fuck out.”

      “What did we not talk about?” she calmly asks.

      “You know that conversation we had awhile back about not having any kids?”

      “Yesss,” she drags out.

      I glance around to make sure no one is listening to me, stuff my hand in my pocket and quietly ask, “What about my butt?”

      Silence.

      Then . . . “Uh, what about your butt?”

      “You know . . .”

      “I really don’t know and I have a meeting in ten minutes, so if you can speed this up, I’d appreciate it.”

      “Dottie, if we don’t have kids, my butt dies with me.”

      “Your butt is dying with you either way, unless you have some sort of insane idea that I get your butt molded in gold or something, which although I wouldn’t put that past you, it’s not happening. Is that what you mean? You want to mold your butt and give it to our kids? You know I’m all about weird gifts but that’s just not something you should give your offspring.”

      “I’m not talking about that, but thanks for the idea, writing that in my will.” I hear her exaggerated breath. “I’m saying if we don’t have kids, I won’t pass my butt genes on to anyone and is that really fair to the human race? To stop my butt here?”

      “You’re serious?”

      “Dead serious. The butt can’t end with me. And what about my potato salad recipe? No one will say hey, you know what, I have my grandpa’s potato salad recipe I can make to bring to the barbeque. And that’s sacrilege.”

      “Jason, you know I love you.”

      “Yes, I know this.”

      “So remember that when I say . . . you’re insane. You don’t conceive a baby in the hopes of passing on the genes of your prominent ass.”

      “I can’t think of a better reason to conceive a child.”

      She exhales. “You make it hard to be married to you.”

      “I’m being serious,” I say, feeling the panic in my chest.

      “And that’s the scary part of all of this, how dead serious you are.” She sighs again. “You know I’m not opposed to having children. I think we just need to pick the right time, okay?”

      “Okay, yeah.”

      “Because I know deep in my heart you will be the best father ever. I know this, Jason. And even though being the fun aunt seems ideal, I know our family won’t be complete without at least one little one of our own.”

      My throat grows tight. “You’re making me emotional. I wasn’t ready for the compliments.”

      She chuckles. “God, I hate you, but I love you.”

      “I love you, too,” I say softly. “Don’t work too late, okay?”

      “You got it. I’ll talk to you later.”

      “Later.” I hang up the phone and stuff it in my pocket. Before heading back to the table, I take a deep breath and lean against the wall, smiling to myself.

      Yeah, I can see myself being a dad.

      And that baby butt, oh yeah, I’m passing on that gene. Easy.

      

      
        
        ***

      

        

      
        CARSON

      

      

      

      “How’s your chicken?” I ask, the silence at the dinner table tonight killing me.

      After brunch with the guys, I thought about having the conversation with Milly about carrying a baby, but I came home to her and her period. She was devastated, despite our plan to pause trying. I didn’t think it would be a good time. We hadn’t had sex two weeks. I’ve felt like I’ve been walking on eggshells. Milly has pulled away. She shies away from my touch and when I offer to take her mind off things, she retreats to the cages instead where she spends her time reviewing video footage of her current athletes.

      I feel like I’m losing my girl, and I have no clue what to do about it.

      “It’s fine. Just not that hungry.” She pushes her plate away after two bites and says, “I think I’m going to go to Sean’s place tonight. He wanted me to help him with a few things.”

      She goes to stand and my heart cracks as I realize this is our new normal. Her avoiding me every chance she gets, spending more time with her brothers than with me, and avoiding any sort of conversation to do with the adoption. We’ve filled out the papers and are scheduled to start our home visits this week, but we have yet to talk about it. It’s almost like we never filled out the forms.

      “Milly,” I say, my heart in a panic.

      She stops but doesn’t look at me. “I’ll probably be late, so you don’t have to wait up for me.”

      And before I can say anything else, she’s already at the front door, grabbing her bag, slipping on her shoes, and heading out of the apartment.

      When the door clicks shut, I lean back in my chair and push my hand through my hair. “Fuck,” I mutter.

      How can she just leave like that?

      How can I let her leave like that?

      I should be chasing after her, forcing her to talk to me, but hell, I don’t have it in me. The agony in her eyes with every passing month is eating away at me. I don’t know how to stop this, to make it better. I don’t know how to tell her it’s going to be okay, because I honestly don’t know if it’s going to work out. I have no idea if we’re going to be parents . . . or if we’re going to make it through this at all.

