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      Have you ever said something you regret?

      Something you haven’t forgotten about an hour later?

      Something that sits with you, stews deep in your belly, and then seeps into your bones, burying itself so far into your marrow that all you can think about is the one thing you said . . . and how you wished you could take it back the minute it slipped past your lips?

      That’s where I am.

      Full of regret.

      People always say, “Don’t regret anything. It’s what makes you who you are.” That was said in a whiney, nasally voice. Did you hear it?

      Well, those people, the ones trying to spew rainbows and sunshine up your ass about blatant mistakes . . . yeah, they’re only saying that because they fuck up on a daily basis.

      Think about it, what REAL person is okay with all their regrets? No one. There is always that one thing you did, that one time, that you will always, always, always think . . . “What if I’d done that differently?”

      It keeps you up at night.

      You wonder, what transformed, what took over my brain, to utter such words. To alter your life completely and send it down an entirely different course.

      Yeah, my life has been fucking altered all right.

      Everything was fine.

      I was pitching one hell of a fucking season for the Rebels, my ride or die team. I was getting along with my teammates, even the infamous Cory Potter, who made a splash after last season. I’ll hand it to the man, he really is the boss. I was getting laid whenever I wanted, which is always a plus for a guy who has massive amounts of adrenaline pumping through him daily, especially on a pitching day. And there were no strings attached.

      None.

      Yeah, I might have a rotation of women I call, but any single player in the major leagues does. You need the outlet. Even the prestigious Cory Potter had some booty call numbers before he found Natalie.

      I was living a great life, and then it all changed. And it changed fucking fast.

      Before I knew it, I was staring into my fridge at dairy products not made from a cow, but rather from oat. What the fuck is that? Oat milk? Explain to me where an oat has a goddamn nipple.

      My toothbrush is made from bamboo, which gives off a very woody, splintery taste, and I’ve been using toothpaste tablets instead of paste from a tube . . . because apparently, tubes suck up life in the landfill.

      The eco-friendly toilet paper in my apartment disintegrates in my hand and is worthless, making bathroom breaks a fucking nightmare.

      And there’s a goddamn three-legged dog in a suit and tie sitting on my couch that goes by the name Herman.

      I don’t have any privacy, I barely remember what meat tastes like anymore, and Herman has a goddamn staring problem. And the three-legged motherfucker, yeah, he’s stealthy. I find him waiting for me outside the shower . . . staring.

      When I wake up . . . staring.

      When I’m trying to make a goddamn tempeh sandwich . . . staring.

      Every time I tell him to “get a life” or to “fuck off” or for the love of Christ “get a new hobby”, he doesn’t even bat an eyelash.

      He just stares!

      I can’t fucking take it anymore.

      I’m losing my goddamn mind and I don’t know . . . maybe it’s because I haven’t had sex in what feels like forever, or because my burgers are now made of imposter “meat”, or maybe because I’m forced to do things I don’t want to do. Either way, something needs to give, because I’m pretty sure from all the vegan shit I’ve been eating, my armpits are just about ready to spring their own mung beans.

      Christ.

      One phone call.

      That’s all it took.

      One fucking phone call from a person I cannot say no to, a person who will forever and always be . . . my insanely beautiful and free-spirited best friend.
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      “What are you doing tonight?” Lincoln asks, my best friend who was traded a couple seasons ago to the Rebels, thank fuck.

      I lean back in my locker and let out a long breath. It was one hell of a game tonight. Came all the way to the ninth inning where Cory clocked one to the right, bringing in Marcus, our third baseman, for the win. Defending our World Series title from last year hasn’t been easy, but we’re holding strong as we’re nearing the second half of the season.

      “Probably going to grab a steak on the way home, call up Tess. Why?”

      Lincoln shakes his head. “I have a date.”

      “Really?” I ask, sitting taller. “Like a real one?”

      “What other kind of dates are there?” Lincoln laughs.

      I drag my towel off my head and push my hand through my damp hair. “The fucking kind of dates.”

      Lincoln laughs and shakes his head at me. “Dude, there is more than just fucking around with a girl. There’s intimacy. Getting to know someone. Finding a person who makes you happy. You should try it sometime.”

      “Nah, I’m good,” I answer while slipping on a pair of jeans.

