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      Resisting the shortstop has never been my strong suit. I failed at it during my first spring training. It sure as hell looks like I’m about to fail at it again.

      

      The sport I love playing with my very soul hangs in the balance. But everything my heart craves lies with the guy I’ve got to resist.

      

      A guy who’s asking me to make the toughest choice ever.

      

      But how do I become the man I want to be…with him or without him?

      

      Trouble is, I can’t seem to get Declan out of my head, even if I stand to lose everything I’ve worked for my entire life…
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      Grant

      

      So, this is happiness. This is falling in love. I get it now. I understand why I waited.

      For him.

      For the possibility that sex could become so much more than a hot tangle under the sheets.

      Yes, that’s what I wanted. More than a quick lay.

      Someone who makes my heart thunder.

      Declan Steele.

      Even though I won’t see him for ages, I feel like my luck is changing when I leave him that morning before he takes off for Florida.

      Leave him with a kiss and a promise that we’ll see each other again in November.

      As I walk out of the hotel in Phoenix, I can picture a sandy beach in Miami, the ocean lapping the shore. I can feel the tropical sun warming my skin, the book in my hands. Declan will stride over to my lounge chair and . . . Screw the hero in the story, I’ll set that paperback down in an instant and kiss the hell out of the guy I love in real life.

      We have a plan—a plan, a date, and a real chance.

      For the first time in days, I feel like everything will go my way.

      The Lyft drops me off at the team hotel in the dark of the night, before the sun dares peek over the horizon.

      With a disgustingly happy smile, I go in via a side entrance. The halls are blissfully empty. The stairwell is quiet as I walk up the steps, slow and silent as a cat.

      No one wanders along the sixth floor. No one opens a door. I slip back into my room unseen.

      Safe.

      My king-size bed calls to me, and I answer it, stripping out of my clothes, flopping onto the mattress, and sinking into the pillows.

      I’m briefly tempted to send Declan a goodbye text before he gets on the plane to Florida. To tell him last night was epic and I can’t wait to do it again and again in November.

      My fingers itch to send a sweet nothing. Hell, I’d love to get one from him.

      But my better judgement wins out.

      I could exercise some restraint. Get my baseball mojo back. Adjust the levers to crank up sports and dial down romance.

      I’ve been dining on Declan Steele morning, noon, and night for the last week, and a short breather won’t hurt.

      Maybe I’ll text him tonight.

      Yeah, tonight feels better.

      I set down my phone and close my eyes, replaying our dirty deeds as I drift off.

      Yes, everything is going my way today. I just know it.
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      Three hours later, I’m on the field for the morning workout, kicking ass. Feeling as if anything is possible. The rest of the day unfolds like that—beautiful blue skies, a muscle-burning workout with Sullivan and Miguel, then a game at night.

      At the plate, I key in on Declan’s words of advice. One of the last things he said to me when I left his room this morning. “In the last couple games, your weight was too far back on your knees. Shift forward maybe a millimeter. Like you usually do.”

      With that adjustment, I make it to first on a line drive up the middle.

      The next three batters go down, so that’s as far as I get, but I’ll take my single, thank you very much. First time in days I don’t go hitless.

      When I’m suiting up to get behind the plate, I make a mental note to text Declan tonight and tell him it worked.

      Yes, that’s exactly what I’ll say next time I talk to him.

      For now, I feel like maybe, just maybe, I can get back in the game.
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        Declan

      

      

      

      Life has a way of sneaking up on you.

      It’s happened to me a few times over the years—at the end of a championship game when I was younger, then again when I was seventeen. A little later in the minors too.

      Before I even lock eyes with my unexpected visitor, I know this time is going to make those other surprises look like kittens.

      This is a lion’s attack of ambushes.

      I’ve been a New York Comet for one short hour. I’m heading to the field in Tampa, wearing my number eighteen uniform, my name already sewn onto it, when the hair on the back of my neck stands on end.

      When my skin prickles with uneasy awareness.

      I see that familiar set of shoulders, that thick head of hair, I hear that big, boisterous laugh, and my stomach twists.

      My throat goes desert dry.

      My legs turn into cinder blocks.

      But I have a game to play.

      A bat to swing.

      A glove to pick up.

      As I walk onto the field, I try to recall stanzas and verses—words and rhymes from the poets who helped me through the aftermath of days of upheaval when I was younger.

      T.S. Eliot, Robert Frost, Yeats.

      But they don’t come.

      My mind is a blank slate.

      There are no rhymes, no words to grab onto.

      “Declan! How the hell are you, son?” my father calls out.

      Once I hear the Jose Cuervo in his voice, my pulse spikes. My hands go clammy.

      He opens his mouth again. “And do you already miss your boyfriend?”

      That’s when my world swings upside down.
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      He’s not supposed to be here.

      He’s not supposed to come near my field.

      I’ve asked him not to.

      Begged him not to.

      We had a deal.

      No surprises.

      That was the one thing I asked for, the one thing he promised.

      So much for that. I’m twenty, ten, five feet away from the man who’s about to drop my private life, and Grant’s too, dead center in my professional one with his question about whether I miss my boyfriend.

      A question he asked in front of a group of my new teammates. The first baseman and the designated hitter.

      That’s a motherfucking problem.

      “Dad,” I say thickly, hunting for the next words. Words like Stop, be quiet, and why the hell are you here?

      But I’m lost.

      Utterly lost.

      My head swims in foreign languages, swirls with words I don’t know, a tongue I can’t access because this man blindsided me today. He’s the last person I expected to see at a game.

      Kyle appearing out of thin air would have shocked me less.

      Hell, I wish Kyle were here. I’d gladly take a pop-up from any ex-lover over a surprise visit from my father. The man teetering on the edge of a blunder that could upend my guy’s entire fucking future.

      “But you’ll see him again soon,” he adds.

      Fear crashes over me in waves. He hasn’t used a name yet.

      But he might.

      He absolutely might.

      Especially since tequila has loosened his tongue. I swear I can see the fumes from the liquor curling off him.

      And I have to shut him up.

      “Good to see you, Dad.” I yank him into a big bear hug, pretending I’ve missed him so damn much. Then I whisper near his ear, just for him, “No boyfriend talk now. Please.”

      I’m desperate and not above begging.

      I’ll do anything to shut him up, whatever it takes.

      “Of course,” he says softly, then when we pull apart, he lifts his finger to his lips like we’re in cahoots.

      I want to crawl away and turn off all the lights until he’s gone.

      Instead, I plaster on a well-practiced sham of a smile. “How are you?” I manage to ask the man who raised me, who left us, who flitted back in whenever he felt like it.

      He lifts a ball between us. “I got some autographs! Check this out. It’s a ball from Tucker Reyes. Comet’s home-run king,” he booms. My new teammate is nearby, and my dad turns to clap a hand on the first baseman’s shoulder. “And a helluva player.”

      “Aww, thanks, Mister Steele.” Tucker beams, his toothy grin full of pride. I’ve seen the same from countless other ballplayers who feel blessed by my father’s praise. It’s so ironic, that adoration. My dad, former minor league star, legendary hitting champ in Triple-A, and outgoing, likable, friendly guy.

      How could anyone have any issue with him? How could his son possibly have a single bone to pick?

      Tucker shifts his focus to me, still smiling. “Welcome to the best team in baseball, Declan. Stoked to have you and your killer bat in New York, where you belong, man,” Tucker says, giving me a good to see you again handshake. “Also, your dad should be our hitting coach. He’s been giving me tips, and I am going to destroy the Barn Owls’ pitchers today thanks to him.”

      “Yeah? Hitting tips?” I choke out the words. If my dad is dispensing hitting tips, that means he’s trying to ingratiate himself. That means he might try to stick around.

      No way can I let that happen.

      My dad nods proudly, scrubbing a hand over his beard then through his thick head of faintly wavy dark hair. He looks like me but weathered by the years and by the bottle.

      I wish I didn’t look like him at all.

      “I told Tuck he was dropping his shoulders,” my dad adds, all gregarious.

      Tucker grins. “And then I lined up my back shoulder and bashed the hell out of every single ball during practice.”

      I swallow, reaching deep down for words. “How . . . long?” I need to get a handle on this situation.

      Dad looks at his watch, gives a casual shrug. “I got here thirty minutes ago.”

      My father can do a ton of damage in thirty minutes. Hell, he can do a ton of damage in thirty seconds.

      Has he said more about me?

      Has he mentioned Grant’s name?

      A chill sweeps through me, but before I can assess my next move, Brady James cuts in. “Your dad is like the baseball Yoda. He told me to open my hips, and boom. Longball, just like you want your DH to do.”

      No. Just no. Just no.

      Why the hell is my dad the acting batting coach for these guys?

      Why the fuck is he here?

      Tucker grins excitedly, pointing at me. “Jon, do Declan. Analyze your son’s swing.”

      I groan quietly. My brand-new teammate is already on a first-name basis with my father. The carnival ride has flipped, and I’m dangling from the rollercoaster car, shaking precariously upside down in the loop-de-loop.

      With a can-do grin, my dad gestures to a bat on the ground. “Give it a swing, son. I’ll tell you what you need to do.”

      I shake my head.

      “Come on.”

      I shake again.

      Tucker grabs the bat, shoves it at me. “We’ve all done it. Just take one cut and your pops will tell you how to improve.”

      Don’t they get it?

      Don’t they see who he is?

      He’s not some chill pops. He’s not a cool dude who’s just like us.

      He’s the drunk dad, ready to hurl tall tales at his family.

      But they can’t see that because he’s wearing his I’m-just-one-of-the-guys mask.

      I lift the bat and I swing at an imaginary ball, hoping it’ll keep my dad from uttering the word boyfriend again. Can’t let him come even that close to breathing Grant’s name out loud.

      My dad studies me, then declares, “You need to open the front hip a little more, and you’ll smack that ball over the stands, son,” he says.

      “Thanks.”

      It comes out dry as chalk. I lick my lips, trying to get rid of the taste.

      I need a strategy to get him out of here. Picturing the road to the complex from the airport, I wonder if there is some entertainment along the way. A pool hall? Some mini golf? It’s fucking Florida. There must be mini golf.

      Think, Declan. Think.

      But I come up empty, and it’s like I’m thirteen again, trying to ignore the problems right in front of me.

      Ignore, deny, avoid.

      I grasp for The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock, the first poem that gave me the guts to speak up.

      But there’s no time to recite it in my head because my dad slaps me on the back, his voice booming once again. “Did he tell you? I gave his boyfriend batting tips.”

      No, my head bellows.

      I want to tackle him, to slam my hand over his mouth and seethe, “You said you wouldn’t.”

      “You did?” Tucker asks, a lift in his brow.

      “Does your boyfriend play ball?” Brady inquires.

      My stomach plummets to the middle of the earth.

      I shake my head, roll my eyes, do my best silly dad look.

      “Dad, I’m not seeing anyone,” I say, draping an arm across his shoulders and squeezing tight. “But let’s catch up off the field.”

      I pat him on the back then use my considerable strength to drag him away from his new crew. He shoots me an indignant look. “What? I was having a good time. I helped your new team. They love me.”

      “Yup. I know,” I bite out.

      I lead him off the field, through the dugout, and down the corridor, grinding my teeth the whole way, ready to pulverize my own damn mouth. I pull him into a quiet corner of the corridor in the facility. “Dad, I’m begging you. Do not mention my personal life in front of my teammates—not ever again,” I say, desperation painting over every single square inch of my tone.

      “But everyone knows you’re gay. That’s not a secret. Look, I said I was sorry for telling you to stay in the closet when you were younger. But won’t you let me make up for it by embracing it now? Love is love.”

      As if this is about love is love.

      I try to breathe deeply as he twists my world like it’s a dishrag in his hands. “This has nothing to do with being gay. I’m out. I’m all the way out. That’s not the point. This has everything to do with me wanting some privacy, like I asked you for on the field.”

      He smiles a big dopey grin. “You love that guy, don’t you? I can tell. Love is good, son,” he says, choking up. “You’re always trying to stay away from it, but you’re just like me. You can’t resist it.”

      A headache rumbles behind my eyes, thumping mercilessly. “We’re not involved,” I say, already emotionally exhausted from my father. “I’m not with anyone.”

      He wags a finger at me, gives a sly smile. “But I bet you want to be. Just go for it. I’m behind you every step of the way.”

      I catch a whiff of the tequila when he talks, and I clench my fists, every muscle tight like a snare. “How much have you had to drink today?”

      He scoffs. “Nothing.”

      I narrow my eyes. “Dad, I can smell it. How much have you had?”

      He lifts his thumb and forefinger. “Fine. Maybe one drink.”

      I breathe out hard. “Or maybe a little bit more?”

      He shrugs. Then he opens his finger and thumb wider. Wider still. Then even farther. He chuckles. “Okay, more than one.”

      I can’t believe I’m about to do this. But I need some motherfucking space. “There’s a casino down the road. I passed it on the way in from the airport. Can you go play the slots? We’ll meet later. I promise. I’ll see you for dinner. That work for you?”

      His eyes brim with sadness. “You don’t want me to watch you play? As soon as I heard you were traded, I came all the way across the country. I wanted to support you. I wanted to be here for you. I caught a plane.”

      What the hell?

      “You came across the country to . . . support me?” That doesn’t even make any sense. But I don’t have the time to try to unpack his carton of bullshit.

      I do what I couldn’t do as a kid—I pretend. I’ve had years of acting practice by now, and I grab his arm and beseech him. “I do want you here, Dad. I promise. I swear I do.” I sigh heavily, like this saddens me, this truth I’m about to unwrap for him. “The thing is . . . I want to impress my new team and coach, and if you’re here, all I’m going to think about is impressing you. So, can you just help me out? I can focus better if I’m not trying to impress the man . . .” It pains me to say this. It pains me so damn much. “The man I look up to.”

      “Aw,” he says, a soft smile curving his lips. He pats my cheek. “You’re so sweet. I get it.”

      My stomach curdles as I tell him to wait then race to the locker room to fish some bills out of my wallet. Back in the hall, I press a couple hundred dollars into my dad’s palm. I know I’m feeding another of his addictions, but I don’t know what else to do.

      I walk him out of the complex and add for good measure, “And, like I said, I’m single all the way. Baseball only.”

      It feels like the worst—and most necessary—lie I’ve ever told.
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      Once I put my dad in a Lyft headed for the casino, I rush back to the field, grabbing my glove on the way. On the diamond, I am all business. In the first inning I field the unholy hell out of a ground ball that comes scorching my way, throwing it to first base, getting the opponent out.

      This is all I have to do.

      This.

      The game—throwing, hitting, fielding.

      I’ve done this since the shit started, since my dad hit the bottle.

      I’ve gotten good at it too—throwing myself into baseball, ignoring everything else.

      But the thing is, you can’t hide from your problems for very long. You can only tuck things away into the corner for a little while, and it’s always a shorter span than you think.

      When the game ends, I look up to the stands and—

      Are you kidding me?

      He came back.

      He’s heading down the steps from the seats, sauntering to the field, chatting with the guys on the first-base line.

      With my heart lodged in my throat, I walk over.

      “Hey Steele,” says Tucker, “I just googled your dad. He hit .327 in the minors. That is dope. Can he be our hitting instructor?”

      Is he serious? It was just a throwaway idea he’d had earlier, or so I’d thought.

      Again, I fake being fine, flash an I-am-not-dying-inside smile. “I’ll talk to him at dinner. Dad, want to get some grub?”

      His eyes light up like I’ve gifted him the moon. “Let’s go,” he says, then tosses me a wink. “And you’ll give me all the details on what you’ve been up to.”

      My chest burns. He doesn’t even have to say the word boyfriend, and he’s right back at it, rocking my boat.

      Tucker elbows me. “Yeah, who’s the mystery guy?”

      I shake my head and force out a laugh. “No one. Dad’s just busting my chops.”

      Yeah, romance and me—that’s fucking hilarious.

      So damn entertaining.

      “Someone you left behind in San Francisco?” Tucker asks with a frown. “Let me tell you, I miss my girlfriend. Marissa’s back home in Manhattan.”

      “You’ll get to see her soon,” I say, hoping to deflect attention.

      “I can’t wait. And hey, bring your guy to a game,” Tucker calls as I ferry my dad out of there. “We’ll all get a bite to eat after. Marissa, you, me, and your dude.”

      I don’t even shower. I just change and get the hell away from my teammates and their offers to double-date.
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      At a nearby restaurant, my father dives into his chicken pasta like he’s never eaten before. “This is so good,” he moans around the food.

      “Glad you’re enjoying it,” I say as I slice a piece of steak.

      “So much. Now, can we settle something once and for all?”

      I finish chewing and set down my fork. “Sure.”

      “You.” He waggles a utensil my way along with a pointed look, and then proceeds to play amateur shrink and play it badly. “You shut people out. You’re afraid to love. Since your mom and I split, you worry the same could happen to you.”

      “No. That’s not my concern.”

      He tilts his head, shoots me a sympathetic look. “Are you sure?”

      “Positive.”

      Doubt lines his eyes. “I care about you. I want you to be happy. You looked so damn happy in that picture from the other night.” He means the shot of Grant and me flanking a fan, a social media post he texted me about the next day.

      Dragging a hand down my face, I groan. “Dad, I was happy because I was at a hockey game. It’s that simple. You’ve got to stop spinning things into what they’re not,” I insist.

      He scoffs. “Come on. Grant Blackwood. He’s a good-looking guy.” He taps his sternum. “Look, I’m straight, but I can tell. You’d be foolish not to like him.”

      Hearing him breathe Grant’s name chills my bones.

      I’m back in time to every occasion he came home drunk, all the times he wouldn’t let go of a topic. Was your mom messing around with her co-worker? Is that why she’s so happy? Did you see anything fishy? Tell me, please tell me. Just please fucking tell me.

      No, Dad. There’s nothing going on. Just stop.

      There was nothing going on.

      “Stop. Just stop,” I beg. “Just tell me why you’re here. Tell me what you need.” My voice trembles, this close to snapping. I cannot let him breathe Grant’s name anymore. I cannot let this shit rain down on the man I love. If word gets out that we had a spring training fling, I don’t know what it’ll do to Grant’s gameplay.

      I don’t give a flying fuck that people know I date men. I don’t care if someone prints in a gossip rag that I went out with a TV star, a blues singer, an Internet exec.

      Coming out is the best thing I ever did, but it doesn’t make me Teflon. It isn’t a sword that’ll save me or save Grant.

      Being out doesn’t make it okay that I fucked a teammate. That’s a line you don’t cross, no matter your orientation, no matter whether you live in or out of the closet.

      I crossed it, and now the consequences are knocking on my door—and Grant’s.

      A rumor would look bad for me, but it’d be ten degrees of horrible for the rookie who’s not even on the roster yet. I have to stop it.

      And I know how.

      “Do you need money?” I ask. I know what shuts him up, but my gut churns at what I’m about to do—enable him.

      My father winces like he’s embarrassed. But he’s not. This isn’t the first time he’s asked me for dough. I doubt it’ll be the last time I give it to him.

      “Kara kicked me out,” he says, his voice wobbly. “Because I went drinking with Cousin Barry a couple of weeks ago. But it was just once. One night. It was because we got some bad news about our tow truck business.”

      I brace myself. “What’s the news?”

      “I owe some money, and Barry and I are going to lose the shop if I don’t pay up. If I can just get it back up and running, I’ll return to AA. I swear.” Now he’s the one begging. Our roles—they change on a dime.

      I lick my lips, swallow roughly. “How much do you need?”

      He gives me a figure. Five figures. A very high five figures.

      I don’t blink. “I’ll help you out,” I tell him, hating myself, but doing it anyway.

      His haggard face lights up. “You will?”

      I nod. “I will.”

      Relief floods his features. “I love you.”

      I’m quiet for a few long seconds, then I find the will to speak. “I love you too,” I manage to say, unsure if it’s true. “Do you have any place to stay tonight?”

      “Motel down the street.”

      “Let me get you a nice hotel. I’ll stay with you.”

      On its surface, the offer seems generous.

      Kind.

      Like a good son.

      A grateful smile lights up his face. I’m grateful too—that I can be his probation officer tonight. That I’ve got an ankle cuff for him now. A muzzle too, one that’ll buy me enough time and distance that he can’t hurt Grant or me.

      He has no evidence of the affair, so all I have to do is keep denying it, and eventually, Dad will drop it.

      We finish eating, and he doesn’t mention Grant, or a boyfriend again.

      At the hotel, I check him into a room, and after he showers, he collapses on the bed, chats about Barry and their plans, talks about the steps he needs to work on in AA, and the amends he wants to keep making, including for how he handled my coming out.

      Soon enough, he talks himself into sleep.

      Alone with my thoughts, I text Brady, tell him I’m crashing with family, then I stare at my phone for thirty minutes.

      My fingers tap out a message that feels like a guillotine.

      I am putting my own head under the blade and letting it fall.

      Can I do this?

      With my dad snoring away, I stare endlessly at the screen, at the message.

      I don’t send it, though.

      I’m not sure I can.

      My head pounds mercilessly, a bone-deep hammering. My leg bounces a mile a minute.

      I could call Emma. Could talk to my mom. Maybe my stepdad. Could ask someone for advice. But then I’d have to explain. Admit I’ve been giving my dad money from time to time. Admit I fell for a guy on my team. Admit I don’t have my shit together.

      Once I crack open this can of worms, it’ll spread inside me like a disease. I won’t have the strength to do what I need to do.

      I need to fix the problem I created.

      But there’s one thing to do first.

      I click away from my messages and check the spring training scores, and I smile.

      For the first time in a few days, Grant got a hit. A single that amounted to nothing, but still, that’s a helluva lot better than hitless. Plus, no errors. No passed balls.

      As I mull that over, his name blasts across my notifications.

      I sit bolt upright, nearly dropping the phone like it can see inside me. Like it knows my secrets and what I’m about to do.

      With nervous fingers, I click open the text.

      

      Grant: I followed your advice. Shifted my back knee. Thanks, man. Hope your first game was good.

      

      That’s all.

      A simple update.

      A gorgeous, beautiful, heart-pounding update.

      One that makes me ache and want.

      One that tugs on every corner of my heart.

      This news is what I hoped for.

      And it’s also an obvious sign.

      My guy is playing better than he did when I was there. When I was sneaking into his room every night, feeding my desires, getting in his head with my bottomless need for him.

      Scrubbing my palm across the back of my neck, I replay the games that fell during the time we messed around. The Scoundrels, the Sharks, the Bandits . . . His worst games occurred when he was seeing me.

      He made mistakes on the field during the day when I was seducing him, teaching him, touching him at night.

      When I was a gluttonous lover, asking for more, then asking for yet another bite.

      Ah, hell. I am a greedy, selfish bastard.

      But I was with him last night too.

      I close my eyes, my head falling back against the couch as I recall our time at The Lazy Hammock.

      “But nothing during the season, right? We’ve got to focus on baseball during the season,” Grant had said.

      The man underlined his needs. Highlighted them in neon ink. Made it clear what he could and couldn’t handle—no talking, no texting.

      And I still pushed.

      I still prodded.

      I said give me more.

      “Do we really have to go cold turkey? What if we talked? What if we FaceTimed? What if we Skyped?” I’d asked him.

      More, gimme more.

      I’m just like my father, asking for more than I’ve earned. More than I deserve.

      I knew Grant wouldn’t turn me down. That I’d get everything I wanted, no matter the cost to him.

      There is no room for love and baseball as a rookie.

      Only baseball.

      I am a distraction.

      My heart caves in on itself, aching with what I’m about to do. Grant won’t, so I’ll have to.

      Returning to my messages, I check the time. It’s after midnight on the east coast, a few hours earlier in Arizona. I type out the rest of the text to Grant. If I get on the phone with him, I’ll cave. If I call him, I’ll tell him everything.

      Because he’s the one I want to call for advice.

      He’s the one I want to ask for help.

      He’s the one.

      But I can’t lay my burdens at his feet where they’ll trip him up.

      I have to be strong.

      Make a clean break.

      It’s all I can do. It’s all I’m good at, anyway.

      I finish the message.

      

      Declan: This is killing me, Grant. You have to know. But making plans was a mistake. We can’t do this. Any of this, including November. Miami is a bad idea.

      

      I schedule my phone to send it in thirty minutes, then I get to work cleaning up the broken glass of my life.
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      I don’t trust my father. I don’t trust him to stay away from me, from my teammates, from baseball. I need him far, far away. As he sleeps, I make plans. I call Barry, my dad’s cousin in Oakland, and ask if he’ll take him in as they focus on the shop.

      Barry says he will, and I buy a plane ticket as we talk. He’ll pick my dad up tomorrow at the Oakland airport.

      Thirty minutes later, I set my phone to do not disturb except for my six-thirty alarm.

      The next morning when I turn on my phone there are no messages.

      No missed calls.

      But then, the do-not-disturb option on my phone never shows missed calls. I shake my head now, disgusted at myself for hoping for a missed call.

      If I’m making a clean break, Grant probably is too.

      But hell, does it ever hurt, this silence.

      I suppose I ought to be grateful for it. If Grant had called, he might have tried to talk me out of breaking things off. If I heard his voice, I’d give in. Go back.

      In a heartbeat.

      I can’t. I just can’t. I’m no good for him, and I have to think about him now. Not me.

      Besides, what kind of coward wants his boyfriend to talk him out of breaking up?

      I don’t deserve him.

      I focus on the here and now.

      Before I go to the ballpark, I check out of the hotel, take my dad to the airport, and walk him to security. Before he goes through the turnstile, I transfer him money. More than five figures.

      It feels like hush money.

      Probably because it is.
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        Thirteen years ago

        Age thirteen

      

      

      

      As I walked to the plate, I peered up at the stands, hunting for a familiar face.

      One with eyes the same shade as mine.

      One that came with a voice like a warm hug.

      But the last several games—heck, for most of last season—my dad hadn’t been there as regularly as before. He hadn’t shown up next to my mom, leaving her alone in the stands.

      She’d waved and cheered me on just the same, and I smiled and waved back, but I’d wished he’d been there.

      I missed him.

      Missed my dad, my coach, my hero.

      When I reached the plate, I took a few practice swings and the pang of missing was so intense, it felt like a hole, tunneling into my heart.

      Ignore it.

      As I shifted my focus to the pitcher, I said it again.

      Ignore this pain. Be stronger.

      That was how I had to be.

      I had to play like that.

      I zoned in on the moment, and I whacked a triple into center field.

      That approach worked for a few more games.

      Deny, pretend, ignore.

      I didn’t miss him anyway.

      Who cared? I didn’t need him.

      And still, he didn’t show up.

      We made it to the championships, and I played my heart out without him, hoping he’d show.

      In the last game, I launched a rocket over the fence, and a voice shouted from the stands. “That’s my son!”

      My wish was coming true.

      As I ran, I snapped my gaze to the stands, excitement curling through my body.

      Until I found him, stumbling down the bleachers.

      Ignore it.

      But I couldn’t pretend.

      As I crossed home plate, he clambered over the final seat and ran onto the field to give me a hug, but tripped and fell—a drunken, stinking mess.

      His scent clogged my nostrils. That had to be alcohol. Later, I’d learn it was tequila.

      He lifted his arm, a plaintive plea, laughing, like this was all so funny.

      Nothing was funny. This wasn’t what I’d wished for.

      Heat flooded my cheeks, the surge of embarrassment. Shame filled my body.

      “Give me a lift, son,” he said, chuckling.

      As my throat tightened, I spotted movement on the edge of my vision—a bird swooping by. No, a falcon. I wanted to be that falcon and fly away from here.

      From all the eyes watching me. Watching us.

      They looked away when my mother ran down from the stands to help, embarrassed for her.

      I was keenly, horrifically aware of every stare as I left the field with my parents. I longed, again, to be that bird arrowing away from here, swift and powerful.

      And I hoped, then I hoped harder, that this would never happen to me again.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            4

          

          
            Grant

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Present Day

        The night before

      

      

      

      After an hour of Xbox with the guys, I return to my room, ready to snag a good night’s sleep. Ready, too, for another epic game tomorrow. After I shower and dry off, I get into bed.

      Naked.

      Why bother with clothes? I’m alone and I’m going to jerk off to the brand-new beautiful, filthy, fantastic images roaming through my mind.

      Last night with Declan Steele.

      Another first.

      Another incredible, amazing first when we fucked, and he set my body on fire. I shudder as I replay yesterday evening in his hotel, how my world turned hot and electric when his body hugged my cock for the first time. When he urged me on, drew me closer, whispered filthy words to me.

      Like he’d done the night before when he fucked me.

      With those twin memories, a jolt of wicked pleasure hits me like a strobe light. I am rock hard and ready to indulge in images of him and us.

      My man just does it for me, in every single way.

      My man.

      I grin, savoring the knowledge that that’s who he is.

      The guy I’ll be seeing in November.

      But before I take a trip to Dirty Declan Land, I’ll just send him a note. Nothing too boyfriend-y, since I know fuck-all about being a boyfriend. Something simple. Something that’s focused on the thing we have most in common.

      The game.

      I tell him how I played tonight, then hit send.

      Setting my phone down, I shut my eyes, take my cock in my hand, and imagine the next time I’ll see him.

      How I want it to be when we’re together again.

      No limits. No barriers. Everything on the table. Just him and me. Me and him. Skin to skin, touching, exploring, discovering more of each other.

      I want him inside me again.

      I want to be inside him again.

      I want to taste him everywhere. Want him to fuck my mouth. Want him to come on me.

      Shuddering, I stroke harder, faster.

      Images flicker past my eyes.

      He flips me over, fucks me hard, rides me to the edge. Then stops. Leaving me there, right there.

      So I can get behind him, do the same, drive him crazy too.

      Fuck him like I love him.

      Let him fuck me the same damn way.

      A charge races down my body, and it doesn’t take me long till I’m coming hard in my hand, picturing us.

      I pant, breathe out hard, and let the filthy bliss of my release spread through my body.

      Then it’s time to clean up.

      After, I check my phone.

      No reply, but that’s cool.

      He’ll write back when he can, and I’m going to learn how to be the best damn long-distance boyfriend there is.

      A stupid grin takes over my face as I get back into bed, and I think of him as I slide into slumber.

      I swear I can still smell him on the pillow.

      I clutch it closer and fall asleep.
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      I wake in the middle of the night to take a piss, then check my phone when I return to bed.

      Ah, there’s a reply from him.

      Bring it on.

      What did my guy say? I bet it’s sexy. I bet it’s supportive. Just like him.

      I click open the text.

      Read it.

      And blink.

      Is this a joke?

      

      Declan: This is killing me, Grant. You have to know. But making plans was a mistake. We can’t do this. Any of this, including November. Miami is a bad idea.

      

      For a long stretch, I can’t move. I can’t think. I read it again, and the same awful words mock me.

      Once more, and my head spins. A spike of adrenaline jolts my senses into high-def as the room whirls around me, and I set a hand against the wall for balance.

      Is this real?

      I heave a breath against the tightness of my ribs, but I’m swallowing sand. Shock and anger make a fist, viciously squeezing my heart until I think it might burst.

      Declan broke up with me via text message.

      Are you fucking kidding me?

      I’ve never had a boyfriend. But I’m pretty sure you don’t break up with one over a text.

      I want to believe it’s a mistake—a wrong number or a drunk text.

      But Declan doesn’t drink. This note is meant for me and can only be from him because it’s about us. About the end of us.

      With a death-grip on the offending phone, I read the message again, but the words are still on the screen in cruel black and white.

      The man doesn’t even have the guts to call me and shatter my heart in real time.

      Holy fuck. I can hardly keep hold of the cell. I’m shaking because I’m so fucking hurt. I’m trembling because I’m so fucking angry.

      I shove my free hand through my hair.

      This can’t be happening.

      He didn’t mean this. No way this is real. I know Declan.

      Better to check—to give him that much credit, at least. Better to follow up and find out.

      Better to know.

      I don’t care what time it is in Florida. I dial his number, jaw clenched, fists tight, and I swallow my pride as the phone rings and rings and rings.

      “Pick up, Deck,” I mutter. “Pick up the fucking call.”

      Another ring.

      One more.

      Then voicemail. “You’ve reached Declan Steele. Leave a message.”

      I stab the end button.

      The chicken-shit asshole doesn’t answer his phone after he dumps me?

      Who does this?

      Who is he?

      I take a few deep breaths to settle the stabbing pains in my chest, but emotions explode in me.

      Without thinking, I hurl the phone at the wall, putting all my arm behind it, like it’s game seven in the World Series, bottom of the ninth, and the winning run is trying to steal a base.

      Like fucking hell he is.

      The phone hits the wall with a loud crack then falls to the carpeted floor with an anticlimactic thud.

      No flying shards of glass or pinging aluminum case.

      Seething, I stalk over to stare at the carcass. The glass is spiderwebbed and the screen is black. I try to turn it on, but nothing happens.

      Fuck.

      I don’t feel one bit better. Instead of a jackass who got dumped by text, now I’m just a dumped jackass with no phone.
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      After our morning workout the next day, I do my damnedest to avoid my teammates, but as I’m leaving the locker room, Crosby calls me over.

      “You want to grab some lunch with Chance and me?” He nods to our closing pitcher, who’s just shutting his locker.

      Any other time I’d say yes, but not today. Not now. “Raincheck?”

      “Sure,” Crosby says, then cocks his head. “Where you off to in a rush?”

      Embarrassed, I rub the back of my neck. “I dropped my phone last night. Gotta get a new one.”

      “Sucks, man.”

      Yes, it does. For too many reasons.

      I start to call a Lyft, but of course I can’t, so the concierge at the hotel calls a cab to take me to the nearest Apple store. I ask the driver to wait. The hassle of replacing my phone and transferring my data stings especially because this is down to my own stupidity.

      New phone in hand, I return to the taxi, open my messages, and go straight to my contacts. The delay from last night hasn’t abated my anger or determination.

      With fury simmering in every move, I delete Declan’s contact info from my phone so I’m not tempted to call him.

      Ever again.
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      That afternoon, I shove his text to a corner of my mind. I was never supposed to be involved, anyway, with him or anyone else. I came to Arizona to play ball.

      That evening, I play my heart out in the game against the Las Vegas Coyotes, knowing my job is on the line.

      In the fifth inning, with runners on first and second, the Coyotes’ batter hits a whopper of a double. As the runner on second rounds third, our left fielder gloves the ball and hurls it to Crosby, our cutoff man at third.

      “C’mon, c’mon,” I mutter, yanking off my mask, getting in position.

      The Coyotes runner charges down the base path, barreling toward home as Crosby cocks his arm.

      I’ve got my glove out, ready to field the throw.

      As the runner flies toward the plate, I step into the base path, and the ball finds a welcome home in my glove. Sweeping my arm down, I tag the runner—right as he collides with me.

      He hits with the force of a freight train.

      Oof.

      The impact knocks me right off my feet and I hurdle toward the dirt, landing on my back with a deafening thud.

      My ass took the brunt of the fall, and pain shoots up my back and down my legs. The world goes blurry and dark, and Declan’s text replays in my head.

      Miami is a bad idea.

      Fuck him.

      Declan is a bad idea.

      Losing this game is a bad idea.

      Letting a roster spot slip away on account of a hot lay is a bad idea.

      I’m not giving Declan Steele the satisfaction of anything, least of all, this play.

      Several painful, achy seconds later I pop up and brandish the gloved ball above my head, ignoring the hell out of my aching ass.

      The ache will fade because I’m fine.

      Catchers fall. Catchers get up.

      I brush the dirt off my uniform.

      The runner is out, the inning is over. We’re still ahead, and my manager trots over to me. “You okay, Blackwood?” Fisher asks, intent and serious.

      “I’m great,” I say, and I mean it.

      Because . . . I feel amazing out here on the field. Incredible, even. This close to invincible.

      On the diamond, I’m safe from men like Declan.

      Here, I have baseball, and tonight, I logged an RBI, and an epic play at the plate.

      I am on fire.

      “I’m ready for my next at-bat,” I tell the manager as the team trainer rushes out, along with the hitting coach, the pitcher, Crosby, Chance, and Sullivan.

      “You okay, dude?” Sullivan asks.

      “I’m fine,” I say. “Never been better.”

      Coach keeps his hand on my shoulder. “Let’s get you checked out.”

      “But I want to play.”

      Fisher smiles and shakes his head. “I know. But this is more important.” He hands off the rest of the game to the hitting coach, then walks me inside the facility.

      In the trainer’s room, the team doctor checks me out, but I tell him I’m fine. I’m totally fine. “It was just a routine play,” I say.

      The doctor scowls. “He slammed into you. That’s not supposed to happen anymore.”

      “The ball was in the base path, and the rules say you can field it. Sometimes the runner collides with the catcher,” I explain, still hyped on adrenaline.

      Fisher nods. “I know it wasn’t a dirty play. But we can’t let anything happen to you. Got to look out for you, kid. You damn well better be fit for a long career with the San Francisco Cougars.” I can hear his relief as the team doc gives me a thumbs-up, and that relief warms my soul.

      In spite of that text, in spite of Declan ‘Dickhead’ Steele, I smile. That relief, that “career with the San Francisco Cougars,” is the best thing I’ve heard in a long time.

      It gives me a sliver of hope that maybe, just maybe, the starting job is still mine to win.

      Good thing I went all-out on the field.

      But that’s all I know. That’s all I’ve ever done. I play with everything I have.

      The only times I didn’t were when Declan was in my room, in my head, in my body.

      He’s gone now, in every sense of the word.

      And it’s just baseball and me.

      As it should be.
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      When the game is over, I leave the locker room and head down the corridor. I make my way out of the complex and run into my agent on her way in. Haven parks her hands on her hips and shoots me a stern stare. “I’ve been looking for you all day.”

      “I didn’t feel like talking,” I tell her in an even tone.

      “Well, let’s start talking now.”

      I lift my brow, still Mr. Cool. “Is it bad news?”

      She shakes her head, tucking her brown hair behind her ears. “No. I was in town for something else, and I wanted to see you and tell you I talked to the GM. He said everything’s looking good with you, especially after tonight and last night.” She flashes me a warm smile that matches her tone. “Let’s just say I’m feeling pretty good.”

      That’s what I want to hear. Even though my heart has been pulverized by that man on the other side of the country, my career has not.

      “Let me take you out to dinner, then,” I say, putting on my best happy face.

      She shakes her head. “No, let me take you.”

      As we eat, I do my best to stay focused on her, on the here and now. I nearly succeed, especially since we talk about music and movies and a whole lot of not-baseball, which keeps my mind off the man who ripped my heart in two.

      Trouble is the next night, I’m still thinking far too much about Declan Steele, and there’s only one person I can talk to about it.

      After we win the night’s game, I call a Lyft and head to The Lazy Hammock.

      Time for some bartender therapy.
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      I’ve only been here three times, but already The Lazy Hammock feels like an old friend, its familiarity like a blanket on a cold night, warming my iced-out heart.

      Overhead, Jack Johnson croons about banana pancakes, and it’s such a marked contrast to every song that makes me think of Declan. Or really, it’s just the one song linked indelibly to him—“November Rain.”

      The lyrics, all about how nothing lasts forever, should have been an omen. But fuck Guns N’ Roses. And fuck Declan. And fuck every sad, pathetic breakup song ever.

      I want what Jack Johnson has, want to pretend like it’s the weekend. Here in the bar, it feels like I’m living in one of his tunes. Living in an escape.

      The host flashes a smile my way, one that lights up his hazel eyes behind his glasses. He’s probably handsome, with his dark skin and toned arms, and it’s probably smart business, hiring a good-looking host, but I’m unaffected.

      Not his fault.

      “Hey there,” the man says. “Table for . . .?” He waits for me to fill in the gap, to say if I’m alone or if I’m meeting someone. When I don’t answer, he adds, “Or a seat at the bar?”

      My throat is dry as sandpaper, like saying why I’m here will scrape my voice.

      “Bar, please,” I manage, and the dude with the glasses gives a smile, tucks a menu under his arm, and says, “This way.”

      I can find my own way to the bar, but I let him walk me since I don’t have it in me to protest. Plenty of eyes follow me there, but I doubt it’s because anyone knows me as a Cougar.

      It’s more because I’m in a gay bar.

      Alone.

      Does that make me fresh meat?

      No idea. The rules of decorum in gay bars are Greek to me. This is the only one I’ve ever been to.

      I feel like I’ve walked onto the baseball diamond with ice skates. Yeah, I’ve been here once without Declan, but even then, I was still with Declan.

      When I reach the counter, I grab a stool and scan for River, the bar’s owner. I need a friendly face. Badly.

      I spot him at the end of the bar, pouring a beer from a tap, his lanky silhouette calming my out-of-whack pulse. Damn, did I ever need to see a friend tonight. “Oh, you have to see it!” River says to the customers he’s serving. “It’s spectacular. No one ever overestimated the grandeur of the Grand Canyon.”

      As he sets a glass in front of the two young guys, the twinkle in River’s eyes says he sees me.

      Wait.

      Will he think I’m here to pick him up?

      That I’m here to pick up someone else?

      Great. Something else to stress over.

      I study the menu intently, mostly so no one will talk to me.

      A minute later, the owner-slash-bartender stands in front of me with a smile, his inked arms flexing as he plants his palms on the bar. “You just can’t stay away from The Lazy Hammock, can you? This is your fourth visit in a week, Grant, with and without company. Since you’re alone this time, does that mean tomorrow you’ll be here with Mr. Tall, Dark and Handsome?”

      He seems wildly amused by my presence, but when I heave a sigh, wincing at the mention of my ex, River is immediately sympathetic.

      “Oh my God, I’m so sorry.” He sets a friendly hand on my forearm. “I put my foot in my mouth, hun.”

      There’s a hollow pounding in my ribs, the residual drumbeat of being dumped. “Is it that obvious?”

      He frowns and gestures to my face. “Your eyes give it away. Do you need something strong? Stronger? Or strongest?”

      I clench my jaw, hold back . . . fuck . . . I will not cry.

      No way. No effing way.

      Declan is just a guy.

      Last time I cried was over my parents, something they said eight years ago. I’m not going to lose a single tear over a dude.

      “Just a . . .” I’m about to say Diet Coke. But that’s what I had every time I was here with him. I can’t order the same. “A whiskey.”

      River gives an approving nod. “Something strongest, then. Whiskey is the best for a broken heart.”

      Sounds about right. “Then bring it on.”

      With a practiced efficiency and zero theatrics, he pours from the bottle and sets the tumbler in front of me. “Need to talk? I’m guessing you’re here for a willing ear and not to pick up guys.” He lifts a finger. “But if you are, more power to you. There’s nothing wrong with that. Some men swear the fastest way to get over someone is to get under someone else.”

      Might be true for some, but I’ve less than zero interest, and I shake my head. “I’m not here to pick anyone up.”

      “Ah. It’s that kind of breakup, then. The full bartender session kind.” River glances over to where another guy in a Hawaiian shirt is helping a bearded patron. “Rain is working tonight, so I can chat with you for a bit.”

      A laugh bursts out, unbidden. “Rain? Is he your long-lost brother?”

      River casts a glance at the other man, whose pale complexion is a contrast to River’s California sunshine skin. “You never know. Anyway, his name is brill, isn’t it? He has the good fortune to have a hippie mama too, like me.” But then, River parks his elbows on the bar, all ears and all sympathy. “So, spill. What happened to Mr. Tall, Dark and Stupid? Because any man who would let you go is stupid. You’re a catch.”

      “And you’re a good bartender for saying so.”

      He waves away the compliment. “Nah. I’m a good bartender for picking the perfect drink for a person’s mood and because I can read people. And I can tell you’re a good guy. You were funny and outgoing when you were here. Ergo, you’re a catch. Which means . . . he’s a cad.”

      Is Declan a cad?

      I don’t think so, but could our fling have been just sex to him? Nothing but wham, bam, see you later, dude? Was I an extended hookup?

      Except . . . the asshole asked me to be his boyfriend. He practically begged me to do the long-distance thing with him.

      Then he tossed me out with the garbage.

      I don’t get it. Not at all.

      “Maybe he is a cad.” I lift my whiskey and knock some back, savoring the burn. Funny, but Declan never told me why he doesn’t drink. He never went into much detail about his family, just said his dad left, and he sometimes wanted to escape. Maybe he doesn’t touch the stuff because of his father. Who knows? Chalk up another mystery surrounding Declan Steele.

      “I don’t really know why he ended it, except he went to work in another state,” I tell River, keeping it vague in case anyone overhears.

      The bartender nods, catching on, and lowers his voice too. “I haven’t told a soul you guys had a thing. Not my place.”

      “I didn’t assume you would,” I say a little defensively. “I was just being private about my . . .”

      Love life.

      But those words die on my tongue. My love life is over.

      River doesn’t seem offended, only sympathetic. “I didn’t think you were accusing me. What I said is a simple fact—I like to talk. Sometimes about me. But I know the score. I love baseball, and I could name all the out athletes. You and the company you keep, though—that will stay between us.”

      A faint smile tugs at my lips, but it fades quickly. “Thanks. Sorry I overreacted.” I swallow more of the drink. It burns hotter this time.

      “So, where were we? Mr. Tall, Dark and Stupider broke up with you?”

      I shrug. “Yeah, I guess so. All I got was this text.” I grab my new phone from my back pocket and show the message to River.

      “A text?” He reads it and, with a dramatic hiss, recoils from the phone like it’s infected. Hell, it feels like it is. “Ouch.”

      “I don’t even know if this is unusual,” I confess, glancing at words I’ve already memorized. “I haven’t really dated much. Is this normal?”

      River sighs heavily, then nods. “Yes and no. It happens to everyone, no matter their orientation. Just recently, some jackass sent my sister, Echo, a breakup text after they went out for a month.” He growls, and that snarl is at odds with his usual laid-back vibe. “I had half a mind to hightail it up to California and tell him what I thought of him. But Echo can take care of herself. She’s fierce. Still, it’s shitty no matter who it happens to.” River scratches his jaw, seeming lost in thought. “It’s weird, though, what happened to you.”

      “Why is it weird?”

      The bartender frowns for a beat like he’s trying to figure out what to say. When he meets my eye, his gaze is intense. “It’s weird that your guy sent this.” He taps the phone I set on the bar. “Every time you were here with him—well, both times—he was so into you.” River is emphatic, like he’s making an impassioned point.

      And that point feels like a sledgehammer smashing into me.

      “Like there was no one else,” River says, sounding kind of dreamy. “If a man looked at me that way . . .”

      An inconvenient shiver runs down my spine at the memory of how Declan stared at me like I was his, and he was mine, and we were inseparable. “It felt that way to me too, but what do I know?”

      River taps his chest. “Let me tell you what I know.” He counts off on his fingers. “That man was jealous. He was possessive. He was proud of you. My God, he looked at you like he had won the boyfriend lottery.”

      My throat knots with emotion. Everything I felt during spring training overflows, a suitcase tumbling open, feelings spilling onto the floor. First it was friendship, then flirting, then unchecked lust, then unbridled passion, and soon it became more.

      It felt like love.

      “Boyfriend lottery,” I muse as I finish my drink. “It felt that way to me too.”

      River heaves a sigh. “I don’t get it. I don’t understand men.”

      I scoff. “Me neither, River. Me neither.”

      He pats my arm and tips his head to the end of the bar where something needs his attention. “I’ll be right back.”

      When he leaves, I stare at my phone, studying Declan’s message a little longer, a little harder.

      It hurts, but not as much as it did the other night. When the hurt ebbs, will the memories of him fade away? Do I want them to?

      A sharp pain thrashes through my body.

      Yes. I want the memories erased.

      Before I can change my mind, I act on the decision.

      I delete his text.

      His contact info is gone; time to trash the message string.

      I don’t need him. I don’t need a boyfriend. I don’t even need another drink. And I really don’t need to ruin my body with a drunken bender the night before another game.

      River returns and gestures to the glass. “Can I get you another?”

      “No, thanks.” I screw up the corner of my lips, considering something else to drink. Nothing sugary, full of useless calories. And not iced tea because that’s what Declan always drank. I need a drink that doesn’t remind me of him. Maybe I can learn to like seltzer water.

      I shrug. “Something without liquor.”

      River arches one brow. “Want a virgin piña colada?”

      I crack up. “Virgin. Very funny.”

      River’s eyes widen and his mouth forms an exaggerated oh of realization, and he drops his voice to a whisper, full of avid curiosity. “Was he your first?”

      I roll my eyes. “Typical, right? The virgin gets dumped when the stud leaves town.”

      The bartender shows his teeth and brandishes his claws with a hiss. “I want to slice him to pieces with my rhetoric.”

      I laugh, a deep, hearty one from my belly. “I appreciate that. It’s good to have you in my corner.”

      “Listen. He’ll have to answer to your new friend River if he so much as shows up here ever again.”

      A smile tugs at my lips. “I could use a friend.”

      “Friends stay,” River says, firmly confident. “Men come and go.”

      “I only have a test group of one, but one hundred percent of my test subjects confirm that theory.”

      “Let’s make a pact to never sleep with each other,” my new friend says, flicking his blond hair off his forehead. “No sexing, no matter how irresistible I am.”

      I crack up. “Was that even on the table?” It wasn’t for me, but that has nothing to do with River and everything to do with Declan.

      River shoots me a don’t you dare look. “You’re adorable, but no. We weren’t. I just wanted to establish that guideline—lots of people think the bartender might be up for a good time. But you and I are going to be friends because we both need that from each other, right?”

      I toast with my empty glass. “I will drink to that. To friends and no boyfriends. To good times only. To baseball and hookups in the off-season.”

      Raising an imaginary glass, he agrees, “It’s a pact. I will have your back as you nurse what Mr. Tall, Dark and Stupidest stomped all over. But you won’t stay broken for long. I won’t let you.” He tilts his head and studies me. “You know what you need?”

      “Tell me.”

      He nods toward a game room at the edge of the bar. “Darts.”

      I spread my arms wide to show I’m ready for anything. “I’m always in for games.”

      Cupping his mouth, River shouts to the end of the bar. “Rain! Hold the fort, hun.”

      Rain tips an imaginary cap, and River comes out from behind the bar and guides me to the game room with a hand on my back.

      “Is everyone ‘hun’ to you?” I ask.

      “Yes, hun.” He winks. “The world is better with lots of huns.”

      I can’t argue with him there.

      In the game room he gathers some darts, hands them to me, and we play. I’m a natural and hit the bullseye more often than not. It probably helps that I’m imagining Declan’s face there.

      When we finish our game, River and I amble back toward the bar. “Thanks for that, man,” I tell him. “If you ever make it back to San Francisco and want to go to a game, let me know, and I’ll get you tickets. That is, if I’m on the team.”

      He nods excitedly. “That’s my plan—to make it back to California. It would be good to be near my sister and parents again, and I have this whole big dream of what I want to do with The Lazy Hammock. Expand everywhere. I want to start in San Francisco. Open a bar there—I’m imagining a spot in SoMa first. Not quite as crowded as the Castro.”