      Standing from the table, I grab our plates and take them to the kitchen where I place them in the sink, not even taking care of the food. Instead, I head back to our bedroom where I walk into our bathroom and turn on the shower. I strip down and don’t even bother to let the water warm up. I step inside and then lean against the cold marble wall, only to slide down the side and sit on the floor. I bring my knees up to my chest, bury my head in my hands . . . and I fucking cry.

      All the emotions from the past few years that I’ve been holding in comes flooding out like a tsunami, drowning me in my own sorrow.

      The failure of not being able to conceive with the love of my life.

      The failure of not being able to talk to her about how I have felt through the entire process.

      The failure of not being able to make her happy, even though I promised at our wedding that I would.

      It’s fucking heartbreaking.

      And not only that, it’s destroying us.

      The pressure. The inadequacy we feel. It’s slowly driving a stake between us, splitting us further and further apart from each other.

      And when I think about it, when I think about all the things that we could be doing together, the time we should be spending healing, I realize that we’re doing the exact opposite. We’re pushing each other away with no life raft to bring us back together.

      I wipe at my eyes and take a deep breath as the now heated water pelts down on me.

      I can’t fucking lose her.

      Not my Milly.

      Not my girl.

      She’s my everything.

      I can’t let this end us. We’re meant to be together.

      Forever.

      Standing, I turn off the shower and grab my towel. I wrap it around my waist and then pick up my phone from the bathroom counter. I find Sean’s number and call it.

      The phone rings three times before he answers. “Hey Carson, what’s up, man?” There’s a crowd-like noise in the background and it makes me think he’s not at his house.

      “Hey,” I say, clearing my throat. “Uh, are you home?”

      “No, at Top Golf with Rian and a few guys. Everything okay?”

      “So Milly isn’t meeting up with you to help with some things?”

      “What? No, why?”

      Fuck.

      I push my hand through my wet hair.

      “Yeah, she said she’s been hanging out with you quite a bit this week. Are you saying she hasn’t?”

      “Only at the cages. Man, what’s going on?”

      My jaw tightens as I try to wrack my brain with where she could be.

      “You have cameras around the cages, right?”

      “Yeah,” Sean says, the noise in the background growing quieter.

      “Are you able to see if she has been there at night?”

      “Yeah, but she hasn’t. I always check the notifications since we have a bunch of signed jerseys hung in the cages. Carson, is everything okay?”

      I can feel all the life drain from my heart as I realize not only is our marriage falling apart, but now I know my wife is lying to me.

      “No. It’s not,” I answer before hanging up.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      

      Carson: Bro code, I need the honest fucking truth right now. No fucking lying. Has Milly been to any of your homes recently?

      Knox: No, dude. Emory hasn’t heard from her in a while actually. What’s going on?

      Jason: Not here. We haven’t seen her in a while. Everything okay?

      Cory: She’s been ignoring my calls. Sean and Rian as well. I was going to text you. Do you need help?

      Carson: Fuck.

      

      
        
        ***

      

        

      
        MILLY

      

      

      

      Hands in my sweatshirt pocket, I wait impatiently for the door to open.

      I hear the telltale sign of the locks being undone and then . . .

      “Hey Mills.” The door pushes open more. “Come in.”

      I slip into the comfort of Shane’s apartment and go directly to his couch where I take a seat in the same spot I’ve been frequenting lately.

      “Same drink?” he asks as he heads to the kitchen.

      “No, nothing thanks.”

      I stare down at the Bobbies sweatshirt I stole from Carson a few years back as tears start to fill my eyes. I can hear Shane grab a beer from the fridge, pop it open, and then he joins me on the couch.

      “Milly, you know I love you, right?”

      I nod.

      “But what are you doing here? You have a husband you should be with right now. Not with me.”

      I shake my head as the tears spill over my cheeks. “I can’t, Shane. I can’t be around him.”

      He takes a sip of his beer and then says, “I’ve been pretty chill with you being here, and you know you’re more than welcome to come here whenever you want, but we need to talk about what’s going on. It’s the only way you can move past this, because coming here to cry and ignoring the reason why you’re crying, that’s not healthy, Milly.”

      I bite on my bottom lip, unable to say anything from how choked up my throat is.

      “Is he mad at you?”

      Probably.

      “Is your marriage in trouble?”

      Most definitely.

      But I keep my mouth shut.

      “Are you going to work things out?”

      More tears spill over from the thought of divorcing Carson. Of letting him go, something I’ve given serious thought to over the past month. It’s why I haven’t acknowledged the adoption plans, because I’m not sure we’re even going to be together the next week, let alone the next few months as we go through the process.

      He needs to be freed of this pressure cooker. He needs to be able to live the life he wants, not be held back by me.