      “You sure? Because look at Potter and Orson. They recently found love and they’re having one of the best seasons of their lives.”

      I pause and face Lincoln. “Are you fucking saying I’m having a bad season? Because I have three losses under my belt.” I hold up three fingers. “Three. That’s a really good fucking season if you ask me.”

      “Yeah, but two of those losses were a bloodbath where you were out in the third inning.”

      “I’m allowed to have a bad fucking day. Christ. And no girl is going to change my game. You should know that by now. And why do you even care?”

      “Because . . . you haven’t tried to be in a relationship since Jamie. Maybe it’s time, you know?”

      Is Lincoln drunk? Where the hell is this coming from? Granted, he’s always been the guy who’s been open to finding the right person for him, even if it’s taking him fucking years and a painful process to figure out who his soul mate is—even though I could probably point it out within a second—but to toss his ideals on me? He doesn’t do that shit.

      I punch my arms through my T-shirt and slip it over my head. “Why the hell are you trying to get me to date?”

      Lincoln shrugs. “Might be nice to go on double dates.”

      I pause amid swiping on some deodorant. “Are you fucking with me right now? You’re coming at me hard with dating someone because you want to go on double dates?”

      He shrugs with a smirk. “Heard they were fun.”

      “Fuck, man.” He laughs. “Ask Potter or Orson out. Leave me the hell out of it.” I cap my deodorant, toss it in my locker, and snag the keys to my ’69 Mustang Boss 429—kept the motorcycle back at my apartment today—and stuff my wallet in my back pocket.

      “But it would be more fun to watch you squirm on a date.”

      “You’re a really good friend,” I say sarcastically while finally checking my phone for messages. Only one, from Kinsley. I smile to myself. “I’ll catch you later.”

      “That’s a no on the whole double date thing?”

      From over my shoulder, I say, “That’s a fuck no.”

      On my way out of the locker room, I give a few guys fist bumps and then run straight into Cory Potter, who’s already dressed and heading to his car as well.

      Last season, fuck, I don’t even know how to explain last season. When Cory was traded midseason to the Rebels two years ago, I was pissed. Not even going to sugarcoat it. The front office took on his massive contract, which I knew would eat up a lot of the pot when it came to acquiring additional players. We were already sucking big time that season and everyone thought he was going to turn it around for us. Spoiler alert: he didn’t. And what was even worse was he was known as a Bobbies fan—our hometown rival—so I wanted nothing to do with the overpaid asswipe. It wasn’t until the offseason when I heard the guys talking about his work ethic and dedication that I started to ease up.

      Now, we’re really good friends, and I’m one of the reasons he’s back with his girl and getting married this November. I tell him it’s all because of me that he’s with Natalie. I tend to rub it in his face whenever I get the chance. He just laughs it off but deep down, I see the gratefulness in his eyes.

      “Heading out?” Cory asks.

      “Yeah. You?”

      He nods. “Natalie made some dessert she wants me to try.”

      We start walking down the hallway toward the door that leads to the players’ parking lot. “Is it really dessert?”

      Cory smirks. “I never know with her. Somedays it’s actual dessert like a giant pan of brownies topped with caramel and nuts, and sometimes it’s her naked on the counter.”

      I let out a low laugh. “Talk about that particular dessert with her brother?” Jason Orson, our catcher and resident obnoxious but sensitive jokester, is Natalie’s brother. When Cory started dating Natalie, it was a dream come true for Jason because his obsession with Cory was and still is borderline Kathy Bates in Misery.

      “Sometimes.” Cory laughs to himself and says, “Just to make him cry.”

      “Hell, I’d do the same. Fucking with him as a soon-to-be brother-in-law would be my daily goal in life.”

      “It does breathe air into my lungs.” He props the door open for me and we both head out into the dimly lit parking lot that is patrolled by security until the last player leaves.

      “A couple more weeks and then it’s the All-Star break,” I say, noticing our cars are parked next to each other. “I’m glad I’m taking the few days off rather than pitching.”

      “Yeah, I wish I’d done the same, but making the All-Star team after all the bullshit from last year . . . wanted to revel in it.”

      “Attention whore.”

      He doesn’t deny it, just shrugs. “The boss demands attention.” I roll my eyes at the use of his nickname.

      “You’re getting far too cocky. I need to bring you back down to reality.”