      “Good location,” I say, picturing the neighborhood just south of Market.

      River sweeps his arm out wide. “First stop Arizona. Next stop . . . ubiquity.”

      “A most excellent gay bar in every city,” I say.

      He drops his jaw. “Shut up. That’s going to be my new slogan. Can I steal it?”

      I laugh. “You can have it.”

      River pats my shoulder. “Good luck making the roster.” Then, he scrubs his chin before offering, “Listen, take my number—for when you need a friend.”

      I enter it in my new phone and on my way out of the bar, I send him a text so he has my number too.

      

      Grant: Baseball and hookups. Nothing more.

      

      It’s a promise to myself. But a promise to another person will keep me accountable.

      River replies as the Lyft takes me back to the hotel.

      

      River: Bars and hookups. Nothing more. And I got your back.

      

      It feels good to have a friend. In the worst of times, I’ve learned not to take a true friend for granted.
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      When my friends say it was awkward and embarrassing to endure The Sex Talk from their parents they have no idea what “so awkward I wanted to die” really feels like.

      Like right now as my parents screwed late on a Friday night. As soon as the moans started, I grabbed my earphones and turned on a movie on my computer. It was a strategy I’d learned from years of them screwing and fighting.

      It was all they did.

      They had no filter. They went from yelling at each other about who last cleaned the dishes or did the laundry, to how good it felt to be pounded over the bathroom sink.

      “Yes, bend me over. Spank me,” my mom begged.

      I cringed and pressed my earphones tighter to my head.

      Normally, I’d leave the house—take off for the park, hit some balls at the cages. Or I could have escaped to my grandparents’ place, but they were on an RV trip in Yosemite. My sister was staying at her best friend’s house, and I was stuck in our tiny, cramped house with the paper-thin walls.

      I jacked up the volume as the moans and groans picked up speed. I’d heard it all before and estimated they’d be done in fifteen minutes.

      Twenty-five minutes later, when Reese texted me to check out a new song, I figured it would be safe to pause National Treasure—one of my grandpa’s favorite flicks—and switch over to my phone.

      As I wrote back to Reese, my mother’s voice cut across from the other room. “Yes, I’m on the pill, asshole. I told you that.”

      “Like that means anything,” my father sneered. “That’s what you told me back in high school, and look where that led.”

      “I did not say that,” she shouted. “I told you to use a condom, but gee, someone couldn’t do that right.”

      “It’s not my fault the condom broke,” he said.

      I squeezed my eyes shut, wishing they’d just shut up.

      “It’s certainly not my fault you knocked me up,” she fired back at him.

      It was a knife jammed between my ribs, but more of a butter knife by now. Not like the serrated edge of the first time I’d heard them talk about not wanting me.

      About how I was a mistake. Same with my sister, two years younger.

      “You should have had an abortion like I told you to,” my father spit out.

      I froze—even my blood stopped moving.

      But my ears still rang with this new accusation, a barb he’d never flung at her before.

      I couldn’t go back to the computer now. I didn’t care about the movie, only about the horror I was overhearing.

      “Don’t blame me,” she yelled. “I would have, but Mom wouldn’t let me.”

      “Well, just remember who was going to take you to the clinic. And you better not be lying about being on the pill now.”

      A wave of nausea rose up inside me, but I couldn’t move. Couldn’t stop listening.

      “Get out,” my mother seethed at my dad. “I’m sick of you.”

      “Why do you fuck me, then?”

      “That’s all you’re good for.”

      “If you’re pregnant again, you’ll get rid of it this time.”

      It.

      Get rid of it.

      I needed to get away from my parents. Did they know I was here? Did they even care?

      “Get the fuck out,” she screamed at him.

      And that was enough.

      No more for me.

      I didn’t want her to come in here and cry with me, vent to me, complain to me. That was her favorite thing to do—sob with her kids over her shitty husband.

      Not tonight, Mom.

      I left my laptop on the bed, yanked open the window and climbed out, sprinting across my yard, then the neighbors’, all the way to Reese’s place a few houses down.

      Her mom let me in. I must have looked awful, because she asked if I was okay, and when I told her I needed to see Reese, she squeezed my shoulder and walked me to her daughter’s bedroom.

      With the door closed, I told my closest friend everything. I tried so damn hard not to cry. But it didn’t work.

      “Shh. Someday . . . someday it will be different,” she whispered as she hugged me and I hugged her back. “At least you have your grandparents.”

      She was right. My grandma and grandpa were all I needed. With them, I had more than enough, and I knew, deep down, I’d be okay.

      As long as I was careful to never give a piece of my heart to someone who would throw it away.
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      Present Day

      

      Declan broke my heart.

      But baseball? Baseball doesn’t let me down. Baseball shows up the next day with a first-aid kit.

      It gets to work on the wounded heart that River started to fix with friendship.

      With three days left in spring training, Fisher calls me aside after a morning workout. I trot over to him by the third-base line, where he rests his elbow against the stands.

      “Let’s talk, Blackwood.”

      I straighten and square my shoulders, ready to take his news, whatever it is, like a man.

      “Yes, sir.”

      He sets a hand on my shoulder, looks me in the eye, and draws out the silence until his lips twitch and give him away. “How would you like to be our starting catcher on Opening Day?”

      I try not to grin like a fool, but it’s futile. When your greatest dream comes true, grinning should be a requirement.

      “I’d love it,” I say, as sunshine floods my veins.

      “Good. Starting catcher job is yours, rookie.”

      “Thank you. Thank you so much, coach.”

      “No need to thank me. We’re not handing out favors here. Everything you get, you earn,” he says, then gives a crisp nod and turns away.

      I raise my face to the sky. It’s bright and blue and full of possibility. It’s a brand-new day, and I am going to savor it.

      I run a finger across my chest, over my uniform, tracing the place where the arrow is tattooed on my skin.

      Goals, protection, a future.

      I dodged a bullet.

      I nearly lost the love of my life thanks to a man.

      Now, I have a fresh chance with baseball, and I swear I will take this chance and be faithful to baseball.
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      A few days later, I get on the team plane and return to San Francisco, leaving Arizona with its desert and wide-open skies and memories of first times behind me.

      I’ve been through worse than this and came out on the other side.

      The key to survival is you don’t let the people who hurt you back in.
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      Heels click-clack across the hardwood floor as I try to decide if I like this place.

      I wander through the living room while the realtor, Avery, gestures to the floor-to-ceiling windows and the city beyond as Manhattan unveils itself. “And you have a fantastic view of Central Park. Soon the spring flowers will be in bloom,” she says, her pretty soprano voice floating across the one-bedroom apartment on Fifth Avenue. “The tulips are gorgeous, and the hyacinths too.”

      I wince.

      “Or maybe you don’t like flowers,” Avery says, reading my expression quickly.

      “They’re fine.” What the hell can I say?

      Oh, hey, hyacinths remind me of this story a guy told me late one night in bed, about Apollo and his lover who turned into a hyacinth, and now I can’t live near some blue flowers.

      Yeah, that sounds great. I go with, “The view is great. Nice neighborhood too.”

      “There’s a great organic cafe around the corner. It’s hard to beat if you like that type of food,” she says.

      I give her a faint smile as I check out the kitchen. “That’s great.”

      Fitz’s husband hooked me up with Avery. Dean met her at his bar and she gets high marks from the referral service for gay- and gay-friendly realtors in the city. Avery has busted her ass so far. When I called her from Florida a few days ago and said I needed a short-term rental in the city immediately, in just a few hours, she found me a place to rent for the first month here.

      Now, on my one day off before the season opener, she’s taken me to six places. She’s an Energizer bunny of a realtor. Nothing seems to get her down, even though I haven’t fallen for any of the apartments for sale.

      Maybe I’m not in the mood to like anything. Perhaps my wiring isn’t working that way right now.

      She keeps talking as she gazes out the window. “I’m partial to the park, of course. My wife and I were married there.”

      “That’s great,” I say listlessly.

      That seems to be all I can manage. That’s great. That’s great. That’s great. It sounds so hollow, but that’s been my mood.

      “Sorry,” I say with more vim and vigor this time. “It is great.”

      At least, I hope I’m vimming and vigoring.

      Avery flashes a bright smile. “Let’s check out the rest of the place. How do you think you’ll like playing in New York City?”

      “Hard to say. I’ve only ever played as a visiting team. Sorry about that,” I say.

      She gives me a curious look, then she waves aside the apology. “Nothing to be sorry for. Not so long as you get us the World Series.”

      “I’ll do my best.”

      Avery chatters more about the building, undeterred by my mood. She’s been undeterred all morning—high marks indeed.

      When we head into the bedroom, I stare at the empty space, imagining what it would look like with a king-size bed.

      Imagining the bed.

      Imagining the company—and I don’t mean for sex.

      I mean the falling asleep with someone. The waking up with someone. The November with someone.

      I look away, turning to the main bath.

      “Do you like it?” Avery asks as I pass her.

      I give a half-hearted shrug. “When can I move in?”

      She shoots me a sympathetic look. “Are you sure, Declan? You don’t seem crazy about it.”

      It’s funny, the realtor’s concern. I didn’t expect someone trying to sell me something to care about my state of mind.

      But maybe it’s just that obvious. Maybe I need to try harder to move on.

      I wish I were as good at ignoring shit as I want to be.

      “Yeah. It’s just something I need to do.” I pat the doorway to the bathroom. “This’ll do.”

      “This will be your home. It’s a big deal. It shouldn’t just ‘do.’ I’m happy to show you as many places as you want to see,” she says. “Do you want to see something in Chelsea or the West Village where there’s more of a scene, maybe?”

      I shudder, hating the thought. “No. I actually like being closer to work.” The Upper East Side has the benefit of proximity to the ballpark in the Bronx.

      “If you want it, we can move forward and close in a month.”

      Permanent.

      I would own this pad.

      But that’s what this is—my new permanent life in New York. Three thousand miles away from family. Three thousand miles away from my father. And three thousand miles away from the man I miss.

      But it’s also across the street from those fucking hyacinths, and I can’t. I just can’t be that close.

      “You’re right,” I say. "Show me something else.”

      She sweeps her hand toward the door. “We’ve got a whole city to tackle.”

      The next place is off Park Avenue, with a view of the East River. The kitchen is modern, the living room is spacious, and the building has a private gym. It’s a block away from a great sushi place, she says.

      But mostly it’s the view I’m buying.

      Or really, the view I’m not buying.

      “I’ll take it,” I say, and try to focus on what I’ll enjoy about this new place. The same thing I hate about it. That it’s three thousand miles away from San Francisco.
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      Later that day, I head to meet my mom and her husband for lunch. I bought tickets for them both to come out here for Opening Day, and they arrived last night. I picked this restaurant in the fifties for Tyler—he is second generation Korean-American and loves to check out Korean spots wherever he travels.

      As the scent of bibimbap and garlic wafts around me, I find them at a table in the corner. Mom stands to throw her arms around me. “You look the same,” she says, giving me a once-over.

      I arch a questioning brow. “Did you expect me to look different?”

      I let go of her as Tyler tugs me in for an embrace as well. I love this dude. He’s never afraid to give a full-on hug. No toxic masculinity from him, he likes to say.

      “I expected you to look different because you play for the enemy,” Tyler says, deadpan.

      I roll my eyes. “Wait. I bought tickets for the two of you and you’re not even going to root for my new team?”

      Tyler shakes his head, adamant. “I’ve been a diehard Cougars fan for ages. I don’t think I can root for the New York Comets. It’s against my nature.”

      “And you, Mom?” I stare sternly at her.

      “Ummmm,” she says.

      I wave a hand. “I’m your son. You need to root for me.”

      She holds up her hands in surrender. “I’m doing my best.”

      I shake my head as I join them at the table. “And to think I got you seats on the first baseline. Guess I’m sorry about that too.”

      “We promise to enjoy them,” Mom answers, but the rest of her words fade away when I key in on my own.

      Sorry.

      I’ve said it over and over today—for little things, things I’m not even really sorry for.

      Maybe sorry is on my mind. Maybe it hasn’t left my mind since I sent Grant that text.

      “So how was the last week of spring training?” Tyler asks after we order. “Was it an adjustment after four years with the Cougs?”

      “Do you miss your Cougar friends?” Mom asks. “It’ll be hard not seeing Crosby and Chance, I’m sure.”

      Their questions all seem so normal, no different than any conversation we’ve had about baseball, about work, about friendships.

      But there’s so much they don’t know.

      So much I keep from them so they won’t worry.

      I flash a smile and tell a massive lie that twists inside me. “The last week was great.” I can segue into the truth, and it unknots some of the tight coil inside me. “Tucker is fantastic. Brady’s a cool dude. The new manager is great. It’s all good.”

      No lies there. Those specific details of spring training are completely honest.

      But I don’t tell Mom how awful the last week has been.

      I’ve never been good about telling her how things have been with my dad. She doesn’t need to know what he’s like these days because he’s no longer her burden to bear. After trying so damn hard to save him when I was younger, she’s free of him.

      Nobody fought harder to make a marriage work than my mother. Nobody tried more patiently to help an addict. She did everything to get my father help, but he lashed out at her with his baseless accusations. He hurled horrible lies at her and questioned her constantly.

      When she finally left him, she was able to have the life that she deserves. She was able to meet Tyler, a man she can have an open, honest relationship with.

      I want her to have this happiness, and I won’t fuck it up by telling her how my father turned my spring training into the latest episode of family bribery.

      After lunch, Tyler takes off to catch up with a friend he grew up with in San Diego, and Mom suggests we go for a walk. We chat briefly about the city as we stroll past The Plaza toward the park, but she doesn’t seem interested in small talk.

      “You seem distracted, sweetheart,” she says quickly, her eyes sharp, her tone concerned.

      “Do I?”

      She rubs my shoulder. “I can read you. You’re my kid—my one and only, so I’m not distracted trying to read other ones,” she says with a laugh that fades back into concern. “Is it about your dad?”

      I straighten, coming alert. “What makes you ask that?” Does she know he showed up in Florida? Does she know I cracked open my wallet again?

      With a weary sigh, she says, “I heard through the grapevine that he’s been having some trouble with his business.” My worry inches higher, but then she goes on. “It seems, though, that he just got a loan. I didn’t know if that had been weighing on you.”

      Ah. Nothing to worry about it. He framed my money as a loan.

      Perfect.

      “No, that’s not it. I just . . .” I think about what I really want to ask her. How much I want to tell her what’s weighing on me. And I find the simplest way in. “Did you ever regret something, Mom?”

      A soft smile is her answer. “Of course. But I try to live without regrets. To take care of things that need attending in this moment. What happened that you regret?”

      Everything.

      And one thing.

      The thing I’m beyond sorry about.

      “I handled something badly,” I admit as we walk along the park, an early spring breeze blowing past us, a bus trundling by.

      “With someone?”

      A pang lodges in my ribs—or maybe the constant pang I feel deepens, tunnels further into my soul. “Yeah. This guy I like,” I say, grateful it’s so easy to talk to her. It’s always been this way—she’s the polar opposite of my dad. Not least in how she handled it when I came out to her.

      Thank you for telling me. I love you. I’m here for you. I’ll listen. What do you need from me?

      That was all I needed. She’s always been the one I could talk to about relationships, but I haven’t done it often. Hardly any man has warranted a mom talk.

      “I met someone, but it didn’t work out for . . . many reasons. And I think I could have handled the breakup better.”

      She rubs my shoulder harder. “Maybe you should tell him that?”

      It sounds easy, but I know it won’t be.

      It is necessary, though.

      So damn necessary.

      That night when I’m alone in my rented apartment, I pick up my phone and I dial Grant’s number.
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      With wide-eyed wonder, my friend Reese stares at the ginormous tub in my hotel, half a mile from the ballpark. She lets her tongue loll out of her mouth then draws it back in. “I want to spend the night in that,” she says longingly.

      Laughing, I gesture to the porcelain vat. “Let me get you some candles, sweetheart. How about a bath bomb? Maybe a little meditation music?” I tease, then add, “Go right ahead. Get in there.”

      Her big blue eyes twinkle with delight, lighting up her familiar face. “Seriously? I don’t have a tub in college, and this here is a dream bath.”

      “Then live the dream.”

      She sinks onto the edge, stroking the porcelain, cooing at it, even.

      “Weirdo,” I say, laughing. We’ve laughed a lot tonight, possibly because Reese declared it a no-Declan-talk zone, and I was more than happy to observe the moratorium.

      Reese doesn’t have classes tomorrow, so she drove down from college for Opening Day. Everyone else is coming too. My grandma and grandpa. My sister. My dad and his girlfriend. My mom and Frank.

      But tonight, it’s just Reese and me until I hit the sack at ten. Gotta be rested and ready for my Major League debut.

      “I’m going to bed in thirty minutes, so get your butt in the tub, woman.”

      “Fine. You twisted my arm,” she says, clapping her hands. “I’ll do it. I’m going to send you a million gift cards for those spy books you love.”

      “You don’t have to send me anything. I’m just glad you’re here,” I say with a smile, letting go of the teasing.

      The truth is, I’m kind of nervous about tomorrow.

      She turns on the faucet and meets my gaze. “Are you worried about tomorrow? First game and all?”

      “Would you just like to see inside my soul a little more?”

      “Ah, it’s pretty much cellophane to me right now.”

      “Seems it is. But I think it’d be weird if I wasn’t nervous, right?”

      She sticks her hand under the water, checking the temperature. “Being nervous is a good sign. When you want something, you’re going to have tons of feelings about it. And that’s what you have. You have deep, intense feelings about playing the sport you love in the Major Leagues. It’s incredible.”

      I tip my forehead to the tub. “I do. Thanks for getting it, and me. Now, go enjoy your bath. I’m going to listen to a book while you relax.”

      As I shut the bathroom door behind me, Reese moans happily. In the main suite, I flop onto the couch and click over to the book I’ve been listening to, popping in my AirPods. But I don’t even make it to the hero rappelling from the side of a bridge when my phone bleats.

      I don’t recognize the number on the screen, but it starts with 415—the San Francisco area code.

      My heart climbs into my throat.

      I never memorized Declan’s number, but he had a San Francisco area code.

      I’m sure it’s him.

      Positive.

      I stare at those ten digits as if I’m an astronomer getting a call from across the galaxy, a sign of intelligent life in the universe from light years away.

      My breath comes fast. My pulse spikes. And my skin sizzles.

      My stupid body betrays me with all this longing. All this want for him that eclipses any latent anger.

      I swallow the desire and slide my thumb across the screen.

      “Hello?” I sound disembodied. I feel disembodied.

      A second later comes that low rumble of a voice. “Hey. It’s Declan.”

      I’m glad I’m sitting, because if I weren’t, I might topple over.

      “I know.” I don’t know what else to say.

      “Congrats on making the roster,” he says. “I knew you would.”

      I close my eyes, drag a hand down my face. A million questions flicker through my mind.

      Why are you calling?

      What are your secrets?

      Why the hell did you break my heart?

      “Thanks. Appreciate it,” I say, cool and even. The anger I thought was gone taps on my skull.

      “Are you psyched for tomorrow?”

      Is this really what he wants to talk about? Whether I’m happy to be starting? “What’s not to be excited about?” I say sarcastically, because . . . duh. “First Major League game.”

      “I bet you homer in your first at-bat,” he says. The pride in his voice brings back what River said about Declan and me in the bar.

      He was proud of you.

      But so what if he was? What difference did it make? He still dumped me.

      I scoff. “Don’t jinx me.”

      “I’m happy for you, Grant,” he continues, his tone a little uneven, like the floor beneath him might be wobbly too. Good. “I don’t want to say I knew it was going to happen, but I had a good feeling.”

      And you’re calling to say I told you so?

      I’m quiet because I don’t want to let on I’m still hurt. Maybe more hurt than angry.

      Yeah, the way my chest aches, hurt is more like it.

      “So, um . . .” Declan says.

      I don’t help him to fill in the gap. He called; he can be the one to keep talking.

      Declan clears his throat. Starts over. “I called because . . .” He trails off again. “This is hard to say.”

      Hard? This is hard for him? Fuck that. Try getting dumped via text by your boyfriend. “Did you leave your T-shirt in my room?” I lash out. “Or your flip-flops? Maybe some lube you want back?”

      “I’m sorry,” he blurts.

      I shake my head, squeeze my eyes shut, trying to process . . . an apology. I can’t, and my volume cranks up to eleven. “What? You’re sorry?”

      Reese yells from the bathroom, “What’s going on? Who’s that?”

      “No one,” I call out.

      Declan takes a deep breath. “Did I call at a bad time?”

      “It’s Reese. We’re hanging out,” I say quickly.

      “I can phone later,” he says.

      “No, it’s fine. She’s in the tub.” I’m not letting him go without an explanation. One that adds up. I need an answer. But I won’t ask for it. I’m just going to let Declan keep talking.

      He sighs, and I’m glad that this is hard for him. So I make it harder by waiting.

      “Listen, Grant, I messed up,” he says softly.

      I blink. Sit up straighter. A tiny sliver of hope spreads inside me. “What do you mean?”

      “I want to explain,” he adds. “Can I explain?”

      Do I want to unravel the mystery of Declan Steele?

      You bet I do.

      Oh hell, do I ever.

      “Okay. Talk.”

      “I handled everything badly. I should have called you to explain.” His earnestness threatens to seep through the wall I’ve built over the past week. All that carefully stacked stone and brick, and already I feel it crumbling.

      “So you should have called to break up with me on the phone instead of via text?” I counter.

      “No. I mean I should have called to tell you what happened.”

      Dark thoughts invade my brain, horrible ones that make my blood go cold. “Did you meet someone else? A new guy in Florida?”

      “No! God, no. Not at all. I couldn’t be with you like that and then someone else. You have to know there’s no other man.”

      “Do I?” I press, my jaw tight, my voice hard. Because what the hell? How would I have to know?

      “Grant,” he says, pleading.

      “Why would I have to know?” I bite out, my tone as tight as my heart is precarious in his hands.

      “You know what it was like when we were together. There was no one else. There couldn’t be anyone else,” he says in that same tender tone he used when he asked me to be his.

      Like that, the wall collapses, and my heart cracks open to make room for him again. The quickness of it terrifies me. “I don’t know anything,” I say, trying to stay cool and calm.

      Like Declan.

      But then, he doesn’t sound so composed, either. He sounds stretched thin with pain. “When I arrived in Florida, my dad was at the ballpark waiting for me.”

      “What did he want?” I can’t help my curiosity—I don’t have a clear idea of what’s going on with his dad. Declan barely let on what their issues were.

      “He said some things . . .” There he goes again, back to doling out scant bits of information but never the full picture. “And then you had a great game, and I figured that you’d be better off without me.” Declan is leaving out critical clues to this equation. “You played better without me around. And you played better before we started up.”

      “So you made the choice on my behalf,” I spit out, shaking my head in frustration. He thinks he did this for me. He went back to his stance at the start of spring training—that relationships are a mistake for a rookie.

      Maybe they are, but he gave me no say in the decision, left me no options. He shut me down and iced me out.

      “I did, and I’m sorry,” he says.

      He goes quiet again, and in his silence, I hear a warning bell. I hear Coach telling me I made the roster. I hear the crack of the bat, the snap of the glove.

      I hear what’s on the other side of the choice.

      Baseball.

      “Listen, Deck,” I begin, needing to stop him, to end this call before all my progress on the diamond slips through my fingers.

      “Rookie,” he says, all soft and impossibly sexy, and a tingle shoots through my stomach and wraps around my heart. Just like that, I can see him and me together again.

      The walls tumble completely. I ache to feel him against me. His voice says he feels the same.

      And that’s too damn dangerous.

      “Please don’t call me rookie,” I whisper, almost begging him to stop.

      “Why?”

      “You know why,” I say.

      “Okay, Grant. I just wanted to say I was sorry.”

      That sorry is another nick with the knife, another slice of my soul. If I stay like this with him, if I let him talk, he’ll cut me to pieces.

      And for what?

      For an apology?

      He said he was sorry. That’s why he called. Mission fucking accomplished.

      “It’s Opening Day tomorrow,” I say, grasping for any bit of willpower. “Don’t do this to me right now. Please don’t get in my head. I accept your apology. Let’s just move on.”

      “I don’t want to get in the way. I never wanted to get in the way,” he says gently, but like this is hurting him too.

      Even so, this is barely the beginning of an explanation.

      This is Declan not letting me in again.

      This is a man who isn’t ready.

      And, I know now, neither am I.

      “Good luck tomorrow, man,” I tell him, meaning it. “I wish you the best.”

      “Same to you.”

      Then I do the hard thing.

      I hang up.
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      Declan turns out to be some kind of oracle.

      Well, not completely—I don’t hit a home run. But I snag a single in my first Major League at-bat, knocking in two runs.

      We go on to win the game, and it is utterly exhilarating, more so than I ever imagined.

      Even when I have to see my mom and my dad afterward, going through the motions. I take pictures with them, I hug them and say hello and make small talk and ask how they’re doing. Even when Frank brings me in for a hug too, it doesn’t dull the shine on my day.

      All of this stuff? My parents? My mom’s boyfriend?

      I’ve got it.

      I’m good with it.

      The past isn’t my albatross—the present is.

      That’s why I grab a minute alone with my grandfather after the game—to focus on someone besides me. We go to a coffee shop near the ballpark. “What’s the story with your knee, Pops?”

      “I’m going to have the surgery in a few months.” His sigh turns into a what-can-you-do shrug. “But it’ll be fine.”

      “Can you wait till the end of the season so I can help out?”

      He shakes his head, laughing lightly. “I can’t. But can you trust me that I’ve got this covered?”

      “I want to help,” I say.

      “You offering is all the help I need.”

      “What about a physical therapist? Can I get you one? Regular PT would be good for you.”

      My pops smiles, lifting his coffee cup. “It’s nice of you to offer again. Sure.”

      I grin too. “Thank you for not protesting.”

      “I can tell it’s important to you. And you’re important to me.” His rolled sleeves show the detailed ink on his arms, and he runs his hand over the bands that look like water. I have matching waves on my arm, something that connects us.

      I meet his gaze. His eyes are lighter blue than mine. People always used to say I have my mother’s eyes, but I knew I had his. “You know you’re like my dad, right? That you’re the real father to me?” I say, choking up.

      His lip quivers for a moment, but he nods, resolute. “I know. And you’re a son to me,” he says, and then he wraps his arm around me and squeezes, and I know my life is going to be as great as I let it be.

      I’ll get over Declan. I’ll get over the heartache and move on. But I have family, and that’s what matters the most.

      After Pops drains his cup of coffee, he sets down the mug, takes a breath, then turns to me again. “What happened to the guy you met in spring training?”

      I offer up a sad smile. “It didn’t work out.”

      He pats my hand. “You okay with that? Or do you miss him?”

      The question is an excellent one. Maybe I’m lucky here too, because I can answer with the truth. “A little of both, Pops.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Over the next five months I play like a fiend, determined to have the best rookie season anyone has ever had.

      By all accounts, I am.

      Declan doesn’t call again. I don’t call him, either. When I go out with the guys on my team for a burger or a game of pool, we sometimes catch glimpses of his games playing on the TV at the bar.

      Crosby mentions him from time to time too, dropping tidbits about their latest running bet on who will have a better batting average, or who will smoke out the other team when we play our series in September. Chance will relate their text thread about the absurd trivia they are dying to feed the teams’ Jumbotron operators.

      Did you know Chance Ashford throws a ninety-eight-mile-an-hour fastball, but is afraid of spiders, mushrooms, and peanut butter?

      Did you know Declan Steele studied art history in college and his favorite song has always been “November Rain,” which he’d like to sing a cappella to the ballpark tonight?

      Didn’t know that about Chance.

      Didn’t know that, either, about Declan’s major.

      I don’t let on, though, that I know he likes Guns N’ Roses. I simply nod and smile at all the right times.

      In September, the team will travel to New York for our series against the Comets. It’ll be the first time I’ve seen Declan since the morning he left.

      I didn’t know how I’d feel when the day came, but now that it’s here, I’m ready to face him. So damn ready.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            September
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      Maybe I do spend more time getting ready for work than usual. I trim my beard, take a long shower, put on my best jeans and a good polo. You never know who you might run into in the corridor at the Comets stadium. Sometimes I bump into visiting players.

      Could happen today.

      My dumb heart gives a kick, saying yes, wouldn’t that be great!

      I roll my eyes at my reflection in the bathroom mirror. But still—I hope.

      I grab my Comets ball cap, phone, and wallet, and head out of my apartment to catch the subway to the ballpark. As the train rumbles out of the station on its way to the Bronx, my phone buzzes with an incoming text.

      My dad’s name appears on the screen.

      Bracing myself for bad news, I click open the thread.

      

      Dad: Look at this beauty! Our truck is so spiffy!

      

      A photo follows—a shot of his new tow truck with the logo of Two Cousins Towing emblazoned on the side.

      A small smile pulls on my lips.

      I don’t usually smile when my dad’s involved, but a quick scan of our text thread from the last few months is the reason I do now.

      Like this one from a month ago.

      

      Dad: I got my one-month chip. Thank you.

      

      It’s the tenth time he’s earned a one-month chip. Or maybe the fifteenth. I don’t know. Still, maybe this time it’ll stick.

      Then there’s this message from earlier in the summer.

      

      Dad: Thank you, thank you, thank you. You saved our business. I don’t know what I’d do without you. Also, that was a helluva game last night. You do me proud on the field. And off the field.

      

      As I look at the latest picture of the truck, I have plenty of questions and doubts. Is he better? Will he stay sober this time? Will his business make it? I wish I knew.

      But all I know is the last five months have been peaceful enough, giving me plenty of time to think.

      Plenty of time to consider everything I could have done differently.

      Sighing, I write back to my father.

      

      Declan: It’s a beauty, all right.

      

      Then I close the thread and picture how I want today to go.
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      As the plane taxis along the runway in San Francisco, ready to fly to New York, I send a text to River.

      

      
        
        Grant: Dude, we are in playoff contention. Let me say that again—we are in playoff contention.

      

        

      
        River: And that is exactly why your game will be on the big screen tomorrow at The Lazy Hammock. Though, confession: I would play it anyway. Of all the major sports, baseball uniforms are my fave.

      

        

      
        Grant: Understandable. Too much padding with hockey and football. Not to mention helmets.

      

        

      
        River: You know me so well.

      

        

      
        Grant: But what about basketball? Isn’t that kind of the least amount of clothes? Wouldn’t that be your favorite?

      

        

      
        River: Hun, my fav is . . . wait for it . . . swimming! Hello, itty-bitty bathing suits. Come to River.

      

      

      

      I laugh as I type out a reply.

      

      
        
        Grant: Of course Speedos are your favorite.

      

        

      
        River: Yours too. Just admit it. You love watching swimming.

      

        

      
        Grant: Honestly, I like hockey for the strategy.

      

        

      
        River: Said no one ever. Anyhoo, keep me posted on how it goes seeing Mr. Tall, Dark and Totally History. Also, strike his ass out.

      

      

      

      I grin as I read his last text, loving the sentiment, loving that he’s in my corner.

      

      
        
        Grant: That’s up to the pitchers, but I’ll do my part.

      

        

      
        River: I have no doubt you will. And I’ll see you soon. I’m heading back to SF later in the fall to visit family. We’ll have to check out the best gay bars in the city. I insist. It’s research. Wink, wink.

      

        

      
        Grant: Right. It’s only for research.

      

        

      
        River: Fine, fine. Research and hookups. I can totally multitask. What about you?

      

        

      
        Grant: I’ll let you know when I’m ready.

      

      

      

      I turn off the phone as the plane takes off, soaring into the sky.

      Will I be ready then? Who knows—I haven’t hooked up with anyone since spring training.

      Maybe that’s for the best. My stats certainly seem to think so. We’re well into September, and I’ve already hit more than thirty home runs. Plus, my batting average is more than .300. I have zero complaints.

      Once we reach our cruising altitude, Crosby unhooks his seatbelt, strolling down the aisle to my row. “Rookie,” he says, his voice gruff, like he’s the commander initiating an inquisition on a submarine. “How are your socks?”

      “My socks?”

      Crosby stares sharply at me. “Yes. Your socks.”

      “My socks are just fine.” I tug up the bottom of my jeans to show him my purple socks with zebra print. They’re a gift from my sister—purple is her favorite color, and zebras were her favorite animal growing up. Giving each other silly socks is a long-running joke between us. “Sierra gave me these for my birthday.”

      “Excellent choice. Do you wear the same pair when you’re on a streak? You’ve gotten hits in each of the last ten games. I want to know if you’re wearing the same socks.”

      I shake my head. “Dude, I put these on today. Because I believe in something known as, wait for it, hygiene. Laundry—try it sometime.”

      From the row in front of me, Chance chuckles under his breath.

      Crosby continues the sock query. “Are you sure? Because that is some kind of sorcery you have going on—getting hits in ten games in a row without a pair of lucky socks.”

      Laughing, I shake my head. “Seriously. No socks were made filthy in the pursuit of my current hitting streak. I change them after every game.”

      He hums doubtfully. “That’s just crazy.”

      Chance pops his head up over the seat back, staring at Crosby with his dark eyes. “No, that’s called being a grown-ass man.”

      Crosby’s eyes shoot death rays at Chance. “Don’t try to tell me you’ve never worn the same pair of socks when you’ve had a couple of saves in a row.”

      Chance shakes his head. “I’m not superstitious in the same way as you.”

      “It’s not even superstitious. I just like to pay homage to the gods of luck, and I do so with fox socks, monkey socks, chipmunk socks, even elephant socks,” Crosby says.

      “And he can tell you which socks he wore to which game,” Chance tells me. “This man has an encyclopedic memory for his socks. It’s pretty scary.”

      Crosby claps a hand on my shoulder. “I do indeed. And that’s why I need to know if you have a favorite animal, Grant. Because I might wear lucky socks in your honor.”

      I bring my hand to my heart. “Aw, that’s so sweet. But why would you do that?”

      Crosby stares at me sharply. “To celebrate the fact that you are on track to be the motherfucking Rookie of the Year, of course.”

      “I wouldn’t go there yet,” I say, even though I’m beaming inside at my teammate’s regard—and the suggestion I might win one of the sport’s most prestigious awards.

      “Yeah. Don’t jinx him,” Chance says.

      Sullivan pops up from next to the closing pitcher. “But G-man, you do have a hell of a shot at it.”

      I ignore the prediction; it would be bad form to lean into it. Instead, I return to Crosby’s question. “My favorite animal . . .” I scratch my head. “Are we five? Do we still have favorite animals?”

      The third baseman rolls his eyes. “We play a game for a living. We absolutely can have favorite animals.”

      Hmm.

      What’s mine?

      Unbidden and red-hot, a memory springs to mind—Declan prowling up the bed like a tiger, taking his sweet-ass time, ready to pounce on me. “Panther,” I say quickly, shoving the image into a locked drawer.

      Crosby smacks the back of the seat. “One pair of panther socks are coming right up in honor of you.” A second later, he furrows his brow. “What are you doing in the off-season?”

      The question jerks my heart out of the carefully controlled orbit where it’s been spinning for the last five and a half months.

      That’s how long it’s been since I made plans with Declan. Five and a half months since we talked about seeing each other in the off-season. Five and a half months since he asked me to meet him in Miami.

      And five and a half months since he called it off.

      Do I miss him?

      Not every second. Not every hour. But probably at some point each day.

      Do I imagine Miami?

      Every so often my mind wanders to what might have been—blue skies and sand, the ocean and sun-kissed skin. Days with no schedule and nights that don’t end.

      My heart lurches, scrambling toward the city in Florida, wanting to throw itself on the beach next to the shortstop.

      But I need to stop imagining what might have been. Declan is in the past, and every day, the memory hurts less.

      Besides, I have new plans.

      “My grandfather had knee surgery this summer, so I’ll be up in Petaluma, spending some time with him and my grandmother.”

      And when I’m not with them, maybe I’ll take River up on his offer to cruise the bars. Or maybe I’ll get on Grindr. It’s been a while. I’d really like to get laid again.

      That, I don’t need to share with the guys.

      “I’ll be around, though,” I add. “Got something in mind?”

      Chance peers over the headrest. “We do some volunteer work with local underprivileged kids—coach and play ball. Want to join us?”

      My smile spreads from the warm, welcomed feeling in the center of my chest all the way across my face. These guys have made me feel like a part of the team since I arrived at spring training—even more so once I made the roster. We’ve gone out, played pool, eaten our meals. But them asking me to participate in something that matters to them this way?

      Hell, yeah.

      “I’m all in,” I say. Maybe if we become closer friends, I can ask them to do something with the organizations that matter to me, like the San Francisco-based LGBTQ Youth Sports Alliance. I just started doing some volunteer work and advocacy, and since my Instagram profile has taken off this year, I boost their signal on my social media.

      But now’s not the time to bring it up with the guys. Not when I’m a rookie. Also, I don’t yet know how far they’d go as straight dudes to stand up for queer kids.

      I suspect Chance will say yes, though. At the start of the season, he told me his twin brother, TJ, is gay.

      “Cool. I’ll get you all the dates,” Crosby tells me, then points at Sullivan. “And you’re joining us too, Sully.”

      Sullivan smiles. “Count me in.”

      A voice rumbles from a row away. It’s Rodriguez, the backup catcher. “And don’t forget, while we’re talking about good causes, we have the foster kids coming to visit next week. You’re all going to be there to show them around and take batting practice with them.”

      “Absolutely,” I say as the other guys chime in too.

      I’d been worried Rodriguez wouldn’t like me after I won the starting job over him. But after the roster was announced, he pulled me aside and wished me luck, said he’d be my backup for whatever I needed.

      Now, Crosby returns to his seat, but before he can settle in, he swivels around to say, “I forgot the most important thing about our trip to New York.”

      “Winning?” Chance quips in a duh, that’s obvious tone.

      “Okay, that. But this is a close second.” Cupping his hands into a megaphone, he declares loudly, “Declan Steele is having an excellent season.”

      My head goes hazy and conflicted at the mention of his name, just as it has every time he comes up in conversation. Images rise to the surface, and I smack them down like in a Whac-A-Mole game, only for them to return.

      That’s Declan for you. He’s my Whac-A-Mole.

      Crosby continues, “I don’t want to see his ass on base. I want our pitchers to strike him out in every single at-bat. I want to destroy him.”

      Chance whistles appreciatively. “Hell to the yes, but why so vicious? He’s a friend still, right? Or did he steal your socks?”

      “Yes, he’s a bud,” Crosby assures him. “But fuck friendship. This is baseball. Former teammate or not, we must annihilate him.”

      “We do that to everyone,” I say. Declan is no different than any other player we want to retire at the plate.

      He’s no one special.

      “That is true,” Crosby says. “But I want to gloat when we play pool with him tomorrow night. Because that’s what we’re going to do. You’re all joining me after the game. Also I have a bet with the motherfucker that he won’t get on base, and I want to win, so help me out.”

      As the guys join in on the bet, I’m not thinking about money. I’m not even thinking about how our pitchers can strike out Declan.

      I’m thinking that we’re all playing pool with my ex-lover tomorrow night.

      The first and only man I’ve ever slept with.

      The guy who still makes my skin flash hot.
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      Baseball is mental.

      Once you have the skills, the game is instinct, reaction, practice.

      It’s in your mind.

      I vow to lean on that as the Cougars take on the Comets, my team against Declan’s.

      When he takes to the field in his pinstripe uniform, running to the shortstop position, he doesn’t look my way.

      I don’t look his.

      That works well for a while.

      Then the Comets’ pitcher sends a delicious curveball over the plate in my first at-bat. It’s the first inning, two outs on the board, and I slam a double into right field and pull up at second.

      The back of my neck prickles with awareness.

      My spring-training fling is twenty feet away. He turns his head, glances in my direction. Those dark eyes of his linger on me for longer than they should.

      Look all you want, shortstop. This could have been yours.

      And since the game is mental, I swipe him from my mind as the Cougars’ centerfielder comes to the plate.

      As Miguel hits a sharp line drive up the middle, I’m sure I’m going to be making my way home. But Declan dives for the ball, scooping it up mere inches from the ground in a killer display of reflexes and skills.

      That’s the inning.

      “Motherfucker,” I curse under my breath as I walk off the field.

      When Declan strides to the plate for his first at-bat in the bottom of the first, I tug down my mask, crouch, and stare only at my pitcher.

      Declan takes a few practice swings, and I try, I swear I try, not to look at him.

      Not to think of him.

      Out of the corner of my eye, though, I can’t help but notice his beard is thicker. He was scruffy before. Now, he’s got a helluva lot more than a five o’ clock shadow. But not grizzly-bear levels. More like just right levels.

      I shove that thought away. He’s just like any other opponent.

      But when Declan stands in front of the plate and adjusts his batting glove, his gaze drifts to mine once more.

      He shoots me the barest of grins, the corner of those lips curving up.

      “Hey there,” he says under his breath, just for me. I don’t even think the umpire can hear him.

      He says it with a hint of a smile and a trace of memory. It’s as if we’re back in the corridor of the spring training complex.

      As if we’re meeting for the first time.

      As if we would start over in just this way.

      Eyes would lock, the world would go still, and we’d know that this was just the beginning. We’d meet after the game, someplace in New York, and grab a bite to eat, something to drink. We’d flirt, talk, and tease.

      He’d invite me over.

      I’d say yes.

      We’d blot out the world all night long.

      Later, we’d tell the story of how we met one day at the plate during a Cougars–Comets game. I was catching, he was hitting, and the rest is history.

      In a span of three seconds, I’ve rewritten our love story.

      I’ve got to stop this shit.

      We don’t have a happy ending. We don’t have a new beginning.

      We are over.

      I draw a deep, fueling breath and center myself. Then I call for a fastball down the middle, and Declan flies out to center field.

      When the inning ends, Crosby catches up to me on the way to the dugout, and we knock fists. “Keep that up. I’ve got a bet to win.”

      “I’ve got your back,” I say.

      Declan goes hitless in his next at-bat, but a few innings later, his teammates load the bases. At the bottom of the seventh, it’s do-or-die for the Cougars when he comes to the plate.

      We’re ahead, but only by one. If Declan knocks in a run, the game is tied. If he hits a hard single, the runners on third and second can score. If we strike him out, though, we keep the lead.

      Sullivan, pitching in relief, paces the mound. Declan works the hell out of his at-bat, fouling off pitch after pitch, waiting for just the right one, until he gets to a full count.

      This is it.

      I lower my hand to call the payoff pitch, and a memory flashes bright and clear—the slider he went deep on last year, the talk of spring training, the play I watched that night in his hotel room.

      He can’t hit a slider for shit.

      I call for it, and Sullivan blinks, then stares, silently asking if I’m sure.

      I nod firmly.

      Sullivan fires it off.

      Please let me be right.

      Declan swings right through it, missing it sharply.

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” We lock eyes and he shoots an oh no you didn’t look straight at me.

      I smirk. “Better luck next time,” I say, heading off the field.

      We go on to win the game.

      Later that night, he strides into the pool hall like he’s determined to ignore the fuck out of me too.

      But when his eyes find mine, they’re burning hot.
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      I always make good on my bets.

      I take my ribbing like a man too. Crosby gives me a helluva hard time while we play pool, mocking me for my hitless night—as well he should.

      It’s the spring training crew, together again, but I’m the odd man out as the lone Comet amid five Cougars—Sullivan, Miguel, Crosby, Chance . . . and Grant.

      After an hour or so, Sullivan and Miguel say they’re going to hit a club, and those rookies take off.

      And then there were four, just two guys I call friends and my favorite rookie in the whole wide world.

      Five and a half months haven’t changed a thing for me.

      Time has done nothing to lessen my desire for Grant or dampen my feelings for him.

      I’m not entirely surprised I still feel this way. The man hasn’t been far from my thoughts since I landed in New York more than five months ago. But I’m a visual guy, and seeing is believing.

      I do believe.

      Here I am, mere feet away, and all the feelings have come rushing back. All the longing, all the desire.

      All the falling.

      My heart beats so damn fast when he’s near.

      It’s so hard not to stare at him like he’s the only one. Even with Crosby and Chance around, I can feel a charge between us, reminding me of everything I like about Grant Blackwood. He’s funny, outgoing, gutsy . . .

      And he cares.

      He cares deeply for people.

      I need to get a minute alone with him. The whole evening, my antennae are up like I’m sensing the air or waiting for the perfect pitch. When Crosby and Chance wind themselves up in a debate about the episode of The Office playing on the bar’s TV screen, I see an opening. The guys start googling trivia facts and wander away from the table, and I’ve never been more grateful for Michael Scott.

      I waste no time. I turn to Grant, who’s on the other side of the pool table, rubbing chalk on the end of the cue. “What was up with that pitch?” I ask.

      He gives me a blank look. “Which one?”

      “You know which one. You called for a slider.”

      I don’t actually want to talk about the pitch. But you can’t just dive right back into I think about you all the time and all the things we could be. I can’t start this convo by telling him how good he looks, how fast my pulse is spiking, how often he invades my head. So, baseball it is.

      Grant scoffs. “No shit I did.”

      “But I thought we talked about that.” I laugh, trying to be casual.

      His hard eyes say this isn’t funny. “Don’t. Don’t fucking embarrass yourself by saying anything about that night. I called for it because I knew you wouldn’t hit it,” he says, crisp and sharp.

      Practically hissing at me.

      Seems I misjudged this conversation.

      “Right,” I say, backpedaling into I don’t even know what.

      Fire burns in his voice as he holds up a stop-sign hand. “You didn’t have to tell me that for me to know it. I knew it because I studied you, like I study everyone else. I’m a fucking Major League catcher, and it’s my job to know what you can and can’t hit. Now excuse me,” he says, setting down his pool cue and stalking to the restroom.

      Well, fuck me.

      I didn’t ask him a real question, and already this conversation has gone horribly.

      But I refuse to accept my own failure when I can do things differently this time. I give him a minute to take a leak, then I follow him, heading into the restroom where he’s washing his hands.

      I shut the door, press my back against it, and leave my hand on the knob. We’re the only ones here. “That’s not what I was going to say, Grant,” I say quietly.

      He turns his gaze to me, still looking pissed, as he dries his hands with a paper towel. “What were you going to say then, Declan?”

      “I was going to say good job. You called a good game. I was impressed.”

      Twin spots of red spread across his cheeks. That hint of embarrassment is so damn adorable. “Oh. Thanks,” he says, dipping his head as he tosses the towel in the trash can. He takes a beat then looks up, and gone is the anger. “Didn’t mean to get pissy. I thought you meant something else.”

      “I didn’t mean anything bad.”

      Then, I just stare at him. I run my eyes up and down his frame, taking in how good he looks in that tight red T-shirt from his alma mater, those jeans that hug his legs spectacularly, that mess of dark blond hair. His clean-shaven jaw. His blue eyes that seem to see inside me. That always have.

      Yet he has no idea that I let him in more than I’ve ever let in anyone. That maybe, just maybe, I could let him in more.

      He doesn’t know that I miss him desperately. That I’m so much more than sorry. That I regret how badly I handled everything, from the text to that last phone call.

      Every day I replay what I could have done, should have done, starting with opening up.

      “I majored in English in college,” I blurt out in my first attempt to do just that.

      He cocks his head. “That so?”

      “I did. Most people don’t know. Chance and I had some stupid convo about it earlier this summer, and I didn’t even tell him. I just let him think I majored in art history. But I studied English lit.” I realize I’ve been a closed book, and I want Grant to know something about me that others don’t. “I minored in poetry.”

      A smile teases at his lips. “T.S. Eliot. You took poetry classes,” he says softly, remembering the night I gave him the barest of details. A night in bed in Arizona, the first night I stayed in his room.

      “And you studied history,” I say, recalling every second of our pillow talk. “But took classes in mythology.”

      “I did.” Grant tilts his head like he’s trying to understand me. And I want so badly to be understood. I just don’t know how.

      “I didn’t take a single art history class,” I admit.

      “Why don’t you tell people you majored in English?”

      “I don’t tell people a lot of things,” I say, my gaze locked on his blue eyes like they’re an anchor as I start to show a sliver of who I am.

      “I’ve noticed,” he says, but it’s no judgment, just an observation. “And ‘November Rain’ is your favorite song?”

      “Yes, but only recently. Before then it was anything by Pearl Jam.”

      “And now it’s a Guns N’ Roses tune?” I swear there’s hope in Grant’s voice, like he knows why I’m saying that tune rocks my world.

      I swallow past a dry patch in my throat. “Yes. Now it’s my favorite.” I can’t look away from him. I don’t want to as I come closer to saying how I feel. “Reminds me of someone.”

      He breathes out hard, his eyes glimmering with a faint hint of longing. “Songs will do that. Good tune,” he says, his voice going quieter too, and husky, like mine.

      “Definitely,” I say, and the fact that he’s not leaving emboldens me. Here in the bathroom of a pool hall in Murray Hill, I peel back another layer. “I bought this place on the Upper East Side. It looks over the river. There’s a sushi joint on the corner, and I order out a lot because I can’t cook.”

      “I can’t cook either,” he says. “Maybe someday I’ll learn.”

      “Same here. I want to learn too. But until then, there’s takeout. And the sushi place is owned by two ladies. They’re together. That’s important to me, to support it, and them.” I know this only scratches the surface, but it’s something.

      It has to count for something.

      His lips quirk up, a sign that maybe it does. “I hear ya, man.”

      It’s a reply to the last thing I said, but I also hope he means that he hears me. That he hears what I’m trying to say.

      Some things, though, aren’t hard to say at all. Some truths come easy. “You look incredible,” I say, low and smoky as my skin sizzles.

      He crosses his arms. As he stares at me, a hint of amusement plays across Grant’s blue eyes. One side of his kissable mouth lifts in a smirk. “Dude, are you coming on to me in the bathroom of a pool hall?”

      I smile and shrug, owning it. But when I speak, it’s without flirting, teasing or toying. “Seeing you fries my brain, Grant. It always has.”

      And now I want him.

      Want our bodies to collide.

      “I know the feeling,” Grant murmurs, licking the corner of his lips, his gaze never straying from mine.

      The air crackles, charged like the edge of a storm. I want to stop time, to live in these seconds before a lightning strike. I want to close the distance and hold his face, fuse my mouth to his, erase the mistake I made.

      I don’t. I need to regroup—not to act on impulse but to devise a real game plan for getting back to him.

      After a few more seconds, he tips his forehead to the door behind me. “I should go,” he says roughly. He takes a step closer, reaching for the handle, but I don’t move my hand from the doorknob.

      When his palm touches mine, it’s a chemical reaction.

      It’s electricity and fire, spontaneous combustion.

      I shudder. “Grant.” His name comes out full of unchecked heat.

      He turns his head toward me in slow motion, his jaw dangerously close to my lips. His breath hitches—a soft, barely audible pant of desire as his face nears mine.

      We could kiss.

      Right here. Right now.

      That clean, barbershop scent goes straight to my head. He’s inches away, and my mouth is watering.

      I tilt my face, my jaw brushing his.