      Chocking down my sorrow, I shake my head. “No, I’m going to ask him for a divorce.”

      “Milly, seriously?” Shane sits up now. “Because of everything—”

      “I can’t give him kids, Shane. He says he wants to adopt, but I know there’s a part of him that wishes we could have a kid of our own as well. And hell, I know that sounds awful, because there are so many children out there that need a good home, but with the death of Carson’s dad so many years ago, I know there has to be that need to share his blood with someone else, you know?”

      “Blood doesn’t matter when it comes to a family,” Shane says.

      “I feel like it matters in this circumstance.”

      “Have you actually talked to him about it?”

      I hang my head. “I barely talk to him at all these days. It’s too hard. I feel . . .” I suck in a sob. “I feel like such a failure, Shane. I can’t look at him, because all I see is the same sadness reflected in my eyes. There’s a wall between us. A block, and I’m not sure there’s any way to knock it down.”

      “The man is so fucking in love with you, Milly, and there’s no way he’ll want to get a divorce.”

      “He’ll stay with me out of duty, because he promised to always love me, but I don’t want him to live with the regret of never having children of his own.”

      Shane looks off to the side and says, “I really don’t know how your circumstances make you feel, but what I do know is that you’ll regret that. You’ll regret divorcing Carson. This is a speed bump—”

      “It’s been four years, Shane. This isn’t a speed bump. This is a fork in the road and we’re going in opposite directions.”

      “Because you’re forcing him away—”

      Knock. Knock.

      Shane stands from the couch. “My pizza is here. One second.”

      He walks over to the door and I lean against the back of the couch where I allow my tears to fall, not bothering to dry them. The door opens and then I hear, “Is she here?”

      Carson.

      I turn just as he makes eye contact with me. My breath catches in my throat as I see the distress in his eyes, his wet, unruly hair spiked on all ends, and his chest rising and falling at a rapid rate.

      God, I love him so much.

      Why can’t I give him what he wants? What is so wrong with me? Emory and Dottie were wrong. I do feel embarrassed. How can I not? This is all on me.

      “You know, I think I’m going to go take a walk,” Shane says while slipping on his shoes. As he leaves, he pats Carson on the back and then heads out of his apartment, leaving me alone with the man who is my everything. The man I need to let go.

      Carson stands in the entryway and stares at me. If only I could read his mind, I’d know exactly what he was feeling. What he must think of me lying to him. Of me being at Shane’s. Of skipping out of dinner to be anywhere but with him.

      Shame washes over me.

      Guilt consumes me.

      Finally, Carson says, “What do you want me to do?”

      “What do you mean?” I ask.

      “Do you want me to leave? Do you want me to come sit with you? Do you want to come home with me?”

      I look away, unable to look at his beautiful eyes right now. “I don’t know,” I say, even though my heart is begging for him to come to me.

      “If you don’t know, then I’m going to do what I want.” He storms toward the couch, takes my hand in his, and pulls me to my feet. He tilts my chin up and without a stutter in his movements, he brings his lips down to mine, capturing my mouth.

      Claiming me.

      More tears spill over my cheeks as I grab hold of him and kiss him back.

      His arms wrap around me, holding me close, making sure I can’t go anywhere, and his mouth takes charge, reminding me of the first time we kissed. The moment feeling unreal, like a dream.

      For a brief reprieve, the grief—the insecurities, the disappointment—all washes away. A small eruption of butterflies take flight in my stomach as Carson’s hand travels down to my rear end where he grips tightly, claiming me as his with complete confidence.

      Just as I grow comfortable in my husband’s arms, he pulls away. He keeps close though and tilts my chin up so I’m forced to look him in the eyes. His thumbs stroke at my cascading tears. Quietly, he says, “I love you, Milly.”

      “I . . . I love you,” I say on a hiccup.

      “Come with me. Please. We need to talk.”

      Knowing this is going to be one of the hardest conversations of my life, I nod and let him lead me out of Shane’s apartment. We head down the stairs, Carson holding on to my hand tightly and when we reach the stairs that lead outside, we spot Shane sitting on the steps, his pizza box on his lap, just eating.

      He takes one look at us, nods, and then heads up the stairs.

      Carson stops him by the shoulder and says, “Next time, fucking tell me she’s with you. You owe me that much.”

      Shane nods solemnly. “Understood.”

      And then we make our way to Carson’s car.

      
        
        ***

      

        

      
        CARSON

      

      

      

      I don’t drive us home. Instead, I take us to the baseball field where we used to practice, where Milly schooled me on many occasions.