      “Only you could.” He unlocks his car. “See you tomorrow.”

      “Tomorrow,” I answer while sticking my key into my door and unlocking it.

      Besides a few rookies still waiting to make their big purchase, I’m the only guy on the team with a car that wasn’t made in the last two years. When I was younger, my dad—when he was sober—took me to car shows after some of my baseball games, or even before sometimes. He would walk me around, telling me all about each and every engine. When I was in middle school, a black Mustang caught my eye. I remember spending an hour taking in every little detail. I memorized the name, took pictures of it, and told myself when I made it to the big leagues one day, I’d get myself one.

      And I did.

      Nothing sounds better than the roar of my mighty 375 horsepower V8 engine and its gnarly exhaust note as it rumbles around the Chicago streets. I set my phone and wallet on the seat next to me and click my seatbelt, which is when I see the text from Kinsley light up my phone again.

      Kinsley: You better call me today, Maddie. Or this friendship is over.

      Chuckling from the empty threat, I turn my engine to life. I’ll give her a call when I get home.
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        * * *

      

      “You’re lucky you called me tonight.” Kinsley’s familiar smooth and girly voice floats through the speaker of my phone while I lie back on my couch with my sketchbook in my hand, a pencil in the other.

      “You offered up a pretty scary threat, Kinny.”

      “That’s right I did.” There’s fake anger in her voice. I can tell it’s fake because I’ve known the girl since we were five. Neighbors, best friends—who really shouldn’t be friends given our differences in interests—we know the ins and outs of each other. When she’s angry, her voice becomes shaky. She’s the type of person who reverts to crying because it’s the only way her body knows how to react when angry.

      “What’s up?” I ask, scratching away on my pad, drawing her face from memory as we talk.

      “What’s up? Seriously? Maddox, you missed our monthly talk. That’s unacceptable.”

      “Busy schedule, babe, you know that.”

      She sarcastically laughs. “Who was it . . . Katrina? Or Tess? Oh wait . . . let me look at my schedule.” She pauses and I continue to smile to myself as I outline her eye, thickening the top lid because of her dark lashes that line her beautiful green eyes. “According to what I have written down, it’s Yasmin.”

      “Why do you have my fuck schedule written down?”

      “I’m right, aren’t I?”

      Rolling my eyes even though she can’t see me, I say, “Yeah, it was Yasmin.”

      “I knew it,” she whispers. “Freaking Yasmin and her long black hair. She got me three months ago too.”

      “Really?” I ask, feeling a little guilty that I’ve missed two of these phone calls. Third Saturday of every month. It’s what we “set in stone” when we were in high school when I was being drafted. She was terrified I’d forget about her. I told her that would never happen, so we made a promise to talk on the phone every third Saturday of the month. Ten years later, we still make that phone call. Even if it’s a day or so off.

      “Yes. I mean, I get it, she has amazing boobs, but honestly, Maddox, is a pair of boobs really better than our friendship?”

      “I mean . . .”

      “I will glitter-bomb you. Don’t make me send another special package to your place.”

      “Christ, please don’t. The last one shot up my nose. I was sneezing glitter for days.”

      “Well deserved. At least the glitter was biodegradable so it probably dissolved in your snot.”

      I loop my pencil around her other eye, paying special attention to the shine in her iris that I remember so vividly from the last time she came to visit. “Good to know your glitter bomb is a part of me now.”

      “Just a gentle reminder that I’m always with you.”

      I chuckle. “That glitter bomb was not gentle by any means.” She laughs, the sound like a warm blanket covering me up from behind. It’s impossible to count the amount of times I’ve heard her laugh, but the sound will never get old to me. It feels like home—and that’s always been about Kinsley.

      “So tell me all the things about life. I see that you’re killing it on the mound. You were so sweaty the other night. Every time they did a close up, I gagged.”

      “Aren’t you treat to talk to?” She laughs again. “That’s what hard work does to you, Kinny, it makes you sweat. You should try it some time.”

      “My, my, my, you’re ripe today. Have you been taking those vitamins I sent you? They’re supposed to improve your mood.”

      “They smelled like death. I chucked them.”

      “What?” she screams on the phone. “Maddox. That is such a waste.”