      We both groan.

      “You are still just . . . my undoing,” I whisper as my body aches to return home to him.

      But the sound of approaching footsteps in the hallway wrenches us apart. A heavy hand pushes on the other side of the door, and the rope connecting Grant and me to this heated moment is severed.

      The door swings open, and Grant takes another step back. I move farther away. The man who walks in is a stranger and pays us no mind.

      Grant, though, casts me one last glance, his eyes saying I have to go, and then he’s out the door before it closes again.

      As he leaves, I know two things with absolute certainty.

      I fucked up badly, letting him go.

      And I want him back more than I’ve wanted anything in a long time.

      The flush of the urinal reminds me I need to do a better job.

      Real classy, Steele.

      A bathroom isn’t the place to ask him to be with me again.
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      The question of where and when plays in my mind over the next two months, never far from my thoughts.

      “Italy or Greece?”

      The question comes from Tucker as he and Marissa debate the destination of their upcoming holiday trip.

      Neither works in my case, so I keep my focus on the big screen at Tucker’s place, where a bunch of us are gathered to watch the playoffs.

      Tucker’s more focused on planning his trip, though. Brady leans closer to Tucker’s laptop screen, checking out the vacay options. Marissa swats a chuckling Brady, an amusing sight since Marissa is a tiny pipsqueak and Brady is a dead ringer for Barry Bonds. But I don’t see if he tries for retribution because Grant has come to the plate in game three of the divisionals.

      I return my focus to the screen.

      My friends, on the other hand, aren’t as transfixed. Guess not making the playoffs will do that to you.

      “You already turned down my homeland,” Tucker points out.

      “You didn’t want to go to Cuba either,” Marissa says, laughing.

      “And now I want to go to Tuscany. And you should say yes to me, baby. Tuscany has these perfect rolling hills,” Tucker points out.

      “Greece has the Greek islands and we can lounge by the sea all day,” Marissa counters, then swivels the laptop around to show her boyfriend the screen. “How can you resist this?”

      Tucker shoves the computer at me. “Tiebreaker, Steele. Can you resist this?”

      “Looks nice,” I mutter, unable to look away from the TV as Grant swings and misses. A few seconds later, he finds a gap and gets on base with a single, and I pump an oh yeah fist.

      “Somebody still roots for his ex,” Brady says playfully.

      I jerk my head up. Did I give myself away? How did Brady even notice with the Italy/Greece debate raging?

      “Yeah, what gives?” asks Tucker. “You rooting for your old team now? You traitor.”

      It’s good-natured ribbing, and I can breathe again.

      Ex-teammates.

      That’s all he meant. Nothing more.

      “Well, we’re not in it, so I can’t root for the Comets,” I point out.

      “Thanks for the reminder.” Tucker clears his throat, a little awkwardly. “Marissa and I have a question for you guys.”

      “Sure. My answer is you should do both Italy and Greece,” I say with a smile, focusing more on their dilemma and less on cheering for my ex . . . teammate.

      “New question, dude. Keep up.” Tucker points to himself and Marissa, then draws a deep breath. “Do you guys want to join us?”

      I shoot him an are you speaking Martian look. “Are you asking us for a foursome? Because you’re not my type, Reyes.”

      “Dude, nice burn,” Brady says, offering me a big palm for smacking, which I accept.

      “Seriously,” says Tucker. “Like a couples’ trip. Brady, do you and Greer want to go with us? And Steele, you and . . .” His brow knits over how to finish that thought. “Well, if you’re involved with someone. I don’t even know if that’s your thing, though.”

      “Being involved with someone? Trips with straight couples? Or couples’ trips in general?” I ask—then I smile to put the guy out of his misery because it’s freaking adorable that he asked me to go on a couples’ trip.

      I mean, there’s no fucking way I’d go, but I like that Tucker asked.

      Who knows what most straight men would do, but I’m pretty sure couples’ trips are not my thing.

      Tucker breathes a long sigh of relief. “The couples’ trip, man.”

      “We’ve been wanting to ask you guys,” Marissa chimes in, speaking even faster than usual. “I know not everyone loves couples’ trips. But Tucker and I do. We would love if you guys want to come along. I know Brady has a girlfriend. But we don’t know if you’re with someone, Declan.”

      Tucker claps my shoulder. “Your dad mentioned a boyfriend at spring training, but I haven’t heard a peep since then. And I didn’t know if you just liked to keep your romantic life, well, to yourself.”

      I wince at those memories, the same ones I want far behind me. “Nah, I meant it when I said I wasn’t involved. I’m still not.”

      Though, I hope that’ll change soon.

      “Playing the field. I hear ya. Must be fun,” Tucker says.

      Marissa hisses at him. “Hello, I’m here.”

      “I meant for other guys, sweet baby cakes.” He tugs her onto his lap and kisses her noisily.

      As the three of them debate their couples’ trip, I picture the holidays I want to take, the private life I want to have.

      But I can’t reach out to Grant right now. He’s in playoff contention.

      If the Cougars advance, I’ll have to wait even longer.
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      A week later, I’m alone in my place on Park Avenue when the Cougars lose a nail-biter of a championship series. As my former teammates walk off the field, heads down, my heart is heavy for all of them, especially Grant.

      I’ve never made it to the World Series. I was hoping Grant might. Looks like it isn’t the year for either of us.

      As I leave my place to go for a walk in the cold late-October air, my thoughts return to the how.

      I know this much—I need to see him in person. I need to look him in the eye when I say the hard things.

      Maybe I’ll plan a trip to San Francisco to see my mom and Tyler, catch some time with him then. I have a commercial shoot next week with a watchmaker here in New York, but I could go to San Francisco after that.

      When I return home, I google flights and look at my schedule. But the next evening, I’m digging my chopsticks into a carton of pepper steak and watching the Sports Network when an opportunity appears, gift-wrapped, on the screen.

      Grant Blackwood is one of five finalists in the running for the prestigious Rookie of the Year Award to be presented next week here in New York.

      I freeze with my chopsticks mid-air, grinning at the unfolding possibilities. Grant, here, next week.

      Setting down the take-out carton, I call Emma and ask her to meet me the next day for help.

      Nothing I’ve had before with any guy—not Nathan, not Kyle, not anyone—comes close to what I want with Grant.

      And I can’t mess this up a second time.
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      An art devotee, Emma tells me to meet her at the Met before we grab a cup of coffee in the museum café. After a hug in the entryway, she takes me to a wing of Dutch art, then gestures to five paintings hanging on the wall. “Which Vermeer is Grant?”

      I shoot her a you can’t be serious look. “They’re all of women,” I point out. “I’m not comparing him to a work of art featuring a woman.”

      She grabs my arm and tugs me down the hall. “We called him a Rembrandt once. Maybe he’s like one of those.”

      As she guides me through the museum, I try to follow her thinking. “Why are you asking me which famous painting he is?”

      “You’ll see,” she says a little wickedly, like she has something up her sleeve.

      “Also,” I state for the record, “you called him a work of art. I called him a Bugatti. Can we go look at sports cars?”

      “And you continue to make my point,” she says playfully.

      I hold out my arms, confused. “And yet I have no idea what your point is.”

      We reach a Rembrandt self-portrait, and I stare at it. It’s dark and dull. “He’s old and craggy, and he looks nothing like an athlete.”

      “Then you do get my point,” she says.

      “I honestly don’t.”

      Her expression turns serious. “You’re asking me for help with romance. That’s like me asking you which painting Grant looks like. There are better people than me to help with your relationship goals, and I arranged for them to meet you in the café.”

      “Emma.” I hate surprises, and she knows it. And I’ve got zero interest in venturing down this path. “I don’t want to involve the world in my dating-or-not-dating woes.”

      “Declan,” she says in a tone that brooks no argument. “You need to talk to my brother, not me.”

      Ohhhhhh. Fitz is the surprise. I don’t know what I expected, except I’ve been conditioned to expect the worst. “But you’re the only one who understands all my stuff . . .” She’s the one person I’ve shared the real shit with.

      “Yes, and I know, too, that you don’t open up that easily to people,” she says in the understatement of the century. “But I’m as alone as you are. I don’t know the first thing about how to fall in love or win back the man of my dreams. And I also don’t know how all of that differs for two men.” She sets a hand on my arm. “You need advice from two men who are very happy together.”

      When we reach the café, Fitz has his arm stretched across the back of his chair while he laughs at something Dean said. I sit with the guys, and we shoot the breeze on sports and work while we order coffee. But before long, Fitz cuts through the small talk. “All right, what’s the story? You want to get back together with your guy, and you need to figure out how to do it?”

      This feels like too many moments I’ve tried to escape, ones where people think they know me. But Emma’s right. She’s smart and sensitive, but she isn’t navigating the same waters I am.

      I swallow the knot of awkward in my throat. My voice sounds weird to my ears, but I say the uncomfortable words anyway. “He’s coming to New York next week, and I don’t know how the hell to pull this off. I don’t know the first thing about . . .”

      When I falter, Dean jumps in. “Love? Relationships? Putting your heart on the line?”

      “I don’t even know how to ask him if he’ll give me the time of day,” I say, feeling terribly exposed.

      Fitz doesn’t seem fazed by my cluelessness. “Don’t overthink it,” he says. “Just call him and tell him you want to talk to him when he’s here. It’s that simple.”

      But is it? “What if he says no?” I ask in a strained tone, scratching the back of my neck.

      “Then you’re in the same spot you’re in now. But if he doesn’t . . .” Dean offers a hopeful smile.

      “And you’ll regret it if you don’t try,” Fitz says, then drapes his arm around his husband. “Look. I very nearly lost this guy back in London because I was chicken-shit like you. It’s hard to crack open your heart and let someone see it. I didn’t know what to say, or how to do it. But I couldn’t risk losing him, so I figured it out on the fly.” Fitz looks at Dean like he’s the answer to all his prayers, then turns back to me. “I told him how I felt.”

      But telling Grant how I feel isn’t going to be enough. Grant will want to know why I iced him. He deserves to know not only the details about my father, but also what it cost me when I was younger.

      How I almost lost the things that mattered most.

      But as Fitz takes Dean’s hand, I’m sure they’re what I should aspire to—honesty, communication, and putting it all on the line.

      Couple goals, not a couples’ trip.
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      Screw being chicken-shit.

      Later that night, when I’m home alone, I pace through my living room, staring at the East River, the lights from the skyscrapers twinkling over the water as I dial Grant.

      “Hey,” he says, answering on the third ring.

      Someone shouts “Split!” in the background. Who is he with? What is he doing?

      “Did I call you at a bad time?”

      “It’s fine. I’m at my grandparents’. We were playing Bananagrams.”

      I smile at the image of him with his family in California. But I can’t linger on it. I have to say why I called, so I lay it on the line. “Can I see you when you’re in New York next week?”

      He pauses, then I hear footsteps and the noise receding as if he’s walking away. A door shuts. A car passes close by. He must have stepped outside.

      “What do you mean, ‘see me in New York’?” He sounds wary. “What are you asking for, Declan?”

      Yup. Knew this wouldn’t be easy. “I want to talk to you, Grant. Alone. You and me.”

      Another beat. “Are you asking me on a date? Or to fuck? Or for coffee? Or pool with the guys?”

      I pace along the window. I can’t sit still even as I blindly swing at pitches, hoping to connect. “I’m asking for you. Just you. Just to talk. I want to explain what happened in the spring. All the things I didn’t explain the night I called you, like why I sent that text. Can we just get dinner or a drink or something?”

      Hell, I sound ridiculously desperate.

      But that’s how I feel.

      “You don’t drink.”

      “We can get a not-drink,” I say, pushing out a slight laugh.

      “A not-drink,” he repeats, seeming amused by that word.

      My God, can he just put me out of my misery? “After the awards—I’ll be at the event. But we can meet up someplace afterward if that works for you.”

      More footsteps echo, like he’s walking even farther away from the house. “Listen, Deck,” he says, using that shortened name that makes my heart want to fling itself at him. “I want to say yes. I really do. But I do not want to wake up to a text from you cancelling at the last minute.”

      It’s like he knocked me on the jaw, but I deserve it. “That’s fair. But I promise you I won’t.”

      “Are you sure about that?”

      “I’m sure,” I say, hoping my tone makes it clear how much I mean it.

      He sighs. “Okay. I guess I’ll save your number again.”

      “You don’t have it saved already?”

      “I deleted it,” he says, matter-of-factly.

      That makes sense except for one detail. “But you’ve picked up each time I’ve called.”

      He laughs lightly. “What can I say? Resisting you was never my strong suit.”

      Not gonna lie—that makes me smile. “Good. I’ll see you next week. I’ll text you a location.”

      “Someplace private,” he adds. “If we’re seen together afterward, just you and me, you know how it’ll go. There’ll be rumors and gossip. It’ll be distracting. Nobody will talk anymore about how we play baseball.”

      With the year he’s been having and the attention he’s been getting, both on the field and off it with his causes and activism, he’s spot-on about that.

      There is one place private, though.

      I swing for the fences. “I swear I’m not thinking about the bedroom. I’m just thinking about privacy. But do you want to come over here? To my place?”

      He’s silent for several long seconds that last forever. In the span of his silence, I fear a no coming my way. That he’ll shoot me down entirely. But instead, he says, “Yes. That’s probably for the best.”

      The second the call ends, I text him my address and a time. He writes back that he’ll be here.

      Then I prepare to wait the seven interminable days until Grant returns to New York City.

      And, I hope, to me.
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      As soon as I end the call with Declan, the screen door creaks open and my grandpa ambles out.

      “You eavesdropping, old man?”

      He shrugs but gives a devilish smile. “Was there something good to overhear? I hadn’t noticed.”

      He strides to the porch swing and gingerly sits on it. “Be careful when you sit,” I say.

      He rolls his eyes. “I can handle a swing, kid.”

      “We’ll see,” I say, joining him.

      “Trust me. I’ll be running again soon.”

      “Your doctor hasn’t cleared you for that. Maybe in a few months we can get you to a 5K.”

      “I’ll be doing a 5K next weekend,” he says, leaning into the salty old man vibe. But it’s probably true. His PT is going great, and he’s been improving.

      He tips his forehead to the phone in my hand. “So, was that you-know-who?”

      I arch a curious brow. “How could you tell?”

      My grandfather points to my face. “This look you get.”

      I roll my eyes, all over the top. “That look?”

      He shakes his head, laughing. “No, smart aleck. Your faraway, dreamy look.”

      I scoff. “Please. I don’t have a faraway, dreamy look,” I say, but it’s a futile denial. I know it. He knows it.

      “You can’t fool me.”

      The thing is, I’m glad I can’t put anything over on him. I don’t want to fool him.

      I let out a long breath, scrub my hands along my jeans, my heart tripping along double time as I think about seeing my ex. “Declan wants to talk when I go to New York next week for the awards.”

      Grandpa nods a few times, maybe processing that I’ve named him for the first time—the guy I fell for in spring training. “And do you want to talk?”

      “I think if he wants to talk, I want to listen.”

      He pats my knee. “It’s good to listen to people. That’s important. So, you said yes?”

      “Yes. It’s going to be crazy, though. I’ll be seeing a lot of people when I’m in New York. I’m meeting with my agent, and then with some of the founders of the LGBTQ Youth Sports Alliance. But I can make time.”

      Whoa, that came out way more business-like than I expected. But maybe I need to think of Declan that way for self-protection.

      My grandfather barks out a laugh as he sketches air quotes. “Ah, so Declan is just another meeting.”

      As he calls me on it, I burst into laughter too. “Yeah. Just like the others,” I say drily.

      “Just like the others,” he repeats, adding a wink. When we stop laughing, he asks, “What are you meeting with the Alliance about?”

      “Doing more work for them. It was crazy when I was nominated for Rookie of the Year—so many queer teen athletes tweeting and re-tweeting, sharing and liking. Saying they’re all rooting for me, but sharing their stories too. That’s the best part. My feed lit up with all these teenagers just . . . talking.”

      “How do you feel about that?”

      I square my shoulders. “Pressure, like I always have. But I also feel proud. Like this is bigger than me. Do you know what I mean?”

      “I do. So maybe that’s why you mentioned that meeting in the same breath as the guy. It’s all important. The guy and the work you’re doing.”

      “Yeah. All of it is.”

      He nods a few times, taking a deep breath. “You know, I’ve never told you this, but early on with your grandmother, I wasn’t so sure I was ready for anything serious. I freaked out a little when we got close, and I pulled away from her for a spell.”

      “I had no idea,” I say.

      “That was more than forty-five years ago. I needed space to figure things out. To get my act together. I was young and didn’t know what I wanted to do with my life. Took me some time before I decided I wanted to open a hardware store, have something that was mine to run.” He ran the shop for ages, selling it only a few years ago when he retired.

      “How long were you apart?”

      “A year or so.”

      “Why didn’t you ever mention this?”

      “I suppose there was no need. We found our happy ending. But I’m telling you now.”

      “What changed that brought you back to her?”

      “Eventually, I realized I’d regret not giving us a chance.”

      “I’m glad you gave it a chance,” I say.

      “Me too, kid. For all the reasons,” he says. “So just keep an open mind.”

      “I will,” I say, but the memory of the day I got that text from Declan rears up, lashing claws at me, scratching my chest. I flash back to my hotel room in Phoenix, to how I felt when I threw the phone, to how much I hurt when Declan ghosted me.

      It was such a gut punch, and I swear I can feel the residual pain the more I dwell on it.

      My grandpa and I hang out on the porch for a while longer, the swing creaking in the warm November night air as we meander down various conversational paths, chatting about his PT, about my grandma’s upcoming Scrabble competition with Reese’s grandmother, then baseball again.

      Always back to the game.

      This time, though, he shoots me a curious look. “So, Declan Steele, huh?”

      I just smile and shrug. “Yeah, he’s kind of . . .”

      “Amazing?” He supplies with a knowing grin. “I believe that’s what you said back in spring training.”

      I swallow past a knot of emotions. That is indeed what I said to my grandfather one of the times I called him back then, when I told him I was both messing up in baseball, and I was messed up over a guy too.

      That was the day before Declan left.

      At the time, he was amazing.

      Is he still?

      I don’t know.

      That day feels like a million years ago.

      And like yesterday at the same damn time.
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      At the event at the Luxe Hotel, I catch a glimpse of Declan in the crowd. Some things do stay the same—like the way my skin heats when I see him. Because damn, does he wear the hell out of a suit.

      It’s midnight blue and fits him like a dream.

      But I blink away those thoughts as Haven joins me in the reception area with a handsome photographer by her side. Empirically handsome, that is, with his California surfer looks—shaggy dark blond hair and hazel eyes that made men and women alike swoon when he was on the field.

      And off, I imagine.

      He’s Asher St. James, the former American soccer star and one of the best-known out players, who’s now the it photographer.

      “Smile for the camera, Mr. Hotshot,” he says, snapping a shot of Haven and me.

      “We should grab one of the two of you for the Alliance since you’re both doing such great work for it,” Haven points out. “Want me to take one?”

      Asher flashes one of those megawatt smiles in her direction. “As if I’d let anyone touch this baby,” he says, stroking his camera possessively. “But don’t worry, Grant. I can take fantastic selfies. You’ll look as gorgeous as you always do.”

      I laugh. “Thanks. I’m sure you will as well,” I say, returning the compliment. Asher is one of those guys who doles out flattery like party favors. He snaps a selfie of the two of us, then says he’ll text it to me later.

      I give him my number, put my phone away, and head into the spacious hall where the awards take place.

      As I make my way toward the second row, I spot Declan seated in the middle by the aisle. Just a quick glance at the cut of his shoulders and the swoop of his hair makes my breath catch.

      Just like it did last time I saw him.

      Will it always be like this?

      For the rest of my damn life?

      As if he senses me, his head turns. His eyes sail up to meet mine. His lips curve into that sexy grin.

      And he mouths Hey, there as I walk past him.

      Yeah, it might be like this for the rest of my life, and I don’t know how to deal with the overdose of emotions—desire, want, hurt, longing, regret—I feel when I’m near him.

      But I don’t have time to deal with that now.

      And an hour later, I win Rookie of the Year.

      It’s more thrilling than I expected, but the best part is the way the news spreads online when the event ends.

      My social media feed goes wild with young athletes thanking me for being out and congratulating me on being the first openly gay baseball player to win the award.

      It’s humbling and amazing.

      It’s more than I ever expected to happen—both the award and the way others are reaching out to me. I don’t know any of them, of course. But I also feel like I know them all. I know their struggles and their joys too.

      As I walk up Park Avenue, phone in hand, I reply to as many as I can, thanking them for their support.

      I’m even more grateful that I’m meeting Declan at his apartment rather than at a bar or restaurant. There’s no way I could have a private conversation with him in public right now.

      There’s no way I want to either.

      When I arrive at his building, those nerves dock in me again.

      I stare up at the sky, drawing a deep, fueling breath before I walk into the unknown, hoping like hell I can make it out alive.

      Without getting burned.

      Without getting hurt or losing everything I’ve built for the last seven months.

      “Hi, I’m here to see Mr. Steele,” I say to the doorman. “I’m—”

      The goateed man in the maroon uniform waves me through. “Come in. He’s waiting for you. He’s on the eleventh floor.”

      Pride flickers in me, knowing I am on some sort of list Declan gave the building.

      Maybe he even gave it to them a week ago, then counted down the hours till now. That’s exactly what it’s been like for me.

      I’ve been waiting for him.

      Once I reach his floor, I take off my jacket and sling it over my arm as I look around the hallway, take it all in. A sleek and modern building with gray walls lined with modern art prints. He walks this hall every day. Sees these frames every night.

      This is where he’s been since he left spring training.

      I glance at the walls, then the carpets. Have other men walked down this hall to his place? Has he been with anyone? How would I even ask him? Hey, Deck, how’s New York been treating you? Gotten any dick lately?

      I clench my jaw. My chest thrashes with jealousy. All at once, images pummel me—his life, his nights, his dates.

      I stop, inhale deeply, try to talk back to the storm of emotions raging in me.

      I don’t know what his life’s been like. I don’t know a thing about what he’s been up to since he split with me. All I have to go on are two phone calls and a few minutes in the bathroom at a pool hall when he told me he studied English lit in college.

      That means I’ll need to stay in control of the conversation. Keep it light and easy.

      I can do that, even though my skin tingles the closer I get to his place. My pulse beats a little faster.

      My body is a dog on a leash, tugging me along.

      The dog wants what’s on the other side of the door.

      Must stay cool.

      When I reach the corner apartment, I lift my hand to knock, but Declan’s already opening the door, and he’s waiting—jacket off. Tie loosened. Eyes only for me.

      Like he was in Arizona.

      The difference, though, is he’s not only looking at me with hunger, but with hope too. And I’ve no idea what the hell I’m going to do with it.

      Or how I’m ever going to stay cool with him.
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      I rehearsed.

      Practiced in front of the mirror and all.

      Given my speckled history with public speaking, I didn’t want to leave a word to chance.

      I recited all the words.

      And I also recited the nine short lines of Robert Frost’s Fire and Ice over and over today.

      I did it this morning.

      I did it this afternoon.

      I did it when the doorman buzzed to tell me that my visitor was on his way up . . .

      Some say the world will end in fire,

      Some say in ice.

      But as soon as the door closes, everything I planned to say falls from my mind. So do the other seven lines of that poem I’ve known by heart since I was a freshman.

      Who could blame me?

      Grant Blackwood is in my home. My heart lunges at him. My brain is like mushy peas.

      “Come in,” I say, even though he’s already here.

      Hey words, nice time to vacate my head.

      After he sets his suit jacket on a chair near the door, he takes off his shoes. Mine are off too. Then, the sexy catcher strides across the hardwood floors, looking around as he tugs at his teal blue tie, the perfect color for those eyes. “Nice pad,” he says as he loosens the neckwear a bit.

      “Yeah, it’s got a good view.”

      Not of hyacinths.

      His gaze drifts to the floor-to-ceiling windows, and he points at the view of the New York night. “Is that . . . the East River?”

      I smile and nod. “Yes, it is. How many times have you been in New York?”

      With that grin that drove me wild in March, he holds up two fingers. “Second time here.”

      “That so? The series the other month was your first?”

      He wiggles a brow. “I was a New York virgin in September.”

      “And now you’re not,” I say as he makes his way to the windows, stopping in front of them.

      “Now I’m not,” he says a little heavily as he stares out the window. “But when I was younger, New York was on the list of places I always wanted to go.”

      “The list you and Reese made?” I ask, thinking of the night he told me the story behind the mountain tattoo on his pecs.

      Grant’s eyes snap to mine. “Yes. That list.” He seems impressed I remember, but I remember nearly everything about him.

      “And what do you think now that you’ve seen it?”

      “New York is grittier than San Francisco, and we have better burritos on the West Coast.” The corner of his lips curve in a grin. “Also, our baseball team’s better.”

      I narrow my eyes. “Yes, the Dragons are better than the New York Minotaurs,” I say, naming the other teams in each of our cities. “Funny story—I had to convince my own mother to start rooting for the Comets. Not sure I convinced her or my stepdad. They tried to wear Cougars gear when they came to a few games.”

      “I like them even more now,” he teases. “My sister’s the same. Sierra always rooted for the Dragons when we were growing up. I had to beg her to switch allegiances when I signed.”

      “Did it work?”

      He grabs his phone from his pocket, clicks on the screen, then taps through his camera roll. “You tell me,” he says, brandishing the phone.

      I move closer, standing inches from him now, catching a whiff of his arousing scent. My favorite smell in the world.

      Him.

      But I do my best to focus on the image he’s showing me.

      It’s Grant in his Cougars uniform on Opening Day. He’s on the field, flanked by two blonde women, an arm around each. “That’s Reese,” he says, pointing to the more fair-haired one. She’s tall too, maybe just under six feet. “And that’s Sierra,” he says, pointing to the other woman, her hair closer to Grant’s in color, but with a long purple streak down the side.

      She’s decked out in Cougars gear.

      I furrow my brow, trying to find the Where’s Waldo? hint he’s dropping.

      “Look closer, Deck,” he encourages, and that nickname unknots some of the tension in me. He zooms in on the picture, and I crack up when I spot the issue. “Ah, I see she’s wearing Dragons earrings.”

      “She is, indeed. She’s a rebel. And she loves to give me a hard time,” he says, then lifts a brow. “You don’t have siblings, do you?”

      I shake my head. “No. It’s just me.”

      He nods like he’s absorbing that intel, then sets his phone on the nearby coffee table. I swear I can hear what he’s not saying—only child. That makes perfect sense.

      “But I have a stepbrother,” I volunteer quickly, even though Aaron hardly changes my only child status, or behavior. “He’s older, so I never lived with him.”

      “Yeah? How much older?”

      “Nearly ten years. My mom married Tyler when I was seventeen, so I didn’t know Aaron much. Honestly, I don’t know Aaron that well now, either. He lives in Tokyo with his wife, who’s from Japan. They’re both doctors. He met her while working at a hospital there.”

      “Tokyo is hella far,” he says. “Probably hard to get together for Christmas.”

      I let out a light laugh. “It is. But I could try.”

      “You should go,” Grant says earnestly. “It’s good to see family. And thanks for telling me.”

      He’s not sarcastic, but I get the subtext. I never told him much about my family before. Maybe this is a small start. “Maybe I’ll offer myself up for a Christmas visit.”

      “Do that.” He takes a breath, peers out the window again, then back at me. “And how’s New York treating you?” he asks, his smile disappearing, a note of concern in his voice. Pretty sure I know what he’s getting at. He wants to know what I’m up to at night. I want to know the same about him.

      “Better now,” I say, keeping my eyes on him, making my meaning clear. “It’s really good to see you, Grant.”

      He lets out a shuddery breath, drags his hand through his hair, looks out the window. Fiddles with his tie once more, tightening the knot rather than loosening it.

      But he says nothing.

      In his silence, I can read his emotions like a book. He’s wildly conflicted. About everything. About me. About tonight.

      “You want that drink? Or a not-drink?”

      “Yeah. I’m parched.”

      I beckon him into the kitchen, where I grab the bottle of champagne I bought for him. “For the rookie of the year,” I say, lifting the bottle. “Let me pour you a glass.”

      I’m about to pop it open when he shakes his head, reaches for the neck, and wraps his hand around it. “No.”

      “Why not?”

      Grant stares at me like he can’t believe I asked. “Because you don’t drink.”

      “But I got it for you. To celebrate,” I say, then stare at our hands wrapped around the bottle. Close to each other’s. So close we could touch.

      He tugs a little harder. “Like I said before, I’m not going to drink with you.”

      “Why?” I ask. I truly don’t get it. I never asked Nathan not to have a glass of wine. I never told Kyle not to drink a beer. I don’t expect the guys I’m with to live the same way I do.

      “This is a choice that matters to you, and I don’t need alcohol to have a good time. I don’t need it to talk to you. But thank you for the offer. I’ll have something else, though.”

      “Fair enough,” I say, and I’m honestly gobsmacked.

      I don’t know what to make of his reaction—except I don’t have to guess because he keeps talking. “If it matters to you not to drink, it matters to me to make that choice when I’m with you,” Grant adds, more softly this time.

      I do get it now.

      He’s showing respect. He’s honoring my choices.

      “Thank you,” I say, then I grab a can of soda from the fridge, add ice to two tumblers, and pour us both a drink. I lift my glass and we clink in a toast.

      “Congratulations, rookie,” I say, lingering on that nickname for him.

      The last time I said it, he asked me not to use it.

      This time, he nibbles on the corner of his lips for the briefest of seconds.  “Thanks,” Grant says, then knocks some of his drink back, and all I can think is I want his Diet Coke kiss so badly.

      But I have to earn it.

      So, when he sets down the glass, I do the same, then I go for broke, laying my cards on the table. “I messed up when I cut you off. I regret it every day. I haven’t been with anyone else since you, and I want to tell you what happened,” I say, and it’s not my finest moment, it’s not a great speech, but I hope it’ll get the ball rolling.

      Grant’s quiet at first, his fingers straying to his tie, unknotting it more, but like he’s not quite sure how it works. “I haven’t been with anyone either.”

      I breathe a sigh of relief. “That’s not a game-changer for me, though. I want you to know that. Even if you’d been with someone, I’d still want you again.”

      “But I haven’t,” he adds.

      “Good,” I say, my lips crooking up in a grin as his fingers toy with the knot once more.

      “I want to tell you what went down, but first . . .” I take a step closer, reach for the blue silk. “Let me help.”

      I’m a thief, and I’ll steal this chance to move a little bit closer and reach up to undo his tie.

      “I know how to untie a tie,” he says, a little annoyed, but it’s a feeble protest. When my fingers reach for the silky fabric, he doesn’t stop me.

      “I don’t doubt you do,” I say, my breath coming fast and hard, the air charged, the sparks crackling in the space between us. “I just want to help.”

      He moves his palms behind him, setting them on the counter as I undo the tie the rest of the way, my hands so close to him as I go, my fingers brushing against his chest, my body lighting up from the close contact.

      Once the knot is undone, I tug off the silk, leave it on the counter.

      I’m about to ask if he wants to sit down and talk, since I know that’s what we need to do.

      But Grant is faster.

      He moves like a cheetah.

      In less than a second, his hand ropes through my hair, and he brings his lips so close to mine.

      Stopping when he’s a millimeter away.

      His breath ghosts across my face. His fingers curl tighter around my skull, and my body hums with need.

      Buzzes with desire.

      Kiss me, I want to say.

      But I need him to be the one to do it.

      Need him to finish what he’s starting.

      This test.

      It sure as hell feels like a test. Like he’s dipping a toe in the waters of his own desire, checking the temperature.

      Come on in, rookie. The water’s nice.

      He says nothing, but the noises he makes tell all. The low, velvety rumble from his throat sounds like coming home.

      “Mmm. Want to kiss you so fucking badly,” he murmurs, and if death by desire is possible, it just happened to me.

      Yes, some do say the world will end in fire, and that’s fine by me.

      I am officially dead.

      And I’ve gone to dirty heaven when Grant drops his lips to mine.

      He kisses the breath out of me.

      My God, it’s better than before. My memories didn’t lie. Time didn’t erase us. We are still fire.

      That’s how he kisses me—like the world is burning down around us, and this is how he wants to go—up in flames, stoked by this passion.

      His lips are greedy. His mouth explores mine like kissing me is the missing piece. Like this is what we’re falling back into.

      This heat. This connection. All this possibility.

      It’s like a whole new first kiss as his mouth takes over, owning my lips. A heavy warmth spreads in my body, along my thighs, down to my dick, where it sets up camp.

      I’m aching with arousal. Hungry to get reacquainted with this man.

      But I’ll take whatever he’s willing to give—and give he does. He kisses deep and hard, his tongue skating over mine, his lips feasting like we’ve never done this before and it’s all we ever want to do.

      He groans as he kisses me, and his noises ignite flares of pleasure. Here, there, a spark, a flame, a fire. They make me moan too, and our mingling sounds are like jet fuel. This kiss is rocketing to the stratosphere, powered by harsh breaths and hot growls, and now . . . hands.

      His hands cover me. Those big, strong hands that I’ve missed.

      With one palm, he holds my head while his other snakes around my waist to my back, then covers my ass.

      Curling over me. Squeezing possessively.

      My entire head turns hazy.

      Neon lights flash everywhere in my mind as my body becomes like Vegas lit up at night, blinking, broadcasting its wishes across billboards, blasting its desires on sound systems across the whole city.

      He is all my desires.

      And maybe, just maybe, I’m still his, I think as he yanks me against him, letting me feel what I do to him. The same damn thing he does to me.

      Everything.

      That’s when I take over.

      With his back against the counter, I slam my body to his. I press and grind against him, grabbing his face, holding him tight, devouring those lips I’ve missed. Kissing him all night long sounds like exactly what I want to do. Rubbing my beard against his clean-shaven jaw draws out a wild groan from him. From me.

      We kiss feverishly, in a hot frenzy of need, of want, of coming back together.

      But soon, he slides a hand down my chest, gently pressing me away.

      Breaking the world’s sexiest kiss.

      And I want to whimper.

      He runs his thumb along my beard. “I like this,” he says, all hot and needy. “A lot.”

      “Good.” I let out a staggered breath as he strokes my jaw, and my gaze drifts to his hand on me. “I like that. A lot.”

      A smile curves his lips for a split second, then his expression turns serious as his eyes meet mine. “I needed to know.”

      My brow knits. “Know what?”

      “If it still felt the same,” he says, lust coloring his tone, but a hint of sadness too. “Kissing you.”

      “The verdict?” I ask, hoping his answer rocks my world.

      “It’s better,” he says heavily. “That’s the problem.” He slides away from me, tips his forehead to the living room. “Let’s talk.”

      Kissing was never the hard part, but talking has always been tough.

      But it’s time to start.
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      As soon as Grant joins me on the couch, I dive off the cliff.

      “My father is an alcoholic. He started drinking when I was in grade school. It got worse and worse. Arguing, fighting with my mom, lobbing accusations at her.”

      It’s like an excavation, digging into this. It feels like a bulldozer is scooping out my insides. “He’d accuse her of cheating—which she wasn’t, but it didn’t stop him. If she was happy, he figured she was cheating. If she was sad, he figured she missed her boyfriend. She didn’t have a boyfriend; she was just trying to keep her shit together and to help him.”

      “Ah, man. That sounds so hard,” he says gently, his hand inching closer to mine on the cushion.

      I record that response, how his gut reaction is to touch me. To reassure me with contact.

      “He started drinking more, even when he was coaching my baseball team. Like, I could tell something was off. He was boisterous.”

      “He was coaching . . . under the influence?”

      “Yeah,” I say, still embarrassed at the memories of those days when I started to understand the fine differences between tipsy, buzzed, and drunk. “Soon, he stopped coaching because he missed too many practices. Then he was just a dad. A dad who showed up at my games drunk.”

      “Deck . . .” Grant’s voice is full of empathy.

      “Cheering me on while he reeked of tequila,” I continue, and I can’t look at Grant as I tell him this next bit. “When I was thirteen and was in this championship series, he didn’t show. Not until the end.” I draw a deep breath for courage and say words I’ve never spoken to anyone. Not even Emma. She knows the basics, but not the specifics. “He was there when I hit the game-winning homer, and he stumbled onto the field and fell over on home plate, completely smashed. Everyone stared at me, at us. Then they all looked away.”

      Grant gives a heavy nod. “That’s seriously rough. I feel you, man. That must have hurt so much.”

      “I kind of wanted to fly out of there.”

      This time he inches closer, reaching for my hand.

      My eyes float closed as he links my fingers with his, squeezes them. “You and your birds,” he says gently.

      When I open my eyes, I crack a small smile. “The day I met you I warned you not to engage in a bird throwdown.”

      “You were right. I backed away.”

      I heave a sigh and trudge into the emotional quicksand. “My parents split up soon after that. My dad left, but he’d reappear in my life now and then, wanting to take me for the weekends.”

      “Did he?”

      I nod. “I saw him once a month, then once every other month.”

      “Did he ever get sober?”

      “No. He tries.” I flash back to his latest text. “He got his one-month chip right before I saw you in September, then his two-month recently. But I don’t know if it’ll last. He’s earned them before, and he usually relapses. And that’s what happened when I got to Florida.”

      Grant waits for me to keep talking. I blow out a long stream of air, psyching myself up.

      Because here it comes—one of the worst days of my adult life.

      “As soon as I put on my Comets uniform and headed out to the field, he was there.” Shame crashes over me like a wave. Shame for who my father is and what he’s done, but mostly what I let him do to me because of his addiction.

      Grant runs his thumb over my knuckles, gentle and comforting. Something I never knew I wanted.

      Or needed.

      “What happened then?”

      I wince, trying to push words past the barbed wire in my throat. “Do you remember that picture the fan took of us at the hockey game?”

      He gives a small smile of recognition. “Sure. Yeah. She was in between us.”

      “Right. My dad saw it online, and the day before I left for Florida, he called you my boyfriend in a text to me.”

      His brow furrows. “Why? Did he know about us?”

      I shake my head adamantly. “No. The only people who knew were Emma and Fitz.” I clasp his hand tightly. “You believe me, right?”

      He clasps back. “Of course I believe you.”

      That’s a relief. I haul in a big breath and let the bulldozer get back to work. “Anyway, he got it set in his head from the picture that we were involved—the picture and because we’re both gay,” I say with a sarcastic snort. “He just assumed, even though I told him we weren’t.”

      “Is he homophobic? Is that why you told him we weren’t together?”

      “I told him we weren’t involved because it’s none of his business and because I don’t trust him with my business,” I say, my tone rising, voice harsh. Then I soften. “He’s not homophobic. At least, I don’t think so. He’s just . . . a mess,” I say, my throat catching because that’s the truth—my father is a mess. One I’m left to clean up when I barely have the tools. “I think he’s trying to be super supportive and cool about his gay son, almost like he’s trying to make up for how he handled it when I came out.”

      “When he told you to stay in the closet,” Grant supplies.

      “Yes. Exactly. Like, now he’s doing what he thinks is the opposite. It’s totally messed up, but he probably means well.”

      “Like Frank thought he meant well when he outed me,” Grant says, a sharp edge in his voice, then he holds up his free hand, shakes his head. “Sorry, not about me. Keep going.”

      “Yeah, it’s kind of the same. And when I stepped onto the field, he was there giving hitting tips to Tucker and Brady, and one of the first things he said to me was, ‘And do you already miss your boyfriend?’”

      His jaw drops. “Oh, shit.”

      “And I swear. It put the fear of God in me. It put the fear of the devil in me,” I say, reliving that afternoon. Recalling how the world shook under my feet, how all my protective instincts kicked in but backfired terribly. “He kept at it, saying boyfriend, boyfriend, boyfriend. He never used your name,” I say, curling my hand more tightly around Grant’s. “But he came close, announcing how he gave batting tips to my boyfriend.”

      Grant jerks his head back. “What? How?”

      I scrub a hand over the back of my neck, wishing I could speed through this conversation to get to the other side. “Remember when I said your weight was too far back on your knees?”

      “Sure.”

      “That was his advice. He’d said that to me in a text. He watched my last Cougars game online. He’d seen the photo of us, and he said, ‘Tell your boyfriend his weight is too far back on his knees.’ So, I passed it on to you,” I say, hating that I somehow sound like a liar.

      Grant drops my hand, drags his through his hair. His eyes widen, shock registering in those blue irises “Wow.”

      Yes, this is my baggage. This is what I come with. This is why I don’t open up.

      “That came from him?” he asks, maybe needing to be sure.

      “It did.”

      “I thought it was you. Like a piece of advice from you.”

      I shake my head. “No. That was Jon Steele. He was a great minor leaguer. Honestly, he’d be a great hitting coach if he could get his act together. I was pretty pissed when he first told me what you should do. But I knew he was right, and I wanted you to do well, so I passed it on.”

      A long sigh seems to fall from his lips. “He was right. So, I guess, thanks. I get why you told me. It worked.”

      My hand aches to hold his again, so I reach for him, and he lets me. That emboldens me. “The whole time he was talking in Florida to the guys, all I could think was how he was seconds away from blurting out your name. Everyone would know we’d been involved, and it would look bad that we’d been together as teammates, especially with you going into your first season.”

      Grant nods in understanding. “That would have been a red-hot mess.”

      “Exactly,” I say, relieved that he gets it. “I was just so sure he was going to say something. He kept it up during dinner that night. All I could think was that someone would know, word would get out, we’d become this media circus. And if that happened, what would it do to you when you hadn’t even made the roster yet?”

      Grant’s jaw ticks, like he’s processing all this news.

      And it’s a fuck-ton of news.

      “Not gonna lie, Deck. This is . . . a lot,” he says in a heavy tone.

      That’s what worries me the most now, I suppose. That I’m a lot. That he won’t want to deal with my a lot.

      It’s not just baggage. It’s a cargo-hold full.

      “And you were playing better without me. You did well in the first game when I was gone, and you’d done so much better before we started up. I thought ending things had to be for the best. For you.”

      He’s quiet for a beat, then a few more. “But was it for the best? Shutting me out like that?”

      I drag a hand through my hair, regret roiling through my veins. “It was all I knew to do at the time. That’s what I was trying to say when I called you before Opening Day,” I say, and like a kick in the pants, it hits me how thoroughly short-sighted that was. “And now I can see like a billboard flashing in front of me that calling you before Opening Day to deal with my shit was a mistake too.”

      He gives a subtle shrug that says yeah, it was. “Listen, I understand everything you’re saying. At least, I think I do. I won’t try to pretend I understand addiction or alcoholism, but it sounds like the way you grew up was complicated and difficult.”

      “I know you didn’t have it easy, either,” I say. I don’t want to be all woe is me.

      “I didn’t, but I’m talking about you,” he says, soft but firm. “So let me talk about you, okay?”

      “Okay.”

      “What I’m saying is thank you for telling me. Thank you for letting me into your stuff. I know that’s not easy,” he says, then takes both my hands in his and squeezes, and I think yes, we can fix this, we can sort this out. “But you could have called and told me that. You could have talked to me.”

      And he hits that on the nose.

      Gets right to the heart of the matter.

      “I was a coward, Grant,” I say, owning it. “I fucked up. That’s my biggest regret. I was too scared to call you.”

      “Why? I’m not going to judge you for your family.”

      I press my lips together, wanting to hold in all these hard truths. But I let them out instead. “I knew if I called you, if I heard your voice, if I even asked for advice on how to handle the shitstorm of my life, that I’d cave. Ask for more of you. Want more of your time, more of your big fucking heart.”

      “I’d have given it to you,” he says, tender and so damn vulnerable that I want to smother him in kisses and let him do the same to me. I want to drown in his affection and get lost in him.

      “But I thought the only way I could help you was to . . . end it.”

      Grant’s face is stony for a few seconds. Then for several more before he drops both my hands, ending his touch. “I get what you’re saying.” He pauses, works his jaw. “But the problem is you really fucking hurt me.”

      My heart plummets, an elevator cut from its cable. “I know,” I mutter.

      “But do you? Do you have any idea how I felt when I got your text?”

      I meet his eyes, face him like a man. “No. Tell me. Because I thought about it every day. I thought about you every day.”

      He swallows like there are rocks in his throat. “I felt like I was nothing. I felt like what we shared was nothing. Like our plans to meet in November were a lie. Like I was just this stupid virgin you messed with and then kicked to the curb.” His eyes are hard enough to cut glass. “That’s how I felt.”

      “You weren’t nothing, Grant. You were everything,” I say, then I dig down deep, reaching far inside with a brand-new shovel. “I was falling in love with you. I’m still in love with you.”

      The world turns silent.

      Everything in the universe hits pause.

      Cars stop.

      Animals freeze.

      The Earth ceases to orbit as Grant drags a hand down his face, then turns away from me.
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      It’s like I’ve been walking through a house with the lamps off, feeling my way in the dark. Now, room by room, the lights are slowly turning on, illuminating nearly everything.

      I can see Declan clearly now, understand him better. He makes so much more sense.

      I always knew he doled out bits of himself on teaspoons, offering a morsel here or there. Now, he’s offering a whole meal.

      And I want it.

      Truly, I do.

      I want him, flaws and all. Because I’m pretty sure I still feel the same as I did last spring.

      But feelings aren’t everything.

      They aren’t even the most important thing.

      But tell that to my stupid heart. It’s about to explode in my ribs. It’s thundering, trying to beat its way out and curl up with this man.

      Pinching the bridge of my nose, I sigh and slide a hand down my face.

      Do I tell him I feel the same? That everything he just said snapped me right back into stupid, crazy love?

      Do I blurt out the pathetic truth of my heart too?

      But that’s what I did most of the time we were together in the spring.

      I have to tread carefully this time around. Whatever this is.

      I keep my hands to myself, clenching and unclenching my fists so I won’t touch him again. “What exactly are you asking me for, Declan?”

      Those dark eyes don’t stray from me. They laser in on mine, never letting go. “I’m asking you for another chance.”

      He hardly sounds like the Declan I knew. I’ve known him witty, tender, sexy, dirty, funny, gentle, powerful, intense, and surprisingly vulnerable in bed.

      But never stripped bare like this.

      Never raw.

      Part of me wants everything he has to give. Somewhere in the back of my mind I’m sure he’s everything I never knew I wanted. He’s my missing piece.

      A man with flaws.

      A man with guts.

      A man who’s been through more than his fair share of shit and knows nothing worth having comes easily.

      Someone who gets me and my passions and has many of the same ones.

      But that’s part of the problem.

      “And what would that look like?” I ask, eager to know. “Us sneaking around again? Or us going to Miami as boyfriends and letting the world see that two guys in the majors fell in love?”

      The intensity fades from Declan’s expression. In its place comes a slow and easy smile—one that hooks into my heart.

      “Fell in love, did you?” he asks, all cocky and impossibly sexy.

      I roll my eyes. “Yeah. I did. There you go,” I say, holding my hands out wide, admitting for the first time that he’s the L-word for me. “I fell in love with you. Like you didn’t fucking know that.”

      “I didn’t.” He reaches for me, hands cupping my face, making everything inside me go whoosh. “I just hoped. I hoped you felt the same.”

      I lean into one hand because it feels so good, so right. “I told you I was falling. I told you I was crazy for you. Where else do you fall but in love?”

      He hums, and it sounds like he’s happy. Like I’m giving him his greatest wish.

      Am I, though?

      I don’t know if I can.

      “I’ve never been in love before,” Declan says softly, pressing his forehead to mine, lighting up my whole damn soul.

      I want so badly to come together.

      To kiss him desperately.

      To yank him down on me so I can feel his full glorious weight stretched on top of me.

      So I can let him in.

      “Me neither. I’ve never been in love either,” I say, and then, because I’m dying to let him in, I kiss him.

      It’s hot and wild.

      And all kinds of dangerous.

      Sparks ignite the sky as I scramble to get under him, to pull him on top of me. To feel him.

      Declan’s on me in a heartbeat, knocking my legs open, giving himself room, covering me.

      “Oh fuck . . .” I moan. It’s too much, too good, too everything.

      I need to stop this.

      I have to stop this.

      But he feels too right.

      Then we are grinding together, pressing, pushing. His hands clasp my head. Mine grab his firm ass. I jerk him closer, and we don’t stop.

      We moan and grind and rub, and it’s like the first time we combusted in the back of his car and, at the same time, it’s so much more. Because it feels like he could be the big love of my life.

      All I want is to get as close to him as possible, so I kiss him that way. Frenzied, frantic, putting all my emotions into a white-hot kiss as we devour each other’s lips.

      As we slam our bodies together.

      As our hard cocks line up, seeking each other.

      Nothing in my life has ever felt this true. This real.

      Except . . . baseball.

      And something else too, which I learned tonight at the award ceremony.

      Making a difference.

      As I kiss Declan like it’s a prelude to fucking, I’m acutely aware of what I only suspected when I walked into his apartment.

      I can’t have it all. I’m not strong enough. I can’t withstand the consuming intensity of how I feel for him. It’s going to destroy me—chew me up and spit me out. And I half want to let it, even though I won’t survive it.

      That’s the problem.

      Somehow, I wrench my mouth from his. “We have to stop.”

      His breath shudders in a harsh pant, but he listens without hesitation.

      Pulling away.

      Sitting up.

      Smoothing his wrinkled shirt then offering me a hand.

      I take it, sitting up too.

      Then, I say the words I might regret for the rest of my life. “I want to be with you, but I can’t.”
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      His brown eyes are broken—as devastated as mine, I suspect.

      “You can’t be with me?” he asks, like my words don’t compute. Hell, they certainly don’t align with my actions tonight. Kissing him in the kitchen. Kissing him like I want to fuck him in the living room. Kissing him like there’s no tomorrow. But that right there is the problem. “I can’t, and maybe this sounds crazy, and maybe it is, but I’m too in love with you to be with you.”

      He furrows his brow, shakes his head. “I don’t get it.”

      “There’s no halfway for me, Deck. I can’t be just your off-season boyfriend.”

      “That wasn’t what I was asking you for.”

      “Are you ready, then?” I push because he has to see what this would mean. “Ready to be that exposed? For people to talk about our relationship instead of the game? We’d go from ballplayers to boyfriends.”

      “I’m ready,” he says, and it’s almost like he’s digging his heels in. Like this is a come-hell-or-high-water pitch.

      “But what if it doesn’t work out? You want to know what happens then?” I tap my chest. “Then I’m the guy whose heart was broken, and everyone knows it. I don’t mean everyone knows that two queer guys who used to be teammates fell in love. I mean the attention, the microscope, the way we’d be seen for that rather than for being good at the game.” I take a beat to drive the hardest point home. “And if you break my heart again, that’s all I’ll be.”

      “What do you mean that’s all you’ll be?” Declan asks.

      I stab my finger against my sternum. “I’ll be the guy who got dumped. You’ve been playing baseball for five years. I’ve got one year. One amazing year, but that’s it. I have to prove I’m not a fluke, that I’m not a flash in the pan. I have to play harder next year. Put up better stats.”