      I put the car in park and without a word, I get out of the car, round the front, and open Milly’s door for her. With her hand in mine, I walk us down to the empty dugout and have her take a seat next to me on the bench.

      We stare out at the dark field for a few moments before I say, “I fell in love with you on this field. I didn’t know it at the time, I was a cocky son of a bitch, desperate for anything to help me hit the ball, but this field, where we used to practice, this is where I fell for you.” I turn toward her. “You were the missing link in my life, Milly. I needed you, I still need you.”

      She looks away and twists her hands together. “I think you’re just saying that because it’s what you’re used to saying.” She looks at me finally and all I can see is emptiness in her eyes. “But let’s be honest, Carson, we’ve drifted apart. And I’m not sure there’s much more we can give each other.”

      “What the hell does that mean?”

      She twists her hands even tighter as she looks down at her lap. “I think we should get divorced.”

      My heart literally stops beating in that moment as the world slows to a standstill.

      What. The. Fuck.

      I knew things were bad, but not THAT bad.

      She can’t be serious. A divorce?

      I can’t . . . I can’t fucking lose her. And would she really give up on us like that?

      Anger eclipses sorrow and before I can stop myself, I say, “Look me in the fucking eyes and say that.”

      She doesn’t turn her head at first. She takes her time and then when she turns to me, I brace my goddamn heart. I wait for it, for her to shatter me.

      But when she stays silent, I know right then and there, she doesn’t mean it. She doesn’t believe what she said.

      And that’s my opening.

      “Tell me you’re willing to give me up, to give us up. Tell me you don’t need this love we share, that you want to throw it away, forget it, forget me.” I grip her chin. “Say it to my face, Milly.”

      She gazes at me through water-filled eyes. Her breath matches mine and when she finally answers, she whispers, “I . . . I can’t.”

      “Then don’t fucking say shit you don’t mean,” I say, before releasing her chin. I stand and pace the length of the dugout, my hands pushing through my hair frantically as I try to figure out how to make this better. “We can’t let this drive us apart, Milly. You are my family. I’d rather have you than children.”

      She shakes her head. “Don’t say that, Carson. I know you want a baby.”

      “We both want a baby, Milly, but if it’s going to break us apart, then I’m ready to throw in the towel. I don’t want to give up on us, do you?”

      She looks away and then she takes a deep breath and with a tight voice, she says, “Carson, how could you want to be with me, when I can’t give you what you want? You heard the doctor, it’s not you, it’s me. I’m the problem, I’m the one who is making this impossible.”

      “Milly, we’re in this together, it’s no one’s fault.”

      “But it is. It’s mine and you can deny that all you want, but the reason we don’t have a baby right now is because of me.”

      “But I don’t look at it that way. I don’t blame you, I don’t blame anyone. It’s just harder for us and yeah, it fucking sucks, but I wouldn’t want to do this with anyone else. You need to realize that, Milly. No matter what we go through in life, you’re my ride or die. I want no one else, just you.”

      “I don’t feel worthy,” she says, breaking down and pulling her legs into her chest on the bench. “I don’t deserve you. I’m defective. How could you want someone like me?”

      “Easy,” I say, taking a seat next to her. I turn her toward me and pull her on top of my lap. “Because my heart chose you, Milly. And to me, you’re not defective. Not in the slightest. You’re my girl. You’re my Milly and nothing will ever change that.” I grip her chin and bring her lips to mine. I press a soft kiss to her mouth, and when she reciprocates the kiss, I take another. And another.

      And another.

      On the field I fell in love with this girl, in the very dugout she schooled me, where we would share meals and get to know each other better, I reconnect with my wife. I show her just how much I love her, how much I need her.

      When I pull away, I press my forehead to hers and tears fall down my face as well when I say, “I’d be lost without you, Milly. Please, please don’t fucking leave me. We’ll figure this out. Together, we will figure this out. But please don’t leave me.”

      And I don’t know if it’s my choked-up voice, or the tears streaming down my cheeks, but something inside of her snaps, because when I look her in the eyes again, there’s a change.

      She cups my cheeks and says, “I won’t leave you, Carson. I need you more.”

      “Promise?” I ask her, holding on tight, finally identifying how utterly terrified I was.

      “Promise.” She kisses me. “I’m sorry. I’m so freaking sorry.”

      “Shhh,” I coo into her ear, pulling her into a hug. “Don’t apologize.” I squeeze her tight. “We’re a team, Milly. That means that everything we do, we do it for each other. To make our team work. So that means there is no ‘I’ here. We will get through this. Because we’re fucking Carson and Milly Stone, and no matter what our journey to parenthood is, we’ll work that out together.”