      “I’m kidding. They’re in my cupboard, untouched, but they’re in there.” I sketch out the little lift to her nose that I’ve studied many times. A slight slope with a gentle curve at the tip. A button nose, I’ve always told her.

      “Well open them, they will do you some good,” she huffs and I smirk, loving how easily I can annoy her. “So what else is happening in your life?”

      “Not much. Skipping the All-Star game this year to opt for a break. I feel like I need one.”

      “I was wondering what was going on. Do you plan on going anywhere? Maybe coming to visit me in Michigan for a few days?” There’s hope in her voice and I hate to disappoint her but . . .

      “Stay-cation, babe. Sorry.”

      “Ugh, I knew you were going to say that. If people only knew you the way I know you, they’d be shocked that you’re not the rebel bad boy with the tattoos they paint you as, but rather a snuggle cuddly bear who enjoys hot chocolate with thousands of marshmallows and staying at his apartment with a sketchbook in hand.”

      “Yeah, and if we can keep that under wraps, that would be awesome.”

      “Don’t worry, tough guy, I won’t ruin your image.”

      “It’s appreciated.” Heart-shaped lips where the corners automatically tilt up ever so slightly, as if she has a permanent smile on her face. It’s a little thing I’ve noticed over time about her lips—the corners are always aiming toward the sky, rather than the ground. It’s what makes her so special, ever optimistic. “What’s up with you? Any new boys I need to know about?”

      “Unless you’re speaking of the four-legged kind, then no.”

      Kinsley works for an animal shelter in our hometown. She’s always been the girl that takes in every animal that crosses her path. A Mother Earth type, healing, feeding, and saving one animal at a time ranging from caterpillars to stray cows she finds along the road.

      Yeah, a fucking cow. She brought the heifer to my house first, knowing her parents were going to be mad, but she wanted to save “Bessy” and give her a warm place for the night until she could figure out her action plan. It’s how I ended up sleeping in my parents’ shed one winter night, sharing a blanket with an odorous cow.

      “No one?”

      “Well, you know, I do get my womanly needs met by Stan down at the Feed and Seed occasionally.”

      I groan. “Jesus fuck, not Stan. Kin, have some standards.”

      “You’re failing to remember that I live in the middle of nowhere. There aren’t many options for bed partners around here. Or friends for that matter . . .” she mumbles, and I know it’s one of her grievances about living in the town we group up in. Everyone left, including me, leaving her with her mom as her only friend and . . . Stan apparently.

      “But Stan . . .”

      “Hey, I don’t judge your brothel of women you keep on hold, so don’t judge my need for release with Stan. Okay?”

      “Fair, but it’s not a brothel.”

      “Agree to disagree,” she says as I start to work on her hair, wishing I could portray the natural blonde hue of it, the way it shines under the sun, making it almost look white. “I do have some depressing news.”

      My pencil pauses as I look down at the phone. “Depressing? You never talk about depressing shit. You’re always a ball of positivity.”

      “Yeah, I tried to put a good spin on this but not sure I can. I’m having a hard time. Maybe you can help me.”

      “You know I’m the wrong person to try to spin something positively but I can give it a try. What’s up?”

      “Well, you know I’ve been trying to get out of Woodland for a while now but it’s been hard given my job and the pay.”

      “Yeah.” I draw the slope of her neck, trying to make my lines as smooth as possible to represent how soft it looks.

      “Well, I got a job offer in Chicago—”

      “What?” I pause my strokes. “Seriously?”

      “Yup, it’s with Finding Homes. They connect animals whose owners are terminally ill with a family who can take care of the animal.”

      “Shit, that’s depressing. I can see why you’re upset about it.”

      “No, that’s not why I’m upset. I really love their work. It’s why I applied. All I kept thinking about was all those people who were dying and wanted to make sure their pets were taken care of. It gives them peace of mind, you know?”

      Still depressing, but Kinsley has the most beautiful heart I’ve ever seen, so I can see why she’d want to work with an organization like that.

      “Okay, so what’s the problem? If you got the job, isn’t that exciting?”

      “Yeah, but then they told me the salary.” She sighs. “There’s no way I could afford to live in Chicago on that amount. At least not at first. They said they’re looking at a huge partnership with Barking Tails, the Organic Dog Food brand. If they can land the partnership it would change everything. More money, new facilities, more quality accommodations for transferring animals. But they won’t know about it until the end of the year probably.”