      “And you will,” he says emphatically.

      That’s the issue, though. The flashing red warning light. “But if I’m with you, I don’t know that I can. Want to know why?” I ask, laying my big, fat feelings for him on the line.

      “I do. I really do.”

      “Because,” I begin after a steadying breath, “I don’t know how to be with you halfway, Deck. When I’m with you, that is all I want. You are all I want,” I say, baring my soul to him. “And trust me, that’s not something I ever thought would happen to me. My parents didn’t even want me, so wanting another person like this makes no sense. And yet I do. I want to say fuck the world and be with you.”

      “Say it,” he whispers desperately. “I want to be here with you, here for you.”

      “I know you believe that, but the thing is, we’re strong in different ways. You know how to have baseball and protect yourself. You’ve had to do it since you were a kid. That’s your skill—you can focus on the game when the world around you goes to hell. And me . . . If you’ll let me, I can support you in whatever way you need while you deal with your family. That’s my strength. But the flip side is, I don’t know if I can keep my shit together on the field if I’m with you. I don’t know if I can focus on my job when I’m this caught up. I don’t know if I could get through heartbreak a second time.”

      Declan shakes his head. “I don’t want to break your heart.”

      “But you can’t promise you won’t,” I say, and he sighs, maybe knowing I’m right. “And I don’t know how to have both. I don’t know how to feel the way I do when I’m with you”— I grab at my shirt like I’m clutching my heart—“and to have the game, as well. I’m too afraid of what will happen when baseball starts again because I think I could be lost in you.” This time I reach for his face, hold him hard. “If I spend the off-season with you like I want to, I think I would fall so far in love with you I’d never come out.”

      His sigh is laced with pain and regret, tinged with this wild longing too.

      “I’d give everything to you,” I say. “I’d never love baseball the way I need to.” I hear desperation in my voice and can’t help it. “And I need to, Deck. Not just for me, but also for this.” I let go of him to gesture to my phone on the table.

      He frowns in confusion. “Your phone?”

      I shake my head. “Social media. I’ve got queer kids reaching out to me. Gay teens telling me their story. Athletes coming out for the first time. It’s insane and awesome and inspiring.” I sound impassioned, like I’m giving a speech, maybe because I am. “I don’t want to fail them. I don’t want to be a one-hit wonder. I know I’m not the only gay pro athlete, but I’m loud and I’m vocal, and I talk about LGBTQ issues online. Rights, equality, all of that.”

      I have to take a breath before I can go on, speaking more gently but intently too. “I am so damned grateful you paved this path, Deck. You and other gay athletes. But I’m walking it now too, in a way that means something to me—doing work, speaking up, being a voice. And I want to matter outside of myself. I want to represent something to others. I want to succeed at the highest level to show the world that a gay guy can play ball just as well as a straight one. I want to be remembered for how I played, not just who I loved.”

      He nods as he listens, inhaling deeply, exhaling heavily, resigned. “It’s love or baseball.”

      I shrug helplessly. “Yeah, it is.”

      “And you’re choosing baseball.”

      “I can’t choose anything else,” I say, trying to get him to understand.

      Declan’s dark eyes shine as he swallows roughly. He shakes his head and grabs my hand, squeezing it. “You don’t have to explain,” he says, with potholes of emotion in his voice. “I understand. I don’t like it”—he draws a deep, hard breath like he needs it to finish without choking up—“but I respect it. I get it, and I get you. Completely.”

      I hate that I’ve hurt him even as he accepts the decision. But I’d hate myself if I didn’t make this decision.

      Neither one of us says anything for a while. Maybe there’s nothing more to say. Finally, I rise, grab my phone, and head to the door.

      Declan follows me, standing nearby as I put on my shoes and grab my jacket. He looks like he just lost the World Series. I bet I look the same way.

      Probably worse, because with baseball, there’s always next year.

      I don’t think love works like that.

      But maybe love works like this. “By the way, you want to know how to hit a slider?”

      He tilts his head, question marks in his eyes. “Sure.”

      “Don’t swing at it so much. It’s a pitcher’s pitch. Track it the whole way to the plate. If it’s a slider, chances are it’ll fall on the corner and you won’t need to swing, anyway. Only swing if it’s a strike,” I say.

      “Thanks for the tip.” He pins me with his intense gaze, taking me in like it’s for the last time. “Goodbye, rookie.”

      “Goodbye, Deck,” I say.

      Then he leans in, brushes the softest kiss to my lips, and lets me go.

      I walk down the hall, a thousand-pound weight camped out in my chest, my mind screaming go back, go back, go back.

      But I listen to my gut—to the instinct that tells me to get in the elevator and go.

      To leave the first man I ever loved.

      And hope the other love of my life doesn’t abandon me.
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      I have no time to breathe during the next few days.

      After I finish a morning of meetings with the Alliance about the work I’ll be doing for the organization, Haven takes me on a whirlwind tour around the city. For the rest of the week, it’s coffee with an athletic gear company near Columbus Circle, lunch in Midtown with a shoe company, then a dinner with another shoemaker and a breakfast the next day with a cell phone company.

      They’re all courting me, and it’s kind of crazy.

      When we leave the fanciest breakfast joint I’ve ever seen—the forks looked like they were made of gold—Haven and I wander through the West Village for a post-mortem.

      “What did you think? Did you ever expect you’d have the pick of the litter?” she asks as we pass cafés, T-shirt shops, nail salons, and furniture stores, all with rainbow flags in the windows.

      “No. Never.” My head is still swimming with my post-award life, and my heart still sinking from leaving Declan. But I try to focus on business—that was the point of saying no to him. “Who do you think I should partner with?”

      We trade ideas as we walk along Christopher Street, but my mind derails completely when the Stonewall National Monument comes into view. My breath catches, and the hair on the back of my neck tingles as I stare at the park across from Stonewall Inn.

      I had no idea we were near it.

      I stop and stare, and Haven does too. The history major in me records details, places it in a timeline and contemplates what it says about how the world changes when groups of people push for change.

      The man in me, though? I’m just grateful to be living now.

      My agent squeezes my arm. “You want a picture in front of it?”

      It’s a good question, but the answer comes easily. “Nah, some pictures are better without people in them.” I snag my phone from my pocket and snap a shot, then take a look. Yeah, it’s better like this—just the monument and what it means.

      Haven is quiet, letting me have space for my thoughts, perhaps, but once we pass the park, we return to business.

      And I suppose business and life, sports and activism, are all the same, now.
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      That night, I post the picture of the Stonewall Monument on my social media.

      The next morning, I’m alone in New York for the first time, with time to kill until my flight leaves tonight. But my feet know where they want to go—right back to Park Avenue.

      I stand across the street from Declan’s building, counting to eleven. I reach his floor, then slide my gaze to the left, hunting for the corner apartment with the view of the East River.

      There it is.

      At least, I think so.

      From down here, I can’t tell much. I can’t even be sure it’s his. But I decide it is, and I stay there like a creeper, or maybe just a sad sack.

      My hand slides into my pocket. My thumb rubs absently over my phone’s screen. My heart throws itself against my rib cage.

      Taking out the cell, I tap in my passcode.

      I go to my contacts.

      When I see Declan’s name, my fingertips tingle, aching to call, talk, text. One more glance up, I decide, and if I see him, if I spot a silhouette in the window, I’ll . . .

      I close my eyes, my shoulders sagging. I have to let him go.

      I log into my airline app and change my flight to the next one out of JFK. Need to get out of here, stat, before I change my mind.
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      Two hours later, I’m in the air, flying away from New York City—and Declan. The flight attendant swings by, asking if I want a drink, and I blink in recognition. It’s Dylan, the same guy who was on my flight to Arizona for spring training several months ago.

      “Hey! I know you,” he says.

      “Yeah, from the flight to spring training,” I say with a smile. “Good to see you, Dylan.”

      He laughs. “No! From this.” He grabs his phone and shows me a picture from the awards. “It’s my boyfriend’s Insta. I started seeing him last month. He’s an amateur cyclist and he loves you.”

      “That’s awesome,” I say, humbled. “Tell him I hope he crushes it in his next century.”

      “I will.”

      Six hours later, I’m back in California, and I head straight for my grandparents’ home. It’s always been my safe harbor when I need to escape.

      I spend the next month helping them out around the place, going for light jogs with my grandfather. When the winter break rolls around, Reese comes home from college, and we watch movies, play video games and go to the gym.

      She becomes my new morning workout partner. It’s a relief to know she’s not temporary. I don’t have to worry about her leaving my life.
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      Before the next spring training, I get another tattoo. And when the season starts, I play even better than last year.

      I see Declan once—for our series in San Francisco.

      Please don’t give me the cold shoulder for turning you down.

      When he comes to the plate in the second inning, his expression is impossible to read.

      I call a fastball for the first pitch, and he homers off it.

      At least it wasn’t a slider.

      He rounds the bases, and when his cleat touches home plate, he gives a quick nod then a tiny smile.

      That’s all.

      But maybe it’s enough to say he’s not holding a grudge?

      The next night, our old spring training crew goes out for pool—Crosby, Chance, Miguel, Sullivan, Declan, and me.

      It’s déjà vu, only the shortstop and I aren’t meeting up later in a hotel room.

      A pang of longing cuts deep; I miss the way it was. But I focus on the way it is, initiating an important bar debate as we play.

      Namely, would you date Taylor Swift, or someone like her? Because what if she, or he, wrote a breakup song about you?

      Chance shakes his head fifty times. “No way.”

      “You’re really telling me you wouldn’t date Taylor Swift just because you think she’d write a breakup song about you?” Crosby asks him.

      “I’m really saying that,” he says for the tenth time since Crosby refuses to accept his answer.

      Crosby raises his hand. “Not me. I’d absolutely take the chance. I’d love to be the subject of a pop song. Bring it on. I will be her Layla. No questions asked.”

      “Wait,” Sullivan chimes in. “In this scenario, do we get royalties on the song she writes about me being a dick? In that case, I’d take that chance.”

      Miguel rolls his eyes. “You think Tay-Tay splits royalties with anyone?”

      I raise a finger. “Fair point. Besides, Miguel, you’re about to get married.”

      The soon-to-be groom flashes a proud grin. “And all you assholes are invited to my wedding.”

      “That was so heartfelt. Can I please be your best man too, with that kind of offer?” Declan asks.

      “If you’re lucky.”

      A little later, when I head to the restroom, I half expect Declan to follow me.

      He doesn’t.

      I wish he had, and I’m glad he didn’t.

      Because I know what would have happened—what my body still wants to happen.

      When I leave the john, Declan is alone at the pool table. The other guys are at the bar. My skin heats as I walk to him, stand near him. “Hey. How’s it going?”

      “Good. Everything’s good.” He sounds like he means it, and not like he hates me for turning him down in New York.

      “How’s your family?” I ask.

      Declan gives me a wry smile. “I went to Tokyo for Christmas.”

      I grin. “Oh yeah?”

      “I invited myself and took my mom and Tyler.”

      “How was it?”

      “Great. Thanks for the suggestion. I’m glad I went.”

      “Me too,” I say, then I draw a soldiering breath and ask a tougher question. “How’s your dad doing? Is he hanging in there?”

      He sighs, long and sad. “He went to rehab, got back together with his third wife, then went to Vegas with some friends.”

      My heart sinks. “And?”

      “Lost a few thousand at the slots. Lost his sobriety. Lost his wife again,” he says heavily.

      “Sorry, man. How are you doing with all that?”

      He jerks his gaze to meet mine, as if no one else has ever asked him that before. Maybe no one has. Maybe he hasn’t ever told anyone the details. “Managing,” he says. “I’m managing.”

      “Good to hear.”

      Crosby’s voice cuts in as the rest of the guys return to the pool table. “Another round?”

      We play a few more games, and I go home alone.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Later in the fall, when I’m out with River at the competition, as he calls it, he makes a declaration. “I want to move back to San Francisco. Officially. I miss my family a lot. Dad, and Mom, and Echo. All my cousins. And my college friends—like Owen. He’s in the city, and he’s just one of a ton of friends I have here.”

      “Owen? The one you vowed never to sleep with?” I ask with a lift of a brow. River’s mentioned his friend plenty of times, as well as the friends don’t bang friends pact they struck in college.

      “Don’t say that so doubtfully,” he chides.

      “Pretty sure there’s no other way to say it.”

      “Anyway, I found a location for the bar, and I’m lining up the loans. I have a great manager to run the Phoenix bar, so I’m going to do it.”

      “A most excellent gay bar in every city,” I say, tipping my beer bottle against his.

      “You know I’m using that as the slogan,” he says.

      “I already told you it was yours.” I go to take a drink, but before the beer touches my lips, I set it down. An idea has sprung into my head, fully formed. “You want a business partner? Someone to help with the financing?”

      “Um . . . sure? Who do you have in mind? Adam Lambert? Because yes, yes, yes.”

      I laugh. “Or me.”

      “Shut up.”

      “I’m serious.”

      He jerks his gaze back. “You want to go into business together?”

      I sweep my arm out to indicate the bar behind us, teeming with men. “Dude, I love gay bars. They make the sex lives of queer men ten thousand times easier than Grindr. No one on Grindr ever looks like their pic. So, yes, I would love to go into business with you.”

      He arches a wry brow. “You want to go into business together to support everyone’s sex life?”

      “I am sex positive. Why? Is that such a bad reason?”

      “Hell no!” He grins and sticks out his hand. “Hun, you’ve got yourself a deal.”
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      Six months later, Miguel gets married in the Presidio with a view of the Pacific Ocean, and I see Declan at the wedding. He looks so fucking good in a suit, and I half wish I could dance with him.

      Maybe more than half.

      Instead, we talk about baseball and wish our friend well.

      The next week, River opens The Lazy Hammock in SoMa with me as a backer. It’s fantastic, but I don’t pick up any men there. The Lazy Hammock will always remind me of just one guy.

      A guy I’m determined to fall out of love with.

      It’s been nearly two years since I met Declan, and every day I’m closer to that goal.
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      The next season, my batting average goes up a point. We make it to the playoffs, but not the World Series.

      I sign a new contract and get another tattoo. Rodriguez retires, and we throw him a party, wishing him well.

      I do a series of videos for the Alliance, which kicks off a spate of volunteer speaking opportunities with queer teen athletes at various groups around the country. I ask Crosby and Chance if they want to help out now and then through some of the Alliance’s Be A Better Ally projects and, happily, they do.

      The guys and I become closer friends. Our bar debates ramp up, and Chance and I rib Crosby for his terrible taste in women—the man has a thing for very bad girls who want to take advantage of him. Chance and Crosby mock me for my swagger. They start teasing that when I order DoorDash, I’m really getting a blow job from a hookup. I just laugh, and let them think that, because it amuses me. And because they don’t need to know.

      From our friendship off the field, our volunteer work together, and most of all, how we play, the three of us become the three musketeers. The media starts referring to us as the Cougars Trio, calling us the heart of the team. It’s heady and humbling.

      I spend time with my grandparents and run a few 5Ks with my pops. His knee is like new, he says.

      “How’s everything with you?” he asks me one Sunday morning when I don’t have a game.

      “Everything is great,” I tell him.

      And mostly, that’s true.

      At night, though, my mind sometimes wanders wistfully to Arizona, and then on to New York.
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      In the spring of my fourth season, at the ripe old age of twenty-five, I speak at an event at a San Francisco group of high schools, along with student athletes from across football, wrestling, lacrosse, field hockey, and volleyball disciplines. After the talk, I take them to the ballpark for a softball game.

      A gal named Topaz tells me I’m her inspiration. “I’ve been following you since I was twelve. But I do like the Dragons better,” she says.

      “I’ll convert you,” I promise.

      “That’s the only kind of conversion I would consider.”

      “I hear ya, girl,” I say, and we knock fists.

      Later, I meet a wrestler named Nico, who tells me, “Wrestling is better, but I guess if I have to play softball with a pro, you’ll do.”

      “Appreciate that.”

      They post pics all over their social media accounts, and I do too. My sneaker sponsor shares some of the shots, and it’s awesome, the support the company gives.

      The next night, Reese is in town for a long weekend before she returns to campus for college graduation.

      Her closest friends from school join us for a night out at a club in the Mission district. Under the pulsing lights and techno music, the four of us dance like we did in college, back when I was finishing and they were starting. But soon, Tia peels away to bump hips with a tattooed Latino guy, and Layla finds a fair-skinned brunette to grind against.

      It’s just Reese and me dancing when a cute dude lasers in on me from the bar. He’s dark-haired, all Ronen Rubinstein goodness, and he can’t take his eyes off me.

      Reese darts her eyes in his direction. “Just go talk to him.”

      “Nah, I’m with you, girl,” I say.

      “It makes me happy to see you out there, meeting people.”

      “I’ll talk to him, then, to make you happy,” I joke.

      “Or maybe it’ll make you happy. I know you’re enjoying your single status,” she says with a wink.

      I get why she’d have that impression—it’s the vibe I give off. But it’s not my after-hours truth. It’s not even close.

      When Reese scurries to the ladies’ room, the hottie from the bar makes his way over and asks if I want to dance. For a song, we move together, legs touching at times, hands running down arms at others. But once the beat fades, I say thanks, and turn to the bar.

      “Wait. Want to go somewhere?” he asks, a glint in his pretty eyes.

      “No thanks.”

      Without a second thought—or any regrets—I head to the bar to wait for Reese. She grins knowingly when she finds me. “I saw you dancing with the hottie.”

      “He was all right.”

      “And?”

      “And what?”

      “And will you go home with him?”

      Laughing, I shake my head. “Nope.”

      She parks her hands on her hips. “Is it because you’re not over him?”

      Sucker punch.

      From my best friend too.

      Rolling my eyes, I shrug, but inside I’m thinking busted. “Let’s dance.”

      I grab her arm, but she refuses to budge. “Not until you tell me the truth.”

      I huff. “I believe I just did.”

      “Do you miss him?”

      “I’m not waiting for him, if that’s what you’re asking. That would be stupid. It’s over. We didn’t make a pact to meet in five years at the top of the Empire State Building. We didn’t promise to find our way back to each other. We broke up,” I say, voice tight, muscles tense.

      “I know, Grant,” she says with a gentle squeeze. “It’s me. Your friend. Your bestie, okay? All I’m asking is if you miss him.”

      Her blue eyes are so earnest, so caring. Just like her touch. “I miss the possibility of him,” I admit.

      Her expression goes soft, and she throws both arms around me. “Maybe someday?”

      “Maybe,” I say, my throat tightening, that dangerous emotion known as hope rising in me as I hug her back.

      But when we return to the dance floor, I’m still determined to finish what I started when I took that flight out of New York after winning Rookie of the Year.

      I’m ruthlessly determined to stop thinking about Declan Steele.
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      In the middle of the next season, Chance’s wife, Natasha, leaves him, and we all keep an eye out for him as he goes through his divorce—Crosby, Sullivan, Miguel, and me. We take him out after games when we can. Now that my sister has opened a hipster bar in Hayes Valley, we have a place to go that feels like home. Sierra slings trendy cocktails at the Spotted Zebra, rocking a pink streak in her hair now. But she still wears Dragons earrings to taunt us.

      Sometimes I think Chance likes to go there to talk to her as much as drink. Well, she is chatty, like a good bartender, and he seems to need it.

      Later that year, the Cougars do make it to the World Series.

      It’s more than a dream come true. More fantastic than every boyhood wish, beyond any cliché.

      It’s utterly exhilarating, and it’s the most thrilling moment of my life when game six rolls around and I catch all nine innings and every pitch.

      I’m behind the plate when Chance Ashford throws a ninety-eight-mile-an-hour fastball and the Miami Ace batter swings through it—

      And misses.

      I am fireworks.

      I am a parade.

      I wrap my glove around the ball so tight, shout to the heavens, then run out to the mound, tackling my teammate. The rest of the guys join us, as we win the World Series.

      It feels like the greatest night of my life, and then, somehow, it’s even better when Declan calls me the next day, congratulating me. We spend an hour talking on the phone about the series, recounting every pitch, every inning. I relive each moment as I share it with him. He listens to me tell the story, and it feels right.

      Just right.

      I don’t know what to make of that, especially when something like a butterfly has the audacity to land on my chest.

      It reappears, bigger and faster, over Christmas when I call to wish him a happy holiday. Then, on a Thursday morning in February, it shows up again, accompanying a text from Declan Steele.
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            Declan

          

        

      

    

    
      Then

      

      The first few months after Grant leaves New York are the hardest.

      I’ve never really known what that’s like—getting over someone. Everyone else has been a clean break.

      This is the opposite of a clean break. It’s a messy ending, one that keeps spilling over into my life, but at least there is baseball at the end of a cold winter.

      The sport has gotten me through hard times before and it does it again as I learn how to hit a slider well, improve my fielding more, and drive up my consistency at the plate even higher.

      I spend time with Emma, Fitz and Dean, Tucker and Marissa, and Brady and Greer. Over the next few years, the latter two couples get married a month apart and I go to their weddings.

      Tucker ties the knot first, and I attend his wedding stag. I go to Brady’s February wedding alone.

      And life goes on like that.

      I develop new interests. I find new bands to listen to, I play paintball with Fitz, I scour stores and libraries for new books to try out. Dean and I become closer, and the brainiac in him keeps pumping recommendations at me—non-fiction stories of scandals and racy tales of business upheavals.

      I eat them all up.

      Those books are my gateway drug, and I go down the rabbit hole into memoirs, starting with comedians for laughs, then moving to harder-hitting tales. Stories of men and women bucking their upbringing, battling addiction, and most of all, struggling to understand what it means to love an addict.

      And how loving an addict has made it hard, for some, to love themselves.

      I bristle a bit as I read, since sometimes it feels like these stories are mirrors, and I’m not sure I want to see the reflection.

      But I don’t stop. I keep reading. I keep learning.

      I see my dad a few times. He asks to come to a game in San Francisco when I play the Cougars, but that feels like the worst idea in the world. I convince him to come to Los Angeles instead, buying him first-class tickets, several nights at a swank hotel, and all the Hollywood star tours he and his girlfriend could want, since he’s found a new lady now. Her name is Jackie.

      At the ballpark in Los Angeles, he’s up to his usual shenanigans. Meeting the guys on the field, doling out hitting tips, talking up the game.

      “You should do batting practice with us tomorrow, Jon,” Tucker suggests before our Bandits game. “It’ll be fun.”

      I don’t think Tucker and I have the same definition of that word.

      But my dad’s brown eyes implore me.

      Coach says it’s okay and my dad throws batting practice the next day. He looks happier than he ever has before.

      Trouble is, a few weeks later, he and Jackie hit a casino in Northern California. He slides right back into his old ways, his twin addictions ruling him. When he runs into financial trouble, I don’t balk. I just write the check.

      It’s easier.

      But it’s also all I know how to do.
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      When the holidays march closer, I make plans with my mom and Tyler to go to Tokyo again. It’s become a tradition, one we’ve done for the last three Christmases since Grant won Rookie of the Year. I’ve been getting to know my stepbrother, his wife, and their young daughter. Mom, Tyler, and I decide to stick around in January and travel across Japan, visiting Kyoto, Osaka, and Hiroshima.

      Before I go, though, I have my agency’s holiday party to attend.

      Grant and I are both repped by Premiere, and I wonder if he will be there.

      I wonder, and I walk a little faster.

      On a chilly December night in New York, I head into a chichi restaurant in Chelsea, where the firm has rented a private room. My heart kicks like a horse when I spot Grant chatting with Fitz at the makeshift bar.

      Fitz waves me over. “Look what the cat dragged in,” my hockey bud says to me, then he claps me on the back. “Bring it in for a hug, mofo.”

      I’ve seen him recently, so it’s not like we need to hug it out.

      Which means I know what he’s doing. Fitz is trying to get me to hug it out with Grant. I say hi to the catcher next, with a bro hug that turns into a melt-my-fucking-body embrace even though we’re barely touching.

      But we don’t have to be wrapped up in each other for my heart to pound.

      Hugging the man you once loved is a unique kind of torture. One hit of that barbershop scent and I’m taking a trip way back in time.

      To some of my favorite days.

      All of them belong to him.

      I pull apart so I’m not sporting wood or cartoon-heart eyes for the whole party.

      “Good to see you,” I say, my voice a little rough.

      “You too.”

      A split second later, Fitz’s eyes find Haven, since she reps him too. “Need to go talk to the boss lady. See y’all later.” Then he stage-whispers to us both, “In case you were wondering, I have no boundaries with the two of you.”

      He takes off with a wink.

      As he weaves his way to Haven, I let my eyes linger on Grant for a little longer. He’s dressed casually in a maroon V-neck sweater that hugs his pecs and worships those powerful arms.

      He wears jeans that make his thighs look delicious. Nobody has ever looked as good in jeans as Grant Blackwood. Nobody has ever looked as good out of jeans either.

      “You look incredible,” I say, since I kind of can’t help myself around him. “I guess that means I have no boundaries with compliments.”

      “Same to you. So maybe I don’t have them either,” he says, his blue eyes taking a quick stroll of my frame, roaming over my jeans and dark blue button-down shirt.

      Unbutton it tonight, rookie.

      I sweep that thought away.

      “What are your holiday plans?” he asks, snapping me back to the here and now.

      “Going to Tokyo again. It’s become a thing. You?”

      “The usual. Hanging out with the family. Seeing my grandparents.”

      “What about Reese?”

      “She’s in South America right now. She had a job opportunity there.”

      We talk about family and friends more, then he tells me about River, and how they went into business together.

      A sliver of jealousy wedges under my skin. “River? From The Lazy Hammock? Our River?”

      He snorts. “Yes, our River.”

      Like it’s making an unexpected encore, the dragon of jealousy roars in my chest, clambers up to center stage. “Is he your River now?” I ask, the question tasting like spoiled milk in my mouth, curdling my stomach. The prospect of Grant having a boyfriend is horrifying.

      I’d rather drink antifreeze.

      And yet it’s entirely possible.

      And that makes it even more horrifying.

      Grant arches a brow. Smirks too. “Dude, we’re friends. Just friends. Like you and Fitz.”

      That’s good.

      That’s so fucking good.

      Dragging a hand down my face, I let out the biggest breath in the universe. “Good,” I say, as relief floods me.

      His lips twitch. “You still jealous?”

      I shrug, owning it. “Yes,” I say. Emphatically.

      An eyebrow lifts. That flirty look returns to his eyes. “Is that so?”

      “Yes. And maybe I always will be. Boundaries, right? Or maybe not,” I say.

      He nods, flashing me his winning smile, the one that snared me in his net way back when. The one that still works some kind of wicked magic.

      I need to shift gears or the torch I carry for this man will be visible from space.

      “I’ve been following the work you’re doing with the Alliance,” I say, clearing my throat. “I’m impressed.”

      “Thanks, man. That’s good to hear.”

      “Sometimes I think about getting more involved. Mostly, I think I’m just good at donating money,” I say, shrugging a little sheepishly.

      “Hey, nothing wrong with that. Giving money away is always a good thing,” Grant says.

      “But you? You’re the face of it all. I admire that,” I say, and pride surges in me. Pride for what he’s done. How he stuck to his plans. Grant had a vision, and he rose up, walking the walk and talking the talk.

      “You got to do what you got to do, right?”

      “Truer words,” I say, then scratch my jaw. “But maybe I’ll get more involved with volunteer work.”

      A grin lights his handsome face. “Do it.”

      The click of wingtips breaks the moment. Vaughn arrives, clasps a hand on my shoulder. “Hey Grant,” my agent asks, “can I steal this man away? I’ve got someone from Legends here.”

      That’s the watchmaker who’s one of my top sponsors, so Vaughn tugs me away.

      I don’t look back.

      If I do, I’ll say something like come spend the night, and the next one, and the rest of the month too.
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      The next week, I fly to Tokyo, meeting my mom and Tyler in Roppongi, where Aaron lives with his family. One day after a stop at a tea house, my mom shoos Tyler away, saying she wants time alone with me.

      As we grab a table in a sushi joint in the heart of trendy Shibuya, she hitches a ride on a time machine. “Remember when I was in New York when you first joined the Comets?”

      “When you decided you weren’t sure if you were going to root for me? I tried to erase it from my memory, but no such luck,” I say drily, plucking an edamame from the bowl and popping it in my mouth.

      But Mom is serious today. “You mentioned someone. A guy you broke up with. You said you thought you handled it badly.”

      Yup. Serious mode. “Good memory.”

      “That made me wonder, Declan.”

      “About what?” I ask, grabbing another edamame.

      “About you and other people. You just turned thirty, and you always seem so in control of your relationships. Like you have it all on this perfectly planned level. And I was curious—whatever happened with that guy? The breakup you regretted?”

      I don’t think.

      For once in my life, I’m not carefully controlled.

      I’m relieved for the opening I didn’t even know I needed. I take it, kicking the door open. “He plays for the Cougars,” I say, and holy shit. I never thought I’d say that out loud to anyone beyond Emma, Fitz, or Dean, by extension. But it feels good to voice it to someone else too. Someone I trust completely.

      To family.

      “Grant Blackwood?” she asks, easily connecting the dots.

      “Yep.”

      “Wow. I never would have suspected anything based on the fact that you’ve never said a thing. But I guess it didn’t work out?”

      “No, it didn’t.”

      She drums her fingers on the table. “I’ve been thinking about something.”

      “What’s that?”

      She pops an edamame in her mouth and chews, then talks. “I’ve been speaking to my shrink.”

      “You’re still seeing someone?”

      She rolls her eyes. “Sweetheart, I will always be a work-in-progress.”

      “Fair enough. What were you talking to her about?”

      “About how different my life is now compared to when you were in middle school. When things were falling apart with your father.”

      I smile sympathetically. “You’re much better, Mom. You’re happy now.”

      “I am. But that led me to think about you. Are you happy now? I never meet anyone you’re with. I never hear about boyfriends. It just makes me wonder.”

      “About what?”

      “Walls,” she says, pinning me with an intense mom gaze. “If you have too many. Or if you have too few. Honestly, I don’t know, Declan. I try to live without regret, but if I have one, it’s that when you were in high school, I was so focused on what I needed to heal that I didn’t really ask you what you needed to heal.”

      Her lip quivers, and I reach for her hand, set mine on top of it. “Don’t second-guess yourself. You did what you had to do. I was behind you every step of the way.”

      “But you were just a teenager. You were a kid trying to figure out who you were.”

      “Every kid is trying to do that,” I say, protesting as the waiter brings the sushi. “Arigato.”

      “Arigato,” Mom says to him, then zips her attention back to me. “Not every kid is raised by an addict and by someone who loves an addict. And not every kid who was raised by an addict and someone who loved an addict is coming to terms with his or her orientation,” she adds pointedly.

      My stomach twists as we revisit the past—my least favorite place to travel to. “What are you saying, Mom?”

      “I’m saying that you were so tough, so strong. You were all about baseball. Play harder. Play better. Practice more. At the time, I believed that meant you were doing fine. But now, I wonder if it meant that you weren’t.”

      My throat tightens. My muscles tense. “And what if I wasn’t doing fine?”

      Her eyes glisten. “I think you should consider talking to someone.”

      “Like a twelve-step program?”

      “Al-Anon could be good. Or maybe a therapist. Would you consider it? I think it would be good for you.” She pauses, and it feels important. “I heard that your dad still keeps turning to you when he has problems,” she says, laying the fact plainly on the table.

      I wince. “Who told you?”

      “He did, sweetie. He called me recently asking for money. When I said no, he said he’d just ask you and you’d give it to him. He said that’s what you’d been doing.”

      I slump back in my chair, dragging my hands through my hair. Busted. “Sometimes it’s just easier.”

      “I understand. And that’s why I want you to think about seeing someone. Talking through why it seems easier. What it means.”

      I take a deep breath. “I will.”

      Deep down, I know she’s right.

      When I return to New York at the end of January, I do the hardest thing ever. Harder than breaking it off with Grant. Tougher than coming out. More difficult than giving my dad money.

      I turn to Google, find a therapist, and ask for help.

      The thing I’ve never done.

      This is my virgin territory, and I’m more terrified of what I’ll discover than I am of being hit by a ninety-eight-mile-an-hour fastball.

      But after a few trial appointments that don’t work out, I find someone who does work. We start in May, and the timing lines up with the baseball calendar. Slowly, but surely, we start working through some of the shit I’ve been burying for years.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      When Grant wins the World Series in the fall, all I want to do is celebrate with him. He’s three thousand miles away so I can’t. But I can call him.

      He answers with a hoarse voice the morning after. “Hey!”

      “I guess someone had a good night,” I say, as I pace through my apartment, watching Park Avenue midday traffic cruise by below.

      “The best,” he says, and his delight is infectious.

      “Congratulations. I’m really happy for you. And proud of you, man.” I can’t wipe the grin off my face.

      “Thank you. I still can’t believe it. It feels like a dream.”

      “I can only imagine. Must be cloud nine,” I say, stopping to lean against the window, the cold of the glass pressing on my shoulder. “What was that like? When you caught the final pitch?”

      He laughs lightly, sighs happily. “It was like . . . remember when you were seven or eight? And you went to the ballpark? And you played with a friend or maybe even alone? And you pretended you were the announcer?”

      I slip back in time, warbling into a pretend mic. “And now, Declan Steele takes the plate with two outs in the bottom of the ninth in game seven of a nail-biter of a World Series.”

      “And you could hear the roar of the crowd and the crack of the bat when you were a kid?” Grant says, as enthused as I am over the memories. “And then you imagined connecting with the ball, watching it soar over the fences. You ran the bases, arms high in the air, and you jumped up and down when you reached home plate?”

      My throat catches from the pure joy of the memory—and from the pure joy of the shared memory. “It was make-believe, but you were sure it was happening,” I say, a little far away as the warm, sepia tones of childhood dreams waft around me.

      “It did. It felt real,” he says, then lets out a deep, contented sigh. “It was like that, Declan. It was like every single dream coming true. And then, somehow, it was even better.”

      “I’m so happy for you,” I say, then I laugh, a little embarrassed. “I said that already.”

      He laughs too. “It’s okay. I feel a little loopy still. And I only had one glass of champagne last night. But I’m pretty sure I’m still wearing a couple bottles.” A sniffing noise carries across the phone. “Yup. I got doused in it.”

      An image of a post-victory locker room flashes before my eyes. Cheers, champagne, high-fives, hoots, and hollers. I want that someday. But right now, I’m glad Grant was able to experience the highest high.

      I head to my couch, sit down, and make a request. “How about you take me back to game one and walk me through every epic moment?”

      He laughs, a kid’s glee in his voice. “Really? You want me to recount the World Series?”

      “This surprises you? That I want every glorious detail of your greatest accomplishment? Your favorite night ever?”

      He’s quiet for a few seconds. “The jury’s still out on whether it’s my favorite night ever. But sure, I’ll tell you everything. So, when we ran onto the field in game one . . .”

      I settle in as Grant Blackwood tells me a story of victory, and I hang on every fantastic word.

      When the call winds down, he clears his throat. “What are you doing for the holidays?”

      “Going to Tokyo again. To see the family,” I say.

      “By yourself?” It comes out staccato.

      My brow knits. “With my mom and Tyler. Why?”

      “So, with family,” he emphasizes, more confident this time.

      A confused laugh bursts from me. “Yes, with family to see family. Why’d you say by yourself?”

      He breathes out hard. “You’re not seeing anyone?”

      Ah. That’s why he asked. I smile. “I’m not seeing anyone. I’m not taking anyone. It’s just a family trip,” I say, then seize my chance. “And you? Are you seeing anyone?”

      “No. No plans to either.” He sounds happy about that. Maybe as happy as I am to hear it.

      We say goodbye, and the time on the phone with him makes me feel . . . free. More than I’ve felt with anyone, even myself, in the last several years.
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      On Christmas morning, I wake to a text.

      

      Grant: It’s eight in California on Christmas Eve, which means it’s ten on Christmas morning where you are more than halfway around the world. Which means Santa already visited you. I hope you got the new train set you wanted.

      

      I laugh in my hotel bed and write back.

      

      
        
        Declan: I got Lego Star Wars.

      

        

      
        Grant: Sweet! Did you ever build a Millennium Falcon out of Legos when you were a kid?

      

        

      
        Declan: Honestly, I was more an Indiana Jones fan. So, I built an ark.

      

        

      
        Grant: Han Solo man here, so I was all about the ship.

      

        

      
        Declan: You want to go down the list of great Harrison Ford flicks on Christmas morning?

      

        

      
        Grant: I’m up for that anytime! But . . . I have a random question for you.

      

        

      
        Declan: Hit me.

      

        

      
        Grant: Can I call you?

      

        

      
        Declan: Of course.

      

      

      

      “Merry Christmas,” I say when I answer on the first ring.

      “Merry Christmas to you.”

      “So, what’s your random question? Enquiring minds want to know.”

      The faint sounds of a car whisking by land on my ears. “I’m walking down the street in my grandparents’ neighborhood right now. But earlier, when I was eating Christmas Eve dinner with my sister and my grandparents, Sierra started making up a silly version of The Night Before Christmas, and that made me think of something you once said.”

      I furrow my brow, trying to draw a Christmas connection to Grant and me. “What was that?”

      “Poetry. You said you studied poetry as your minor. That’s unusual. What’s that all about?”

      This is as good a chance as any to practice some of the stuff I’ve been working on with Carla. Honesty. Openness. Vulnerability. “I told you about what happened when I was thirteen. At the championship series,” I say, sitting up in bed, staring out the window at the Shibuya district below, the crowds zigzagging through the crosswalk.

      “Yes. You did. With your dad.”

      “That stuff kept happening every so often in high school. When he was around. When he came to my games. I got really tired of the other kids and parents looking at him, and looking at me, and looking away. Eventually, I was so worn thin I did something really stupid.”

      “What did you do?”

      I’ve only ever told Carla, Emma, and my mom about my big fuck-up at the end of high school. But it’s not simply a high school story. It’s a story of change, and it’s time to tell Grant. “I was eligible for a student athlete award at the end of my senior year. If I excelled on the field, I’d win the award and some additional scholarship money. But the thing is, if I won, I’d have to give a speech,” I say, shuddering as I remember the anxiety palpating in me over public speaking. Playing ball quietly on a team was one thing. Being singled out was entirely another. “I didn’t like public speaking, so I started playing like shit. Deliberately.”

      “Oh wow, man. You must have really hated public speaking if you’d do that,” he says, sympathy in his tone, and understanding too.

      “Bingo. That’s how much I didn’t want to give a speech. For a month, maybe more, I played like crap. I’d already been accepted into college, but still I tanked my play. I lost out on the award and the extra money. I figured it was the end of the year—maybe no one would care. But my mom, shrewd woman that she is, cared. She noticed. She sat me down. Asked me if I had done it on purpose. She was so judgement-free that it unlocked all my bottled-up fears about my public speaking. I served it all up, how I hated being the center of attention because I hated all those eyes on me.”

      “What did she do?”

      “She talked it out. Said it was a common fear, one she’d experienced too. And she told me how poetry helped her.”

      “That’s fascinating. How does poetry help?” Grant sounds rapt, and that emboldens me to keep going.

      “She said that reciting Maya Angelou in the mirror before she had to give a presentation at work gave her the boost she needed. Still I Rise was her talisman, and she said saying someone else’s words first centered her and gave her the confidence to speak her words in front of an audience. So, I signed up for a poetry class in college. Emma was in it, and she helped me study poems, recite them, understand them. And doing that eventually gave me the confidence to not be such a chicken-shit.”

      “You’re hardly a chicken-shit. You’re great with the press, Deck. I’ve seen your interviews. Is it all because of poetry?”

      I smile, nodding. “Yes. I owe a lot to T.S. Eliot, Yeats, Frost. I have my favorites, though, like The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock. It centers me, helps me focus. I used to recite lines in my head before I would talk to the press, and eventually, talking to them became second nature.”

      “That is seriously cool. You’re so natural when you give interviews—you’re a great advocate for baseball and for playing your heart out.”

      I square my shoulders with pride. “Thanks. I wanted to be like Jeter. A leader on the field, and the guy the media can turn to.”

      Grant is quiet for a beat, and then takes a deep breath. “When I went to college, I was determined to tell my own story about who I am.”

      “Because of your stepfather?” One night during spring training five years ago, Grant had shared that his mom’s new husband outed him in an assembly in front of the entire high school.

      “Yes,” he says now, so assured and determined. “I never wanted to feel that way again—so exposed, everyone assuming they knew this one piece of me. It was intense and, well, uncomfortable is an understatement.”

      “I bet,” I say, my heart aching for that kid. For any kid who had to endure that.

      “Anyway, I kind of shut down for a bit after that. I didn’t want to leave the house, or play ball, or even go for a run. All the things I loved.”

      “That’s a hard thing to deal with. What did you do?”

      “My grandparents took me out to dinner. To my favorite sushi place, since I love sushi,” he says.

      “Me too.”

      “Good to know,” he says, a little flirty, and I dig that sound. “So, over spicy tuna rolls, my grandmother told me, ‘You can either let this get you down, or you can be someone who speaks up for yourself and for others. Tell your own story.’ That was my light bulb moment. I saw how I needed to own my identity in every way. To out myself constantly. Slap it up on social media. Say it when I meet people. To be active, be proud, be out, so others could be too.”

      I’m honored that he’s sharing the rest of the story with me. Letting me glimpse why he is who he is. “The whole Frank thing inspired you, then? Made you who you are?” I ask, pressing the phone closer to my ear.

      “In a way. It lit a fuse in me, sure. And so did my grandparents. They said, ‘You’d make a great activist. Maybe this is your moment.’”

      A smile takes over my face. “You took something hurtful and turned it around.”

      “But, Declan, if you think about it, we both did that. We both took these situations we didn’t ask for and used them for good.”

      “To become the men we are today,” I say, buzzed that Grant Blackwood and I are finding new common ground on Christmas morning. It’s like an extra gift in my stocking, especially since I want this conversation to be the start of a much deeper one we have soon.

      With that in mind, I ask if he’ll be at an upcoming awards event in San Francisco in February.

      “I will,” he says, a note of hope in his voice.

      “Me too.”

      In the background on his end of the line, a woman calls his name, laughing.

      “I’ll be inside in a minute, Sierra. I’m just on the phone.”

      I hear her ask, “Who are you talking to?”

      Grant pauses, maybe wondering who I could be to him. All the titles I could have.

      “Someone,” he finally replies, and I don’t mind that. I do, after all, want to be someone to Grant.

      I, too, like that he returns to the topic of the event. “So, you’ll be here in February, Declan?”

      “I will. Will I see you there?” I ask, a note of hope in my voice this time.

      “Yes, you will.”

      It’s not a plan per se. But it’s damn close.
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      When I land in San Francisco in February, my first instinct is to message Grant.

      It’s a good instinct.

      When he writes back, I’m pretty damn sure I’m going to be changing my flight and staying an extra day.

      And, more to the point, an extra night.
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      I’m naked in bed, under the covers, chilling and listening to a thriller when the text arrives.

      It’s a Thursday morning in February, and I pause the book as soon as the message pops up.

      

      Declan: Holy fuck. I just landed. It’s fuck-all cold in San Francisco.

      

      Smiling, I stretch out on the bed and type:

      

      
        
        Grant: Don’t you know what Mark Twain said? The coldest winter I ever spent was a summer in San Francisco.

      

        

      
        Declan: It’s not summer. It’s February, and it’s colder than New York.

      

        

      
        Grant: Not here in my house. I have a fireplace in my bedroom.

      

        

      
        Declan: Showoff.

      

      

      

      I snap a photo of the fireplace—it’s electric, but still. The end of my bed is visible in the shot, and I don’t crop it out. I add one word and send it to him.

      

      
        
        Grant: Toasty.

      

        

      
        Declan: That’s not the word I’d use for the shot of your bedroom.

      

      

      

      Maybe I should stop. But after the World Series, and after talking at Christmas, this text exchange feels natural. It feels like what Declan and I should be doing today.

      

      
        
        Grant: What word would you use, then?

      

        

      
        Declan: HOT.

      

        

      
        Grant: True. Maybe I should take off the covers.

      

        

      
        Declan: Don’t let me stop you.

      

        

      
        Grant: Oh, I wasn’t. I definitely wasn’t.

      

        

      
        Declan: Is there a picture coming my way?

      

        

      
        Grant: Damn, I send you one pic, and you’re angling for another?

      

        

      
        Declan: You’ve always been good at sending me selfies that made me want more.

      

        

      
        Grant: True. One of my many skills. Here you go.

      

      

      

      I send him a pic of me in bed. It’s from the waist down, but the covers are on, showing only the shape of my legs under the white duvet.

      

      
        
        Declan: *groans* Such a tease.

      

        

      
        Grant: But are you warmer now?

      

        

      
        Declan: Yes. I definitely am. Much warmer. Also, will I still see you tonight at the awards?

      

      

      

      I stare at Declan’s note for a few seconds. I kinda like that he’s not assuming he’ll run into me. That he’s not simply saying catch ya later.

      

      
        
        Grant: Yes. You still will.

      

        

      
        Declan: Good. I look forward to it.

      

      

      

      I lock my phone and stretch out, my hands behind my head, and think about tonight.

      When I look at the clock, a new countdown begins.
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      That afternoon, I get ready for The Sports Network award gala, which means it’s tux time.

      I fiddle with my bow tie, slide on my jacket, then turn to my plus one. “Need help, Pops?”

      Rolling his eyes, my grandpa chuckles. “I knew how to tie a bow tie before you were born.”

      “I should hope so,” I say, deadpan.

      A few minutes later, he’s dapper AF, and I tell him as much.

      “Dapper AF. It’s everything I ever wanted,” he says.

      We leave my place and head to the limo waiting outside. The driver opens the door for my pops, and I slide in next, thanking the chauffeur as I do.

      Once I’m inside, my grandpa turns to me. “So, tonight’s guest list . . .” He trails off like he’s leading the witness.

      “Yes?”

      He wiggles a silver brow. “I heard it might include a certain someone.”

      I roll my eyes.

      He laughs. “It’s no use. I see your dreamy, faraway look.”

      “I don’t have a dreamy, faraway look,” I insist.

      Pops turns serious when I expect more banter. “Actually, that’s true.”

      I tilt my head, wondering what’s up. “Did you just agree with me?”

      “I did. You used to get that look. Now? Not so much,” he says with a sigh. “I think maybe you’ve gotten good at keeping people out, son.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I’ve noticed some changes in the last five years. You used to trust easily, let people in easily. You don’t do that as much.”

      “You’re already in, Pops,” I say, flashing a smile. “No worries.”

      “That’s what I mean. You’ve got such a great happy face,” he says as the limo rolls along Fillmore.

      “What’s wrong with that?”

      “Nothing. But sometimes I think it’s a mask. I know you made some tough choices way back when, but you’ve done great things—for yourself, for the sport, for others. Maybe it’s time to start letting people in again.” He shrugs, a twinkle in his blue eyes. “Or maybe one person.”

      I lean my head back against the leather, close my eyes, sigh. “A certain person texted me this morning.”

      “Is that so?” He sounds delighted.

      When I open my eyes, the man who’s practically my father is grinning like the Cheshire cat.

      “Don’t look so pleased,” I say sarcastically.

      He pats my thigh. “Sort of like how you look right now?”

      “Is it that obvious?” I ask, worried I’ll give too much away.

      Pops smiles. “It’s a good obvious.”

      We cruise the last few blocks in silence, maybe because some things are a good obvious. Like how natural it felt to text Declan this morning. How easy it was to talk to him last fall, and again on Christmas. How much I want to see him tonight.

      Maybe I want to see him because what’s truly obvious is how right my grandfather is. I haven’t let anyone else in. I haven’t wanted to, haven’t been ready.

      I needed to make room for myself first—figure out who I wanted to be.

      Now, five years later, I know who I am.

      I know what I want.
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      An hour later, I spot Declan in the ballroom, and I’m not in love with the shortstop anymore.

      But I could be.

      I absolutely could be.
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      I’m bringing a date to the awards tonight—someone nearly twice my age, half a foot shorter, and wearing the hell out of a blue dress on a cold San Francisco night.

      Arm in arm, my mother and I walk into the event hotel on Union Street.

      “I would say you’ll have to introduce me to everyone,” she says as we wait in line for the event photographer to snap our shots, “but this old gal knows the rosters of all the major sports.”

      “You might as well run a fantasy baseball league,” I tease.

      “Who says I don’t?”

      When it’s our turn for a pic on the red carpet, I greet the guy behind the camera.

      “San Francisco hasn’t been the same without you, Steele,” he quips. “Oh wait, it has. The team finally won a World Series.”

      My mom hoots. “Go Cougars!”

      “Really, Mom?” I ask, outraged, as the photographer cracks up.

      “Really, Declan,” she says, gleeful as a naughty kid.

      I usher her away from the photo wall. “Seriously, woman. I’ll have to leave you at home. You can’t root for the other team in public.”

      She covers her lips with her hand in an apologetic oops! But I’m not buying it.

      Shaking my head, I place a hand on her back to guide her into the ballroom. We make our way through the crowd, catching up with old friends like Crosby and Chance, reconnecting with newer ones like Holden Kingsley, who just joined the city’s other baseball team—the San Francisco Dragons.

      I say hello, too, to Nadia Harlowe, the young owner of the city’s football team. I met her a couple years ago in New York and we’ve been friendly ever since—so much so, that we make plans to share omelets tomorrow morning for a post-event debrief.

      But the whole time, my heart is skittering, and I’m all kinds of distracted, watching for a glimpse of Grant.

      Everyone here is sporting a tux, so I’m hunting through a sea of black, then hoping my eagerness isn’t too obvious.

      My mom and I are standing at a high table, chatting with Holden, when I spot him.

      Dark blond hair that looks like he just swept his fingers through it, strong shoulders, and a broad chest that I know sports a mountain tattoo, an arrow, and a nipple barbell.

      My senses toss me back in time to how it felt to touch his skin.

      Does he have more ink?

      Will I ever find out?

      “Yes, I heard Night Darling is in town this weekend,” my mom is telling Holden.

      “Love that band,” he says, and soon my mom is trading music recommendations with the new Dragon.

      That’s my cue to make myself scarce, while she’s engaged in conversation.

      “Be right back,” I say, then shoulder my way through the crowd.

      Almost immediately, I lose track of Grant. I search the crowd for him, my heart pounding with anticipation and frustration. This is useless, and I can’t abandon my mom for long. I’ll have to find him later.

      I return to my date, and she waves goodbye to Holden.

      As he walks away, a new but familiar voice speaks in my ear, just for me. “Hey, there.”

      When I turn, Grant’s eyes lock with mine. I swear they flicker with possibility.

      They glimmer with the same question dominating my thoughts.

      Do you want to get together while I’m here?

      I know my answer.

      Yes.

      Pressure builds in me like a geyser. I want to ask—aloud, so there’s no mistake—if he wants to get together too.

      But he’s with a man.

      One who can only be . . .

      “You must be Grant’s grandfather,” I say, extending a hand.