      
        
        ***

      

        

      
        KNOX

      

      

      

      “I honestly don’t know what the hell is going on,” I say to our friend Romeo. Romeo used to play college ball with us, went pro, and then had a shitty, career-ending injury. Now he’s a PE teacher, a damn good friend, and he also offered to help me in the cages since I haven’t heard from Carson in over a month.

      “Has anyone heard from Milly?”

      “No,” I answer as we head up the stairs toward the locker room. We just spent an hour in the cages and I beat the hell out of the ball, trying to forget about the fact that my best friend has fallen off the face of the earth. No one has heard anything from either Carson or Milly.

      Spring training is right around the corner. I’m not sure if he’s trained, if he’s coming back, or if he’s in a healthy state of mind. The closed-off lack of response reminds me of when Carson lost his dad. And that is terrifying.

      We round the corner to the locker room and open the door. Romeo obviously isn’t a Bobbie, but he’s my guest, so he’s allowed wherever I go, and it’s healthy for him, to revisit the “old days.” I know it always brightens his day.

      “I think I’m going to try calling him again,” I say as we turn the corner into the main space where I stop dead in my tracks. Sitting in his locker, Carson’s holding a baby in his arms, Milly sitting next to him. “What the . . .”

      Carson looks up at me, tears in his eyes, the biggest smile on his face. “Hey buddy.”

      “Holy . . . shit . . .” I say, slowly walking up to him. “That’s a baby.”

      Milly nods. “Yup. She’s ours.”

      “She? Yours?” God, Gentry. Words, man. You know more than two.

      Romeo joins me and together we pull up chairs next to Milly and Carson.

      “Yup, she,” Carson says. “Meet Beatrice Marie Stone.”

      He hands her over to me and I take the little bundle into my arms, choking up. “Dude, how?”

      He chuckles. “Well, we got a call. There was a baby that needed a home urgently and they asked if we could expedite our home study.” Carson looks at Milly. “We couldn’t say yes fast enough. We realized that we’d put distance between us, when we weren’t sure if it would actually happen. But then we worked together on breaching that, focused on our marriage and our mental health, and got ready. Completed all the paperwork, explaining we were happy to adopt as soon as possible. The birth mom is actually in prison, a very sad situation, but it’s why they needed an immediate home. It’s very rare when an adoption works this fast to be honest. We brought her home two days ago. And we’ve made the rounds.”

      “What do you mean, made the rounds? Emory’s met her?”

      Milly nods. “Yup, you two were our last surprise.”

      “You were supposed to be home.” Carson nudges my foot as I stare down at their beautiful baby girl with a head full of dark hair. “But apparently, I’ve been stressing you out, according to your wife, and you’ve been in the cages a lot more lately.”

      “Yeah, you fucker.”

      He chuckles as I hand the baby to Romeo. “Sorry, we really wanted to keep this to us because we were unsure of what was going to happen. It was painful not saying anything.”

      “You could have at least told me you were alive.”

      “I told him we should have,” Milly says, looking completely content. “But he insisted on keeping quiet.”

      “Pulled a Jason,” Carson says. “Went for the dramatics.”

      “Please don’t next time. One Jason is enough.” We all laugh. “Speaking of which, how did he take it?”

      “Cried like a baby and then made us vagina waffles,” Milly says on a huge laugh.

      “What’s that?” Romeo asks.

      I grip his shoulder. “I’ll fill you in later.” Staring at my two friends, I say, “I’m really fucking happy for you two.”

      They look at each other. “We’re really happy as well.” Carson then says, “I hope you’re ready for a baby at spring training.”

      “You’re coming?” I ask Milly.

      She nods. “I don’t want Carson missing out. We’re going to travel as much as we can. I already spoke with Sean and Rian. They’re going to cover for me and I’ll do some training over Skype. We’ll make it work, but Carson deserves to see this beauty grow up.”

      “He does.” I smirk. “You know . . . since our babies are pretty close in age, we can come up with an arranged marriage now if you’d like.”

      “Oh, Emory has already decided on the venue of their wedding. We’re one step ahead of you,” Milly says.

      “Which means all is right in the world.”

      

      
        
        ***
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        Prologue

      

        

      
        WALKER

      

      

      Have you ever had the feeling when you walk into a room, you just know everyone hates you?

      You can feel the animosity.

      The distaste.

      The unfiltered negative energy directed at you, wishing—hoping—you’d just disappear into nothing right there on the spot?