      “And you need to accept now.”

      “Pretty much.” She sighs again. “So that’s where I am, trying to put a positive spin on all of this. I guess . . . I mean . . . I could say . . .”

      As her brain spins in all different ways to turn this into a positive moment, my brain spins as well, but for a completely different reason.

      This is a dream job for her.

      And she’s going to turn it down because of the cost of living?

      Fuck that.

      “Take the job and stay with me for a bit.” But the moment the words fall past my lips, I realize what a huge mistake I just made. Shit.
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        KINSLEY

      

      

      

      “What did you say?” I ask, my breath catching from what I think he just said. “Did you just say I could stay with you?”

      He doesn’t answer right away, but instead clears his throat. “I mean, not forever, just until the partnership figures itself out.”

      “You’re serious. You would be willing to sacrifice your bachelorhood and sex schedule to allow me to stay with you?”

      He lightly chuckles and says, “Kinny, I never bring anyone back to my place. You should know that. I like my privacy.”

      “Ugh, I forgot, you have a hotel sex den. So barbaric.”

      “Insults? Really? After I offered you my place to stay so you could take a job you really want and finally move out of your parents’ house?”

      “Huh, did I ever tell you how much I like your hair?”

      His laugh booms over the phone and I smile to myself. That sound right there, the full-on guttural laugh that I only get from him on the rare occasion, it’s perfect. Throaty, deep, and real. I love hearing it, as it reminds me of the boy I grew up with. Maddox Paige has an intimidating presence. He rarely lets anyone other than those in his inner circle see his true self, which means the laugh I just heard doesn’t make many appearances.

      “Can’t hear compliments about my hair enough.”

      “So manly and scary. Just what you were going for, right?”

      “Yeah, that’s exactly what I tell my stylist when I sit in the chair,” he says sarcastically. “Please give me the manly, yet scary haircut.”

      “I hope you tipped well, because they nailed it.”

      He sighs heavily. “You’re so ridiculous.”

      “And yet you still keep coming back for more and say crazy things like hey, you can move in with me.” I grow serious and say, “Do you really mean that, Maddie? I can stay with you?”

      “I mean . . . yeah. I want you to be happy, babe,” he says, his voice incredibly sincere. “I know how much you’ve been looking to leave Woodland, getting away from your mom, starting something new, so you can’t say no to this opportunity because of housing, especially when I live here.”

      “Yeah, but won’t I drive you crazy?”

      He chuckles. “Probably, but I’m also in the middle of the season. I’ll be in and out on away trips, we won’t be stepping on each other’s toes too much.”

      “Okay, but don’t you have a one-bedroom place?”

      “Again, yes, but you can hang out in the living room. I can get an air mattress or something.”

      “Mm-hmm,” I hum. “Are there any rules? Or can I live my life freely?”

      “Ground rules,” he says quickly. “There will be ground rules.”

      He knows me too well to let me run loose. The thought of his eyes panicking when he quickly stated ground rules makes me chuckle.

      “What kind of ground rules? Like socks on the door?” I tease, curling my legs into my body. I’ve missed his voice so much, and it’s made my heart ache.

      “I told you, I don’t bring people back to my place. I like my privacy.”

      “I’m not talking about you, I’m talking about me. What if I meet THE MAN when I’m in Chicago? Should I put a sock on the door if we’re rocking it out on the floor of the living room?”

      In the most serious tone I think I’ve ever heard him use, Maddox says, “If I’m not bringing home people, neither are you. I don’t want anyone knowing where the hell I live. So if you want to fuck, create your own hotel sex den, as you like to call it.”

      I fluff my hair. “I have more class than that.”

      “Says the girl who lost her virginity in the back of a rusty pickup outside the Feed and Seed.”

      “That’s called spontaneity and a great use of our resources.”

      “Call it what you want, but the class in you is hard to find at times.”

      He’s not entirely wrong. I’ve been known to do some less than society approved things like run down Main Street completely naked because I was dared to or peeing in a dumpster because I was too lazy to find a toilet. Not my finest moments, and I’m sure they’re things Maddox remembers vividly since he was there both times. Luckily he covered his eyes when I stripped down. He only saw the full moon as I ran away.

      Smiling, I say, “Moving on. What are the other ground rules?”