      “You must be you-know-who,” he deadpans.

      I swing my gaze to Grant’s, my eyebrows climbing. “I’m called you know who?”

      Grant licks his lips, his eyes twinkling with mischief. “It’s either that or a certain someone.”

      “I’ll take either,” I say, then introduce myself properly to the man Grant admires so much. The man who raised him. “I’m Declan Steele.”

      “Nice to finally meet you,” his grandfather says.

      Grant rolls his eyes. “You’re blowing my cover, Pops.”

      Pops. He calls him Pops. It’s so fucking adorable. I set a hand on my mom’s arm, proud to show her off too. “This is my mom. Cyndi Marie Martin. That’s Cyndi with a Y first,” I add, since I’m used to hearing her spell it that way on the phone.

      “So nice to meet you, Cyndi with a Y first. I’m Trevor Campbell,” Grant’s grandfather says, shaking my mom’s hand.

      “Trevor, you’re local, aren’t you? I follow all the Cougars closely, and if memory serves, Grant is from Petaluma. Are you as well?” Conversation started, my mom takes Trevor’s arm and ushers him a few feet away. Thank you, Cupid.

      “Gateway to wine country, land of milk and honey,” Grant’s pops says before they’re out of earshot.

      Now, it’s just Grant and me at the table, plus a crowd of athletes, journalists, and fans spilling out behind us.

      A huge ballroom full of colleagues decked out in finery.

      This is no place for flirting or stolen touches.

      But talking? We’ve done that every time we’ve seen each other. We can pull that off here too.

      Grant hooks his thumb in the direction of my mom and his grandfather. “Did that feel planned or what?”

      I hold up a thumb and forefinger. “Just a little.”

      “Do you think they’ve been holding secret meetings? Scripting this moment?”

      I rub the back of my neck, smiling. “I wouldn’t be surprised.”

      He takes a beat, then rests his elbow on the table and lowers his voice to a just-for-me level. “So, your mom knows about me?”

      “She does. And, clearly, your grandfather knows about me,” I say quietly. I tip my forehead toward wherever they went, but I don’t break eye contact with Grant. Don’t want to.

      “Some things are hard to keep from him,” Grant says. “I guess I broke that ground rule too.”

      “Mmm. We broke all the ground rules . . . rookie,” I whisper.

      His lips part, and a soft, sexy sigh falls from them. I want to save that sound forever. “We did, Deck. We definitely did.”

      We could break more, I want to say.

      But now isn’t the time to steer us in that direction. “I’m glad you told him. I think,” I add with a laugh.

      Grant chuckles too. “I’m glad I told him. He’s easy to talk to.”

      “Seems like it.”

      “Your mom is for you? Easy to talk to?”

      I give a light shrug. “You know talking was never my strong suit. But I’ve been getting better at it.”

      “Have you now?” His lips curve in a grin, like I’ve said the best thing ever.

      I nod, drumming my fingers on the table. “About things that matter, yes. I mean, I can talk all day about nothing. But important things? I’m learning how to talk about them.”

      “Good.” Then his voice dips even lower, a wisp of sound in the space between us. “I noticed you were chatty when you called after the World Series.”

      “I was. I could have talked to you all day,” I murmur.

      “We almost did. Then we almost did again on Christmas.”

      “That was a good call too.” My fingers itch to touch him. Hell, my whole body is humming. But I can’t be this close to him in public when I’m not sure I can hide what I want.

      I want time with him. Time alone.

      To talk.

      To touch.

      To explore.

      His expression shifts, his eyes darting to the press of bodies. All around is the soundtrack of chatter, glasses clinking, and tasteful background music.

      It won’t be long before someone commands our attention. That’s how it goes at these events. You never get more than a few minutes to catch up with anyone.

      It’s the span of an at-bat. When you see your pitch, you have to swing.

      I’m about to go for it—to ask what he’s up to tomorrow—when Grant clears his throat. He turns his back to the crowd, his body language signaling don’t talk to us.

      “Listen,” he starts roughly, and I tense.

      Listen is one of those roadblock words.

      A warning sign.

      Stop. Do not pass Go.

      Listen could slay me.

      But if I’ve learned anything in the last nine months of therapy, it’s that not only do I need to talk about shit, I also need to know when to shut up.
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      Listening pays off.

      His next words are an invitation.

      “I have a thing tonight with one of my sponsors. And my grandpa’s in town, staying the night at my house,” he says, barely audible.

      Even next to him, I have to strain to hear. “Keep going,” I say. I definitely want to hear what’s next.

      “But are you around tomorrow?”

      My lips quirk in a grin. “I can be.”

      “Is that so?” He’s all flirty undertone again, and I dig it.

      “Yes. What do you have in mind?”

      His eyes lock with mine. He licks his lips, then mouths, “Meet me for that . . . not-drink?”

      The whole world slows to this second. The earth narrows to the two of us. This feels like the start of something entirely new.

      Something so different from the past.

      We’re different. I know I’ve been changing in all sorts of ways—putting myself out there more, facing hard truths, expanding my mind along with my heart.

      Grant isn’t the same either. He’s not that wide-eyed rookie covered in ketchup and laughter, the eager newbie looking up to his idols on the field. At twenty-seven, he’s one of the best players in the majors, a clutch performer, a businessman—and more than that, he’s an activist.

      A leader in all the ways he hoped to be.

      I don’t know that I deserve him. But I know this—I want to deserve him. I want to be worthy.

      I’m almost ready, I can hear myself saying to Carla in our most recent session.

      But I’m not letting this chance—if that’s what it is—pass me by. “I’ll be there. Text me a time and a place, okay?”

      “I will. Let’s say six.”

      I tap my temple. “It’s locked in.”

      He names a place too, tells me he’ll make a reservation. I want to pump a fist because I don’t even have to wait for the text.

      We’ve done it. We’ve made plans.

      I’ll see him alone in less than twenty-four hours.

      Grant parts his lips like he’s about to say something, but then he shakes his head, seeming to think the better of it.

      “Good seeing you, man,” he says in his regular voice, and claps me on the back.

      A bro clap on the back.

      But it doesn’t faze me. I know I’m not just one of the guys to him. No more than he is to me.
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      Well into that night’s ceremony, Nadia takes to the stage to present what she told me is one of her favorite awards.

      “This award is perhaps the highest honor,” she tells the audience, a large, cream-colored envelope in her hand. “It goes to the man or woman who exemplifies giving back. And tonight, I am thrilled to announce that this year’s Best Sportsman award goes to . . .”

      She stops to slide a finger under the envelope flap then takes out a card. Beaming with delight, she reads, “Grant Blackwood, catcher for the San Francisco Cougars, who exemplifies sportsmanship with his volunteer efforts for local charities supporting underprivileged young athletes and LGBTQ athletes. Congratulations, Grant.”

      Not gonna lie. I clap the hardest and cheer the loudest as the catcher jogs to the stage.

      His acceptance speech is brief. “I’ve been lucky. I’ve had a good run. I play with a great team, with guys who have my back. And this?” He holds up the statue. “This is what motivates me every day. So, thank you. All of you.”

      Another round of cheers echoes in the ballroom.

      Pretty much everyone here is rooting for him.

      But I’m the only one who’s seeing him for a not-drink tomorrow, and I kind of feel like I’ve won something too.
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      The next morning, I head to a café in Pacific Heights to meet Nadia for breakfast, lecturing myself as I push open the door.

      Don’t watch the clock the whole time.

      I’ve got eight hours to pass before I can see Grant—and maybe his fireplace too, but I don’t want to get ahead of myself.

      Except I do.

      I really do.

      I grab a table, and Nadia sweeps in a minute later. We hug, order, then catch up as we wait for omelets.

      She dives right into relationship talk. Gotta admire someone who gets right to the point. “So, any new men who rock your world?”

      If she only knew who rocks my world.

      I’m not making any assumptions about tonight, so I can’t say, yes, there’s this guy I’ve never stopped thinking about.

      But, in keeping with my efforts to be more open, I give her some of the details. “I’ve kind of been taking a break.”

      She jerks her chin back, surprised. “Is there a reason for the break?”

      “Just trying to make some changes in my life,” I say.

      “Good changes?”

      Great changes, I want to say. “Let’s just say if I were a superstitious guy, I’d be wearing lucky socks.” I grin and leave it at that.

      Arching a curious brow, she lifts her cinnamon latte, takes a drink, then sets it down. “Wasn’t there once someone special?”

      Normally, this is when I’d evade, side-step the question.

      But I’m learning not to do that anymore.

      “Yes. There was.” The answer is definite. Unqualified. That feels like another small win. “Someone very special. Maybe he will be again.”

      The bigger test comes eight hours later when I walk into a tapas bar in Hayes Valley.

      Grant Blackwood waits for me in a booth in the back.

      The nervous grin on his handsome face says so damn much—because his smile is nervous, but confident too.

      All I can think is he has every reason to be confident.

      But I’m also going to have to tell him about a promise I made to myself.
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      Longest day ever.

      I didn’t even wake till nine-thirty. Normally, I love days with my grandpa when we kick around the city, go for a run, grab some grub.

      Today, I’m distracted as we jog, but I do my best, chatting about a new porch he plans to add to his house.

      “What? The porch on the brand-new place I got you isn’t good enough?” I tease.

      “No. It’s not. Can you please get me a ten-room mansion next time? Because that’s exactly what we need,” he says drily. Then more seriously, he says, “You know I love the house. I also love to stay busy.”

      I keep him busy as we head to the Ferry Building around noon and grab sushi for lunch. But I can barely eat—I’m too wired about tonight.

      When we’re done, I walk him to the boat landing and buy him a ticket. He ruffles my hair. “Have fun tonight.”

      A flush crawls across my cheeks. “I’ll do my best,” I say, straight-faced.

      Then he heads onto the boat, and I walk across the city to burn off more energy and kill another couple of hours.

      Once I’m home, I catch up on some Lazy Hammock business on my computer, then I take a long, hot shower.

      And jerk off.

      Obviously.

      Declan could touch my knee tonight and I might come. I’m so goddamn aroused when I’m near him. I’ve got to get an O out of my system or I might embarrass myself.

      Newsflash—I picture him the whole damn time, my brain going wild, cycling through filthy image after filthier image.

      I let myself indulge in them for the first time in ages—all the dirty things I want to do to him, with him, for him.

      I come so hard I don’t stop panting for a minute. Slamming my hand against the shower wall, I breathe out hard, letting the water sluice over my body.

      Then, I clean up, wash off, and get out. I shave, since he likes my face smooth.

      So do I.

      I dress, pulling on jeans and a tight black polo that shows off the bands on my arm and is snug enough so that he can see the outline of my nipple piercing.

      After grabbing my keys, I bound down the steps to my attached garage. I don’t usually drive when I go out because parking in this city is the tenth circle of hell. But my gut tells me this is the right choice for tonight. I get in my Tesla and head to the tapas bar, and look, the parking gods smile on me and I snag a spot just around the block.

      Once inside, I give the hostess my name.

      She guides me to the curved booth I reserved in the back. It’s in a quiet corner, with low lights and a moody vibe.

      I’m early, and I could listen to a book, or mess around on my phone for the next ten minutes, but I can’t concentrate for shit, and I don’t want to be fucking around on a screen when Declan walks in.

      I’m not even sure what tonight will be for us. What it might mean, where we might go, what it’ll take to get there. But details are for another time.

      Tonight, I hope, is for reconnecting. For the good obvious. This evening, I hope that dreamy faraway look can turn into a dreamy close-up look for anyone who can read the truth in my eyes.

      Because I know what I want tonight to be.

      So does that damned butterfly of hope and anxiety, showing up for its recurring role in the movie otherwise known as Hey Grant, You’ve Still Got it Bad for Your Ex.

      No shit, butterfly.

      My knee bounces up and down. I peer at the door. Drum my fingers on the table.

      I pop in my earbuds, after all, and fiddle around with my book, but I can’t tell if the hero is rappelling into a museum or down a cliff, so I shut it off.

      The door swings open at six o’clock on the dot.

      My pulse spikes.

      I stuff my earbuds into my pocket and watch Declan Steele talk to the hostess. Give her my name. Tell her he’s here to see me.

      She gestures to the back of the tapas bar. His gaze swings to me, and I grin instantly.

      My smile has a mind of its own with him.

      The rest melts away. He’s all I see, striding toward me, looking more handsome than he did the day we met. His beard is neat and trim, like when I saw him after the Rookie of the Year award—the perfect amount of hair that I want to feel against my face and my thighs. He knows I like it, and I kind of hope he’s wearing it that way for me.

      Dark jeans hug his legs, and a hunter green Henley snuggles his chest and big arms. Hell, that shirt is an unfair advantage. That man doesn’t need any muscle-enhancing clothes on that strong body.

      The body I want to feel against me.

      Those dark eyes are locked on me the whole time as he crosses the bar, as if I’m the target in his crosshairs. He stares at me like he wants to take me apart.

      With his tongue.

      Yes, please.

      When he reaches the table, I’m not sure if I should stand and hug him, or just let him take a seat like I would Crosby, or Chance, or Sullivan.

      But since he’s none of those guys, I go with my gut.

      Seems to be the day for that.

      I slide out, stand, and give him a one-armed hug like we did at the agency party.

      “Hey there,” he says, low and smoky, in a voice that sends a red-hot shiver all over.

      No, make that white-hot as his nose brushes subtly against my neck—so subtle no one else can see, but I can feel it—and he draws a quick hit of me.

      “Mmm.” That’s all he says. But it’s enough to fry all my circuits.

      I extricate myself from the hug before it turns into an amateur porn submission. I slide back into the booth, and he enters from the other side. But it’s a half circle, so we wind up near each other.

      Note to self: don’t move any closer or you’ll be rubbing up against him.

      “How’s it going?” I ask, a little awkwardly. I feel like I haven’t been on a date in five years.

      Because I haven’t.

      The corner of his lips quirks up. “Excellent.” He takes a beat, looking at me like I’m his dinner. “Now that I’m here.”

      I dip my face, trying to hide an even bigger smile as my stomach flips. “Good.” Then I draw a deep breath and raise my face, unsure what to say or how to start. My brain is vacant right now, so I try desperately to latch onto a fact, a detail. I circle back to last night. “So, you weren’t staying around originally?”

      He shakes his head. “I was supposed to leave this afternoon.”

      That’s all I need to reactivate my brain. My mind is no longer empty. It’s full of fantastic thoughts. I know exactly how to talk to him—the way we did when we were first workout partners. With flirt. “Ohhhh. What happened to make you change your mind?” I ask, like it’s a simple curiosity.

      Declan gives a casual shrug. “I got an offer I couldn’t refuse.”

      “That so?”

      “Much too hard to resist.”

      “Must have been some kind of offer.”

      “I’d have been a fool to get on a flight,” he says, and it’s like old times on the high school track, at the golf course or the gym.

      “And you’re no fool,” I say, grinning stupidly now.

      “Trying not to be.”

      “So, when do you leave now?”

      “Tomorrow around three.”

      I nod a few times, then stroke my chin. “That’s a whole evening, night, and morning away.”

      He lifts one eyebrow, his eyes glinting. “So much time,” he says, all rumbly and sexy, then he’s even sexier when he licks his lips.

      Those lips.

      I want to taste them. Feel them. Know them again.

      “And so much to do in that time,” Declan adds, and my chest heats to furnace levels. It’s possible my hair might be on fire. Grab the fire extinguishers. I’m going to need them all night long because I’m sure—beyond a shadow of a doubt—that we’ll be fucking tonight.

      And I can’t wait.

      But I also intend to enjoy every second of the not fucking right now.

      The next hour or so at this tapas bar is about to go down as the best foreplay in my entire life.

      The trouble is the shoes clicking our way across the tiled floor. Out of the corner of my eye, the waitress comes into view, mere feet away.

      When the petite brunette reaches our table, she shoots us a wide smile. “Hello! Can I interest you gentlemen in some tapas? Some drinks? We have terrific cocktails, including our signature spicy margarita with a hint of jalapeño. They’re so delish,” she says, then drops her voice to a playful whisper. “They just taste great on your lips.”

      I laugh lightly. “How can I resist then? Any chance you can make me a virgin spicy margarita?”

      “Of course I can.” She turns to Declan. “And for you?”

      “I’ll have the same.”

      “Anything to eat?” She arches a brow and starts rattling off some appetizers that sound incredible, but I’m not taking any chances with food tonight. I shake my head and my date does the same.

      Yup.

      He’s my date. It feels like our first one.

      Warmth flows through my veins, like a delicious buzzing across my skin.

      I love every second of being here with him. No idea where we’re going or how we’re going to navigate the road, but at the moment, I don’t care. I’m living in the here and the now, and I’m loving it.

      When she leaves, his eyes stray to my hands on the table.

      A laugh bursts from his chest and he gestures dramatically to my left hand. “Are you fucking kidding me? Did you have to wear that tonight?”

      I snicker as I scratch my jaw. “What? Is the light from my World Series ring in your eyes?”

      “Yes. Yes, it is.”

      “Want a closer look? Maybe take a picture?”

      “Oh yes. That’s exactly what I want.”

      “Is it blinding you? The shine from all the diamonds?” I waggle my fingers.

      “Yeah, because they look like rhinestones,” he scoffs.

      I crack up, then beckon him closer. “Secret time. They are.”

      “Who the fuck makes World Series rings with rhinestones?”

      “They’re just temporary. The owner was so stoked about the win, he made these for us in November so we’d all have temporary rings. The real ones are being made by Tiffany’s with four-carat diamonds or something and we’ll get them in a pre-game ceremony on Opening Day at home.”

      “Awww. I’m so sorry you don’t have a real one to wear yet,” he says, mocking me.

      “Do you want to wear it? Like it’s my letterman jacket. You can. Just for tonight,” I tease. “But you gotta give it back in the morning.”

      He shakes his head, grinning. “Sure, wise ass. And then I’ll make you kiss the ring.”

      “Like, make me get down on my knees and kiss it?”

      His smile burns off. In its place is heat and fire on his lips. “You on your knees . . .”

      A zing of pleasure skims down my back. “You like that image?”

      “I like all the images going through my mind right now, Grant,” Declan says, his voice hot and rough at the same time.

      “Gonna keep those to yourself or maybe share?”

      Declan parks an elbow on the table, stares at me with those deep brown eyes that can read all my lust, all my desire. “Let’s see. I’ve got a long list of images. Of wishes. Starting with—I want to get all your clothes off. Get my mouth all over you. My lips. My tongue. Want to taste you. Everywhere. Find out if you’re as sweet and dirty as I remember. Learn if you have any new ink. Lick it. Kiss it. Tug on your nipple piercing with my teeth,” he says, his eyes straying down to the outline of the metal under my shirt. “And yes, I noticed that the second I walked in, and you better have worn a shirt that tight to wind me up.”

      I barely have time to rasp out a yes before he continues doling out a dirty dream list.

      “And I really want to discover if I can still drive you insane with my mouth, my fingers, my hands, my cock. My entire body. I want to get naked with you. So. Damn. Soon.”

      And I incinerate. I’m a volcano as his hot gaze rolls over me like a scorching summer day on the equator.

      A flush races up the back of my neck, and I’m not sure I can talk again. But it’s important to me to be the one to ask. Just like I asked him to drinks, I want to be the one to ask for the next thing too. This is me being ready. Being who I am.

      My voice is dry as a husk, but I manage simple and clear words. “Spend the night with me,” I say, my gaze pinning his.

      Declan hums appreciatively, inching the slightest bit closer before he stops himself, maybe remembering we’re in public. But then he slides a hand under the table, and on my thigh.

      I. Die.

      The gasp that falls from my lips is the most carnal sound I’ve made in my life, and I really hope no one can hear it but him.

      “You know that’s all I want. Evening, night, morning,” he whispers.

      “Take it. They’re yours,” I say.

      “Consider it done.”

      His fingers spread over my thigh and my dick twitches in my jeans, thumping against the fabric.

      Get closer, it’s saying.

      Now, fucking now.

      Seconds later, the cheery waitress returns, deposits the margaritas and says, “Here you go. Need anything else?”

      “A fire extinguisher?” I say, under my breath.

      She tilts her head, narrows her eyes. “Excuse me?”

      “A couple glasses of ice for my friend?” Declan suggests, all deadpan as he slides his palm along my thigh, turning me inside out with lust. I grit my teeth so I don’t moan.

      “Of course,” she says.

      He shakes his head, squeezing my leg harder. “Actually, we’re just fine. Thanks for these virgin margaritas.”

      “You’re very welcome,” she says, then spins on her heels and walks off.

      Once she’s gone, he slowly turns his gaze back to me. His dark eyes glimmer with reckless desire, with years of longing.

      Same here.

      Same fucking here.

      I arch a skeptical brow. “Friend? I’m your friend?”

      He shoots me a sly smile. “Yeah. You’re my friend. I want you to be my friend,” he says, and the damn butterfly brings its friends to my chest now.  They are swarming me. “But I’m pretty sure you’re about to be my lover again too. And that’s also what I want.”

      “I want that as well,” I say, and my answer makes his eyes spark with something like happiness.

      His fingers graze my thigh, and I nearly lose my mind from the way he touches me under the table, the way his hand slides closer to my crotch. I’m throbbing for him.

      Desperate.

      With his right hand, he lifts the margarita glass. With his left, he travels across to the hard ridge in my jeans, then presses the heel of his palm on my erection.

      Shuddering, I bite my lip. Pleasure rumbles everywhere in my body.

      I try to keep my eyes open, but I want to close them and sink into this sensation.

      His touch.

      For a few seconds, I let go, shutting my eyes, feeling like I’m in another world. One of dirty, filthy bliss.

      When I open them, the glass is near his lush mouth. “I wonder how it really tastes on your lips,” he muses.

      “Bet you want to find out,” I tease.

      Declan takes his time before saying anything. He just rubs the outline of my cock while he stares at my mouth. “Bet I will.”

      Then he removes his hand from my jeans, and I unleash a groan of blue-balled frustration.

      But relief too. Not sure how long I could have handled that.

      And yet I also want to handle everything.

      I want the tease. I want the time. I want him to toy with me all night long. And I want to toy with him. Drive him as wild as he drives me.

      “Let’s talk and not-drink first,” Declan says.

      “I’ll not-drink to that,” I say, then raise the glass and clink it to his.

      Before he takes a sip, he studies our glasses, touching each other. I can tell he’s hunting for something to toast to.

      I asked him out, so I wait for him to toast. This is our give-and-take. I want to know how we take steps toward each other.

      His lips quirk. Then he says, “To new beginnings?”

      He’s not sexy, naughty Declan right now. He’s the vulnerable guy I fell in love with once upon a time.

      A guy I’m pretty sure I could fall wildly in love with again.

      “To new beginnings,” I repeat, then take a virgin drink.
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      I blame the margarita.

      It cools me off, and the drink helps me turn down the heat of the moment. That’s good, in a way, because I want to take my time tonight. I want to enjoy every second of this evening out with Grant Blackwood.

      This night feels like it exists in its own sultry, hazy, sexy plane of existence. But I’m acutely aware, and I suspect he is too, that if we stand a chance of having something real this time around, it needs to start with more than flirting.

      More than sex.

      It needs to start with hard truths.

      That’s where I begin after I drain the glass. “I started seeing someone in the last year,” I say.

      Grant blanches, his eyes bugging out. “What?”

      I reach for his hand to reassure him but pull back at the last second, realizing I shouldn’t touch him like this in public. Not until we’ve figured out the new ground rules for that, and all that a public touch, not an under-the-table one, entails. “A therapist,” I quickly correct.

      He breathes in deep relief. “You asshole. You scared the fuck out of me.”

      I laugh, diffusing the tension. “I’d never do that. I meant—I’m seeing a therapist. Her name is Carla. She’s fantastic and wise and insightful. And she’s helping me with a ton of things.”

      Grant’s grin is different from the ones he flashed my way earlier. Different, too, from the I’m happy to see you smile, or the you’re turning me inside out one. It’s warm, authentic, and seems to come straight from the heart. “That’s awesome. How did you decide? Is it okay to ask you that?” he asks.

      “You can ask. It was actually my mom’s idea,” I tell Grant. “She suggested it about a year ago, when we were in Tokyo over the holidays. She’s been seeing someone basically since my dad left. She’s a big advocate of therapy, and she thought it could be good for me.”

      “And is it? Good for you?”

      “It is, but it’s really fucking hard.” I mime cracking my chest open with a can opener. “It’s like spilling your guts and hoping the people around you still want to hang out with you.”

      He gives me a sympathetic smile. “Not your favorite thing to do—spilling your guts.”

      I shake my head. “But I’m learning. We’re working through a lot of shit. Like the way I took everything on when I was younger, to protect my mom from my father’s downward spiral. How I tried to protect myself from him, how I put on blinders a lot of the time.”

      “It’s what you had to do to get through,” he says.

      “Or so I thought.”

      “And now?” he asks. I’m grateful Grant’s taking this in stride, that he’s asking genuine questions, that he’s not scared off by my baggage.

      “Now, I’m learning to be more open. To try to trust.” I draw a steadying breath. That word—trust—is the cornerstone of my issues.

      Trust is so damn hard. But I want to get there. I want to trust that the world won’t fall apart around me. Trust that I don’t have to fix everything. Trust that I’m enough.

      Grant reaches under the table for my hand, clasping it in his. “Man, I have to say I’m really happy for you. I’ve never been to a counselor, but it seems like it’s working for you. You seem like . . .”

      I arch a brow. “A different person?”

      He shakes his head, his tone adamant. “You don’t need to be a different person. I always liked who you were. Who you are. I think you seem like a more content version of yourself.”

      “You can say it.” I goad him, squeezing his fingers.

      “Say what?” He furrows his brow.

      “A better version. I was kind of an ass.”

      “You weren’t an ass. Not at all. If you were a jerk before, I wouldn’t have liked you. And I liked you. So much,” he says, his tone intense, then a little softer as he adds, “I just wanted to know more of you.”

      “I want you to know more of me, Grant. I think I’m capable of that now,” I tell him, feeling completely vulnerable, stripping naked in a whole new way. This is what I need to do for us to have a chance. “We talk about you too.”

      Surprise flits across his gorgeous blue eyes. “What do you say about me?”

      “How I keep thinking about you. How I keep wondering. How nothing compares to you,” I say, my eyes never straying from his. “You’re my what-if.”

      He tries to rein in a smile, but it’s futile. “You mean that?”

      “Completely,” I say, then take a steadying breath, needing it for courage. “But here’s the thing.”

      He winces.

      I would too.

      Here’s the thing usually precedes bad news.

      “What’s the thing?” He lets go of my hand.

      I set mine on the table. “When I started seeing Carla last May, she challenged me to really think about what I wanted to change in my life. Who I wanted to be. The type of person I want to be, and the type of man I want to feel worthy of.”

      “And what type of man is that?”

      “It’s not a type.” And here goes the full truth. “It’s you. I want to be worthy of you.”

      Grant closes his eyes, like this is all so much. When he opens them, he breathes out harshly.

      Worry snakes through me. I drag my hand along the back of my neck. “Is that too much? I’m sorry if it’s too much.”

      Grant shakes his head. “No, it’s not too much. Not at all. I just feel like there’s a but coming. Maybe I’m bracing for it.”

      Fair enough. He’s not entirely wrong. “The only ‘but’ is this: I promised I wouldn’t start a relationship during the first year we started diving into my issues. I’m really trying to treat it like recovery. Does that make sense?”

      He tilts his head. “What do you think you’re in recovery from?”

      “Loving an addict. Enabling an addict, for sure. Co-dependency. All of that, but also all the choices I made, like at the end of high school when I nearly tanked my baseball career. The regrets I have over that, and over how I ended things with you way back when. I’m trying to learn how to do things differently. I don’t want to bring all my bad habits into a new relationship. I want a real chance.”

      Grant slides his fingers through his thick hair as he does when he’s thinking, absorbing new info. “And you want that with me?”

      “I want to be with you. I want to be involved with you,” I say plainly, hoping he wants the same damn thing, but knowing I have to handle this conversation so much better than the meet me in Miami one I bungled five years ago. There’s no beating around the bush about my state of mind now. And no pushing him beyond what he can handle, like I did then. “I don’t want to spend the rest of my life asking what if I had told Grant that I want to try again,” I say, my heart beating outside my damn body.

      His blue eyes shine with possibility. “You really do?” There’s wonder in his voice, perhaps disbelief. Or possibly the same damn emotion I feel—hope.

      “I really do.” My gaze stays locked on his as I push past how foreign it feels to talk this openly to someone I care so much about. I have to do this. “But I don’t want to fuck it up. I don’t want to make a mistake this time around. That’s why I want you to know the score. I’m still learning how the hell to be open about my feelings. I might still be rough around the edges, and I’m honestly a little terrified of starting up again at the wrong time. But if I don’t tell you this and put everything on the line, I might as well strike out looking.  If you’ll have me like this—still working on me—I’ll do everything I can to make us work. I’m stepping up to the plate. And I’m taking a big fucking swing.”

      There it is.

      The truth of my heart.

      Flaws and all.

      Grant shudders out a breath. Scrubs a hand across his jaw. Parts his lips but takes his time. “First, I’ve always loved getting around the bases with you, so you swinging for the fences kind of gets me going. Second, I’m glad you told me where you’re at and what you want. You being open is a huge turn-on.” His brow knits. “But I’m a little confused now, so I’m going to be really blunt. It sounds like you’re on a timeout, and that you also want to sleep with me and start a relationship. So, Deck, what exactly are we doing tonight in, oh, say, about an hour?”

      I laugh lightly. Then shrug, feeling a little helpless. “I want to spend the night with you. I want to find a way to be with you. But if you want to wait till I’ve got more of this shit figured out I understand.” I take a resolute breath. “If you tell me to call you in May and you’ll see where you’re at and if you’re still single, I’ll honor that. If you tell me thanks but no thanks, I’ll respect that too.”

      His expression goes full Edvard Munch “The Scream.” “That sounds horrible.”

      I laugh. “Like a brand-new form of blue-ball torture?”

      “Exactly. So, May is a year for you?”

      “Yes,” I say, heavily, because waiting to touch Grant the way I want sounds like the worst form of torture. “Three months from now.”

      He blows out a long exhale. “So, you’re saying you want to be with me. Like really be with me. And then you’re also asking me if I want to wait three months to spend the night with you? Is this a test? Like, do I want all of your cock and some of your heart? Or none of your cock and all of your heart in three months?”

      A laugh bursts from me. “I’m happy to give you all of my dick anytime, and yes, I want all of yours too.” Then I turn serious again. “It’s not the physical I worry about. We’ve got that down. But I want more than sex. I want all of you, but I want to make sure I can be good for you in every way too, and I’m still a work-in-progress. So, if you want to wait on the whole cock until I get more of my shit together, I’ll wait. I’ll wait for you.”

      Grant shakes a finger at me. “You’re a cruel fucking man. You tortured me with your wicked hands and your dirty talk and all those filthy, sexy, insane things you say that make me melt for you. Not to mention those eyes and the way you stare at me. Do you have any idea how you look at me?”

      I slide closer, eating this up with a big spoon. “How do I look at you?”

      Grant leans into me. “Like no man has ever wanted anyone the way you want me.”

      Lust slams into me—a punishing, beautiful jolt of desire. “Because that’s how I feel for you. In every single way. But if going full-speed ahead now is going to ruin my one chance with you, I’ll wait,” I say, putting that out there, so he knows how I feel. “Like I said, you’re my what-if.”

      He looks up and those blue eyes hold mine with so much honesty and need as he whispers, “Don’t you know? You’re my what-if too.”

      My skin sizzles with the promise of an us. This is the reward for speaking the truth. A big, beautiful reward. “Good,” I say.

      “You’ve got to know I want another chance with you. It’s why I asked you out tonight. I’m desperate for this. For us. But I also care too much about you to mess up your work. I’m so happy you’re seeing someone, that you’re treating all this as seriously as recovery.” Grant draws a deep breath, then his lips curve into a grin and he shrugs playfully. “But on the other hand, if we don’t fuck tonight, I think I might die . . . so can you please make this whole-cock-or-no-cock decision for us?”

      I laugh, tempted, so damn tempted, to pull him against me. To kiss the breath out of him right here. To thank all the lucky stars that he’s willing to brave my imperfections, to gamble on my flaws. To take a chance on me. I’m not going to squander it, and if Grant wants me as I am, then I want him too. “Seems like the decision’s been made. I refuse to let you die. You get the whole cock.”

      “Thank God. I want the cock, the whole cock, and nothing but your cock,” he says, relieved, then a wicked glint crosses his eyes. He takes out his phone, clicks on a folder and shows me his test results. “Negative.”

      I do the same. “Negative too. We better be going bare.”

      “Mmm . . . yes.”

      “Can’t wait,” I murmur, and once again, we might set the place on fire.

      Good thing the waitress swings by and asks if we want a refill.

      “Just an iced tea for me,” I say, grateful for the distraction.

      “Diet Coke,” Grant says, and when she brings them by a minute later, I take a drink. “I want to hear more about you. What you’ve been up to. I have to say, I was really proud of you last night. For your award.”

      “Thanks. That means a lot to me.”

      “I kept thinking, too, that when I met you, you were like a cub.”

      Grant rolls his eyes. “Gee, thanks. Just what I’ve always longed to hear.”

      “Come on. You were a rookie in every sense. You were bright-eyed and bushy-tailed. But look at you now,” I say, gesturing to the man next to me.

      Grant sits a little taller, straightens his shoulders a little more, knocks back some soda. “What do you see now?”

      “I see a champion. I see a businessman. I see a friend. I see a family man. Most of all, I see a leader,” I tell him earnestly. “I see a man who had a dream. I see a man who put some things aside to make that dream come true.” Another drink of the iced tea, then I add my final thought on who Grant Blackwood is. “And when I see that man, all I can think is, my God I like that man so much.”

      Trust. That felt like trust. Like what Carla was getting at. Putting yourself out there and trusting the other person won’t stomp on your heart.

      Grant doesn’t seem like a heart stomper.

      “You,” he says softly. “You and me.”

      “Me and you.”

      His eyes hold mine. “I told you what would happen if we were together again,” he whispers.

      I remember his words in my apartment perfectly. But I want to hear them anew from his lips. “What would happen?”

      Grant sets down the glass, his blue eyes sparking with something entirely new, but something wonderfully familiar too. He looks at me like he did once upon a time. But he also looks at me in a whole new way, like maybe it’s our moment. “That I would fall for you again,” he says.

      A greedy, needy sigh escapes my lips as I gaze at the only man I’ve ever loved. I want to wrap my hand around the back of his head, pull him close, kiss him soft and tender, so that everyone could see he belongs with me. Only me. “So fall for me. Because I’ll be doing the same for you.”

      “Sounds like a deal.”

      What it sounds like is a second chance.

      Then it sounds like the sexiest night ever is about to begin when Grant lifts an eyebrow, his lips curving into a dirty grin as he inches closer. “To answer your question from earlier, I do have more ink. Want to see it?”

      As the waitress sails by, I hold up two fingers and call out, “Check, please.”
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      With Declan in the passenger seat, I pull away from the curb. This is why I took my own car tonight.

      I can be our getaway driver. We don’t have to worry about some Lyft driver recognizing us on the way to my house. It’s just easier this way till we figure shit out.

      What’s easier, too, is that I don’t have to wait to touch Declan.

      When I slow at a light a block away, I reach for his hand, and our fingers thread together. Just like that, sparks jump all over my skin. “Jesus, man. Holding your hand turns me on,” I confess.

      Declan rubs his thumb along my knuckles. “You’re not the only one. I’ve got shivers running up and down my back,” he says.

      “This is going to be the longest ten minutes of my life.” The light changes and I let go of his hand so I can turn right.

      “Where do you live?”

      “Pacific Heights. On Jackson, near Alta Plaza Park.”

      “So, an eternity when you’re horny.”

      I laugh as I drive. “Exactly.”

      I tap the screen on the dash, opening the music stations. “By the way, have you ever googled the lyrics to ‘November Rain?’”

      “I have. Why?”

      “That’s a sad song, dude. She dies in the video too.”

      “Way to spoil the video for me, Grant.”

      I roll my eyes. “The video’s from before I was even born, so I’m pretty sure it’s not a spoiler. Anyway, no wonder we were doomed back then. You picked the wrong song for us.”

      Declan gestures to my dash. “Then you pick a new song for us, DJ.”

      As I stop at another light, I wiggle my eyebrows, liking the sound of that. “I will,” I say, quickly finding just the right tune.

      But before the song I have in mind can even start, his hand is on my face, cupping my jaw. “Can’t wait to kiss you again.”

      Goose bumps cover my whole entire body. “I know. Trust me, I know. But not at the light. They change too fast,” I warn.

      He slides his thumb along my jaw, then lets go. “I can wait, then, because I need it to last.”

      “Me too,” I murmur but I’m not entirely sure my body is onboard with the delay. I swallow, trying to shake off the fine dusting of desire I’m coated in, then I hit play as the light changes.

      An upbeat pop song fills my car.

      As I drive, Declan furrows his brow, like he’s trying to place the music. But soon, he tosses his head back against the seat. “Jonas Brothers? You’re giving us a Jonas Brothers tune?”

      “What A Man Gotta Do” fills the car.

      I smile wickedly as I drive. “It’s a better omen than Axl Rose’s fictional wife dying in the music video of ‘November Rain.’ Which is a song about love not working out, man!” I point at the screen. “Admit it. This is a much better song for us.”

      He’s quiet for a minute, listening to the lyrics about what a man has to do to get locked up by his lover. It’s a song about a guy saying I’m yours.

      It’s cheesy and poppy and so goddamn boy-band-y that it’s kind of hurting my ears. But I won’t back down. “I am not returning to ‘November Rain.’ That song is done. It can be your favorite tune, but you cannot associate it with me.”

      “Fine, I’ll admit this is a much better contender for all the reasons you laid out.” Declan laughs. “But I cannot believe you like the Jonas Brothers.”

      “You can say it. I have excellent taste,” I say, preening.

      He arches a dubious brow. “How about something from Pearl Jam?”

      I scoff. “No. First of all, no one understands Pearl Jam lyrics. Everything has a double meaning. Second, you are not allowed to pick a song. You’re just not. My turn.”

      He cracks up, shaking his head. “Just give us something other than Jonas Brothers.”

      “Fine,” I say with a smile. I have something else in mind. Something that hearkens back to our early morning convos in Arizona about music and gay icons. With a quick glance at the screen, I flick over to Lady Gaga and play “Stupid Love.”

      He listens intently, almost like he’s hearing it for the first time.

      “You’re not into pop music, are you?”

      Declan shakes his head. “Not really.”

      “Do you like to dance?”

      “I’m not sure. I’ve never been a big dancer.”

      I smell opportunity. “We’re going dancing sometime. My friends and I love to dance. Reese and Tia and Layla and the women I was friends with in college. We go clubbing and we tear up the dance floor. And I love pop music. And Lady Gaga. I just do. Also, she’s fucking awesome.”

      “I will give you that. She is fucking awesome.” Declan sighs happily, then shifts his gaze to me. “We’ll go dancing. And yes, this is a good song. All about the one you’ve been waiting for.” He squeezes my thigh. “That’s you, babe.”

      Time for a full-scale butterfly attack. I’m waving the white flag to all the butterflies in the world. They own me tonight.

      When I turn on Jackson Street, I reach for his hand one more time, and we thread our fingers together. Once my house comes into view, I tip my forehead to the slate-gray modern building with the Scandinavian architecture feel and tall windows on each floor. “That’s mine,” I say of the swank three-story home wedged town-home style next to a city block full of some of the sweetest abodes in the city. “It’s athlete row here, as I like to say. Some of the Hawks and Renegades live around here too.”

      “Cool neighborhood. But you’re the only person I want to see for the next twelve or fifteen or whatever hours,” he says.

      “Same, Deck. Same.”

      Tonight feels like our first true night alone. A night when we aren’t surrounded by a hotel full of teammates. A night when we don’t have a workout in the morning.

      A night when we can just be together, and also be alone together in a city of millions, without sneaking around, checking stairwells, avoiding the coach.

      Finally, five years later, we can just . . . be.

      I click on the garage door opener and pull into my home. Once the car stops, I cut the engine, close the garage door behind us, and get out.

      That’s it.

      We’re officially alone.

      “It’s just us for the rest of the night,” I say reverently. I close the short distance to the door that opens into my place.

      As I unlock it, Declan comes up right behind me, presses his whole frame against me, and wraps an arm around my waist. I melt into his touch, then my bones liquefy when his lips brush across the back of my neck. “Mmm. You taste incredible,” he whispers.

      I lean into him, savoring the feel of his mouth on my skin. Indulging in his kisses for several delicious seconds that unspool into a swoony, decadent minute. I don’t want to stop, don’t want to break the hold he has on me. “Don’t want you to ever stop doing that, but maybe we should get inside,” I murmur.

      His hand snakes down to my crotch, where he covers me with his palm. “Get inside,” he muses. “I want to get inside you. Want you to get inside me.”

      My breath comes in a shuddery gasp. “Deck, I don’t know if I will last up the stairs with the way you talk to me.”

      He sweeps his lips across my neck one more time, pushing his erection against my ass, his chest against my back, giving me a preview. “Then we’ll fuck again and again and again.”

      That sounds like the best night ever.

      I need it to start so I peel away, unlock the door, and open it.

      Once inside, he follows me up the steps to the ground level where I toss my keys on a table in the foyer, then turn around.

      We lock eyes. Need flares between us. It consumes me all at once.

      I push my man over to the wall, right next to a framed black and white photo of the Pacific Ocean along the California coastline, waves cresting. In a hot second, I’m against Declan, slamming my pelvis to his, our lips crashing together. We combust. I can’t keep track of where we are. We are just making up for lost time in a collision of mouths and teeth. Hands and bodies. Like we have to touch all over.

      I don’t want to miss an inch of him, an ounce of him.

      I kiss him hard, needing to know his mouth again, his lips again, to taste him. To make him all mine.

      My hands grab his face, gripping his stubble-lined jaw. His palms curl around my ass, jerking me closer, our hard-ons rubbing together, our chests slamming.

      Breath comes fast and wild. Bodies grind. Lips fuse, and we are one.

      This is happening. Nothing will stop us.

      We kiss till we can’t breathe, till we have to wrench our mouths apart.

      It’s as if we both realize at the same time that we aren’t running out of time. That we aren’t trying to fit everything into an hour or so.

      We have the greatest gift of all.

      More days.

      I slow down. He follows my lead. We find a new rhythm, tender and tantalizing. Indulging in passionate, toe-curling kisses that make my mind go hazy.

      Then, we break apart, panting, staring, our eyes asking is this real?

      I give a quick smile and dive back in for more of Declan.

      I brush my lips across his, darting the tip of my tongue against the corner of his mouth. Teasing, playing. Drawing out the sexiest little shudders from Declan.

      A desperate sigh here. A euphoric moan there that floats on the night air, drifting out to the stars. It feels like dream kissing, like this is how I’d imagine him and me when my eyes are closed and I’m falling toward slumber.

      Sensuous, almost otherworldly.

      But so real at the same damn time.

      We linger in this in-between state, our lips sliding slowly, our tongues flicking gently, the sound of our soft breaths the only noise. It’s almost like we both know we can have it all. We can have the fire and the heat, the warmth and the tenderness.

      We can have it with each other.

      My thumb travels along Declan’s jaw, and I separate to whisper, “Love the beard.”

      The corner of his mouth hooks into a grin. “I had a feeling you might, so I grew it back for you,” he says, then hums appreciatively as he holds my face. “You shaved this evening, didn’t you? Right before you saw me?”

      “I did. I know you like my face smooth.”

      “I like you every way, Grant. But even that makes me happy. That you shaved for me.” He nuzzles his nose against my neck, inhaling me again like he did at the tapas bar, when he stole a whiff of me, like he was getting high. This time, he takes a long, deep breath. “My God, I’m so far gone for you,” he says, and I think this might be cloud nine.

      Right here.

      My heart kicks in my chest, my bones buzzing. Pretty sure I feel the way champagne tastes. I pull apart, needing his skin against mine. I reach for the hem of my shirt and tug it off, tossing it to the floor.

      A ragged groan comes from Declan. He stares greedily at me before he covers my pecs with his hands. Curls them over me like he owns me. He flicks at the barbell on my nipple, making me shiver, then making me moan as he drags those rough hands down my torso, spreading over the ladder of my abs, tracing the outline of one of my new tattoos.

      “You’re so fucking sexy,” he rasps, letting go and ripping off his shirt too. “Bedroom. Now.”

      After I toe off my shoes, I arch a brow, loop my fingers into the waistband of his jeans and tug him toward the stairs. “Gotta make it up another set of stairs if you want me naked in bed.”

      He kicks off his shoes. “Mmm. I do. Want you spread out on that bed. You sent me that pic to tempt me.”

      “And you have a problem with that?”

      “No. I fucking love it.”

      “Good. I’ll keep tempting you then.” I turn and head up the stairs, letting him enjoy the view of my ass.

      He whistles appreciatively. “Damn. Look at your ass, babe.”

      “Five years in the majors doing even more squats every day will do that to a rear end.”

      With a laugh, he curls his palms over my ass. “God bless your daily workouts.”

      Seconds later, we enter my bedroom, and I flick on the light, slide off my ring and set it on the nightstand, then spin around to savor the view. “Declan Steele. In the flesh. In my bedroom,” I say, amazed, utterly amazed, that he’s here for me. My hands take their sweet-ass time traveling over his chest, his abs, his arms.

      My lips get in on the action too, as I dip my face and kiss his pecs, licking his nipples, biting, drawing out harsh moans. His hands grip my head as I explore him with my tongue, then I lift my face, our eyes finding each other. His are shimmering with raw desire, and longing too.

      But it’s a new kind of longing. Like he can’t believe his luck. “No place else I’d rather be than with you,” Declan murmurs.

      “Be with me,” I say, and the double meaning isn’t lost on him.

      “I will,” he answers, in a voice stitched with truth.

      My eyes sail down his body, stopping at my favorite part—the hard ridge in his jeans. “Mmm. Hello, big guy. It’s been a long time. But it is nice to see you again,” I say to the outline of his dick.

      He laughs, as I grab the waistband of his jeans, my fingers sliding under the material, exploring his happy trail. I pull him close as I fall back onto the king-size bed, bringing him on top of me.

      I scoot up across the mattress, and we kiss again, rough this time, fevered, the kind of kissing that’s a prelude to fucking. “God, it’s all so good,” he hums. “I just can’t stop kissing you.”

      “Don’t stop,” I say as my hips roll and I seek his touch.

      Our eagerness has its own pulse, and it’s spiking as his lips roam across my face, over my jaw, under my chin. I shudder, my body nothing but a lightning rod for desire.

      Wrapping my arms and legs around him, I pant out his name, gasp out swears, murmur my Gods.

      It’s all so good, so right.

      But I need to get closer.

      As close as I can.

      I can’t stand it any longer—not fucking him.

      Breaking the kiss, I push up on my elbows. He raises his face, looking lust-struck, those brown eyes blazing with heat.

      “How are we doing this? I’m so aroused right now, I’ll top, I’ll bottom. Whatever you want,” I say, laying it out there for my guy.

      “Both,” he says in a burst of desire. “Let’s fuck each other, babe. I want it all with you. Want to feel everything. Just everything.”

      I nod savagely, my throat dry, my body an inferno.

      Everything is new again.

      Everything is a first.

      It’s heady and powerful, this night.

      Last time around, the sex felt like the start of my adult life. This feels like the start of the rest of my life.

      My heart thunders.

      My pulse races, powered by more than the physical. It’s powered by the future I can feel starting to unfold with him.

      We scurry off the bed, stripping down to nothing. I’m caught in a blur of lust and pure joy as we undress the rest of the way in seconds. Our clothes hit the floor, and I need a moment to admire the man standing in front of me.

      “You look so fucking good,” I growl as I stare at him, eating him up with my eyes, devouring the sight in front of me.

      Declan Steele dressed in nothing.

      My mouth waters as I gaze at his thick cock, hard, pulsing, a drop of pre-come on the tip like a filthy promise. “Missed you so much,” I tell him as I grip his cock, and my entire body shudders. Hell, my soul trembles as I stroke his throbbing dick. It all feels so right.

      “Yes,” he rumbles, his hips rocking into my fist. “Did I ever miss you.”

      For a few delirious minutes, I stroke his shaft, cup his balls, and get reacquainted with him in all the best ways.

      But soon, that’s not enough. He pushes me back on the white duvet. I scoot up to the pillows as he crawls over me, and it’s the best déjà vu of my life as he stares at me like he’s going to ravage me.

      I point to the nightstand. “Drawer. Lube. Now.”

      As he reaches to get it, I push down the duvet to the foot of the bed, then lie back on the sheet. He kneels between my legs, spreading my thighs open. “Hello, perfect gorgeous cock I want to worship with my mouth and tongue,” he says to my dick.

      I crack up, loving that we can laugh in the middle of all this intensity.

      But I stop laughing seconds later, when he drops his lips to my dick. “Your mouth, Deck,” I groan as he sucks the head of my cock, flicks me with his tongue, then licks a long, ravenous stripe up my shaft.

      Then down.

      And he licks, oh holy hell, does he ever lick.

      It’s like a blow job from another world. A blow job from a man obsessed not just with my dick, but with me. He’s worshipping my cock with his mouth, and I have never felt so . . . adored.

      “Yessssss,” I rasp as I buck into his mouth, wanting to fuck his throat but wanting him deep in my body too.

      I’m aching to feel a brand-new intimacy with him.

      “Stop. Want you inside me so badly. I just need to be close to you,” I say, begging, my hands sliding over his shoulders, down his arms.

      He lets my dick fall from his mouth, then moves up so he’s kneeling between my thighs. “That’s all I want too.”

      Declan pops open the lube and gets me ready, lighting me up as he plays with my ass, my balls, my cock. The center of my body is my world right now, as lust roars through me from every stroke of his fingers, each grip of his hand. I bump my ass down on his fingers, hunting for more, like the greedy bastard I am with Declan.

      But I’m greedy to feel him too. “My turn. When we switch, I want you good and ready for me,” I tell him, and then we scramble around. I do the same to him, coating my fingers in lube, playing with him, spending my time getting him nice and open.

      My pulse quickens as I work my man. I can barely believe this moment is happening. That I’m touching him again. That we’re touching each other like this. That he’s in bed, naked, and open, and wanting.

      It borders on magic, the way we are together. How can I be this turned on and this joyful at the same time? But I know the answer.

      I feel it in my bones.

      It’s not just sex at all. It’s so much more and we both know it. It’s the new start of us.

      And I can’t wait to begin again with him.
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      Grant Blackwood is naked underneath me. A bead of sweat slides between his pecs. His hair is a rumpled mess. His skin fucking glows. And his cock stands at attention, hungry for touch. Hungry for me.

      Did I imagine the night unfolding like this when I left my hotel room this evening?