      Try having that feeling when you’re walking into the batter’s box in a stadium with tens of thousands of people who actually hate you.

      Who wear shirts displaying their anger toward you.

      Who wave signs from the stands, screaming out why you suck and shouldn’t be playing the one sport you’ve played your entire life.

      It doesn’t feel great.

      And yet, I haven’t been able to muster up an ounce of care, which has only made matters worse.

      The most hated player in baseball—that’s what they call me.

      My attitude is shit.

      My “bedside manner” is atrocious.

      My interviews are lackluster at best.

      My relationships with the coaching staff and my teammates are mercurial.

      And recently, this year, my stats are a fucking dumpster fire.

      Why am I so moody?

      I can waste a week of your time unraveling that Pandora’s box, but one of the main reasons is I have to play baseball with the one person I thought I’d never have to play with again: Penn Cutler.

      The All-American heartthrob—the media’s words, not mine. I think the dude is a giant douche. I’ve thought that ever since we were small. We grew up in the same town. We played on the same teams—little league all the way through high school. We’ve worked magic on the field, Penn being the pitcher, me being the catcher. We’ve won title after title together, and yet, we hate each other.

      Hell, hate isn’t even a strong enough word.

      Abhor.

      Seniors in high school, I’d thought that would be the last time I had to deal with his smug face. He was off to California to pitch, and I was headed to Florida to catch. The era of Penn and Walker came to a close, and I was the first one to throw some goddamn confetti in the air when it happened.

      But you should never celebrate too early. Before I knew it, we were both in the minors, then the majors, floating between teams until the Bobbies penned us both: same year, same team.

      Life was fucking over.

      The media ate up the reunion, and Penn, being the camera whore that he is, played it up for the flashing lights and the live mics. Arm draped over my shoulder, offering to the fans what kind of presence the dynamic duo could bring. And we did. We have. We’ve dominated.

      But as Penn’s stardom rose, mine clunked and clambered down.

      I accepted it. The limelight has never been my thing.

      I prefer to be a hermit. I prefer to keep my distance. I prefer to do my damn job and then go home. I don’t need any of the extra fanfare that comes with being a professional baseball player.

      Apparently, that’s not good enough though, because rumors are being tossed around.

      Forced retirement.

      The front office wants me traded or wants me out.

      And I’m not ready.

      The only way to get them off my back?

      Clear up my image. You can imagine the monumental feat that would take, given how everyone I interact with despises me. But I took it head-on because I’m desperate to play, desperate to stay in Chicago.

      And how hard could it be?

      Famous last words, right? Especially when the Bobbies decide to set me up with their newest PR nightmare fixer.

      To her, Penn’s the absolute golden boy—beyond reproach, charming, brilliant, and, of course, charismatic.

      To her, I’m the absolute leech—beyond redemption, reprehensible, unpleasant, depraved, and, of course, demoralizing.

      This girl’s compassionate, beautiful, has a heart of gold, and is everything I’m not, and she has me by the goddamn balls. I’ve never met anyone like her. I’ve never wanted a woman as much as I want her.

      Of course, there’s the no fraternizing with the players rule. Because what’s a story without a fucking HR nightmare ready to unfold?

      But oddly enough, that’s not the worst part. No, the worst part is how she sees Penn and how she sees me. And I have no clue how to change that or how to change me.

      Basically, I’m screwed.

      

      
        
        Chapter One

      

        

      
        WALKER

      

      

      “Strike three.”

      “Fuck,” I scream, loud enough for not only both dugouts to hear, but for my booming voice to bounce off the eardrums of the first twenty rows in the stadium. I swing my powerful body around to the umpire, who’s taking off his mask and resetting his clicker. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me,” I spew. “That pitch was at least a foot off the plate. Where was that call when I was standing in front of you, protecting you from ninety-five mile-per-hour fastballs?”

      Not even looking me in the eye, Joe Verity, one of many umpires I’ve come to know well during my years behind the plate says, “Walk away, Rockwell, before I chuck your ass out of here.”

      “Go ahead, the game’s fucking over.”

      Brow lifted, he makes eye contact. “Don’t think I won’t get you suspended for the next few games. Watch yourself, Rockwell, I know you’re on thin ice already.”

      Gripping my bat in both hands, I step over the plate and mumble over my shoulder as I walk toward the dugout. “Fuck. You.”

      “Rockwell . . .”

      I ignore the warning tone in his voice and make the walk of shame back to the dugout. I glance over my shoulder at the scoreboard.

      Six to five.

      Final.