      I sure hoped I’d find myself in this position with the man who makes my heart soar. Who challenges my mind. Who makes my soul feel calm.

      I don’t want this night to end. I don’t want anything to end with him. Ever again.

      “So sexy,” I moan, as I coat my dick in lube, then I settle on my knees, my hands sliding up the back of his thighs.

      Grant moves with me, our bodies in sync. Our needs clear. He lifts his legs and widens his knees in a perfect spread eagle, giving me access to his gorgeous fucking ass that I want to bury my cock in.

      I’m an electrical wire crackling as I work the crown into him, slipping past that first ring of muscles.

      Yes.

      Oh yes.

      Our breaths catch at the same time. Our gazes lock. Nothing else matters but this.

      “Give it to me,” he whispers, urging me on. “All of you.”

      “Take me,” I growl as I deliver what he wants, and it’s mind-bendingly good. My brain lights up with pleasure as I slide all the way in.

      Like that, I bottom out in my lover’s body.

      He takes me, and we fit.

      Grant’s eyes stay locked with mine as he breathes out an intoxicated, “Yes.”

      That one-word syllable lasts forever as I savor the tight heat of him gripping my shaft, as my hands press on the back of his thighs, as I bury myself in my man. “Mmm. You’re so open. You like this, rookie?”

      He grips my biceps, squeezing them. “You know I do.”

      “Tell me,” I demand. “Tell me how much.”

      Showing off how flexible he is, Grant hooks a foot over my shoulder, and I nearly spin out from the sharp, hot burst of bliss charging through me. “That much,” Grant murmurs. “Love the way you fuck me hard. Love it so much.”

      Grabbing his ankle, I go deeper. New ink lines the muscles of his calf but I don’t have time for that now. Pleasure twists and throbs in me as I drive in, never tearing my gaze away from the man beneath me, his muscles rippling, his lips parted.

      For me. For us.

      “God, it’s so fucking good,” I moan as my body becomes a torch with every delicious thrust.

      “Love looking at you like this, Deck,” he rasps, squeezing my arms, tugging me even closer, like he can’t get enough of me.

      My mind goes hazy as we move together. He slides his foot off my shoulder, keeps his knees up, and we find our rhythm.

      His body seeks me just as I seek him.

      We’re in a cocoon of erotic bliss.

      All of my senses are heightened, my mind recording every intoxicating detail. The so uniquely Grant-like smell of his skin. The take-me-now look in his eyes. Our mingling groans. Our noises too. Like when my breath comes fast, and his fans across my skin. When my balls slap against his ass and the sound of skin-on-skin electrifies me. When the bed groans, the headboard smacking the wall from our thrusts.

      The scent of sex fills my nostrils.

      There is nothing else in the world but us. This room. The two of us tangled together on his bed, slick with sweat, hot with longing, years unfurling between us, the endless days apart vanishing into nothing.

      As we reconnect in this primal, intimate way, all the aching subsides. As I fuck my man, the anguish of missing him burns away.

      Turns to ash.

      In its place, desire renews.

      Hell, the way we feel for each other is like a goddamn phoenix rising as we put the past to rest. There’s so much I want to say, but words are too hard to form when there is this.

      I may be the one fucking him right now, but it feels like we’re fucking each other. He’s letting me back inside him, and I’m doing the same. As our noises and grunts fill the air, a beautiful tremble rattles through me, tightening my balls, hardening my cock even more.

      “It’s better,” I rasp, finally finding speech again.

      “I know,” he gasps, reaching for my chest, sliding those big hands down my skin, making me shiver. “It’s even better.”

      “It’s so much better,” I choke out because . . . my God . . . the intensity. The connection. The heat.

      I’m not sure the two of us were ever having just sex.

      But this is loving and fucking. Fucking and loving.

      And it’s knowing.

      Knowing that your missing piece is here with you at last, if only you can hold on. If only you can do things right this time around. I’m so damn determined to give him everything he wants.

      Grant pushes up on his elbows, his lips parting, his voice a bare whisper of need as he grabs the back of my head with one hand. “Kiss me. Kiss me now.”

      As I bury my cock deep in his body, I dip my face to his, savoring his lips, tasting his mouth, swallowing his desire.

      We get closer and closer. We don’t stop kissing. I’m not sure that I ever want to stop. We keep up that rhythm for several long, hot minutes, sweat slicking between our skin.

      I’m sure—no, I’m positive—that I could come so damn soon.

      But I made a promise to him. It might just be a bedroom promise, but I’m not going to start over with Grant and break the first vow I made to him.

      As much as it pains me, I pull out, gasping as he groans plaintively, like a wounded animal. But I slide next to him and pull him on top of me, whispering against his lips, “I don’t want to come until you’re inside me.”

      He answers me with a hungry, gorgeous kiss that makes my head hazy and my heart jump into his hands.

      Where it belongs.
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      “How do you want me?”

      The question is laced with my desperate need as I stroke Declan’s cock, my hard dick next to his, wanting to keep close company. He stutters out a long, sexy sigh as I let go of his dick, then grip my own, then his again.

      Back and forth. A tantalizing, hot, back-and-forth jerk as we lie side by side.

      “I don’t know if I can think straight right now,” he says.

      “Do you want me to do the thinking and the fucking?” I tease.

      “Maybe,” he gasps as he hisses through his teeth, spearing his cock into my fist.

      But Declan is a man who knows what he wants. A man who relies on instinct, on split-second decisions. “Here.” He pats the space on the bed behind him. “Get behind me.”

      “Done,” I say, letting go of his cock, so I can lube up mine. Then I climb over him, press the length of my body to his, my chest to his back.

      I slide a hand along the back of his top leg. With his knee pushed up, I line up and find my way home.

      I groan the whole time as I sink into my man’s tight body, and he hugs my cock in the most fantastic welcome back greeting ever known to mankind.

      The sounds we make are carnal, and everything I ever longed to hear from a man. As we move together, I drive deep into him, my arm wrapping around him, gripping his pecs. My other hand curls around his hard shaft.

      When I grasp his length, his whole body shakes.

      “Yes, touch me, babe,” he rasps, sounding lost and found. He’s trembling with desire as he reaches back to grab my ass, guiding me deeper into him.

      We’re so close like this, skin to skin, bodies pressed tightly together, hardly any space. I don’t want any space between us at all. I only want connection.

      I kiss the back of his neck as I fuck him, I murmur yeses as I stroke him.

      And soon, we are reduced to the simplest state.

      To pants. To grunts. To one or two words.

      So good.

      Yes.

      Fucking yes.

      Amazing.

      Oh, God.

      That’s all we are as our bodies rediscover each other. He shifts his neck so he’s looking at me, and he doesn’t have to say a word for me to know what he wants.

      We make out like crazy. Kissing wildly in the kind of soul-searing kiss that you don’t ever think can truly happen to you.

      Until it does.

      And then . . . you know. That “seeing stars” isn’t just a saying. That it’s the truth. When you come together as one with your guy. When you reconnect with the man you’ve spent the last five years longing for.

      Maybe you didn’t feel that longing every day or every night. Maybe you learned to live with it. Maybe some of the time, maybe even most of the time, it was dormant, but still you hoped that you’d find your way back to each other.

      Now, here we are, wrapped up together. I move in him, rocking my hips, indulging in slow, euphoric strokes that make my groin simmer and my dick show off how hard it can get.

      Pleasure blazes over my skin as we kiss. But soon our lips slide apart as I hit that pace. The pace that says we’re not far off. Lust spins in my veins, coiling tight and hot in my blood.

      I wrap my hand tighter around his dick.

      And it’s like Declan loses his mind to bliss. He’s groaning, incoherent words of carnal bliss falling from his lips, till he gasps, “Yes, like that, do that.”

      Pride surges in me, knowing how close he is, how much he wants to get off. How I can give him incomparable ecstasy, like he gives to me.

      As my fist shuttles up and down his hot length, pleasure blasts through my body. It’s like a nuclear reactor inside me. I’m radioactive with desire, and I’m about to overheat. Declan unleashes the sexiest moan I’ve ever heard in my life, shooting all over my hand, hot jets of come landing on the sheets, on my palm, everywhere, as he gasps and pants.

      My brain goes haywire, my own climax torpedoing through me, as my cock jerks hard inside his body and I fill him with my come.

      I can’t even catch my breath, and I’m not sure I want to. I just want to bask in this ecstasy, in the aftershocks of our intimacy. I’m buzzing from the high, and I don’t want to leave my favorite place—Declan Steele.

      But I ease out, wrap my arms around him, and I kiss him as I laugh softly.

      I can’t help it. I’m just happy.

      He laughs too. A blissful, post-sex high. The kind I’ve only ever wanted to enjoy with him. And enjoy we do, arms snaking around each other, lips sealing this second chance.

      This is what it feels like to come back together.

      It’s like being home.

      “I’m so happy,” I whisper.

      He reaches his arm back, clasping my head. “Me too.”

      But there’s that matter of how messy barebacking can be. I drag my hand to the top of his ass, then along his crack, down his thighs. Dragging it through the mess I made of him.

      I smirk, feeling kind of proud. “Shower with me?”

      “I bet it’s the first of countless post-sex showers.”

      He slides out of bed, and I smack his ass. “You can count on that.”
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      Here in the light, I have a great view of the canvas of my favorite work of art.

      The pad of my thumb roams over the black ink on his hip, tracing the fine lines of the sun, then the moon. “Finally. I get to see this ink you promised to show me,” I say, as I explore his new tattoos with my fingers.

      “You were a little distracted before. I get it,” he says as hot water beats down on us in Grant’s Shower Palace.

      His title for it, and does it ever deserve the name. It’s a shower fit for a king, with a gleaming, black-tiled floor and walls, and fifty or so showerheads, it seems. Hot water is spraying me from every direction, and I love it.

      I especially love the beads of water sliding down my man’s body. Like right there, over his hip. Home to his new ink. “Tell me about these,” I say.

      “Well, one’s the sun. It brings light. The other’s the moon. It causes tides.”

      “Smartass.” I run my fingers along the design. “Why? When? A tattoo is never just a tattoo for you. It’s a mantra.”

      His lips curve into a grin. “That’s true.”

      I curl my palm around his arm, gliding up his strong muscles, past the art near his wrist. “Like your compass. You told me it’s to help you find your way,” I say, repeating what he told me in spring training one night five years ago. “That’s what this represents to you. You had to do that since your parents said things that were difficult to hear.”

      As he nods sharply, his jaw tightens, but his lips remain ruler straight, so I kiss the corner of them. “If you want to tell me someday, Grant, I’ll listen. You know that, right? I’ll listen to anything you want to say.”

      His hands slide around my waist, his thumbs playing with the divots of my hips. “I do know that.”

      “I can be a good listener. Just because I’m the messed up one doesn’t mean I can’t listen.”

      Grant scoffs, jerks back, stares sharply at me. “We’re all messed up in our own way. Your messed-up doesn’t scare me. It never has.”

      My heart jumps around, like there’s a monkey banging cymbals in there. “Good. Now stop distracting me. Sun and moon. Tell me everything because I want to know more of you.”

      “I will, but let’s stop wasting water.” He lifts a finger. “Though, for the record, I did have this shower installed in an eco-friendly fashion.”

      “With your fifty showerheads.”

      “There are only five. Also, I get sore after games, so a long, hot shower helps.”

      I hum, as he turns off the faucets. “I’ll rub you down after games.”

      He wiggles a brow. “Don’t act like I won’t take you up on that.”

      “Oh, I do want you to take me up on that. I definitely do,” I say as the water peters off.

      He steps out, grabs a towel, then tosses one to me.

      As we dry off, Grant gestures to his new ink. “I got this before spring training my second year. I went back to the same shop in Petaluma. Where my grandpa goes. I wanted it because I knew I needed to be strong going back there.”

      “Strong on the field or off the field?” I ask carefully.

      “Off. First time in Arizona after you,” he says, with a sad laugh, as he rubs the towel over his hair.

      My chest twinges. “Was that hard? Being at the same place where we were? Same hotel?” I ask, flashing back to that time for me too. I’d dreaded walking into the complex in Florida, even though Grant had never been there. That was what stung—entering the baseball season, my favorite time of year, without as much joy in my heart because Grant was in the past.

      Back then, I’d believed he’d stay there forever.

      “Just being there, walking those halls, going up the stairwell, was harder than I expected. Goofing off in the pool with our teammates reminded me of you,” he says heavily, then shakes his head like it can shake off the memories. “That’s why I’m glad I had this,” he says, sliding his finger across the ink. “I wanted a reminder that life is full of opposites. Light and dark, hardship and good times, duty and fun. The sun is strength and power, but it needs the moon, too, for balance. And I knew I needed the reminders to stay focused, to stay strong.”

      “Seems it worked,” I say, hanging up my towel. As he does the same, his stomach rumbles.

      Laughing, I pat his firm belly. “You as hungry as I am?”

      “Famished,” he declares. “Let’s order something. A lot of something.”

      In his bedroom, Grant grabs a pair of gray gym shorts from a drawer and tosses them on the bed beside him. “Want shorts?”

      My brow knits. I’m quiet for a few seconds too long. “We’re sharing clothes?” I ask like a robot.

      He levels me with a skeptical stare. “Dude, I just came inside your body, and you don’t want to share clothes? That’s your line?”

      Shaking my head, I close the distance between us. “No. I’ve just . . . never shared clothes.”

      Snagging a pair of navy basketball shorts, he tosses them my way. “Good. Start with me. I want that first and I want it now.”

      Laughing, I pull on the navy shorts, going commando.

      Grant opens another drawer, wiggles an eyebrow, then spins a pair of red underwear on his finger. When he pulls them on, my chest heats again.

      “Whoa.”

      He glances down at the form-fitting underwear that emphasizes the outline of his dick—deliberately. He’s wearing the kind designed to show off a guy’s package.

      “Oh, you like?” he asks with a naughty grin.

      “Your underwear upgrade? Yeah, those are fucking hot,” I say. Those tight, red boxer briefs are snug enough to make your lover drop everything.

      “I decided I was done shopping for briefs at T.J. Maxx or Target. No more boring gray or black. Rafe Rodman all the way.”

      I gotta say, that designer knows what dudes who like dudes like to wear.

      “Not gonna lie. I can’t wait to take those off you later. They make me want to get you even more naked,” I say.

      “Then they’re working,” he says as he tugs on the gray gym shorts over them, his gaze traveling up and down my body. “Yup. I like you in my clothes. Go figure,” Grant says with a happy shrug. “Come check out my new couch. Bought it a few weeks ago.”

      “Are you showing me because you’re into home decor, because you want to give me a tour of your house and all your stuff, or is it a sex couch?”

      I arch a brow. “This is you and me we’re talking about. It’s damn well going to be a sex couch.”

      “Then I want to see it now.”

      We head downstairs to the living room where he grabs his tablet from a black coffee table, and we settle onto the world’s biggest couch. It’s a U-shaped thing, with big cushions and more space than the back of a truck.

      “Sex couch,” I declare, as he taps on the iPad. We pick a Vietnamese place, ordering enough food to feed an army. As we curl up on the bigger-than-Alaska couch, I reach for his left calf, wrapping my hand around it. “Noticed this ink while I was inside you.”

      With a laugh, Grant wiggles a brow. “Did you now?”

      “Well, your legs were in the perfect position for me to check out your calves. Kind of fitting.”

      “I’d say there’s no more perfect time for you to spot it.”

      “Your equals sign,” I say, admiring the smallest tattoo on his body. It’s less than a centimeter, right above his ankle, precisely drawn and deceptively simple. Two black lines. Equal rights. Equal love.

      “Got this when I started doing even more work with the Alliance,” he says, his shoulders straightening. “I did a video series for them, all sorts of speaking engagements, talking to teens. I wear so many of my other mantras, and it seemed the right time to add this statement on my body.” Grant stretches forward, rubs his thumb over the ink on his leg. “And this is everything to me. This is why I do what I do. This is what I’ve always wanted. Not just for me. For everyone.”

      A glow spreads from deep inside me, like a fire in a hearth warms a house. “I love this,” I say, stroking the lines on his calf, his heart on his skin. “I love what you do. I love how you put yourself out there.” I bend my face, brush a gentle kiss across the black ink, then sigh contentedly. “I started doing some volunteer work in New York after I saw you at the agency party.”

      “Yeah?” He sounds delighted as he lies back on the couch, stretching his legs across my thighs. I snap a mental picture of this moment—him relaxing on me, us hanging out together on a Friday night as the world goes by and all that matters is happening inside these walls. Everything feels so right, as right as the sex we have, like this could be us in a month, a year, five years.

      “I helped out with some events in the city,” I say, answering him. “A game night type of thing, board games and trivia, at a couple local high schools.”

      Grant’s smile is electric. “I bet they loved having you.”

      “I loved doing it,” I say softly, then add, “You kind of inspired me.”

      Grant sits, his eyes intense. He takes my hand, wraps it around his wrist, covering his compass tattoo. “That means the world to me. Do you want to know why?” His tone takes on a new fervor.

      “I do,” I answer with the same seriousness.

      “I wasn’t even supposed to be here,” he says on a rough swallow.

      I wrap my hand tighter around his wrist, sensing he needs the touch. “What do you mean by that?”

      He draws a deep breath. “My parents didn’t want me. They wanted to have an abortion. They were going to.”

      My heart craters, pain slicing through me. “Oh, Grant,” I say, sliding my fingers down to his hand and clasping it.

      “When I was fourteen, I overheard them fighting. That wasn’t new. They always fucked and fought. This time, after they screwed, they argued about whether she was on the pill, which turned into arguing about how the condom broke when she got pregnant with me,” Grant says, biting out each word, hurt laced in his tone.

      I hold his hand tighter, refusing to let go.

      “Back then, twenty-seven years ago, my mother had an appointment at a clinic. She was all set to get an abortion. That’s what she wanted. And look, they were sixteen. I get that they were kids having kids. And I understand that some people consider an abortion and then are grateful they didn’t. But that’s not them. Most of my life, they treated me like I was a mistake. They treated Sierra the same way. Fourteen years after I was born, my mom still wished she’d gotten rid of me. That’s what she told my dad the day I overheard them, Deck,” he says, his voice wobbling painfully, “it was awful. They didn’t want me when she was pregnant, and they didn’t want me when I was a teenager either.”

      I ache for him in every cell in my body. I want to hold him tight and take all the hurt away. “I’m so sorry you heard that. I’m so sorry that happened. I wish you’d never had to go through that.”

      “Me too,” he says, but he soldiers on. “My grandma insisted on me—she made my mom keep me.”

      My throat tightens, clogging with more emotion than I think I’ve ever felt, and it’s like a dam breaking.

      “I love your grandma,” I blurt, when what I want to say is I love you so much. I love that you’re here, I love that she insisted on you, I love that you’re alive, and I love madly that you’re with me right now, because I’m pretty sure you’re the great love of my life.

      “I love her too.” Grant’s voice trembles, but he keeps going. “I went to Reese’s house that night and told her what I’d heard.”

      “What did she say?”

      “She hugged me. Told me she loved me. Reminded me of the other people who did too, like Sierra and my grandparents. Now, I don’t even talk to my mom or dad much. Sometimes they show up at games. Sometimes at Thanksgiving. I’m nice to them and all, but they’re not really my family. They didn’t want me, and they didn’t try to want me.” He shudders, then breathes out hard, squaring his shoulders, reaching for both my hands now. “But I really like being wanted.” He dips his head then raises it with a sheepish expression. “I think that’s why I like your jealous side.”

      A small laugh falls from my lips as I lace my fingers through his. “Want to hear a secret?”

      Grant smiles. “I do.”

      “I’ve never been the jealous type. It’s not my nature. But there’s just something about you. Always has been,” I say, shaking my head in amazement over this man and what he does to me. “I felt it that first night at The Lazy Hammock, and it never stopped.” I emphasize every important word that comes next. “I want you, Grant Blackwood. And it’s never been just physical. I want you all to myself. I want you immeasurably more than I’ve ever wanted anything. More than baseball. I want you so much the wanting is part of my fucking soul.”

      His lips twitch in a gentle grin. “Do you think it’s crazy that I need that? That kind of intensity?”

      I shake my head. “No. It’s not crazy.” My hand slides up his arm, travels to his sternum, my palm resting on top of his heart. “It’s what you need. And it’s what I want to give you.”

      Grant covers my hand with his, then closes his eyes and sighs contentedly. I shift positions, stretching alongside him, grateful his couch is big and cushy. I wrap my arms around him, feeling that calm rightness once again.

      I breathe him in, and my heart feels like it’s expanding with each breath like it’s unsure how to fit in my rib cage. But I’ll make room for it, this new heart size. Pretty sure it’s never returning to how it was.

      We stay like that, quiet and peaceful, as the sounds of the city wrap around Grant’s home—cars honking in the distance, music playing from the park, a trolley rolling along somewhere.

      From even farther away, I imagine I can hear the Pacific Ocean crashing against the sand, that kind of nighttime whoosh the waves make as they tug on the shore.

      Steady. Constant.

      The sun and the moon.

      I run my hand down his arm, savoring the moment.

      The doorbell buzzes, and a second later Grant’s stomach growls again.

      I laugh. “And I suspect the man you really want just arrived.”

      “Things you need to know about me—I require lots of feeding,” he says, vaulting up from the couch and practically running to the front door, where he thanks the DoorDash guy by name.

      Then we grab chopsticks and chow down.

      We eat and talk.

      “Listen,” Grant begins. “I know you said you’re willing to let me set the pace. But I think we should take things slow."

      “Sure. That makes sense,” I say, even though I wish there were a full-speed ahead option. But schedules simply don’t permit that.

      “You made yourself a promise. You gave yourself a year. I don’t think you’re rough around the edges like you said, but I also want you to do what you need to do.”

      “I need to do you,” I say in a low rumble.

      “Yes. And often.” He turns more serious. “But what I’m saying is I don’t want you to regret this. To say oh man, we started too soon. So, I’m going to have to lay down a rule.”

      Curious, I gesture with my chopsticks for him to go on. “Continue.”

      “No boyfriend talk. No future talk. No this is what we are talk,” Grant says, setting down his chopsticks in the takeout container. “What do you think?”

      “That’s three or four rules,” I tease.

      “And rules are good. Because I want this. Don’t you?”

      I set down my food on the coffee table. Curl a hand around his head. Tug him close. “Yes. I want to prove myself to you.”

      Grant shakes his head. “You don’t have to prove anything to me, Deck. This is for us. You said you were nervous about starting up. So, let’s not define this thing. Let’s not make long-term promises. Let’s just . . . be. Day by day, whatever that looks like.”

      I smile from deep within my soul. “I want all that, but can we maybe, possibly, pretty please make plans to see each other in May? Because I might die if we don’t.”

      Grant cracks up. “I see that’s going to be an issue for us. Death from sex camel-ing. Let’s not let that happen. I will give you the whole cock treatment.”

      I press my palms together and raise my gaze heavenward. “Thank you for the whole cock.”

      We compare our schedules right then. He leaves for spring training in Phoenix in a few more days, since pitchers and catchers report first. I’ll head to Tampa in a week, but I’ll still see Carla via Zoom, I tell Grant when he asks.

      When spring training ends, the regular season begins. Our schedules are packed, as they usually are.

      “I have one day off in April,” I say heavily.

      “Same,” he mourns. “But not the same one.”

      We don’t have any games in the same city, even, and the Comets don’t play the Cougars till July. But I spot an opening.

      I point to the May schedule for the Comets, then the same month for the Cougars. “Do you see what I see?” I wiggle a brow. “Los Angeles. Then Seattle.”

      “Oh yes,” Grant says, with a dirty growl. “You’ve got a day off between playing the Bandits and the Storm Chasers. And I have a day off too.”

      “And what do you know? It’s the same day. Want to invite me over that Thursday before I go to Seattle? I can make a pitstop in San Francisco for the night. If you invite me, I bet I’ll say yes.”

      “Spend the night with me on that day,” he says, pointing to the calendar.

      “Done.”

      We don’t even attempt to figure out what happens after May, and that’s the point.

      Even though I suspect we both know that beyond May is the real challenge—navigating a long-distance relationship with our jobs. But we don’t try to tonight. Tonight is for this long overdue reunion.

      “I’ll miss you before then. But that’s okay,” Grant says, chin up. “You’re going to focus on Carla and keep up all this good work. That’s what I want you to do. I don’t want to mess up your recovery, as you call it. It’s a good thing we can’t see each other. And we’re not going to make plans beyond that because that will distract you from your therapy.”

      I growl like I’m mad at him, even though he’s hit the nail on the head. “You’re right.”

      “‘Course I am. Catchers always know best. Did you know catchers are the smartest guys on the team?” he says, with a twinkle in his blue eyes.

      “Or the cockiest.”

      “Because we work the hardest.”

      “Like I said.”

      Grant grabs my thigh, gripping it with an affectionate squeeze. “Listen, Deck. What I’m saying is this: I’m not going to let you backslide by giving you too much access to my fine ass.”

      “Thanks for depriving me of my favorite thing,” I grumble.

      “It’s all for a good cause.”

      Indeed, it is. The good cause of a second chance.

      When we plow through half the food, we go back to his bedroom, change the sheets, and turn on the fireplace.

      We return to each other, doing some of our favorite things, then we kiss till the stars wink off in the sky. I’m not sure if it’s the fire or us that’s warming me up from the inside of my soul.
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      In the morning, I wake to an insistent buzzing on my phone.
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      The text blares at me.

      

      Dad: You’re here!

      

      I cringe.

      

      Dad: I saw some pictures from the event Thursday night! Guess what?

      

      I wince—because I can guess. But I don’t even have to type a response because he’s already writing back.

      

      Dad: I’m in the city too. Are you still here? Have you gone back to NY yet? I’m at the diner we used to go to off Fillmore Street right now. If you’re around, want to join me for a cup of coffee?

      

      I groan, rubbing my hand down my face.

      Grant stirs, slowly opening his eyes. My heart stutters as my fantastic reality registers. I’m in bed with Grant, waking up with him the day after. All those times in Arizona, we never woke up together. The view of him next to me in bed with sunlight streaming through the window, this glimpse of his sleepy face, his wild, messy hair, his lazy early-morning smile.

      But it disappears when his eyes drift down to my phone in my hands. “What’s up?” he asks, propping up on his elbow.

      I brace myself. “My dad is in the city.”

      “Oh.” It comes out like it weighs ten tons.

      I set a hand on his arm. “I’m not leaving you. I’m not going to go see him.”

      “Okay,” he says, but he sounds tentative.

      “I promise. I’m just writing back to him. That’s all. I’m here with you,” I reassure him.

      Grant rubs his eyes, yawning. “What does he want, though?”

      I sit up. “He wants to see me.”

      He takes a deep breath. “Do you want to see him?”

      “I want to see you,” I say.

      Grant arches a brow. “But do you think you should see him? Is that important for your therapy work? Do you think it would help you?”

      “Maybe. I guess it’s what I’m trying to figure out,” I admit. I’ve been weighing that since I saw the first note a few minutes ago.

      Grant sits up too. “I researched alcoholism.”

      I blink, surprised. “You did?”

      “When you first told me about your dad. I wanted to understand your situation, and I read how addiction affects family members. And then later on too, after the World Series, I did some more research. I wanted to know how to support you if . . .”

      He doesn’t finish the thought.

      He doesn’t have to.

      If we got back together.

      “Thank you.”

      “He’s always going to be your dad,” Grant says. “I want to understand what you’re going through so I can help you.”

      “But I don’t have to just jump when he says he wants to see me.”

      Grant glances at the time. It’s nine. “True. But I’m not actually waking up this early. I’m going back to sleep—it’s a matter of principle in the off-season.” He reaches for my arm, rubs his hand softly down my skin. “If you want to see your dad, go see him right now.”

      “I want to be there for him, but I also want to help him in healthy ways. That’s what I’m trying to work on.”

      “Then this is your chance. Just go get a cup of coffee. Maybe this is part of what you need. To know you can see him without getting pulled into his stuff.”

      “You think so?”

      “I do.” Grant’s decisive as he answers, and his certainty seals it for me.

      “You want me to come back?”

      He rolls his eyes. “You better. I need to get my lips on your dick before you leave for New York.” He sinks down into the pillow. “I’m going back to sleep.”

      I reply to my dad, then I swing my legs out of bed and pull on underwear and jeans. I pad into the bathroom and brush my teeth using the extra toothbrush he gave me last night. Then I return to the bed, press a kiss to Grant’s forehead. “I’ll be back in forty-five.”

      “Bring me a bagel,” he murmurs. “Sesame, please.”

      I laugh. “I will. Do you want coffee too?”

      He shakes his head. “No. I’ll make it here. I make awesome coffee. Do you want to take my car? It might be faster than waiting for a Lyft on a Saturday morning.”

      “You don’t mind?”

      “I left the keys on the table downstairs. Just take it and get back here soon, okay? The garage door opener is in the console and the code to get into the house is 38925, and before you ask, it’s my batting average to the thousandth point.”

      “You wish,” I say as I haul him in close for a kiss.

      But he protests. “I have morning breath.”

      “Don’t care, don’t care, don’t care.” I kiss him, then I promise I’ll return.
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      I’ve got this.

      That’s what I tell myself as I head into the diner and give my dad a quick hug.

      He doesn’t stink of tequila. He smells of soap. That’s a good start.

      “So good to see you,” he says, his voice all gravelly, like the years have gotten to him. He sends a wink my way. “Glad to see you could fit your old man in.”

      Ah, the guilt trip.

      “I was really only here for a day.” I stay calm as I sit at a table with him.

      “But that was Thursday?” He offers a questioning smile, asking why I didn’t reach out sooner.

      I don’t take the bait. I home in on the things Carla and I have talked about. You don’t have to engage. “Yes. And then I had business to take care of. So I stayed an extra day,” I explain.

      His eyebrows shoot up. “What sort of business? New sponsorship deal?”

      “Something like that,” I say.

      “You’re still getting a ton of those?”

      “I am.” I rap on the table. “Knock on wood.”

      He lifts his coffee cup, like he’s toasting to me. “I’m proud that you’ve been able to strike so many business deals.”

      For a brief second, I wonder if there’s subtext there. If he’s waiting for me to offer up money. But that’s not why I’m here today. I didn’t say yes to figure him out. I said yes to figure me out. “What are you doing in the city today?”

      His eyes crinkle at the corners. “Seeing a new woman.”

      “And she lives nearby?”

      He nods. “Not too far. She’s over in the Outer Sunset. I had some business here in the hood, but I’m heading back there after this.”

      “Is it going well with her?”

      “I met her at AA,” he says, and I don’t even know if he’s sober again, if he’s a newcomer once more to the program, but I’m not going to ask. I don’t know if I’ll hear the truth from him anyway, and I don’t need his sobriety to be happy. I want it for him, but I don’t need it for me. “She just got her two-month chip,” he adds.

      That’s a red flag. I’ve done my research too, talked about AA with Carla. Dating a newcomer to the program isn’t advised. Which tells me Dad’s more interested in what he wants than her sobriety. But again, this is not my battle. I can’t micromanage his program or his life. “I hope it works out for you both, Dad,” I say, though I doubt it will.

      He spends the next thirty minutes telling me about Tricia. What a wonderful woman she is. How he wants to change for her. How he thinks she’s the one. How grateful he is, too, that I made time for him today.

      “Listen, you’re probably sick of hearing this from me,” he says. “But I wanted to say I was sorry for what happened a couple years ago. When I went to Vegas with some friends. Lost all that money. Asked you for help. I need to stop asking you for money.”

      That surprises me—his out-of-the-blue apology.

      But then, it doesn’t.

      Amends is a seesaw for him.

      I’ve been up and down on each end of it.

      I try to remember what Carla would say. Just because you accept his apology doesn’t mean you have to let him into your life. You can love him without enabling him.

      “Thanks for saying that. I appreciate it,” I say, and then it’s time to go.

      I say goodbye on the street as I head to Grant’s car, parked a few feet away. My dad whistles at the Tesla. “Nice wheels. Bet that wouldn’t take long to get to the Outer Sunset.”

      I toss the keys up in my hand. “Probably not. Bye, Dad,” I say, then wave goodbye. He blinks, then waves too, and I get in the car.

      I don’t offer him a ride.

      Maybe that makes me a dick. Or maybe it means I’m finally learning some boundaries.

      On the way to Grant’s house, I stop at Fog City Bakery and grab a sesame bagel.
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      For the record, I am an excellent sleeper. I can crash anywhere.

      Team plane? Not a problem.

      Any hotel on the road? I’m down for the count in seconds.

      My own bed on a Saturday morning?

      There is literally no place I’d rather be.

      That’s why it pisses me off that my brain has a motherfucking bee in it right now. It’s flapping its wings, whispering dangerous thoughts.

      Check your phone.

      Maybe he sent you a breakup text.

      Don’t check your phone.

      He probably took off for New York without saying goodbye.

      I figured, stupidly, that I could sleep through Declan’s morning outing to see his father. Like it was just a dream. I’d wake up and he’d be back kissing me.

      But that’s not what happens. I can’t fall asleep again. Still, I’m glad he went. This is a test.

      It’s not a test for Declan though.

      It’s for me.

      Can I trust him to return? Can I trust he won’t break my heart again?

      I want to pass the trust test so badly.

      Staying busy will help.

      I get out of bed, brush my teeth, take a quick shower, and pull on some hot briefs—because positive thinking—and a pair of gym shorts—because I’m meeting Crosby and Holden for a workout later. I pad downstairs to the kitchen and start some coffee. When it brews, I pour the mug, go to my couch, grab my tablet, and catch up on sports news. The Dragons still don’t have a new manager. Our cross-town rival team has been cleaning house lately, and the last piece of the puzzle is a new skipper. Holden’s been antsy, hoping for one.

      When I check the clock, it’s been forty-five minutes since Declan took off, and my heart grows a little more restless every second.

      But I talk back to it.

      Trust him.

      I repeat that, as needed, until I hear the most wonderful sound—my garage door opening. A few seconds later, it closes, then I enjoy the clicking of the door that leads into my house, the footsteps pounding up the stairs.

      “They were out of sesame. I got you an everything bagel,” Declan calls out.

      All the butterflies in the city land in my chest. “Perfect.”

      I rise, meeting him in the kitchen. After I toast the bagel, I spread peanut butter on it, and then take a couple bites.

      He arches a brow. “You like peanut butter on everything bagels?”

      “I like peanut butter on everything.”

      Declan closes the distance, presses his body against mine. “Would you like peanut butter on my cock?”

      “Is that a trick question? Two great things that taste great together? Yeah, I would fucking love that.”

      I set down the bagel. I’m not into food play, but I’m into him. I’m into the fact that he’s here.

      He runs his thumb along my cheek, across my whiskers. “And I like your morning stubble too, Grant.” He kisses my jaw, enjoying my half-a-day beard. “Mmm. You just got out of the shower.”

      “I did,” I say.

      “Love your freshly showered smell,” Declan whispers, and my skin sizzles, then heats even more when he crushes my lips with his.

      When we break the kiss, I ask, “How did it go?”

      “It was good. We just talked. He didn’t ask for anything. And I didn’t offer him a ride when we were done.”

      I arch a brow. “Is that a big step for you?”

      “I think so. He was angling for one, but I didn’t want to let him that far into my life—or yours. It’s my life. And ours. I want to live it on our terms.”

      I grab his hips, splaying my hands wide on them. “You’re so sexy when you’re all therapied and shit,” I tell him.

      Declan cracks up and hauls me in for another hot kiss. After a few minutes of making out just because we want to, I glance at the clock. “When do you have to leave?”

      “Around twelve-thirty. Maybe twelve forty-five. Flight’s at three.”

      “I’m meeting the guys at one to go to the gym.”

      “Perfect. We have plenty of time for all sorts of good stuff. Like this.” Declan sinks to his knees. Pushes down my shorts. Gives an appreciative smile when he’s eye-to-cock with my tight boxer briefs. I love how my man runs a hand over the outline of my dick then jams his face against my hard-on, inhaling my scent, and rubbing his cheek and mouth along the ridge. “Tell me you’re not wearing these to the gym.”

      I roll my eyes even as I grab his head, jerking his face up close and personal against my cock. “They’re for you, obviously. I have tons of Rafe Rodman briefs to wear for you. Especially now that I know you’re a junkie.”

      “Mmm. Junkie for your junk. They make your dick look so good.”

      “Bet you’d look good in Rafe Rodmans too,” I say.

      “It’s almost a shame to take them off,” he says, taking his time sliding them down my legs. “But a man’s gotta do what a man’s gotta do. Because I didn’t only get you an everything bagel.”

      “Oh, you got me something else too?” I ask as I step out of the bright blue sexy-as-hell briefs. “Are you going to give me an everything blow job?”

      “I am. And I bet you like it more than the bagel and peanut butter.”

      “I’ll be the judge of that.”

      But there’s no contest. Declan’s blow jobs are definitely better than peanut butter. I love how he licks and kisses the head of my dick, how he swirls his tongue down my length, how he takes me in deep.

      It’s a beautiful sight—this man on his knees for me. His hands slide up and down my thighs. His lush lips stretch open wide. His gaze drifts up to mine, watching me as I watch him suck me off. Declan’s hands roam over my stomach and around to my ass. He grabs my cheeks hard, jerking me deeper into his throat. My mind spins and pleasure twists through my body.

      After a minute like that, he has me in his clutches, cupping my balls, playing with my ass. Without warning, he pops off me and spins me around. “Hold onto the counter,” Declan says.

      “Oh, fuck yes,” I gasp as I rest on my elbows, lift my ass higher, and wait for the thing I crave from him.

      A dirty, delicious treat.

      His big hands cover both cheeks, and he growls as he spreads my ass open. “I’ve been wanting to do this to you forever,” he murmurs.

      With a naughty hum in his throat, he grips my cheeks, kneading and squeezing hard. He lifts his right hand, smacks my ass, then kisses the top of my crack.

      I shiver, bowing my back, arching higher. “Yesssss. Please.”

      “Mmm. I fucking love your ass,” Declan says like he’s worshipping me. If I thought he adored my cock last night, he takes his devotion to a whole new level when he licks down the length of my ass, then presses the most carnal kiss in the whole world against my hole.

      “Unghhh,” I grunt. There’s no way I can manage words.

      Declan’s noisy enough for both of us, though, as he flicks his tongue against me. He hums like this is his greatest wish, like he’s wanted nothing more than to have me this intimately.

      This intensely.

      His tongue lavishes attention on my entrance, with big, long licks and decadent moans, chased by hungry kisses, followed by just the right kind of swat. The I want your ass kind of swat, not the I want to spank you smack. There’s a difference, and the first turns me all the fuck on to the moon and back.

      I shudder, arching and moving against his mouth. When he flicks his tongue there, right there, my dick jumps, leaking at the tip, throbbing as pleasure swirls inside me.

      This was one of my fantasies of him. One of the things we never got to do before. I have to see this.

      I crane my neck around and holy fuck.

      It’s better than my dirty dreams.

      The sight of Declan on his knees, worshipping me, sends adrenaline pumping wildly in my body. It’s the most erotic thing I’ve ever seen, and it’s happening to me. The guy I want—the guy I’m fucking crazy for—is going to town on me.

      “You’re so fucking hot, Deck. God, that’s so fucking good,” I rasp, my chest heaving with a wild kind of pleasure that spirals and rockets higher.

      My toes tingle.

      My bones vibrate.

      My whole body sings.

      A brand-new sensation builds inside me like a relentless drumbeat as I sink deeper, dropping my head onto my hands on the counter—giving in completely.

      “Yessssss,” I groan.

      “You taste incredible,” he murmurs, then he consumes me again. It’s wild and intimate, filthy and beautiful.

      He’s turning me inside out, taking me apart, opening me up, as I happily slide into a land of bliss. My body twitches with pleasure, and I’m desperate, so damn desperate to reach the edge. To grab hold of the ecstasy he’s promising me with every flick of his tongue.

      I reach down between my legs, grab my aching cock. “I’m close,” I groan as I shuttle my fist along my length, eager for release.

      My body jerks as I stroke hard and fast, and Declan doesn’t relent. He’s officially blowing my mind. Lust tears through me until I’m shaking everywhere. “Gonna come any second,” I warn.

      He stops and spins me around again. Taking my shaft into his mouth, he swallows me whole, loving on my dick as I unload with a savage growl. Starbursts strobe behind my eyes, colors blasting my brain cells as my orgasm takes over my world.

      “Yes, fucking yes.” My hands curl tight around his head as I shoot down his throat.

      I can’t stop groaning, can’t stop panting. I don’t even think my legs work. They’re Silly Putty as he lets go of my dick, wipes a hand across his mouth, then stands, looking like a cat who ate all the world’s canaries.

      I grab his waist, needing to hold on to him. “Whoa,” I say softly.

      Declan stares at me lasciviously, licking his lips nice and slow, as if he just finished a feast.

      I’m still moaning. Harsh breath staggers from my lips. My shoulders heave. “So, that was a really good bagel,” I tell him in between gasps.

      He nuzzles my neck, laughing as he whispers against my skin, “You can have a bagel anytime you want, babe.”

      Pretty sure I’m going to be taking him up on that offer again and again.

      I pick up the bagel and finish it. Best I’ve ever had.
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      But soon, it’s time to go. After I give him a goodbye blow job, we kiss relentlessly at the front door.

      We don’t make promises, though. Promises got us in trouble before. Besides, we already made a plan—the we’re-not-supposed-to-have-a-plan plan.

      With a reluctant tip of his forehead, he reaches for the doorknob, then spots a Hawks cap on the entryway table. “My hair’s a mess. Any chance I can borrow your hat?”

      “You know I like you in my clothes.” I hand him the cap then think better of it and set it on his head. Why waste one more chance to touch him?

      When he leaves, I’m both sad and happy.

      I try to hold on to the happy, though, as I straighten up the place, pull on a workout shirt, and change into compression shorts, since the Rafe Rodmans are not for the gym.

      Before I go meet the guys, my phone lights up with a text from the man wearing my hat.
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      This is the kind of text I like getting from him.

      

      
        
        Declan: Just ran into Crosby and Holden when I was leaving the coffee shop around the block. Pretty sure they won’t put two and two together about why I stayed an extra night in San Francisco and ran into them a block from where you live. Straight guys can be so clueless. It’s fucking adorable.

      

        

      
        Grant: Ha! I know! I’ll throw them off the scent even more. It’ll be a blast.

      

        

      
        Declan: Can’t wait to hear about it.

      

      

      

      I leave a few minutes later, bounding down the steps in my workout clothes just as Holden and Crosby are heading up to my front door.

      Crosby shoots me a curious look, gesturing to my hair. Hmmm. I have a feeling it’s still sticking up in all sorts of directions thanks to Declan’s fingers mowing their way through it.

      “You’ve been DoorDashing on a Saturday afternoon?” Crosby asks.

      I smirk, rolling my eyes as I flip him the bird. “Yeah, I had a burger and a blow job. Let’s go hit the gym.”

      As we work out, the three of us get lost in our own worlds. I’m not a mind reader, so I can’t speak for Holden and Crosby, but I know where my mind is.

      I text Declan as I kill it on the treadmill, sweat sliding down my skin.

      

      
        
        Grant: Told them I DoorDashed. Had a burger and a blow job.

      

        

      
        Declan: How was the burger?

      

        

      
        Grant: Fanfuckingtastic. Was it a good one for you too?

      

        

      
        Declan: The best. By the way, thanks for the hat. Smells like your shampoo. Which means I’m hard.

      

        

      
        Grant: So, pretty much how it always is with you when it comes to me?

      

        

      
        Declan: Yup.

      

        

      
        Grant: I’d ask for a dick pic, but you’re at an airport. You can send me one tonight.

      

        

      
        Grant: Wait. Pretend I didn’t ask that.

      

        

      
        Grant: I’m ignoring you for three months.

      

        

      
        Grant: I’m ignoring you so fucking hard.

      

        

      
        Declan: Watch it, rookie. You’re not ignoring me. No way. Also, you act like you can stop me from sending you a pic. But I will. I definitely will.

      

        

      
        Grant: Score!

      

        

      
        Declan: Hey . . .

      

        

      
        Grant: Hey to you . . .

      

        

      
        Declan: Thank you—for giving me another chance.

      

      

      

      I smile as I hit four miles at a ten percent incline, running hard and fast. This feels amazing, like anything is possible.

      

      
        
        Grant: Remember last night when you said therapy was like spilling your guts and hoping people still want to hang out with you?

      

        

      
        Declan: I do.

      

        

      
        Grant: I want to hang out with you more than ever.
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      Declan keeps his promise to send me a selfie that night. I make excellent use of it.

      Since I’m generous that way, I send him one too.

      He also makes use of it.

      A few days later, I land in Arizona, step off the plane, and snap a shot of Camelback Mountain to post on my social media feeds. Four greatest words in the English language to a baseball fan: Pitchers and Catchers Report.

      Declan Steele is the first person to like my post.

      The next day, I go for a run around the golf course, stopping to take a picture of two herons. I don’t post that on social. I send it to him.

      

      Grant: It’s Apollo and . . . wait . . . let’s give him a new name since that story has the “November Rain” problem too.

      

      Seconds later, he replies.

      

      
        
        Declan: Apollo and T.S. Eliot?

      

        

      
        Grant: Done. I’ve renamed them.

      

        

      
        Declan: I always suspected you were a revisionist heron historian.

      

        

      
        Grant: Speaking of Eliot, I read The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock. You told me it was your favorite.

      

        

      
        Declan: And do you hate it like “November Rain”? It’s got some mixed messages in it too, I admit.

      

        

      
        Grant: I don’t hate “November Rain.” I like the song, but not the sentiment. I like Prufrock. But I DID think this line could use some improvement. Do I dare to eat a peach?

      

        

      
        Declan: I’ll bite. What would you change it to?

      

        

      
        Grant: Do I dare to suck a cock?

      

        

      
        Declan: Has anyone ever told you that you have the dirty mind of a twelve-year-old?

      

        

      
        Grant: Dear God, I hope no twelve-year-old has my mind. It’s an X-rated carnival in my head sometimes.

      

        

      
        Declan: What sort of games and rides are open at the Grant Blackwood Wonderland?

      

        

      
        Grant: The Steel Rod Rub-Off Intimidator. The Down-and-Dirty-Rim-Job Merry-Go-Round. The Suck-Me-Off-In-the-Sky Ferris Wheel. The Great Double-Banger. The Flip-Fuck Fiesta. The Hot, Hidden Hand Job Tilt-A-Whirl. Oh, and the Sixty-Nine Simultaneous Jizzer.

      

        

      
        Declan: You. Win. The. Text. Messages. Forever.

      

        

      
        Grant: Thank you very much. Step right up and get your tickets. Don’t be shy.

      

        

      
        Declan: I’ll take an all-access pass, please. Every ride. All day long.

      

        

      
        Grant: I had a feeling you’d be buying a party pack.

      

        

      
        Declan: I’m going to ride all your rides.

      

        

      
        Grant: First choice?

      

        

      
        Declan: That’s cruel. How can I pick? But if I have to, I’ve got a reel playing in my head of you and me sixty-nining.

      

        

      
        Grant: It’s like we share a dirty brain sometimes.

      

        

      
        Declan: Why not? We share plenty of other organs.

      

        

      
        Grant: By the way, do you see how I’m running solo? I’d suggest you do the same. As in, you better not find a new workout partner when you go to Tampa.

      

      

      

      He sends me back a gif of Robert Downey Jr. rolling his eyes.

      

      
        
        Grant: I definitely deserved that.

      

        

      
        Declan: You did.

      

      

      

      I return to my audio book as I run, a smile sneaking across my face at the realization that not once have I wanted to throw my phone at the wall. I definitely don’t want to chuck it a few mornings later when I wake up to a hilariously adorable text from my favorite Comet.

      

      Declan: Question. What does one wear clubbing?

      

      Laughing, I write back.

      

      
        
        Grant: Dude, are you planning your outfit for a date three months—no, more than three months from now?

      

        

      
        Declan: Evidently.

      

        

      
        Grant: I love it! You keep that up and you’ll be upgraded to the Platinum Gay Card in no time.

      

      

      

      That earns me another eye-rolling gif. I reply with my best fashion tip.

      

      
        
        Grant: Honestly, I want to grind against you no matter what you’ve got on. But jeans and a tight shirt that show off your smoking hot bod are enough for me. Why are you asking?

      

        

      
        Declan: Just figuring I’ll need to work through my dancing issues in therapy too. Might as well get started now.

      

      

      

      I crack up, loving this new self-deprecating side of him. Most of all, I love that he’s showing it to me.

      

      
        
        Grant: For the record, I can’t wait to go dancing with you. And if dancing isn’t your thing, I’ll lead. All you’ll have to do is just move with me. I’ll make it nice and easy.

      

        

      
        Declan: It’s not my thing, but I do want to go with you. I can tell it’ll make you happy.

      

        

      
        Grant: It will make me so happy to dance with you.

      

        

      
        Declan: That is all I need to know. I’m there.

      

      

      

      A few days later, the position players arrive for training. Once the whole team is here, we convince the rookies that Crosby can do the triple lift. Sullivan, Miguel, Chance, and I cover them in ketchup and baby powder, and for the first time in six years I don’t feel a pang in my heart during this ritual.

      Our manager appears, parks his hands on his hips, and laughs his ass off. “All right, gentlemen, and I use that term loosely, get your asses to work. Rookies, hit the showers.”

      The rookies rush to the locker room while the troublemakers among us head to the dugout to put our condiment weapons away.

      “Remember when that was us?” Sullivan asks.

      “How could I forget?” I certainly can’t, but I can enjoy that memory now that it’s good again.

      Better than good.

      That’s life with Declan in it.

      My life was good before. Hell, my life was great.

      Now, it’s even better.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      That night, Declan calls for no reason. “Just wanted to hear your voice,” he says.

      “That’s the best reason to call.”

      I tell him about the triple lift, and he laughs. “Maybe I’ll get that going here too. Tucker and Brady would get a kick out of it,” he says. “You’d think by now the word would get out and spoil the prank.”

      “Or maybe the rookies keep quiet so they can keep up the tradition when they’re the veterans.”

      Declan chuckles again, faint and fond. “I can still picture the way you were smiling that day,” he says.

      “You might have had something to do with my mood.”

      “Let’s keep that up.”

      “Works for me.”
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      When I hit my first home run of spring training, my guy texts me a surprise that night.

      

      
        
        Declan: Let’s play a game. Every time you get a hit, I’ll send you your favorite kind of selfie. You in?

      

        

      
        Grant: All in.

      

        

      
        Declan: Great, here you go.

      

      

      

      The image loads as I walk from the shower into the living area of my hotel suite. The shot is so damn sexy I have to grab hold of the wall so I don’t fall over. It’s Declan unsnapping his jeans, pushing down his boxer briefs, and sliding his hand down his hard length.

      I flop down on the couch and FaceTime him, stat.

      “Yes, I am going to hit a homer tomorrow,” I say when I see his face.

      “Happy to inspire you to go long,” he says.

      Then we get inspired together, talking dirty, acting dirtier, till we come together.

      It’s a beautiful sight. The way we lose control for each other is a dream come true.

      Especially when we come down from our FaceTime high and Declan shoots me that easy grin. “Want to know what I miss the most?”

      “Tell me.”

      “Kissing you,” he says, kind of dreamy.

      “I can’t wait for your lips,” I tell him, feeling stupid in lust and stupid in love at the same time.
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      It becomes a thing. The better I play, the more the reward.

      I’ve always been highly motivated when it comes to baseball. But Declan’s method of positive reinforcement sends that to a whole new level. I have the best spring training ever, and it carries over into Opening Day. I go two-for-four at the plate, and we get our official World Series rings in a pre-game ceremony.

      Across the country, Declan knocks in two runs, and the Comets win as well. That night, I call and ask about his game. But he’s more interested in the ring ceremony, so I give him all the details.

      “Send me a pic of your ring.”

      I do as he asks, and a few seconds later, he hums. “I want one of those,” he says, abject longing in his voice.

      “You’ll get one. I know it,” I assure him.

      “I don’t know—I’ve been playing for ten years and haven’t even made it to a World Series. Who knows how long I’ll play?”

      I sit up straighter in bed. “You’re not thinking of retiring, are you?” I don’t want Declan to hang up his cleats early. He has so much game left in him.

      “No way. You’ll have to pull me off the diamond kicking and screaming.” He laughs lightly, but wistfully. “All I’m saying is you never know what’s going to happen. Every year feels like it could be my last.”

      “I get what you mean, but I don’t believe it. You’re only thirty-one. You’re going to be playing for a long time. I can feel it.”

      “Long enough for you to come to one of my games and root for me?” His voice pitches upward hopefully.

      I latch onto that note. “Is that something you want? Me in the stands?”

      “Yeah. I do want that.” A happy sigh rumbles over the phone. “I have this fantasy of seeing you in the stands, of us locking eyes. Of calling my shot and hitting a homer for you.”

      I laugh, truly tickled by that image. “And when you cross home plate, you’ll jog over to me. I’ll lean over and give you a big smacker. Is that your fantasy too?”

      He groans, long and low. “I want that. Badly.” After a moment, he shifts his tone. “Seriously, though, I would love it if you were at one of my games. You don’t even have to kiss me. Just knowing you’re there would rock my world.”

      “You know what’s amazing? When someone tells you what he wants. When you know you can give it to him.”

      “You’d do that?”

      “Yes. I would. I want to rock your world, Declan Steele.”

      “You definitely do.”

      “And I am sure someday you’ll have a ring.”

      And I’ll be at that game, cheering you on.

      But, that wish, I hold close to the vest. There’s too much to jinx in it.

      “Maybe. But even if I don’t, I’m pretty happy right now,” he says.

      “So am I.”

      Except for that little matter of a long-distance relationship. We haven’t talked about that—what it looks like long-term, how we’ll make it work beyond May.

      On one hand, it seems like we’re navigating the relationship part just fine. But I’m not convinced either one of us knows a thing about how to handle the distance.
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      One thing I learn about Grant Blackwood in April: he likes to give gifts. It’s not entirely surprising, but it is absolutely endearing.

      The first gift arrives in digital form late one night after a game.

      I’m on the subway heading home, tempted to open it. I’ve learned, though, that multimedia texts and emails from Grant are best viewed behind closed doors.

      I wait . . . mostly patiently.

      Once I’m inside my apartment, I click open the text, and I’m both turned on and amused as I click on a picture of Grant’s ass photoshopped into a Topps baseball card.

      A chuckle bursts from me as I read the stats. Instead of batting average, height, and weight, he’s listed:

      Firm enough to flick a quarter off it.

      Round, tight, and delish.

      Your favorite place.

      He does include position, though. But rather than catcher, he writes: Versatile AF. Can play all positions and loves all positions.

      It’s the best gift ever.

      I write back.

      

      
        
        Declan: Does this mean you want a dick card?

      

        

      
        Grant: Dick card, dick pic, dick drawing. S’all good.

      

      

      

      I FaceTime him, so he gets a dick video that turns into a long, late-night phone call where we get ready for bed together.

      “Hey,” I say, flashing back to Grant’s first season of pro ball and a convo in the bathroom of a pool hall. “Did you ever learn to cook?”

      Laughing, he shakes his head. “Nope. I am the king of DoorDash. You’ve barely seen my amazing DoorDash skills. I know the takeout menu of every restaurant in the entire San Francisco metropolitan area.”

      “Impressive,” I say as I flop down on my bed. “Do you want to learn to cook?”

      “Maybe? I don’t know. I’m open to it, but I also love going out to eat. I’m kind of a social person.”

      “I’ve noticed. And it’d be fun to go out to dinner with you.”

      “Don’t forget breakfast and lunch.”

      “I won’t. We’ll do all three.”

      On that promising note, we talk for a little longer and say goodnight once we’re both under the covers.

      I turn off the light, picture Grant doing the same on his side of the country, and wish we had a date for breakfast tomorrow.
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      There’s a package waiting for me a few days later, in the mail room of my apartment. The shipping label says Rafe Rodman, but I didn’t order anything. Upstairs, in private, I open the box. Arching a brow, I pull out a pair of black briefs. The underwear isn’t the source of my skepticism—it’s that they are covered with cartoon unicorns.

      

      
        
        Declan: Why do you get to wear the snug, solid-color Rafe Rodmans that make me want to fuck you all night long, but I get to wear unicorns?

      

        

      
        Grant: Is there some reason you think unicorns on your ass and cock will deter me from wanting to fuck you?

      

        

      
        Declan: Fair point.

      

        

      
        Grant: Also, you have a unicorn cock. So there.

      

        

      
        Declan: Maybe I’ll wear these when I see you next month.

      

        

      
        Grant: Is that supposed to be a threat? Because it sounds more like I’m winning.
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      The third gift arrives the next morning—a DoorDash delivery from my favorite bakery, consisting of a half-dozen everything bagels with organic peanut butter. A note in the bag reads: In case you’re wondering what was on my mind last night in the shower, I hope this makes EVERYTHING clear. -G

      I’m grinning as I toast a bagel and tap out a reply.

      

      Declan: In case you’re wondering, I love everything about you . . . every single thing.

      

      But I don’t send that. I want to tell him in person that every day I fall more in love with him, and that I don’t ever plan to fall out.

      Instead, I backspace and type something else that’s true.

      

      Declan: In case you’re wondering, I can’t wait to see you. Can’t wait to do everything to you. With you. For you. I just can’t wait.

      

      That feels clear enough. I hit send.
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      Emma stops by later that day on her way to the Met, where she’s been working. I waggle the bag of bakery treats. “As hard as I try, I can’t eat six bagels in one day. Well, it’s five, now, since I had one already.”

      “And you know there is nothing worse than day-old bagels.” She shudders dramatically. “Luckily, I’m here to save the day. Toast one for me?”

      “It’s important to have standards,” I say, then drop the bagel into the toaster.

      “I want the works,” she says, and I snicker to myself because she’s not getting the full works for an everything bagel.

      “Inside joke?” Emma asks.

      “Yes, it is.”

      She flashes an I knew it grin. “So, you guys have inside jokes, now, and send each other gifts?”

      “We do,” I answer.

      When the bagel is ready, she bites into it and rolls her eyes in gastronomic delight. Once she swallows, she fixes me with a no-nonsense stare. “Declan Steele, when a man like Grant Blackwood sends you bagels this good, shares insider jokes, and ships you gifts, you have to find a way to be with him.”

      Those feel like words to live by.
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      One thing I’ve learned at therapy: shrinks will wait for you to find the answer.

      Mine has an Oprah vibe, both in her looks and her demeanor. She’s patient, wise, and inviting.

      When I walk into Carla’s homey, earth-toned office on West Seventy-Second Street on a Wednesday afternoon in May, I’m armed with questions.

      I sink onto her couch and fire away. “Do you think I’m ready? Do you think I’ve been getting away with murder the last few months? Do you think I’ll slide into old habits?”

      She smiles softly—sagely too—as she crosses her legs. “Would you like me to answer all three at once, or should we start at the top?”

      “Fine. We can take it one at a time,” I say with a faux huff.

      “Okay. Question one. Are you ready?” She leans forward, tilts her head, studies me. “Are you, Declan?”

      I breathe deeply, looking inside for the answer. It feels just out of reach. “That’s what I want to know.”

      “Did you come here a year ago to be ready for a relationship, or did you come here to learn better skills—ones that can help you in any relationship?”

      “The latter?”

      “Is it a question?” she asks with a light laugh.

      “The latter,” I say decisively.

      “I’d say so too. So, Declan, do you think you’ve put those skills into practice?”

      I cycle back over the last year—the way I’ve been open with my mom, letting her deeper into my life, telling her about Grant; the way I talk to Emma; the way I shared with Nadia; and most of all, how I am with Grant.

      But also, maybe even most importantly, how I’ve handled my dad. Turns out not giving him a ride unlocked something in me.

      Erecting that boundary gave me a new kind of freedom—to live life on my terms. It gave me the freedom to talk to Grant during spring training—and after spring training, and for the entire month of April. Also, for all of May so far.

      “Yes. I talk to Grant almost every day,” I say, then amend that. “Every day. We talk every day. As you know.”

      Carla nods. “As I know.”

      “Should I feel guilty about that? Am I breaking the promise I made to myself? To you?”

      “Do you feel guilty about talking to him?”

      It’s a fair question. “I thought I would. I worried I would be going back on my word. But I don’t feel guilty at all. I feel calm.”

      “And why do you think that is?”

      “Maybe I was more ready than I thought?”

      She nods a few times, like she’s considering my answer and hasn’t been waiting for me to arrive on my own. “Or maybe you had to become ready sooner,” she says. “Life doesn’t always come at you in neat packages and timelines. Life and love happen on their own schedule.”

      I reach for the green pillow on the couch, absently running a hand down it then bouncing my knee, fidgeting. “Are you saying I sped things up with Grant?”

      She leans forward. “I’m saying what you did in February was what you wanted to do. Right?”

      “Yes.” By February she means the weekend of the awards, when I reconnected with Grant officially, and that was exactly what I wanted to do.

      “And since then, you’ve been doing what you want, haven’t you? Talking to him. Staying in touch. Being . . . boyfriends?”

      A breath stutters from my lips. Is that what we are? Grant and I haven’t defined us at all. But with a few simple questions from Carla, here we are. Completely defined. Completely obvious.

      “He’s my boyfriend,” I confirm, and my God, it feels incredible to say that out loud.

      My therapist smirks, then laughs a little bit, seeming pleased. “Pretty hard to call him anything else.”

      I smile too, relaxing back into the brown couch. “It’s impossible to call him anything else.”

      She swings her foot back and forth. “How does it feel to call him that?”

      I half want to ask her the same question. How did it feel when she met the woman who became her wife?

      Maybe I’m not as messed up as I thought. Maybe I’ve had enough of a foundation in other ways—my own beliefs about who I give my business to, the lessons I learned from it, the love shared by my mother and then my stepfather. I have great friendships, a sport I love. Maybe I simply needed to get out of the way of my own happiness.

      Carla has been my guide in getting this far. My Sherpa.

      “It feels great,” I say, relieved. “The last few months have been . . .” I think about these recent times with Grant. I haven’t seen him, in person, but I’ve learned everything I needed. “I thought I needed to stick to a plan. To have everything in order. But maybe what I really needed was to know we could be together like this and not lose ourselves,” I tell Carla. “That I could trust myself with his heart because the last thing I want is to hurt him. Maybe I needed to know, too, he could handle baseball and me.”

      “That is a lot to handle,” she deadpans.

      “It is. But look at him. He’s killing it. He’s amazing on the field, and he’s amazing with me.” I scrub a hand across my jaw. “I’m so damn lucky.”

      She smiles, even bigger this time, more pleased. “Seems you’re having a relationship. Maybe even a healthy one?”

      I catch myself looking down to hide my smile. But why should I conceal it?

      I meet her eyes. “I think so.”

      “So, let me turn your questions around. Do you think you’re ready? Do you think you’ve been getting away with murder? Do you think you’re going to backslide?”

      For the first time in a year of work, I answer with certainty. “I’m ready. I’m not getting away with murder. And I won’t let myself slide into old habits.”
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      That night, I head to the game in the Bronx and go on a tear on the diamond as we play the San Francisco Dragons, slamming a three-run homer over the left-field fence that sews up a win for my team.

      When I go home to my apartment on Park Avenue, I call Grant. “Know what’s coming up soon?”

      “Our day off?”

      I smile. “Yep.”

      “Can’t wait. I have this charity thing for the Alliance the night before. Reese is doing social media for it, and she found this trendy art gallery in the Marina with a terrific view of the bay. Though, if you were in town, I’d probably skip the silent auction and cuddle up with you.” He clears his throat. “And by cuddle, I mean fuck and cuddle.”

      “I know exactly what you mean, and I can’t wait for both the fuck-fest and the cuddle-fest. But the event sounds cool too—the type of thing I’d want to attend with you someday. Go together, hold your hand, kiss you on the cheek.” Those are my couple goals, and I want to reach them.

      “We would be so cute. They’d love us,” Grant says.

      I laugh. “Poster men for the Alliance, eh?”

      “Well . . . if the shoe fits. Too bad you’re only in town one night. The silent auction kicks off a weekend-long carnival the Alliance is doing for teens and local high schoolers.” He tells me more about the carnival and his role, and it sounds like a blast.

      “I wish I were there to go with you.”

      “Going with you sounds as nice as a cuddle-fest.”

      “It does.” I clear my throat and broach a topic I’ve been wanting to talk about for three months. “When I see you, do you want to try to figure out how to do this thing?”

      “You mean like long-term?”

      “I do mean long-term, Grant. I feel long-term for you. All kinds of long-term,” I say, my heart thrumming.

      He hums like I’ve made him so damn happy. “I do want to figure it out. I want to be with you,” he says. He is as serious as I am, and that’s all that matters to me.

      We’re on the same page.

      If only our circumstances would align a little more.
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      The next morning, I go for a run in Central Park with Holden, who’s in town for our series with the Dragons. As we round the Reservoir, we catch up on things with his new coach, then life, then dating.

      “Are you still all nose to the grindstone, focused only on baseball?” I ask.

      “Pretty much. I haven’t seen anyone for the last two years.” Then, he adds like it’s a secret, “Well, except for this one woman.”

      “Then, there is someone?”

      “Sort of,” he says, as noncommittal as one can get.

      Maybe it’s the session yesterday with Carla. Maybe it’s the end of years of uncertainty. But fuck noncommittal.

      “Why ‘sort of’?” I demand. “You either know or you don’t know. What’s the story?”

      “She was out of the country for a while. It sounds crazy, because I didn’t even know her that well, but now I do, and I think she’s why I didn’t date for two years. Pretty sure in some ways, I was waiting for her to come back.”

      I shake my head. “Man, you’ve got a second chance with someone you waited two years for, and you’re only on the sort of path with her?”

      “It’s not that simple,” he protests.

      “Second chances never are, but if you’ve got one, don’t squander it. Do everything to make it happen,” I say, my tone way intense for a morning run.

      Or maybe it’s exactly as intense as it should be.

      Because Holden’s not the only one who needs to follow that advice.
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      Twenty-four hours.

      I’m seeing Declan in twenty-four hours. I haven’t seen him since February and this sex-camel lifestyle sucks.

      Though, boyfriend desert is more like it. I’m trudging through the sand, trying to reach the oasis of Declan. I miss all of my man. I want to curl up with him and kiss him. I want to fuck him and talk to him. Hell, I want to learn to cook with him.

      But, between baseball and charity work, friends and family, the days go by quickly. On Wednesday morning, I can’t sleep, knowing Declan is landing in this city tomorrow night. After a morning run and a long gym workout, I swing by The Lazy Hammock before it opens.

      “What does it take to get some service around here?” I say as I stride into the joint.

      River’s hunched over the bar, working on his laptop. “It takes my co-owner dishing the details on his love life,” my inked business partner says.

      As I get near, he swivels his laptop away from me and looks up. I arch a brow as I head to the counter in the empty establishment. “Dude, were you just watching porn at work? Is that why you hid your laptop?”

      Flicking his blond hair off his forehead, River rolls his brown eyes. “Why is that your default? Pot, kettle, perhaps?”

      Laughing, I grab a stool. “You can bust me on a lot of things, but it’s pretty safe to say I don’t watch porn while I’m catching a game.”

      “And I don’t watch it when I am balancing the books at our business enterprise. If you must know, I was finishing this beautiful spreadsheet, but I can show you a preview. But fair warning—it’s so sexy you might come in your pants.”

      River spins the laptop back around, clicks on the spreadsheet, and shows me all sorts of multiples and ROI and lots of yummy numbers stuff.

      “That does, indeed, make me need to change my shorts. You did good on this place,” I tell him proudly.

      “No. We did. We made this happen together.”

      “You get the credit, my man. Ten cities. The bar is killing it,” I say, then sigh as I glance around, a little wistful. This place means a lot to me. “I can’t wait for Declan to check it out again.”

      River’s eyes twinkle. “Now you’re talking—dish on your love life. I want to hear all about Mr. Tall, Dark and Handsome.”

      My business partner is the only one who knows I’m back together with the shortstop. It’s been good to have River to talk to. He’s been in on it from the start, from that first night in Phoenix. He’s been supportive too, trusting my judgement. More important, I trust it too.

      “He arrives tomorrow. I’m about to claw my way out of my skin. I can’t wait.” That seems to be how I feel about a lot of things, though—I’m waiting, and I can’t wait for the next thing. “But he’ll have to leave in twenty-four hours.”

      “Then we’ll have to start a countdown till the off-season, hun. You two can spend every hour together, then.”

      “We probably will.”

      “And I hate you for that,” River says with a wink. “Meanwhile, I’ll be here at this bar, literally meeting every hot gay guy in a ten-mile radius and still not finding Mr. Right.”

      “Your Mr. Right is out there,” I say. “Maybe he’s even someone you’ve known for a long time.”

      He shoots me a what-are-you-talking-about look. “And who might that be?”

      I shrug, then smile. “Someone you’ve mentioned a few times.”

      He tilts his head to the side. “Spill the beans on my Mr. Right. Now. I demand it.”

      “Your friend Owen, from college.”

      River shakes his head, scoffing. “No, no, no. We are just friends. He can’t be my Mr. Right.”

      Whatever he has to tell himself. All I know is mine arrives tomorrow night.
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      The Cougars afternoon game against the Miami Aces is a win, and I go home to shower and get ready for the event at the art gallery. Black slacks, a dark purple button-down, and I’m good to go.

      As I head downstairs to the garage, my phone bleats with a news notification from the Sports Network.

      I slide it open as I get in my car and freeze before I turn on the engine.

      

      Is Declan Steele on the trading block? A source tells us the golden glove shortstop for the New York Comets might be trade bait for Seattle or Los Angeles.

      My heart springs wildly. Holy shit. If this is real . . .

      My fingertips tingle with excitement.

      Los Angeles is so much closer. Los Angeles is practically a bus ride away. Seattle is close too, only a two-hour flight.

      My bones buzz as I dial his number.

      But I go straight to voicemail, so I send him a text.

      

      Grant: Is this for real? Are you seriously being traded out west?

      

      I close the screen, open the garage, and pull out. Along the way, I blast Five Seconds of Summer, Adele, and Bruno Mars till I reach the gallery. The valet takes my car, and I check my phone for messages on the way in.

      No reply.

      But he has a game today in Los Angeles. I click over to the LA Bandits schedule. Yup, the game’s about to start, so his phone is tucked away in his locker.

      As I open the gallery door, I check the starting lineup for the game and stop in my tracks when I see Declan’s not on it. What the hell? Was he injured? Is he taking a day off?

      I text him again.

      

      Grant: You okay? You’re not on the lineup. LMK, Deck.

      

      But my phone is silent for the next minute, the next two . . .

      I take a big breath. Lineup probably didn’t update online for some reason. He’s on the field and I won’t hear from him for a few hours.

      No biggie. This is our life. We are both out of pocket a lot.

      I put my phone away in a feat of willpower and find Reese. We talk about the event, then for the next two hours, I catch up with some of the charity organizers and donors until the event winds down. As slow time-to-go music plays, I grab my phone from my pocket once again so I can check to see if my boyfriend has texted.

      But before I can open the messages, all the breath rushes out of my lungs.

      I don’t move.

      I don’t speak.

      I barely blink.

      A man just strolled into the art gallery, looking for someone.

      That someone is me. Because that man is mine.

      My phone goes back in my pocket, and I walk to the guy who’s not supposed to be here till tomorrow. Declan’s like a tractor beam, drawing me in. I drink in the trim beard, the dark eyes, the secret smile.

      I hope no one can hear my heart racing, but I don’t know how to stop it.

      And I don’t want to. When I reach him in the entryway, neither of us makes a move to hug or touch, but my whole being aches to connect with him.

      “Hey there,” he says.

      “Hey to you.”

      “Want to get out of here?”

      I nod and walk away without looking back.

      Outside, I hand the valet my ticket then turn to Declan, still trying to sort out his appearance. “What are you doing here a day early?”

      “I’ll tell you when we’re in your car.”

      “You’re such a tease,” I whisper.

      “Trust me on this, rookie,” he says in a smoky voice that sends a shiver down my spine.

      The desire to throw my arms around him and smother him in kisses is staggering. Reese always talks about love languages, and I’m pretty sure mine is touch. My entire being is begging me to say hi to him with lips and hands and entwined arms.

      As we wait for the valet to return with my Tesla, Declan clasps his hands together, like he’s resisting me too. Yeah, he has the same love language. We’re both physical people. Our bodies are our livelihood.

      A minute later, we’re in my car, and I still feel like I’m in a dream. Like all this fantastic reality might vanish when I wake up.

      “Which way are we headed?” I ask. “My home? Please say my home. I’m dying to be alone with you.”

      Declan tips his head the other direction. “How about the Golden Gate Bridge?”

      “You’re killing me,” I mutter. Checking the mirrors, I pull away from the gallery and drive along the water toward the bridge. Evening joggers run on the edge of Crissy Field, and a group of women plays a soccer game under the lights.

      I can’t stand it any longer. The need to touch him trumps everything, and I reach for his hand. “Spill,” I demand as our fingers thread together.

      Squeezing back, he runs his thumb across my knuckles. “I will, but we need to stop somewhere.”

      I groan in misery. “So, you make me get in my car before you’ll tell me why you’re here, and now that we’re in my car, you won’t tell me till we get out of my car. Dude, you are whiplash.”

      Declan laughs, the big and deep kind of laugh that comes from the soul. “I promise it’s good.”

      “You’re here. That’s good enough for me,” I say as the road curves and the traffic thins out along with the crowds. Darkness shrouds the car. We reach the foot of the winding hill leading up to the bridge.

      “Good. That’s what I like hearing.”

      A few seconds later, he nods, pointing to the side of the road. “You want to pull over here?”

      “Can we make out? Please say yes.”

      Declan laughs, brings our joined hands to his lips, and presses a kiss to my knuckles. “Sure.”

      “Don’t sound so excited.”

      “Trust me. I’m very excited.” Declan does sound happy, but like he’s trying to contain it.

      I pull over, cut the engine. The bridge looms nearby, lights flickering. But we’re alone in the car. It’s all road and hills from here on out—no more jogging path.

      “What’s going on? You’ve got me all nervous and excited. What’s the deal with the Sports Network story? Why are you here early?” I ask, questions spilling out in a wild rush. “Were you traded to LA? To Seattle? Either would be amazing.”

      With a grin he can’t seem to rein in, Declan nods toward the bridge. “This is where I was when I found out I’d been drafted. I went out for a run, since I didn’t think I would go in the first round. But that’s what happened. I was here when I got the call I’d been picked by the Cougars,” he says, his voice sliding into a storyteller tone as he tells me about his younger years.

      “Right here?” I ask, picturing Declan at twenty, phone in hand as he ran. “Bet you were listening to Nirvana, Pearl Jam, or Guns N’ Roses.”

      “Pearl Jam. ‘Jeremy,’” he says, squeezing my hand harder.

      “That’s so you,” I say.

      “I was really happy to get that call.”

      “Of course you were. A dream come true,” I say, knowing the feeling, having had the same experience. “I was in Petaluma at my grandparents’ when I got the call.”

      “Fitting. For both of us,” he says, then draws a big breath, his brown eyes twinkling with secrets he’s about to share.

      “And now?” I ask because I’m damn ready for him to crack them open.

      “I’m happier now. So much happier. Want to know why?”

      “Um. Yeah,” I say drily, anticipation winding tighter under my skin. “I believe we established that when you showed up at the art gallery twenty-four hours early. I’m dying to know.”

      Declan takes a moment, then says, “I’m coming to San Francisco.”

      What?

      My smile evaporates.

      Did he quit? Oh hell.

      Or wait. Was he traded to my team?

      No, please say no.

      “Did you quit?” My pitch rises in alarm.

      “No—”

      “Oh, fuck,” I moan, dragging a hand down my face. “You better not be a Cougar again. Please tell me we’re not teammates. I don’t want any more drama. I just want you.”

      I sink into my seat, eyes closed, talking back to my overactive brain. It’s fine. We’ll manage. We can handle it. But all things considered, I’d rather he didn’t play for the same team.

      “Grant,” Declan says, reaching for my face, holding my cheeks. I open my eyes. “I was traded to your rivals. To the Dragons.” He bursts out into laughter—joyous, buoyant laughter. “I’m playing in the same town. For the other team. It’s fucking perfect.”

      His words tumble out so fast that I can barely process the enormous awesomeness of what he’s saying. I part my lips, but I just shudder out a breath, and he keeps going. “It’s perfect, isn’t it? Please tell me it’s perfect to you too. Please.”

      His desperation unlocks my own. I can’t let him think I’m anything but happier than I’ve ever been in my life.

      I lift my hand, cover his on my face, and look into his eyes. With my heart soaring, I tell him it’s perfect. But I don’t use those words. I use other ones.

      “I love you. I love you so much, Declan Steele. You’re the love of my life. I am so in love with you,” I say, my heart surging with joy, my skin tingling with so much happiness.

      Declan drops his lips to mine, whispering, “I’m so wildly in love with you.”

      Then he pulls back, meeting my gaze. His is etched with vulnerability. “I’ve been dying to tell you, ever since that night at your house. I want to say it every time I talk to you. I want to tell you all the time, Grant. I love you so damn much. I love everything about you. I want you and I love you and I don’t want to be without you.”

      “You won’t be. I promise.” I haul him in for a kiss. A deep, beautiful, soul-shattering kiss. A kiss that seals all these confessions. A kiss that says I’m yours. I’ve always been yours. I’ll only be yours.

      He kisses me back the exact same way—like we were meant to kiss by the Golden Gate Bridge under the night sky, the ocean crashing along the shore, Declan and I finally in the same place at the same time.

      At last . . . at the right time.

      When we break the kiss, we’re both grinning, touching, laughing. “Is this real? Are you really here? When do you start? I can’t believe you’re the enemy,” I say, amazed, and overjoyed.

      This is the real cloud nine—right here with him.

      “Tomorrow,” he says, cracking up. Then he shrugs. “Sorry I ruined our day off.”

      “Yeah, I’m so sorry too,” I say, joining his laughter. “That’s the worst—that we don’t have a day off together. Instead, we have to live in the same city.”

      “I guess now you know why I’m here early.” Declan can’t wipe the damn grin off his face.

      Good. I want it there forever. I want to keep putting it there. “When did you find out?”

      “This afternoon,” he says. “Vaughn called. Asked if I wanted to play for the Dragons.”

      “What did you say?” I’m dying for every detail.

      “Yes, obviously.”

      I motion for him to keep going because that’s not going to cut it. “No shit, but walk me through it, Deck.”

      “I was in the back seat of a Lyft on my way to the Bandits ballpark for the last game of our series, when my phone rang. My agent called me when I was about a mile away and said ‘Do you want to be a Dragon?’ And, Grant, I didn’t even have to think. I said yes in a split second. All I could think was I could see you. That we could be together,” he says. “I got on a plane two hours later. I didn’t call because I wanted to tell you in person. I had to tell you in person.”

      My throat tightens with emotion. But it’s the good kind, the kind you encourage and embrace.

      I rope my fingers into Declan’s hair. “I told you the jury was still out on whether the World Series win was my favorite night ever, right?”

      “I remember you saying that.”

      I shrug, with a smile. “This is why I couldn’t commit. Because this is my favorite night ever now.”

      “Stop. You’ll make me fall deeper in love with you,” Declan says, pressing his forehead to mine.

      “You don’t want me to stop.”

      He shakes his head. “Never.”

      “Come over tonight. And tomorrow. And the next night,” I say, full of hope.

      “Yes.”

      I kiss him tenderly this time, slowly, wanting to remember every second of how this kiss feels.

      Because it’s another brand-new start. Another second chance.
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      My mother is waiting at Grant’s front door. Next to her is Tyler, with my duffel bag at his feet. Grant sees them as he turns into the driveway, and he slows to a stop. Then he looks at me, lifting a questioning brow. “I’m sure your family is super cool, but are we hanging out with them tonight? I’m fine with that, but I do really want to fuck and cuddle you all night long.”

      The way he asks is adorable, as if he would suffer through family even if he’s as ready as I am for the great naked fest.

      “No,” I say, shaking my head as he cuts the engine. “But Mom did kind of know about my trade before you did.”

      Grant narrows his blue eyes at me in pretend anger. “And why is that?”

      “I couldn’t very well show up at the art gallery, holding a duffel bag and looking for you. We haven’t figured that part out yet.”

      Grant sets a hand on my thigh. “We will. Soon. Because you and I should be free to do that.”

      “And we will be. But I was being practical. When I landed at SFO, I called her and asked if I could drop my bag at her house on the way to the gallery. And then when we drove away from the bridge, I texted her to please bring it over here.”

      He smiles. “Your mom’s cool.”

      “She is. Let’s go say hi to her again.”

      We get out of the car and meet my mom on the front steps. I clap Grant on his shoulder, keeping my hand on this man I love. “Mom, you already met Grant. Grant, this is Tyler. My stepfather.”

      Grant steps forward, extends a hand. “Good to meet you, sir.”

      “Good to meet you too. And thank you.”

      Grant’s brows lift. “For making Declan happy?”

      “Well, that. But mostly, thank you for the five hits, four RBIs, and the excellent work behind the plate last fall, getting us a World Series win.”

      I roll my eyes. “Seriously? I’ve just been traded to the Dragons, and you are fanboying all over my boyfriend?”

      Tyler snaps his gaze to me and adopts a surprised but delighted expression. “Oh, it’s good to see you too, Declan. But,” he says, giving a what-can-you-do shrug, “Grant is the one who helped us get a World Series win.”

      Grant nudges me with his elbow. “The man is right. You should really let him fanboy for a minute.”

      I toss my hands in the air. “Fine. Go ahead and fanboy over Grant Blackwood.”

      My mom squeezes my shoulder. “Look on the bright side. At least we don’t have to pretend to root for the Comets anymore.”

      “You never rooted for the Comets, pretend or otherwise! Maybe you’re the reason we didn’t win a World Series. Hell, that’s why they traded for me five years ago—to try to win a World Series.”

      Grant tilts his head to the side. “And how’d that work out for them? Kind of rough, isn’t it?”

      My eyes bug out. “You did not just say that to me.”

      “I kind of did. Have I told you that your boyfriend is a competitive bastard?” Grant asks.

      “I knew that about my boyfriend. But I thought he would be a little more sympathetic,” I say with a huff.

      “This is sports, dear,” my mother tuts. “There’s no sympathy in baseball. It’s cutthroat.”

      Tyler nods. “Do or die. And listen, I hope you understand, Declan, but we’re not even going to pretend to root for the Dragons.”

      “As if I thought you would,” I say.

      Mom steps forward, wraps her arms around me in a hug, dropping the ribbing, going straight into mom mode. “But I will say this much: I am so happy that you’re a Dragon. I’m so happy for you.” As she holds me close, tucking her face against my neck, her throat hitches and her voice breaks. She brings me even closer, whispering, “I am so happy for you that you’re here. So unbelievably happy that you can be with your love.”

      “Me too,” I whisper.

      When Mom pulls back, she sucks in her tears then swipes a hand across her face. Tyler steps in, wraps an arm around her, and presses a kiss to her cheek. “You don’t have to pretend you’re not crying,” he says softly.

      Pursing her lips together, she runs her fingertips under her eyes again. “Fine. I’m crying. And seeing the two of you like this”—she gestures from me to Grant—“is my greatest joy.”

      Grant smiles then turns to plant a quick kiss on my lips. “Hopefully that makes you happy too. It makes me pretty happy to do that to your son,” he says to her.

      My mom’s hand flies to her heart, and Tyler lets a tear slide down his face too.

      I wave a hand dismissively. “You guys are going to get me all choked up. And don’t you know, there’s no crying in baseball,” I say, a little rough and gravelly.

      Grant reaches for my hand. I don’t know if this means we’re telling the world that we’re together. I don’t know if anyone is walking by taking our picture.

      But I also know that I don’t care. Right now, my life is somehow even better than it was twenty minutes ago.
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      Yes, I want to be alone with my guy.

      But I want something more right now. I want to make him happy—as happy as he makes me. The great thing about Declan 2.0 is he tells me what he wants. He lets on. He gave me the keys to his wishes the day I got my real World Series ring. That night, he shared his dreams.

      I have this fantasy of seeing you in the stands. Locking eyes. Of calling my shot and hitting a homer for you.

      I can give that to him, so I turn to his mom and Tyler, like I’ve got an ace up my sleeve. “Would you like to go to Declan’s game tomorrow? All of us together?”

      His mom’s eyes sparkle like Fourth of July fireworks. “I would love that.”

      “Let’s make it a party. I’ll invite some of my Cougar buds and my best friend, Reese.” I drop my voice to a stage whisper. “Her boyfriend is a Dragon too.” I shudder, all over the top. “She and I are kinda in the same boat. In love with the enemy.”

      Declan slides his arm tighter around my waist, laughing. “You’re never gonna stop.”

      I drop a kiss onto his cheek. “Nope.” Then I turn back to his mom. “I’ll get tickets. Don’t worry—since I’m a Cougar, I can get awesome ones. We’ll get a whole crew, and we’ll root for this guy,” I say, looking at Declan again. He rolls his eyes, but he’s happy. I’ve made him happy by making plans to go to his first game.

      “I think that sounds like a perfect night,” his mom says.

      “We’d love to go. We never turn down a baseball game,” Tyler adds, then winks at Declan. “Even a Dragons one.”

      “Awesome,” I say, then hold up a finger. “I have a gift for you, Cyndi—Wait. Can I call you Cyndi, or do you prefer Mrs. Martin?”

      She laughs, shaking her head. “Cyndi is great.”

      I unlock the front door, rush inside, grab a little something from the drawer in the entryway table, then return to the porch. Outside, under the San Francisco sky, I show Declan’s mom the baseball.

      “Since you’re such a Cougars fan, I thought maybe you’d like a signed one,” I say, squaring my shoulders.

      Declan scoffs. “You are really hard to take,” he harrumphs.

      “Ignore him,” I tell his mom and Tyler.

      “We will,” Tyler says.

      I inscribe the baseball just for her, sign it, and hand it to the mom of the guy I love. When she reads it, her breath catches. Holding the ball like it’s a precious jewel, she throws her arms around me, hugging me so tight she nearly knocks me off-balance.

      It’s a foreign feeling, this motherly hug. The only woman who hugs me like this is my grandma. She’s awesome, and I love her madly, but I also like this—this maternal thing I’ve never truly had.

      When she lets go, she shows the ball to Declan.

      He smiles like the inscription lights up his soul.

      Well, it should.

      It says:

      Dear Cyndi, Thank you for helping your son find his way back to me. He’s everything to me. I love him so much.

      With her eyes glossy, she wraps her son in one more embrace, and then she tips her forehead to the street. “And now we really are going to leave you alone.”

      “Wait. Give me your number so we can make plans for the game tomorrow,” I say.

      His mom and I exchange texts, and something about that simple task—such an everyday, ordinary moment between my boyfriend’s mom and me—feels so damn right.

      As Tyler and Cyndi head down the steps, Declan grabs his bag and we go inside my house. When the door shuts and it’s only us, he sets down his duffel, shoots me a lopsided grin, and pulls me against him, his arms looping around my waist.

      “Is the great hug-fest about to continue?” I ask. “Seemed like we were all trying to set a record out there.”

      With a small laugh, Declan shakes his head. His laughter fades. His eyes darken. Passion declares itself in his eyes. “No. I want your kisses. All your kisses. All night long.”

      “Take them,” I say, grabbing his hips, yanking him even closer, and bringing my face inches from his.

      For a heartbeat, maybe two, we gaze at each other like we still can’t believe our luck.

      Is it luck?

      Is he here in my house, in my town, in my life because of luck?

      Tonight feels like so much luck.

      But maybe it was always meant to be this way. Maybe we were always going to find our way back to each other and land in the same place at the same time.

      Most of all . . . at the right time.

      I tilt my head. He follows. We are caught in the tease of each other, lost in that heady moment before a kiss.

      I flash back to our first kiss ever, in a car in Arizona on the side of the road, hot and desperate. I picture our kiss in New York in his apartment when I had to know if I felt the same wild need and found I ached for him even more.

      Then, a few months ago we kissed again, right here in my house, and it felt like coming home. It felt like the start of us once more.

      This is another moment. How will this kiss be different?

      “Kiss me, shortstop,” I whisper, eager to know the answer.

      “I will, catcher.”

      My once-upon-a-time rookie affair brushes his lips to mine and kisses me like he doesn’t want to ever let me go.

      I hum happily. This is how this kiss is different.

      This kiss tastes like our future.

      It’s like opening the door on a summer morning, the sun shining brightly, warming your skin. Declan Steele is no longer my secret crush. He’s not my nighttime tryst. And he’s not my we’re-not-making-a-plan guy. He is all my plans, all my crushes. He’s the man I’m going to love for the rest of my life.

      I can’t wait to tell this city that he’s mine. I can’t wait to write my love for him across the sky. Knowing that, feeling it deep in my heart, means our soft and tender kiss doesn’t stay gentle for long.

      We don’t come together softly.

      We come together like two men who play hard.

      Who love hard.

      I thread my fingers through his hair, jerking his face back, breaking our kiss. I huff out a harsh breath as I drag my hands down the front of his polo, grappling with it. “Want you so much.” My palm travels south of the border, hellbent on reaching its favorite destination. Covering Declan’s rock-hard dick, I squeeze his erection. “Want you coming down my throat,” I growl.

      Shuddering, he grabs the waistband of my pants, slams his cock against mine, grinds us together. “What do you know? I want the same damn thing.”

      As I press against him, a velvety rumble falls from my throat—I might have just purred from rubbing up against my man’s hard-on. “Sidenote: my dick is so happy to see you again.”

      Declan laughs. “To see me or my cock?”

      I tilt my head and give him a deadpan stare. “I love you. My cock loves your cock. That’s how it works, man.”

      He snakes a hand between us, rubs my dick, murmurs his appreciation. “Let’s get them reacquainted. How about on that sex couch of yours?”

      I wiggle my brows. “It’s stocked up and ready to go.”

      “I do admire your commitment to sex and sex plans.”

      I wink at him.

      Quickly, we toe off our shoes, leaving them by the door. On the way to the world’s biggest couch—maybe I subconsciously bought it hoping to bang him on it someday, or maybe because it’s perfect, too, for cuddling—I fiddle with the top button of my shirt.

      He grabs my ass, stops me in my tracks. “Turn around,” he commands.

      I do as he asks. I like his orders, always have.

      Declan’s eyes blaze with heat, glimmer with dirty desire. “Let me undress you,” he says, low and smoky, as he covers my hands with his and gently moves mine away so he can slide his fingers along the top button on my shirt. His touch makes me shiver. The fire in his eyes makes me harder. Makes me ache.

      Declan undoes one button, then another, then presses a kiss to my chest. A groan that sounds like a whimper escapes my lips. He undoes the next one. Another kiss. I’m all kinds of dizzy as Declan takes the reins, as he pushes open my shirt, kissing his way down my body, flicking his tongue over my pecs, my piercing, my ink.

      When he bites my nipple then tugs on the barbell, a tremor slams into me, and I moan with a mix of frustration and desire. “Need you naked,” I say, this close to begging.

      “You’ll have me.” When he’s opened all the buttons, he spreads his hands across my chest, pushing the shirt off my shoulders so it falls to the floor. I’m only in pants, my hard-on tenting the front of them.

      I seize my chance, shoving my hands under his polo, tugging it over his head. My temperature skyrockets. I’m the surface of Mercury as we stare at each other, the air charged, atoms and ions buzzing and crackling like a wire about to fry.

      Then we’re off to the races. I unbutton, unzip, push my pants to the floor—my socks too. He’s down to nothing in seconds flat. Nostrils flare. Breath comes fast. Our bodies crush together.

      A gasp staggers past my lips. This is it. Skin to skin, flesh to flesh with my man. Our cocks rub against each other, and I groan from the promise of ecstasy, from the sheer intensity of how incredible it feels to touch him, to be touched. From how good it is to connect like this—with our love language.

      No matter how hard we fuck, how dirty we get, how rough we are, this is love.

      We love and we fuck and we want.

      I break our hold, lean over the couch, and adjust a blanket so it’ll be right beneath us. Then I turn to him, and like I’m making a snow angel, I fall backward onto my sex-and-cuddle couch, pulling him on top of me.

      I want to do so much with him. To do everything with him. Starting right now.
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      There is still so much to say.

      So many things I want to tell Grant Blackwood.

      Or really, one thing.

      But that can wait.

      Right now, I want our bodies to talk. Hell, I need this communication. I have to reconnect with my man, and I want us pleasuring each other at the same time.

      When I land on top of him, I push up on all fours so he’s lying under me. I lift my chin, run my teeth along my lower lip and give him a hot, dirty stare. “Sixty-nine. You in?”

      “All in,” he says in a filthy voice that sends a sharp blast of pleasure straight to my balls.

      “You want to be on top or me?”

      Grant wiggles a sexy brow. “Seeing as you’re already on top, let’s get this double BJ party started. Move around and get your dick in my face.”

      As I get into position, still on all fours, his cock bobs a greedy hello at my face. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Grant reach into a drawer in the end table, grabbing some lube.

      “Just in case,” he murmurs as I lick a stripe down his shaft. Then I go farther, licking his balls.

      “Oh yes,” he groans, jerking up his hips.

      I indulge in a long, slow, delicious inhale of him. My body jolts with pleasure as his scent floods my nostrils, bathes my brain in desire. He is mine.

      And I’m his as Grant lifts his arms, wraps them around and over my cheeks, and tugs me closer to his face. My man flicks his wicked tongue against the head of my cock. “Now fuck my mouth,” he commands, and he opens his lips in a filthy invitation and suctions me into the warm, wet paradise of his mouth.

      My nerves sizzle from the twin sensations—me sucking him, him sucking me.

      That’s all that’s happening in my head.

      Just crackling. Sizzling. Burning. Melting. My brain is an egg frying on a hot summer sidewalk.

      I pump my hips, thrusting my length down his throat.

      Sparks tear across my body.

      I want to talk, to tell him how much I love this, to use my words—I am a chatty mofo in bed. But I can’t since I’ve got a mouthful of perfect cock to keep me quiet. A cock I want to lavish all my love on. I draw him in, humming around his length.

      Then I clamp down nice and tight, vacuum-sealing his dick in my mouth. I suck hard like that, rocking up and down on his erection with wild abandon, my hands braced on the couch, my body poised above him.

      Sucking Grant off is a heady, mind-bending experience, and it always has been, but it’s even better tonight.

      Because I’m here.

      We’re not living on borrowed time.

      We can sixty-nine tonight, and screw tomorrow, and we can jerk each other the next night if we want.

      The images flash hot and bright before my eyes. I shudder, my stomach knotting with need as he sucks me deep, as I piston my hips into his face.

      He grips my ass harder, hugs me tighter, squeezes my flesh with those big strong hands. The way he wraps his arms around my ass and jerks me deeper tells me my man wants his face fucked.

      I rock and thrust my hips, finding a rhythm for my dick in his mouth, right as I bring his where it belongs—deep in my throat. The sound of a cap opening registers but then falls away. I swallow his cock, lavishing all the attention in the world to his throbbing shaft.

      I can’t get enough of the way Grant smells. Both musky and clean, with a hint of manly sweat. He’s everything I crave. I drop his dick from my mouth to slide my nose in the crease between his thighs. “Ah,” I groan, getting a nice big hit of him. His scent jumbles my brain.

      But . . . his mouth on me fries all my senses.

      Kicks them into overdrive, sends blood pumping to my dick, my balls, and oh hello, my ass.

      Grant Blackwood is a sneaky lover.

      As he suctions my cock to the back of his throat, he presses a lubed finger against my hole.

      A full-body tremble shudders through me. “Yes. Fucking yes,” I growl while he sucks me deep, working that finger at the same time.

      Just so.

      Sliding in another, he crooks both fingers, going all come-hither in my ass, while my dick is wiggling and dancing around in his mouth.

      I’m not going to last.

      Nope.

      Not at all.

      I drop my head farther between his thighs, giving in to the wild bliss running rampant in my cells. “Yes, babe. Gonna come. Gonna come so hard.”

      I fuck his face, grind against his fingers, and grip his thighs, until a growl rips from my chest. All the pleasure in the world coils tight inside me, then I detonate down his throat.

      I unleash an orgasm that feels like a force of nature. Like a Category 5 storm. “Goddamn,” I grunt, my face in his crotch, my nose inhaling the sexiest man I’ve ever smelled, as I come so hard.

      Shuddering everywhere.

      Hell, my body is shaking and may be for days as I pant and moan.

      Then I laugh when my shaft becomes too sensitive. Grant slides off my cock, his fingers easing out.

      The second he’s free, he gives an order: “Lie down. Open your mouth wide.”

      Well, then.

      I scurry off him, move to the other end of the couch, and park a pillow behind my head. “Give it to me.”

      My sexy, naked, sweaty boyfriend prowls over me, a feral look in his blue eyes. When he reaches my chest, he straddles my shoulders, grips his cock, and slides a fist down his thick, glistening length, still wet from my saliva.

      I don’t just part my lips. I open all the way. And he fills me.

      He braces one hand on the back of the couch, his biceps and forearms rippling as he pumps his hips. I open wider, take him deeper, savor the taste of his arousal.

      “Look at you. Taking me all the way. Sucking me so hard,” Grant grunts. “Love your mouth. Love your tongue.”

      I urge him on with my hands, squeezing harder, making carnal sounds as I devour him.

      “So good,” he growls, his eyes slamming shut, his features twisting. Then he stills. Cries out, “Coming.”

      His taste floods my tongue, the flavors sending a heat wave over my body. I growl as I drink down my man’s essence, savoring every second of his release, of his moans, of his gasps.

      Then, he slides out of my mouth, moves down my body, and sinks on top of me, chest to chest. “Wow,” Grant whispers. “You are just wow.”

      He’s repeated my words back to me from more than five years ago.

      I run my fingers through his hair; it’s sweaty around the ends. I press a kiss to his forehead then whisper against his face, “Or maybe we are.”

      Grinning softly, he wriggles closer, wrapping himself around me. Arms, legs, hands, chests. We are tangled. “Don’t go anywhere,” he murmurs.

      “I’m pretty sure you’re stuck with me.”

      “Excellent. Especially now that you’re getting addicted to my Wonderland Amusement Park.”

      I laugh, running my fingers through his hair once more. “Getting addicted?” I snort. “I’m afraid there’s no getting. It’s happened. I’ve done it.”

      “Good. Because I’m keeping you.”

      “You better. I’m not going anywhere,” I whisper, making him a promise I know I’ll always keep.

      Grant Blackwood is the love of my life.

      At last, I’ve found my way back to him, and I’m never letting this man go.

      Like he wrote on a baseball—I feel the same.

      He means everything to me.
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      The thing about being a pro athlete is you need to eat. That gives me the chance to show off my expert food-ordering skills once again.

      When I hit send on the DoorDash order with Crosby’s mom’s organic café in the city, a reply lands in a minute.

      Great game today! Order will be there in ten minutes. - Oscar

      Laughing, I show it to Declan.

      He arches a brow as he pulls his jeans back up. We’re in my bedroom, putting on clothes since the food is on its way.

      “Who’s Oscar?”

      “My regular,” I admit sheepishly.

      “You have a regular DoorDash person? Why not get a concierge at this point? Maybe you need a PA just for your food orders,” he teases as he snaps his jeans and pulls on his polo.

      Rolling my eyes, I put on shorts and a T-shirt. “Anyway, he knows me.”

      Awareness flickers in Declan’s eyes. “Ah, so I shouldn’t answer the door with you.”

      I flinch, hating that we’re hiding.

      I close the distance. “That’s not it. I just want to tell our friends first. I don’t want them to see on Twitter or some sports gossip site that you were spotted at my house,” I say, reaching for his hand. “And I don’t want the teens I volunteer with through the Alliance to find out from anyone other than me—than us, you know?”

      Declan smiles softly, presses a kiss to my forehead. “I’m not worried. Not about that. Not one bit.” When he pulls back, he runs a thumb over my jaw. “But when and how do you want to do this?”

      The corner of my lips quirk in a grin. “Well, I had an idea . . .”

      I tell him, laying out my plan. One that will kick in tomorrow night.

      “I love it. I’m all in,” Declan says.

      “Good. Now I have a little gift for you.”

      “I do love your gifts,” he says.

      We head to the kitchen, and I open the fridge, hunting for something I made for him. While I poke around the shelves, I give him a butt waggle—I’m thoughtful like that.

      He whistles his approval. “Yes, I like the view a whole lot.”

      I freeze. His words—I like the view—echo, filling my mind with ideas. I could get used to the view of him too. Right here in my house. Just like this.

      In seconds, I build the Jenga Tower of what that might look like. Him and me in my home.

      Is it too soon, though?

      “You okay?” he asks.

      “Yeah, sure,” I say absently, trying to focus on the task at hand, rather than create a wobbly tower for a future too damn soon.

      “You kind of zoned out for a minute.”

      I blink, collecting my thoughts. “I was just thinking of a fastball I called for the other day, wondering if it was the best one,” I lie, then reach for the pitcher of iced tea.

      Straightening, I turn, set the pitcher on the corner, and gesture with a flourish. “Ta-da.”

      “What have we here?”

      “I made you iced tea,” I say proudly.

      “Whoa.”

      “I know, I know. Prepare to be amazed.”

      He hums, lifts a questioning brow. “Is it any good?”

      I park my hands on my hips. “It’s tea. How hard can it be to make it good?”

      “Let’s find out,” he says, then spins around, scanning my cupboards. “Where do you keep the glasses?”