      I went zero for four with two strikeouts, one pop-up, and a goddamn groundout to the pitcher, a grounder my grandmother could’ve fielded. I haven’t been in a slump this bad since my first season in the minors.

      Fans start to clear the stands, disappointment on their faces, accepting another loss for our barely five hundred season. We’re still in the running for the playoffs, thank you long baseball season and other teams slumping, but for a team with the potential to win the World Series, this is a pathetic showing, and it starts with me not being able to put wood to the ball.

      I jog down the steps of the dugout, bypassing my teammates, who are collecting their gloves and fleeing to the locker room. They can sense what’s going to happen next—destruction.

      They can see it in my face.

      And it wouldn’t be the first time.

      I can feel it in my tense shoulders as my vision tunnels to black, rage seeps from every pore, and the bat in my hand turns into a weapon, not a means to win a game.

      Heading to the far corner of the dugout, I raise my bat, let out another swear word that would scare the Jesus out of all believers, and smash it on the blue water cooler.

      The first connection of my bat to the plastic vibrates through my wrists all the way up my forearms. Fuck, that stings. But the next two hits ease some of the pent-up tension in my shoulders. The few after that make me feel alive for the first time all day.

      It isn’t until the water cooler has lost all of its contents and keels over, wrapped around my bat, that I feel satisfied. And that’s when I take a deep breath and turn around to not only find my manager staring at me, hands stuffed in his pockets with a disapproving look on his face, but I also find every camera on the field pointed at me.

      Fuck.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      

      “I liked the water jug,” Ryot, our third baseman, says from next to me. “Why’d you do it, man?”

      “Shut the fuck up,” I mumble while leaning forward in my chair, towel wrapped around my waist, and a death march to my manager’s office hanging over my head.

      After a pleasant walk while cameras flashed at me through the dugout, Coach met me in the hallway and told me I wasn’t to leave this stadium until I stopped in his office for what I can only think will be my third verbal lashing of the month.

      Still caught up on the water cooler, Ryot whispers while glancing around for listeners, “When you were in the shower, they wheeled the poor fella through the locker room on a gurney with a towel draped over his limp body.”

      Ryot Bisley, third base for the Bobbies, an arrogant yet hilarious prick, is my best friend—my only friend. Normally, he can make me laugh, lighten the mood, but not right now.

      Not today.

      I stand from my chair, whip off my towel, and put on a pair of boxer briefs, my muscles aching with every jagged move I make. With each passing year, this job gets harder and harder. Despite my young age of thirty-three, I can already feel the ache in every one of my bones from squatting for a living.

      Sensing my frustration, Ryot bends over to tie one of his shoes and says, “It was a bad game. Shake it off.”

      “It’s been four bad games in a row,” I answer through gritted teeth as I yank my jeans up my legs and sit back in my chair again, facing away from the rest of the team.

      “The loss isn’t just on you. None of us had our bats tonight.”

      “The rest of the team isn’t facing trade and forced retirement rumors like I am.”

      The All-Star break is coming up and despite it being a week where those who weren’t chosen for the All-Star game get to take a breather, it’s also one of the most hectic times for the front office, trying to make those last-minute trades to stack your team for the end-of-the-season run to the World Series.

      My name has been tossed around, speculation that I could be possibly sent to Oakland or Phoenix, both teams I would rather not touch with a ten-foot pole.

      Not when my home is in Chicago.

      Not when the only thing I care about is here.

      “So you think beating the fuck out of a water jug is going to grace you with a shining image?”

      “No.” I grind my teeth together while the urge to punch the wood of my locker pulses through me, but I hold back. “Should’ve just broken my bat over my knee instead.”

      “You performed that trick last week. You can’t keep showing off,” Ryot says with blatant sarcasm.

      The smallest of smirks passes over my lips before I quickly wipe it away. The look on Ryot’s face when I broke my bat over my quad is still engrained in my head. Horror and respect crossed his eyes at the same time.

      Unfortunately, I still have a bruise on my leg to show for my loss of temper.

      “I need more time in the cages. Meet me at ten tomorrow?”

      “You don’t need time in the cages. You need to get laid.”

      I roll my eyes and pull my Bobbies T-shirt over my head. “Sex can’t fix everything.”

      “It sure as hell can loosen you up. Your shoulders were so tense at the plate, I swear they started to eat up your bat.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “When was the last time you actually fucked someone?”

      I scratch the side of my jaw, my nails scraping over my rough five o’clock shadow. “Don’t know.”