      I point to the cabinet with the cups. As Declan strides over to grab a glass, the ideas stack higher. But are they a Jenga tower? Will they come toppling down?

      He offers me a glass. “Want some?”

      “Yes.” I try to stay in the here and now.

      He pours two glasses, and I sit next to him on a stool at the counter, grabbing my phone. “I’m going to invite peeps tomorrow. To the game,” I say as he slides me a glass.

      “Sounds good. Are you telling them over text that you have a killer crush on the town’s hottest new athlete?” he asks as he lifts his glass.

      I shoot him a don’t-tempt-me look. “If that’s what you want me to say, I will.”

      Declan laughs, shakes his head, takes a drink. His eyes flash with approval as he swallows. When he sets down the glass, he wraps an arm around me, tugs me close. He drops his nose into my hair, inhales me, presses a kiss to the top of my head. Goose bumps cover me and I close my eyes and set down my phone without opening my texts. “This is the best worst iced tea I’ve ever had,” he whispers.

      I jerk away. “What’s wrong with it?”

      “It tastes like sludge,” he says, but his tone says it tastes like heaven.

      “Why do you say it like that? Like you like my sludge?”

      “Because it’s so cute that you made it for me. It’s the sweetest thing in a long list of sweet boyfriend things you’ve done. Even if your iced tea tastes terrible.”

      “But I bought fancy tea bags. New Republic or something,” I say, gesturing to the pitcher of . . . well, sludge.

      “It’s not the brand. I think maybe you used twenty when you needed five.”

      I crinkle my nose. “There’s a recipe for iced tea?”

      Declan cracks up, tossing his head back. “Yes. It’s a thing you eat or drink like anything else. It has a recipe.” He heaves a sigh. “We really do need cooking classes, don’t we?”

      “Iced tea classes too,” I grumble.

      “But I love the thought,” he says.

      “I told you—I’m good at ordering, not making,” I say, then grab my phone again and brandish it. “I’m excellent at socializing. Let me get these texts out.”

      I fire off a group text to Crosby, Holden, Chance, Sierra, Sullivan, and Miguel, inviting them to the Dragons game tomorrow against the Chicago Sharks.

      

      Grant: Did you hear the news? Former Coug Declan Steele is back in town, playing shortstop for the other team. Tix are on me. First pitch is at seven. In or out?

      

      I fire off a note to River, inviting him, then I send a separate note to Reese.

      

      Grant: Soooooo . . . Declan’s here. At my house. We’re together. As in together together. We have been since February. It’s amazing. We’re crazy in love, and I didn’t tell you because . . . we’ve been trying to figure out how to make everything work. But since he’s going to be in town it’s going to work better than I ever imagined. I don’t think I’ve ever been happier. I’ll tell you everything next time I see you, but for now, do you want to go to the Dragons game tomorrow with a bunch of us? You and me can root for our boyfriends. What a crazy thought. Our boyfriends play on the same team.

      

      After I hit send, she replies at the speed of light.

      

      Reese: SHUT THE FRONT DOOR!!!!!!!!!!! I’M SO HAPPY FOR YOU, AND YOU’RE IN TROUBLE FOR NOT TELLING ME.

      

      I show the Reese exchange to Declan.

      He smiles like he can’t stop, then the doorbell rings. Bounding over to it, I say hi to Oscar, thank him, and bring the food to the kitchen. We eat and make a plan for telling the rest of our friends, then we go to bed, crashing together upstairs in my bedroom.

      Knowing he’s not leaving tomorrow is the best thing ever.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      In the morning, I wake to his arms around me, and his erection pressed against my back.

      He’s still the only man who’s ever spent the night.

      Pretty sure he’s the only one who ever will.

      When he stirs, I take advantage of our morning wood, turning around, pressing my body against his, and soon, very soon, he’s on his back, I’m grinding against him, and we’re enjoying the best way ever to wake up.

      A morning rub-off.

      After we clean up, we’re back in bed, curled together, talking, laughing, planning our day.

      I could get used to this view.

      The view of him.

      Him and me.

      The idea of us isn’t a Jenga tower at all. It’s Lego-block solid and steady.

      That means it’s time to ask him a question.
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      The morning has brought with it three facts.

      1. Nothing worth having comes easily.

      2. If you want to be successful, you have to work at it.

      3. I want my relationship with Declan to be wildly successful.

      That means our lives won’t fall into place magically. Declan might be here in my bed on a Thursday morning, but will he be there the next day, and the day after that?

      I’m not worried he’s going to run off and leave me. I’m over that.

      Declan’s only been back in town for less than twenty-four hours, but I know what I want—that odd sensation I felt last night at the fridge.

      Once we’re up and about, and I’ve made a cup of coffee in the kitchen, I take a fueling sip, set down the mug, then swallow past the butterflies.

      Butterflies, not nerves.

      I refuse to be nervous. The man showed up last night for me. Told me he said yes to a trade for us. That’s why I want to go first. “So I’m going to work on learning how to make iced tea for you,” I tell him, taking that little step.

      Declan chuckles, then shakes his head. “You don’t have to do that.”

      “I want to. I want to do all these things with you,” I say, breathless. Hell, maybe I am a little nervous. Briefly, I turn my gaze to the kitchen window where the morning sunlight streams in. I snap my eyes back to him. “There’s a whole city out there. Where do you want to live?”

      He scratches his jaw. “What do you mean?”

      I push forward. I am bold. “Do you have a place here in the city?”

      “I don’t,” he says, shaking his head. “I need to sell my New York apartment.”

      “Did you get a hotel room here? Did the team give you one?”

      “No. When the traveling director contacted me yesterday to make arrangements, she asked if I needed a place. I took a chance. I figured I could stay with you for a couple days.” He swallows roughly, working his jaw over, a hint of nerves flickering in those brown eyes. “I can go to a hotel.” He sounds worried.

      I cut that notion off at the knees. I step into his space. Curl my hands over his shoulders. And I jump. “I want you to live with me. Will you move in with me? There’s no point in us having two separate places, is there?”

      Holy shit. My voice went up ten octaves. That was harder than I thought. But I’ve always spoken the truth to him. Now I’m simply speaking a big truth.

      A bold, love-drenched one.

      Like the sun peeking over the horizon, Declan’s smile rises, slow and steady, growing bigger, growing bolder. “You want me to move in with you right now?” He sounds . . . awestruck.

      I march forward with my question, powered by hope. “I do. Maybe I’m being presumptuous, but I feel like you’re probably going to be here every night you’re in town. Or I’d be at your place.”

      “Then, this is a practical thing?”

      Shaking my head, I step closer, sliding between the V of his legs. My hands travel down to rest on his forearms. “It is practical, but I’m not asking you because of that. I’m asking because I want to be with you, Deck. When I go home after a game, I want to see you, if you’re in town. When you’re done playing, I want you to come home to me. I want to sleep with you, and I mean both ways—sex and sleep. I want to wake up next to you. This morning was heaven. It was a dream. You and me in bed together,” I say, the recall sending sparks over my skin.

      “You are the best way to wake up, rookie,” he says, all morning gravel and sleepy sexiness.

      “See? I even like it when you call me rookie. I’m that in love with you. And when you’re in love like this, you just want to grab all the time you can get with your person. You’re my person,” I tell him, emotions pouring out of me. And I can’t stop them, especially when he clasps our hands together.

      “You’re my person too, Grant.”

      I keep going. “When we have a morning off, like today, I want us to throw on some clothes and walk down the street to get a cup of coffee. Or go for a run. Or walk across the bridge. Or go to Crosby’s mom’s café. Or to Sierra’s bar. To get a not-drink.”

      Declan laughs. He threads his fingers tightly through mine, squeezing harder. “We are good with the not-drinks.” The smile never leaves his face. “We’re really good at a lot of things, Grant.”

      “We are,” I say, my heart thumping as we inch closer to this next step. “We figured out how to do the long-distance thing. You’ve been my boyfriend since February. Hell, we were together for all intents and purposes that day you called me after the World Series. That was us starting again. And here we are. I don’t want to be half together. I want to be all together.”

      He gives a firm, but tender tug on my hands. “Are you worried I’m going to say no, babe?”

      “Yes, I’m terrified.”

      Declan lets go of my hand to graze his thumb across my lower lip then presses a kiss there. “Don’t be scared of a thing with me. My answer is yes,” he says, intense and passionate. I breathe a huge sigh of relief as he keeps going. “I would love to live with you. I want to come home to you. I want to have a life with you. So much.”

      Then he stops, drawing a deep, soldiering breath, and I tense.

      “What is it? I know there’s a but coming. Just tell me,” I say, frazzled and out of sorts.

      He lets go of my face, sets his hands on my hips, shakes his head. “If you’re picking up any worry or fear, it’s only because of what I have to tell you.”

      My stomach craters. “Just say it. You drive me crazy sometimes.”

      “I don’t want to scare you away,” he says, his voice thin with worry.

      “You won’t,” I say, desperate to know what’s going on.

      “I asked for the trade,” he blurts, serving up the admission in a messy heap, like a scoop of melted ice cream, spilling all over the bowl.

      I tilt my head and rub my knuckle against my ear in disbelief. “What did you just say?”

      “When I saw Carla a couple weeks ago, I knew beyond a shadow of a doubt how I felt. I knew we were happening, that we were never going to unhappen, and I had to find a way to be with you. I even talked to Holden when he was in New York,” Declan confesses.

      “You told Holden about us?”

      “No,” he says emphatically.

      I laugh. “I actually don’t care if you did. I want everyone to know I’m in love with you. But keep going, now that you’re not freaking me out anymore.”

      He squeezes my hip. “Holden and I went for a run. We were talking about second chances, and there was some woman he wanted to have a second chance with,” he tells me.

      I crack up. “Reese?”

      “Holden is involved with your Reese?”

      I nod, big and long. “Dude, I showed you my note last night. I said both of our boyfriends were on the Dragons.”

      “Ah,” he says with a nod of understanding. “That actually makes a lot of sense now. But I didn’t know it when he was telling me about a woman he was longing for. And I said if you have a second chance, you have to do everything to make it happen.” Declan gives a sweet shrug. His voice goes low, tender. “This is my everything. I have nearly ten years of service in the majors. My contract was coming up at the end of the season. Before I could become a free agent, I made a pitch for the Dragons to pick me up instead. I knew that would make me more attractive in a trade.”

      “You could go anywhere. Any team would have you,” I say, bursting with excitement. He chose to come here. To a team that’s struggling. To a team that’s reshaping itself after a speckled history and a cheating scandal. When Declan could have the pick of the litter, he chose . . . me.

      Just me.

      That’s the choice he made.

      I’ve never felt so wanted.

      I loop my hands around his neck, scooting closer, basking in the best story ever.

      “And I didn’t want to go just anywhere,” he continues. “I only wanted to be here. The Comets wanted prospects, so Vaughn worked his magic to see if the Dragons would pick up my contract. And we made a deal that they could extend my contract for the same price.”

      My eyes pop. “But you could get a massive raise at the end of the season as a free agent.”

      “I make enough money. I make more than enough money for many lives. I don’t need more. I need you,” he says, letting go of my hip to roam a hand up my torso, spreading his palm over my heart and melting me completely. “I wanted to be with you, Grant. And you mentioned once you have a no-trade clause, which is unusual at your age, and also awesome, so I figured if I could get out here, maybe you really would be stuck with me.”

      I beam. “I had a feeling your trade wasn’t just a lucky break. I swear, it felt almost too good to be true. But you made it happen.” I lift my face to the ceiling, feeling like all the sunshine in the world is shining golden rays down on me. I clasp his cheeks, hold his face. “You’re never getting rid of me. You are so stuck with me. If you thought I was in love with you before, now I’m, like, twelve million times more.”

      My boyfriend just laughs as I serve up my overjoyed heart on a silver platter, then he asks, “And you know what I have to say to that?”
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      “Tell me. Tell me now.” Grant pushes his finger against my sternum, demanding it.

      I clear my throat, trying to collect myself, trying to breathe past the balloon of awesome occupying my chest. “I want to be stuck with you. I’ll take your twelve million. And I’ll give you twelve million more. Asking for a trade was the easiest decision I’ve ever made.

      “You’re a moonshot, Grant. You’re a grand slam. Of course I’d do everything I could to be with you.” I pull him closer. “This is my everything. And the fact that you’re asking me to live with you is all I could ever want. So, I say yes.”

      Grant goes soft and melty, his eyes shining with happiness. “You’re my walk-off home run.”

      That’s all I need to hear.

      I smother him in kisses. Because I can. Because I want to. And because I want him to feel all the certainty, all the love that he’s given to me. He wraps his arms around me, hauls me in close, and lets me kiss his forehead.

      I’m learning that’s something he seems to crave. Gentle, tender touches. A kiss on the cheek. A sniff of the hair. An arm around his shoulders.

      I love that I can give him what he needs. He’s given me so much. His love is never qualified; it never has a price tag. He loves hard and big, and he supports me in ways I didn’t know I needed but now can never go without.

      As I hold him close, all I can think is these are couple goals.

      Five years later, I have them. I have him. I have everything.
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      That evening, I have a job to do, and a boyfriend who’s going to be in the stands rooting for me.

      The only issue is he’s going to need to hold his applause till after the game. “Now, don’t go all crazy wearing a Steele jersey, okay?” I instruct as I head down the stairs.

      “As if I’d do that,” he scoffs.

      “Maybe I can get you some Rafe Rodmans with my number on them. Custom-made.”

      “I’d wear the hell out of them,” Grant says. He tosses me the keys to his Tesla from the entryway table. He insisted I take his car tonight, so I kiss him goodbye and leave for work.

      Even though I’ve been playing for ten years, switching to a new team—my third team—dredges up those old high school nerves. Will they like me? Will I fit in? Will I do a good job?

      I can only control one of those things, so I focus on that. On playing the game.

      I punch up my playlist. My 90s rockers help me get in the zone, so I turn to Eddie Vedder, Kurt Cobain, and Axl Rose as I drive familiar roads through the city that was once my home and now is again, in a new and better way.

      The music centers me, wipes away the lingering worries as I pull into the players’ lot and the stadium and park my boyfriend’s car.

      That makes me smile.

      I’m driving Grant Blackwood’s car to work.

      I head into the ballpark through the players’ entrance, where the team’s general manager waits for me with a big, welcoming grin. We chat along the way to the locker room, and she tells me the Dragons have number eighteen already stitched on my jersey.

      “Hopefully, you’ll feel at home here right away,” she says.

      “I already do,” I tell her.

      I go into the locker room, say hi to the team’s PR guy, a cool dude named Owen. We spoke on the phone yesterday as he was prepping the news about my trade. “Anything you need, any time of day, just let me know,” Owen says.

      "I will,” I tell him.

      Then he introduces me to my new coach—a former minor leaguer named Edward Thompson—and after that I say hi to my new teammates.

      Holden stretches his arms out wide. “Lucky us! Who would have thought? A couple weeks ago you were doling out wisdom, and now you’re my double-play partner,” he booms, the first to greet me, with a clap on the back.

      “Life works in mysterious ways,” I remark, then I say hi to Gunnar, the team’s third baseman, to Dante, the starting pitcher, and to the rest of the guys.

      “Let’s do this,” Holden says. He seems poised to become a team leader. I’ll have to tell Grant later that I’ve got a good feeling about his best friend’s guy.

      We head to the field, stretch, and take batting practice. A reporter calls me over, so I give a comment to the media about the trade, then we make our way to the dugout before the start of the game.

      As I go, I walk along the first baseline, my gaze straying to the second row.

      I stop in my tracks.

      Grant told me he was lining up everyone, but I am surprised by the strength of the emotions hitting me all at once.

      My man sits on the first baseline, along with my mom, Tyler, River, Reese, Chance, Sierra, Crosby, Sullivan, and Miguel. So many friendly faces. So many people from different parts of my life. My mother, who guided me when I needed her most, and her husband, who’s the best man she’s ever known. My baseball friends, who were my crew once upon a time, and who I hope will be again.

      Grant’s sister is here too, and I recognize her from the picture Grant showed me once upon a time. There’s my boyfriend’s best friend, Reese—his rock, and I’m damn glad he’s had her by his side for his whole life. Then, there’s River, the outgoing bar owner who was the first person to witness the intensity of my feelings for Grant Blackwood.

      Most of all, there’s Grant.

      The man I love wholeheartedly.

      He tries to rein in a smile for me, but it’s futile. He grins big and wide. Crosby gives a loud hoot, Chance joining in too. Sullivan and Miguel do some kind of dance. Mom shouts at the top of her lungs, “Go Dragons!”

      Maybe I’ll make a Dragons fan out of her after all.

      As I regard all of them, my heart squeezes, then grows a little bigger as it tries to climb up my throat. The scene is overwhelming. A bit foreign. But it’s also energizing—not a single one of them is going to stumble drunk onto the field. None of them will cross lines. And, God forbid, if someone else shows up, I’ll know how to handle it now.

      I’ve learned how to deal with the shit life throws at you.

      Learned how to handle the hard stuff without losing the good stuff.

      Like that guy who made all of this happen—Grant is the good stuff.

      So are all these people. So is this game.

      I wave to the crew then head to the dugout to wait for the announcer to call the starting lineup. First the visiting team. Now, the home team.

      “And now, batting third, in his first game as a San Francisco Dragon, is the team’s brand-new shortstop. Hailing from the city by the bay, number eighteen, Declan Steele.”

      I trot out to the field, glove in hand, and wave to the crowds. They all cheer. When I look to the first baseline, I find Grant, and our eyes lock.

      The end of our secret love affair passes between us. The hidden tryst is over tonight.

      The next part of our life together is beginning.

      But first, I play ball.
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      I don’t want to disappoint anyone. Not my friends, or the new team, or my new hometown. I dig in at the plate in each at-bat, getting in the zone, putting on blinders so I’m One-Track Steele, impervious to distractions.

      I nab a walk in my first plate appearance, pop out to center next, then hit a clutch single in the seventh inning, which gives the Dragons two RBIs. I pump a fist on my way to first, and I swear Grant cheers the loudest for me. When I reach the bag, the first-base coach pats me on the shoulder. “Welcome to the Dragons, Steele.”

      I thank him, then toss a quick glance to the stands. My heart flutters when I spot Grant and he sends a wink in my direction. I try to suppress a grin, but it’s hard. So damn hard.

      Since I want to impress my boyfriend.

      Those are all new thoughts swarming my brain. But absolutely cool ones.
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      Declan’s on first, and Holden’s at the plate.

      Chance is next to me, brow furrowed. He’s quiet, but his eyes are on me, brimming with one question.

      Did you just wink at Declan Steele?

      I grin like I have a dirty little secret. On my other side, Reese leans in closer, bumping shoulders with me. “You’re still in trouble but I love you. Mostly, though, I want to go on a double date with you guys,” she whispers.

      I roll my eyes. “That’s so straight.”

      “Newsflash—I am straight.”

      “For you, then, I will,” I say, then redirect her attention to the field.

      Holden takes a swing, then smacks a whopper of a double into the right-field corner. Declan runs his ass off, rounding second, hellbent on third, then he’s waved home as the center fielder scoops up the ball at last. Reese and I are both on our feet, arms in the air, cheering and double high-fiving because of what our guys just did.

      “Yes!” I shout.

      “Woo-hoo!” she seconds.

      River joins in, hollering, “Go, go, go!”

      Crosby’s brow shoots sky-high. Sullivan deals me a curious look. Reese and I just shrug and grin, wrapping each other in a hug, proud of our men. When we pull apart, I reach behind me and offer Declan’s mom a fist for knocking. “Pretty impressive, isn’t it, Cyndi?”

      “Almost makes me want to be a Dragons fan.”

      “Almost, but not quite.”

      “You know it,” she adds.

      My Cougar buds stare at me. I’m doing the worst job at faking not being interested in Declan Steele.

      Ah well, fuck it. They’re going to find out in two hours anyway.
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      At the Spotted Zebra, Reese hangs out at the bar with Sierra. River took off for work, and Miguel said goodnight to go see his wife and their newborn, so it’s just the baseball guys in the game room, shooting pool.

      It’s the former spring training crew, plus one—Holden is here, along with Crosby, Chance, Declan, Sullivan, and me. More than five years have passed since the day I met the guy who lives with me.

      Our lives have all changed.

      Chance was married and is now divorced.

      Crosby, once single, has fallen in love with the owner of the city’s football team.

      Holden’s new to the crew, and he’s met the love of his life in my best friend.

      Sullivan is single, eyes and mind and heart open for the right woman.

      As for me, I suppose the more things change, the more they stay the same. My heart still thunders for the same man. But Declan and I have both changed for the better. He’s broken down his walls to let me in. I’ve become the man I was meant to be, so that I could finally have the life I want.

      And that life is this.

      “Okay. I’m going with Matthew McConaughey,” Crosby declares as he lines up his shot.

      Chance laughs, tossing his head back, then taking a drink of his beer. “Because that actor’s got as many weird verbal quirks as you do. I bet he even calls people Turkey Burgers and Dick Nuggets.”

      “Alright, alright, alright,” Crosby drawls. “I picked the right person to tell my story, then.” He tips his chin to Sullivan. “What about you, my friend?”

      “I’m tempted to say Morgan Freeman because everyone wants to say Morgan Freeman, but really, I think I’m going to go with Hugh Jackman,” he says.

      Declan cracks up. “You’re not Australian.”

      Sullivan jerks his head back. “So what? Hugh Jackman is awesome, isn’t he?”

      Declan laughs. “You won’t get any argument from me there.” My boyfriend tosses a glance to me. “And what about you?”

      Before I can answer, Sierra sails in with a tray of drinks. “Wait. Is this the ‘who’d narrate my life’ question?”

      “You know us so well,” Chance says, flashing her a smile as she hands out the fresh round. “Who’d narrate yours?”

      After she gives Chance a beer, she taps her chin, then says, “A badass rock star who doesn’t take shit from anyone.”

      She leaves, and Chance’s jaw might be hanging open. That’s Sierra—exiting on a high note.

      It’s my turn now. “I’d have to go with Daniel Craig since I’m a fan of James Bond,” I say in my terrible accent.

      Declan laughs. “Rookie, you always did suck at the English accents.”

      We didn’t plan this moment. We didn’t decide when we’d tell our buds. But as Declan and I lock eyes, we both know—this is it. “So, there’s something we wanted to tell all of you,” I say.

      Declan dips his head, laughs slightly, then looks up. “We being him and me,” he clarifies, pointing from him to me.

      I set down my pool cue. Declan does the same. I step closer to my guy.

      Crosby, Chance, Sullivan, and even Holden have the decency to wipe the I already figured this out when you lost your mind rooting for him at the game expressions off their faces.

      “What’s that?” Chance asks like he has no clue, when he clearly has all of them.

      Declan swallows and reaches for my hand, linking our fingers. “We’re together,” he says, meeting their eyes. “We wanted you guys to know first. Before the media finds out that we’re living together.”

      My heart doesn’t just soar. It takes a rocket-fast trip around the solar system and then lands right back in his hands where it belongs.

      “That’s not really all there is to tell, Deck,” I tease him.

      He arches a brow. “What did I leave out?”

      I point at the guys. “Tell them I’m awesome at cuddling. They doubted me. Last month, before you were back in town, they called me out on it, man.”

      Declan laughs, holds his hands out wide, and announces to the crew, “Grant Blackwood is a world-class cuddler.”

      I plant a kiss on his stubbly cheek, smacking loudly. “There. Now it’s official. They know.”

      Crosby clears his throat, adopting a blank expression. “Thank you for spelling it out. I literally had no idea that Grant was rooting for Declan at the game.”

      Chance chimes in next. “We absolutely couldn’t tell that Grant was way more excited than he’s ever been about anyone else on another team hitting in a run.”

      Declan wraps his arm around me, squeezing my shoulder hard. “Aw, that’s so cute. You were rooting for your boyfriend even though he plays for the other team?”

      I growl at him. “Don’t make me regret cheering you on.”

      Sullivan clears his throat. “From the look of it, I don’t think there’s anything Declan would do that would make Grant regret that.”

      I heave an aggrieved sigh, but I love how obvious we are. This is the good obvious. “Fine. Fine. You’re all right.”

      Holden raises a hand. “I have to know—did this start after the Sports Network Awards? Maybe right around that morning when Grant got that burger from DoorDash?”

      I stare, stony-faced, at them. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
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      We don’t stay for long.

      On the way home from the Spotted Zebra, Declan’s phone beeps. For a second, I tense.

      If it’s not his dad now, I suspect his father will be in touch soon. But we’ll deal with that together.

      Declan glances at the text message. “It’s a note from someone at the Alliance. Wants to know if I can go to that carnival this weekend. Do the dunk tank and pie toss as a celebrity guest.”

      “Will you do it?”

      He nods as he types. “Definitely.”

      In the past, Declan has had a different approach to charity, preferring to support with money rather than time. That’s awesome and I love that he puts his wallet toward what matters. But lately, he’s been volunteering, and I can’t deny that it’s so damn sexy to see him step up in a new way.

      It’s even sexier when he says, “Do you want to go to the carnival together?”

      I slow the car at the light, look at him with wonder, and say, “Yes, and you asking me to do that is so incredibly sexy that you need to fuck me when we get home.”

      He cracks up. “That’s all it takes? Me agreeing to go to an LGBTQ carnival with you gets me mandatory topping?”

      “Yup. I’m so turned on right now, I’m going to get on my hands and knees for you, and you’re going to screw me right off the bed.”

      “Maybe drive a little faster. And that’s mandatory.”
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      After I shower, I crawl into bed with my boyfriend. As I wrap my arms around him, he dips his face to my neck, pressing a hot open-mouthed kiss against my collarbone. “Why is it that you smell so good no matter what?”

      “Because you’re attracted to my pheromones,” I say like it’s obvious.

      “I’m sure, but sometimes you have this smell like you came out of a barbershop. That gets me going. Sometimes you’re all sweaty like you just worked out. That turns me on. And then sometimes, you’re just all shower sexy. And that makes me rock fucking hard.”

      “So basically, I turn you on all the time is what you’re saying?”

      A sexy rumble is my answer. “You do.”

      “Do you think we surprised anyone tonight?”

      Declan laughs and shakes his head. “No, because you can’t keep a secret, evidently. I let you go to the game with our friends, my mom, and what do you do?”

      “I didn’t blab,” I protest.

      “You don’t have to blab. You probably had that dreamy, faraway look in your eyes.”

      “My grandpa used to say I got that look when I talked about you.”

      He drops a kiss to my jaw. “I bet everyone saw your dreamy faraway look.”

      “I bet they did. And guess what?”

      “What?”

      “I don’t care. My life is an open book. Now everyone else gets to know the best part of my life—that I’m with you,” I say, nuzzling his neck.

      “I like you so much I’ll even post you on my social media,” he says.

      “Whoa. Shit is getting real.”

      Laughing, he reaches for my hips. “Get closer to me,” Declan urges, and I climb over him, straddling him, then lower my chest so our pecs rub together, our erections lining up.

      We kiss and grind and rub. When we’re both gasping and groaning, he grabs the lube from the nightstand, coats his fingers, and slides them between my legs, getting me ready to take him.

      Then I show him exactly how flexible a man who plays my position can be.

      “Stay flat on your back,” I tell him.

      Then, I ride his dick like it’s my toy.

      My man can barely move under me.

      All he can do is groan and grip my thighs, as I show him exactly how I can fuck his cock with my ass. His fingernails scrape down my legs, his face twisting and contorting with pleasure. He stretches his neck, the cords tight, the veins pulsing. “Do it harder. Take me deeper.”

      “You want me to work you over?” I ask as I bounce on his cock.

      “Go crazy on me,” he rasps out.

      And I do. I pound his dick faster, rougher, till he growls like an animal and grips my hips to still me. He sits up straight, stares at me with the most carnal look ever in his eyes. “Get under me. Now, fucking now.”

      “Thank you,” I say, scrambling off him, getting on all fours, arching my back, lifting my ass, and giving him all the access in the world.

      This was the first way I imagined him taking me. This was my original fantasy when I was younger, when I hadn’t been with anyone, when I had no idea how spectacular sex could be.

      Back then, I imagined a man like him wanting me like this.

      But wanting all of me too.

      Body, heart, mind.

      I wanted passion in my life. Wanted someone who was all in. I’ve always longed for a man to give me everything. Truly, though, I’ve longed for one man to give me everything.

      Him.

      I have Declan now. All of his body, all of his heart, and all of his love.

      “Get in me. Get in me now,” I grit out, practically grinding my teeth from the staggering power of lust.

      He slides all the way home. I see stars. Beautiful, bright, flashing stars. He drags a hand down my back, pushing my shoulders to the bed.

      “You look so good like that,” he rasps out.

      I turn my face, savoring the look in his eyes as he goes deep. Yes, this was what I wanted to experience.

      Passion.

      I had it with him. I lost it with him. Together, we found it again.

      Now, I know exactly what passionate sex is.

      It’s when you love.

      It’s when you trust.

      It’s when you give.

      It is us, in our bed, in our home, together at last. He takes me hard, covering me with his body, his stubble scraping my skin as he kisses my neck. “Want to come inside you, and you finish in me. Say you will, babe. Say you’ll fuck me just like this right now,” he growls in my ear.

      I combust. I burn everywhere. A forest fire eats me alive, wraps me in flames. There is no other answer but yes. “Yes. Do it. Give it to me now,” I urge.

      With a savage groan, he weaves his fingers into my hair, drives into me hard, then shudders, flooding me with his hot release. I grip the base of my cock, holding it tight to stave off the orgasm that pulses just below the surface of my skin. Gritting my teeth, I fight it like I’m trying to scare away a bear.

      With a wild breath, Declan pulls out, reaches for the lube, and tosses it to me. My man shifts to all fours. A few thrusts of my fingers to ease the way and get him ready, then I coat my aching length, notch the head of my cock against him, and sink inside.

      I grip his hips hard as I bottom out, his body squeezing me nice and tight. My breath comes in sharp gasps as a wild, needy burst of ecstasy charges through me, sparking everywhere.

      Noises rip from my throat, the sweet torment of a release just out of reach.

      So close. So damn close.

      He jerks his gaze back at me, eyes shimmering with lust. “Give it to me. I fucking love you. I fucking love you so much.”

      And that’s enough.

      Lust takes me hostage. I snap my hips and ride him all the way to dirty heaven. I come like a fountain from his words, his touch, his love, his possession, his passion.

      This is my fantasy. This is our reality.

      This is our life.

      And it’s spectacular.
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      The next two days are a whirlwind of baseball games and schedules, phone calls and plans.

      Declan and I go super domestic in the mornings, figuring out what he needs and wants from his place in New York, and what he can donate.

      “I don’t want you to feel like this home isn’t yours,” I say, gesturing to the kitchen, living room, and beyond. “You can ship whatever you want, and we’ll make room for it.”

      As he drinks his coffee, he rolls his eyes. “Yes, I care about furniture so much.”

      “All I’m saying is if you hate my sex couch, we can get a new one.”

      “Gee. Can we please go to IKEA next weekend?”

      “Smart ass.”

      He leans across the counter and gives me a peck. “Furniture is whatever. I love our sex couch. I do request one ground rule, though.”

      “You and your rules,” I toss back.

      “You ready?”

      I straighten my spine. “Yes, we will have sex every day we’re together. You don’t have to make it a rule, man. I already plan on religiously following that.”

      Declan laughs hard, shaking his head. He slides his hand across the counter, reaching for mine. “The rule is this—I don’t want to be your kept man.”

      My eyebrows shoot into my hairline. “Was that a previous option? Because I feel like the trophy-boy thing goes the other way. I am four years younger.”

      I earn an eye roll for that sass.

      “Seriously, though,” I say. “What do you mean? Like, you want to split the monthly porn bill?” I brush my hands together. “Sure, done. You can pay me back with eleven dollars a month in coffee. We good?”

      He sighs heavily, shaking his head. “I’m going to sell my place in New York. And I don’t need to buy a place here since I’m living with you.”

      I shoot him a searing look. “No, you’re not living with me. We live together.”

      “Yes, and my point is, I want us to be . . .”

      For a second, it sounds like he’s going to say partners, and I’m not ready for that. Not yet. Doesn’t seem like he is, either, since he takes a breath, then continues, “I want us to be in this together. So, can I pay half the mortgage?”

      I bark out a laugh as I move around the counter, set my hands on his shoulders, and meet his eyes. “Sweetheart, I hate to break it to you, but I don’t have a mortgage. I own this house free and clear.” I sweep a kiss to his lips. “Just like I bet you did in New York.”

      He dips his head, laughing. “Yes, I owned it outright too.” He raises his face. “I guess that means I’m going to have to buy us a condo on South Beach.”

      I smile salaciously. “Miami, here we come.” I glance at the clock. “Want to go see my grandma and grandpa?”

      “I absolutely do.”

      We get in my car and drive across the bridge to Sausalito, where we meet my grandparents at a coffee shop that looks out on Richardson Bay. There’s a chance we could be seen, so we don’t hold hands.

      We have a plan for how we’ll come out.

      For now, I walk next to my guy, heading for the two people who are like my parents. They’re waiting in the back corner of the coffee shop, and Grandpa stands and smiles when he spots us. “Good to see you again, Declan,” he says.

      “And you too, sir.”

      My grandma rises too, and offers her hand to Declan. “I’m Kimberly Campbell, Grant’s grandmother. So great to meet you.”

      Declan presses his lips together tightly, his bottom lip quivering. “You are my hero,” he says softly, choking up as he brings her in for a hug.

      “Oh,” she says, surprised. “I didn’t expect that.”

      “A hug?” I ask.

      “No, to be someone’s hero.”

      “Well, you are,” Declan says, emotion thick in his voice. “Thank you for everything.”

      My throat tightens, and I try to swallow past the hitch in it.

      When they separate, Grandma still looks flummoxed. I don’t tell her why Declan adores her already. Some things are just between a man and his man.

      We spend the next hour with the two people I love like crazy, and when we leave, my grandpa pulls me aside. “It’s the good obvious,” he says.

      “Yes. Yes, it is.”
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      Later that day, we’re getting ready for the carnival in our bedroom when Declan puts on his unicorn underwear.

      I whistle.

      “Hell yes,” I say, then twirl my finger in a circle. “Now turn around. Let me admire your ass from every angle.”

      He rolls his eyes. “I’m wearing unicorns, Grant. I am not twirling too.”

      I sidle up and rope an arm around his waist. “I’ll suck you off if you do.”

      Declan turns in a circle.

      “Oh yeah,” I say, then I make good on my promise.

      When I’m done, we get dressed, brush our teeth, and make our way to the door. As I grab the keys, I rattle off the names of some of the teens he’ll meet this afternoon. “There’s Topaz. She’s a track star at a school in the Presidio and is obsessed with Gossip Girl. If you know who Gossip Girl is, don’t tell her. She’s watching the series for the first time.”

      Declan holds up his hands in surrender. “No clue who Gossip Girl is.”

      “Nico is a wrestler in South San Francisco, and the president of the queer club at his high school. He’s more deadpan than you. Jason is the quarterback at a nearby school and he loves video games. He hasn’t come out to his teammates yet, but he says he wants to soon.”

      Declan repeats that all, taps his temple. “Got it.”

      I give him the names of the people who run the charity, then I snap my fingers. “Almost forgot. You know Asher St. James? Former soccer star? He’ll be there. He’s in town from New York, taking pictures for the Alliance.”

      “I assume he’ll want our picture?”

      “He’s an ace photographer. I’ll definitely want a shot of us by him,” I say.

      “So cute. Will you frame it too?”

      “Are you mocking me for liking you?”

      “A little.”

      “In that case, I will blow that picture up to movie-poster size and hang it right here.” I pat an empty spot on the wall in the foyer. “Does that meet your approval, roomie?”

      Declan laughs hard. “Yes, roomie. And then we’ll break in that wall.”

      I pump a fist. “Up-against-the-wall sex. I am here for that.”

      “Also, I’ll post the pic tonight. Before our games,” he says, and the fact that he’s taking that initiative sends a double dose of butterflies through me as we bound down the steps to the garage.

      When we reach the door, his phone buzzes.

      “Oh,” he says heavily, staring at the name on the screen.

      My chest sinks like there’s an anchor in it. I know who’s calling before he says another word.

      “It’s my father.”

      A flicker of concern worms through me. But just as quickly as the worry arrives, I dismiss it. I’m not worried about us. I care about him. I don’t want the thorny relationship he has with his father to weigh him down, but I also know this isn’t my battle to fight. My job is to be here for him, so I set my palm on his lower back, reassuring him with touch.

      His eyes say thank you as he slides his thumb across the screen, answering. “Hey, Dad.”

      A boisterous sound comes from the phone line. Like his dad is saying welcome back, that he got Declan’s text that he’s in town.

      “Yes, it’s been a crazy week.”

      Declan listens for a beat.

      “We can get together for a meal. Sure.”

      Another pause. I rub my palm across his back.

      “Maybe after my next away series,” Declan offers.

      I wince but try to stay strong. For him. With his free hand, he reaches behind him, and covers mine.

      “But listen, Dad, I need you to know something.”

      I blink. Know what? I’m dying to ask.

      “And it’s this,” Declan continues. “If you’re going to ask me for money to pay off a loan, a gambling debt, or to save your business, the answer is no. If you’re going to ask me to pay for you to go to rehab, the answer is yes.”

      My eyes pop.

      A smile takes over my entire body.

      I let go of him, pump my fist.

      “That’s how it’s going to be. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a carnival to go to with my boyfriend. I’m living with Grant Blackwood. We’re together now and have been for a few months. I’m in love with him, and he is with me, so it’s good. Love you, Dad.”

      Then he hangs up, and I cup his cheeks and speak from my heart. “I am so proud of you.”

      He draws a deep breath like he’s settling himself. “Thanks. Me too.”

      Then we leave.

      Together.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      Declan

      

      Going public was never the hard part. I’ve had zero fears about telling the world who I love.

      My goal has always been that we would be the ones to tell our love story. As we pull into the parking lot near the field by the marina, a car zips down a small hill on a roller coaster a few hundred yards away.

      This is our time and our tale. We can tell it on our own terms. That’s what I’ve always wanted. For us to announce that we’re together.

      Not my dad.

      Not my teammates.

      Not my coach.

      Not the media.

      Not some random Instablogger.

      I want it to be our choice.

      As we step out of his car—our car—I meet his gaze across the roof, crooking a smile in his direction.

      He serves one right back to me, drumming his fingers as the San Francisco sun shines brightly overhead. “You ready?”

      “So ready,” I say, and that feels like my anthem lately.

      It took me more than five years to be ready. Took me losing him, trying to win him back and failing. Took us spending years apart so I could look into the mirror and learn who I was and who I needed to be. Took me making the commitment to change.

      And then it took me actually changing.

      Now, here I am.

      We walk around the front of his car, link hands, and walk into the fairground.

      We aren’t hounded by sports media. There are no news networks here. It’s just a carnival for charity, and as we walk past the ring toss, Grant jerks up his chin, catching someone’s attention. His eyes light up. He lifts his free hand and waves to a toned Black teen with long hair cinched in a ponytail.

      “Hey, Topaz,” he calls.

      She bounds over, a willowy white blonde by her side.

      “Wait! You finally asked out Olive?” Grant asks.

      The blonde smiles. “She did.” Olive smacks Topaz affectionately. “Also, you told Grant you were going to ask me out?”

      Topaz smiles, owning it. “I did. Showed him your pic. He said, ‘Go for it.’”

      Olive smiles at my guy. “Then I owe you a big thank you because I was so shy. I kept hoping she’d ask me to go to this.”

      Their eyes drift to our hands.

      Topaz shimmies then squeals. “Shut up! Are you two together?”

      With pride surging in me, I kiss Grant’s cheek then wrap my arm around his shoulder. “Yes, I’m Declan Steele. His boyfriend.”

      She smacks me playfully on the arm. These two are swatters, apparently. A perfect match. Maybe they both like Gossip Girl too. “I know who you are!” Topaz says. “I’m a huge Dragons fan. I was so excited to hear about your trade.” She presses her hands together in prayer. “Please, please, please get us a World Series.”

      “That’s the goal,” I say.

      Grant bumps his shoulder to mine. “Aww, someone likes the Dragons.”

      Topaz waggles her phone. “Can I take your pic? Post it?”

      “You better,” Grant says.

      With my arm around his shoulders, his around my waist, we smile for the camera in front of the ring toss. It’s a far cry from the picture a fan took in Arizona at a hockey game. We don’t need a cover and won’t ever need one again.

      As we say goodbye and walk past an aisle of balloon and dart games, I know exactly what I do need.

      Him.

      Just him.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      Grant

      

      At the dunk tank, I take aim, and hurl a baseball at the target—my guy.

      Declan plunges into the water with a loud splash.

      As I crack up, my photographer friend strides up to me, checking the back of his camera. “A fantastic visual record of you annihilating your former teammate at the carnival,” Asher says.

      Ah, this will be fun. Another chance to tell our own story. “He’s not just my former teammate. He’s my boyfriend.”

      That makes me feel all kinds of proud to say.

      Asher asks for details, and I serve them up, since I love sharing that we’re together, then add, “Also, can I twist your arm to take our pic with my phone? I would love to post a really good photo on social.” 

      “You do know a lot of companies pay me a lot of money rather than twisting my arm,” he teases.

      I wink. “And I know you’re not such a dick that you’d charge a friend.”

      “Don’t count on that. I might be that big a dick,” he says, as Declan comes over from the tank, drying off. 

      I grin at the sight of him. Can’t help it.

       “You’re far gone for him, aren’t you?” Asher asks.

      “All the way.” I hand Asher my phone, then I slide in next to the man who asked for a trade to be with me. The man who put his heart on the line for me.

      Like I did for him.

      Like I know we’ll keep doing for each other.

      We smile, and I can’t wait to share this pic.

      Asher hands me back my phone, says goodbye, and takes off. As Declan and I walk through the grounds, we run into Jason, the high school quarterback.

      “Hey Grant,” he says, then nods at Declan. “Is this your . . . ?”

      Declan jumps in with the answer. “Yes, I’m his boyfriend.”

      The smile on Jason’s face is another reason why I do what I do. He hangs with us, taking a pic, as we make our way to the pie toss.

      And then my face becomes the recipient of key lime, lemon meringue, and cherry too as carnival goer after carnival goer steps right up. When it’s Jason’s turn, he lands a coconut cream pie right on my face.

      I wipe the coconut cream off my nose, shaking a finger at him. “Your aim is way too good.”

      “Let’s hope it’s good. That’s the job at QB. But . . . want me to throw another? I think there was a key lime pie somewhere.”

      “I don’t think that’ll be necessary, but I appreciate the offer.”

      “Anytime,” Jason says with a smile, then heads off to join some friends, while Declan strides over to me now that my time is done at the pie toss. 

      “You look so cute with coconut cream on your face,” he teases as I wipe off the pie as best I can.

      “Why don’t you lick it off?” I ask.

      He looks at the people milling around us. “I would, but there’s no way I could lick your face without everybody knowing just how dirty I want to get with you later.”

      “Fair enough. Want to ride the Ferris wheel instead?”

      “Is it your Suck-Me-Off-In-the-Sky Ferris Wheel?”

      “Later, it can be.”

      “I’m in,” he says.

      We make our way over, and as we wait in line, I post the picture Asher took of the two of us, tagging the Alliance and the carnival.

      Declan does the same.

      But we aren’t the only ones. Topaz and Olive posted pics. So did Nico. Jason too.

      Reminds me of the night I won Rookie of the Year.

      Only, it’s even better because the picture is of us.

      We get on the ride. As the Ferris wheel climbs, I wrap an arm around my guy, checking out the view—the ocean to the left, the Golden Gate Bridge standing tall over the Pacific, all the city at our feet.

      When I first fell for Declan, we weren’t outside like this. We weren’t holding hands in public or riding high in the sky. We were sneaking into hotel rooms and parking on dark streets.

      That was exhilarating. Intoxicating. And looking back, I wouldn’t change a thing. 

      We have two love stories. Our first was young, wild love—sexual love. We still have that last part down pat.

      But we also have so much more. A love that runs deep, a love that steadies and centers us. In our second love story, we have this real life. This real love. This home we share.

      When I look back on my five-year plan, this was the one thing missing—a plan for soul-deep, passionate, beautiful love. 

      But maybe you can’t plan for that. But when you find it, you keep a hold on it.

      Grab your chances when they come. 

      I’ll take all my chances with Declan Steele.

      

      
        
        Grant and Declan’s love story isn’t over! Be sure to grab the full-length novel ALL IN WITH HIM and find out what new hurdles your favorite guys face as they navigate the challenges of life together. ALL IN WITH HIM is available everywhere and you won’t believe what happens next!

      

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

        All In With Him
      
      
        
        Once upon a time all I needed was baseball, friends and extracurricular activities. Then everything changed when Declan Steele stormed into my life and upended all my priorities with his heart, his love, his passion.

        So my next five-year plan will include this new ground rule—Love big.

        Only, that’s easier said than done when my man and I come face to face with hard truths and new troubles about what it means to be all in.

        That’s when I learn that finding love isn’t the hardest part.

        Keeping it is.

      

        

      
        Grab ALL IN WITH HIM now!

      

      

      
        
        ***

      

      

      
        
        River and Owen’s story comes next in the sexy, flirty, snowed-in, friends-to-lovers novel THE BROMANCE ZONE, available everywhere.

      

        

      
        Intrigued by Asher St. James? His sexy story is coming in the novel THE BEST MEN in January 2022. You will flip when you hear all the juicy details about this book, so don’t delay! Sign up to be the first to receive an alert about this sexy, enemies-to-lovers, nerd-jock contemporary romance, and be sure to check out the teaser below.

      

        

      
        Be sure to sign up for my mailing list to be the first to know when swoony, sexy new romances are available or on sale!

      

        

      
        The band mentioned earlier in the book, Night Darling, is an LA-based synthpop group who you can follow on instagram @nightdarlingmusic for more information.

      

      

      Teaser from The Best Men

      Asher St. James

      

      “But we’re not even at the best part of your epic rant.” I inhale deeply, savoring what’s to come. The piece de resistance. 

      Mark Banks knocks back his orange juice and kudos to the man. He’s taking the text message reenactment like, well, like a man.

      I brandish my phone, savoring every single second. “Anyway, whose hair looks like a shampoo commercial? Who takes off his shirt at a dinner party? Who has a body that annoyingly perfect? He’s not even real. He’s like a fucking comic book hero in those graphic novels I used to read. Here he comes...FLIP’S SUPER HOT...WINGMAN! Asher with his stupid hair and stupid lips and ridiculous body. Who even looks that good in real life, Hannah? No one. Just no one.”

      There’s more, but really, I need to bask a little longer in the glow of compliments. I tap my lip. “You’re right, Banks. I do not at all require an apology for this ode to me. In fact, I ought to give you a thanks,” I say, bringing a hand to my heart. “This made my week.”

      “You’re welcome,” he snarls.

      I should let him off the hook now.

      Circulate a bit here at the party.

      And yet, I can’t just drop it. Everything I thought I knew about Mark Banks is suddenly in question...

      

      Sign up to be the first to receive an alert about this sexy, enemies-to-lovers, nerd-jock contemporary romance.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for reading the Men of Summer series. This story is near and dear to my heart for several reasons. I was raised in the '70s and '80s by a gay father and a straight mother and I love being able to create the equal worlds in my fiction that didn't quite exist back then. As a fierce LGBTQ ally, I firmly believe in marriage equality, LGBTQ equal rights and that love is love. I am honored and humbled to have readers and listeners who want these kinds of stories, and I promise to keep telling them.

      

      On another note, while this is a romance with a happy ending, it tackles a serious topic in Declan's father's battle with alcoholism. Many of the situations Declan faced with his father were loosely drawn from my own experiences growing up with both close and extended family members battling alcoholism. I also researched alcoholism, spoke with counselors who counsel recovering addicts, and talked to recovering alcoholics to understand other experiences of alcoholism as well. Ultimately, everyone's experience of alcoholism is different and if you have experienced loving and caring for a family member who is or was an alcoholic, yours may be different from what I saw and what Declan saw, but all are valid.

      

      There are many support organizations dedicated to helping both the person suffering with this disease as well as family and friends. 

      Alcoholics Anonymous (AA) – 

      • 888-486-0889

      • 12 step program for alcoholics 

      • https://www.aa.org/ 

      

      Drug and Alcohol Hotline for Rehab/Treatment Referral Service: 1-800-662-HELP 

      

      Al-Anon and Alateen

      • 1-800-356-9996

      • https://al-anon.org/ 

      • https://al-anon.org/newcomers/teen-corner-alateen/ 

      • Programs for families and children of alcoholics (meetings and resources are available to help the loved ones of an alcoholic learn to cope)

      

      SMART Recovery

      • https://www.smartrecovery.org/

      

      Women for Sobriety

      • https://womenforsobriety.org/ 

      • 215-536-8026

      • Offers the ‘New Life Program’ helping women overcome alcohol/drug use

      

      SAMHSA (Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration)

      • https://www.samhsa.gov/find-help/national-helpline

      • 1-800-662-HELP (4357)

      • Offers treatment in alcohol, drugs, behavioral health, suicide prevention, and veteran crisis assistance

      

      Abiding thanks to Tina M. for helping compile this list.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Lauren Blakely

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        FULL PACKAGE, the #1 New York Times Bestselling romantic comedy!

      

        

      
        BIG ROCK, the hit New York Times Bestselling standalone romantic comedy!

      

        

      
        THE SEXY ONE, a New York Times Bestselling standalone romance!

      

        

      
        THE KNOCKED UP PLAN, a multi-week USA Today and Amazon Charts Bestselling standalone romance!

      

        

      
        MOST VALUABLE PLAYBOY, a sexy multi-week USA Today Bestselling sports romance! And its companion sports romance, MOST LIKELY TO SCORE!

      

        

      
        WANDERLUST, a USA Today Bestselling contemporary romance!

      

        

      
        COME AS YOU ARE, a Wall Street Journal and multi-week USA Today Bestselling  contemporary romance!

      

        

      
        PART-TIME LOVER, a multi-week USA Today Bestselling  contemporary romance!

      

        

      
        UNBREAK MY HEART, an emotional second chance USA Today Bestselling contemporary romance!

      

        

      
        BEST LAID PLANS, a sexy friends-to-lovers USA Today Bestselling romance!

      

        

      
        The Heartbreakers! The USA Today and WSJ Bestselling rock star series of standalone!

      

        

      
        P.S. IT’S ALWAYS BEEN YOU, a sweeping, second chance romance!

      

        

      
        MY ONE WEEK HUSBAND, a sexy standalone romance!

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contact

          

        

      

    

    
      I love hearing from readers! You can find me on Twitter at LaurenBlakely3, Instagram at LaurenBlakelyBooks, Facebook at LaurenBlakelyBooks, or online at LaurenBlakely.com. You can also email me at laurenblakelybooks@gmail.com
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