      “Fuck, dude, if you don’t know, that’s a problem. You and I both know in an adrenaline-laced job like ours we need to work it off in the bedroom. Don’t you have a fuck buddy? Someone you can call? You need to come, man, and not in your hand, because if you show up tomorrow with your shoulders still touching your ears again, I’m going to blow you myself.”

      Jesus Christ.

      Ignoring Ryot, I stuff my wallet and keys in my pockets, snag my phone, and head to my manager’s office, where I knock on the closed door.

      I don’t need to fuck. I need . . . hell, I don’t know what I need.

      Ralph Hopkins is one of the toughest managers in the league—fair, but tough—and from the disapproving look he gave me in the dugout, I know this conversation is going to be anything but pretty.

      “Come in.”

      I push through the door and take a seat in the chair across from him, knowing the routine by now.

      But to my surprise, when I sit down, I notice I’m not alone. Nope, the beat-up water jug is “sitting” in the chair next to me. A sick feeling builds in the pit of my stomach. I’m not going to like whatever this meeting is about.

      Still in his uniform, Ralph sits back in his chair, hands folded over his stomach, and glares at me.

      Glares.

      Not fucking happy at all.

      Staring me down with his classic unhappy eyes, he says, “You acted like a child out there today.”

      I acted like an angry ballplayer who’s desperate to get out of his rut, but he doesn’t see it that way. Never has.

      The thing about the Bobbies is they’re the most clean-cut do-gooders in the league. They pride themselves on admirable morality, respect on and off the field, and loving the game. There’s no fighting, there’s no long beards, there’s no goddamn personality allowed to be shown on the field. We’re machines. We play the game as it’s supposed to be played, and we don’t show emotion on the field as it’s a sign of weakness. We’re the complete opposite of our rival team here in Chicago, the Rebels; our manager enforces it.

      Playing for the Bobbies has been everything I wanted, despite all the rules and regulations we have to face, because it’s kept me close to where I need to be. My temper has hindered me, something I haven’t been able to get ahold of since my rookie season. And Ralph Hopkins is one temper tantrum away from not dealing with it anymore.

      “You’ve been zero for sixteen over the last few games with nothing to prove for your talent besides being one of the best catchers in the league. That glove and arm of yours is the only reason you’re not sitting out right now. I can’t afford to have Tony behind the plate, not when he can’t throw his own grandma out at second.” Ralph drags a frustrated hand over his face. “And then you go and pull that shit.” He gestures to the dilapidated cooler. “With every media outlet pointing their camera at you.” His chair squeaks as he leans forward, planting his hands on the desk. “I’m already struggling with your image and shit attitude. How the fuck am I supposed to deal with that stunt you pulled after the game? Sit you out? When I need you to be behind the plate? You don’t fucking think, Rockwell.”

      “It won’t happen again,” I answer simply, knowing it’s a promise I can’t keep.

      “That’s what you said after you broke the bat over your knee.” See?

      “I didn’t break a bat this time, I broke a water jug.”

      Coach’s eyes narrow. “I’m talking about your attitude, Rockwell. It’s shit. And I’m fed up with it. If this roster was up to me, your ass would be out of our red-and-blue jersey, warming the wood somewhere else.”

      I don’t know what to say to that, so I stay silent. Ralph has never liked me . . . ever. And frankly, the feeling is mutual. We clash. He’s strait-laced, I’m crooked. He’s smooth with his delivery to the media, I’m bent, broken, constantly piecing myself together to represent something I’m not.

      He shakes his head and blows out a frustrated breath. Looking off to the side, he studies a picture on the wall for a few breaths before saying, “Be here tomorrow morning at nine with an apology ready to be issued.”

      “An apology?” My brow knits together. “You want me to apologize to the press?”

      “No,” he deadpans. “I want you to apologize to the goddamn water jug.” I give him a confused look, thinking he’s joking, but then he says, “You think I’m kidding? I’m not. We’re doing damage control, which means our media team will have the cooler set up in the dugout where you’ll make an official apology and thank the inanimate object for its long service with the Bobbies. It’s a PR stunt that will show a lighter side of you. Believe it or not, you’re not a fan favorite and it’s because you have the attitude of a Rebel, not a Bobbie.”

      Not the first time I’ve heard that.

      “You want me to apologize on camera to a water jug?” I ask, trying to understand if I’m hearing him correctly.

      “Yes.” He leans forward even more and adds, “And you’ll wear a goddamn smile while doing it or I will bench your ass, putting a playoff run in jeopardy for the entire team.”

      Fuck. He’s serious.

      He really wants me to apologize to a fucking water container.

      “Don’t be late. Now get out of my office.”
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