      “No animals.”

      “But—”

      “I’m fucking serious, Kinsley.” Yikes. My full name. He means business. “No animals. I don’t want anything with four legs in my apartment, got it?”

      “That’s a hard one because—”

      “Non-negotiable. No animals.”

      I bite my bottom lip and squeeze my eyes shut, my heart wavering back and forth. He really knows how to hit me hard.

      “Kinsley . . .”

      Ugh . . . he’s so mean.

      “Okay, fine. No animals. What else?”

      “Keep your girly shit to yourself. You’re messy, and I don’t want that mess spreading all over my space. You can have a corner that can be your mess and that’s it.”

      “I’m not messy.”

      “Last time you were here, I thought I was wiping my face with the hand towel but it was your lacey underwear.”

      “You know I try to conserve energy by not drying all my clothes. The hand towel rack was a great place to dry underwear.”

      In a slow deliberate voice, he repeats, “Keep your mess to yourself.”

      “You’re very particular, you know that?”

      “Because I know you well, and I know your faults.”

      “I would barely say bringing animals home is a fault.”

      “Do I need to bring Bessy up again?”

      Huffing and crossing my arms, I say, “You sleep one night out in a shed with a wonderfully large cow and you’re butt hurt for life. Honestly, Maddox.”

      “If you can’t agree to these terms, then it looks like I won’t be able to offer my apartment to you.”

      I think about it for a second, giving his offer some serious thought before I jump on board. I practically lived with Maddox growing up, we were always back and forth to each other’s houses, sleepovers even when our parents didn’t know, because they were afraid something was going to happen even though we were just friends. I feel like I know Maddox more than I know myself at times. I’ve seen him grow into the stunning man he is today, the professional baseball player everyone knows him as. I’ve watched him face heartbreak, I’ve seen him meet success head-on, and I’ve witnessed his failures as well. If I were to live with anyone, it would be him. It would feel easy, but can he really take me?

      I’m my mother’s daughter. I’m unorthodox. I know he knows that but then again, it’s been ten years since we’ve truly spent a lot of time together. We’ve had some long weekends here and there, nothing that actually spanned over the length of months.

      “What are you thinking about?” he asks, knowing I’m running through all the pros and cons of his idea.

      I’ve always been honest with Maddox since the day we became friends, so I say, “I don’t want you to wind up hating me.”

      “Hating you? What are you talking about?”

      “I know myself, Maddox. I know how I can be sometimes. I’m a little much and being around me all the time might get on your nerves.”

      I roll my teeth over my bottom lip, nervous what his answer will be.

      “Kin, you know I love you, and even though you’re a little more eccentric than others, it doesn’t matter. I want you to be happy. You deserve this job, you’ve worked so hard to achieve.”

      “You mean that?” I feel tears start to well in my eyes.

      “Yeah, I do.”

      “Maddie,” I sigh as a small tear rolls down my cheek. “Do you realize how much this is going to change my life? How much I’ve wanted this? You’re helping a dream come true.”

      “It’s no big deal and for the love of God, don’t make it one.” I know he gets uncomfortable with praise, so I’m not surprised by his pained reply.

      I chuckle. “I can promise I won’t make it a big deal. How much do you want for rent?”

      “You’re kidding, right? Babe, I don’t need your money.”

      “I know you don’t need it but I want to give you something for letting me stay at your place and disturbing your peace.”

      “Save your money for when you can rent your own place. Just watch over the apartment when I’m on the road. Get my mail. That will be more helpful than you know.”

      “That seems like an uneven trade.”

      “Fine.” I can hear the smile in his voice. “Make me dinner and coffee. Call it even.”

      “Dinner and coffee? You do realize you’re terrible at negotiations, right?”

      “Only with you. Now get off the phone with me, accept the job, and break the news to your mom. Okay?”

      “This is really happening?”

      “It is.”

      “Have I told you how much I love you?”

      “Every time we talk on the phone.”

      “Well, I do,” I say, feeling warmth spread through me.

      “Love you, too, babe. Send me all the details. I’ll see you soon.”
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        * * *

      

      “What do you mean you’re staying with Maddox?” my mom exclaims, tears streaming down her face.

      This is going way worse than I expected.

      I knew my mom wasn’t going to take the news of me moving away easily, but full-on sobbing? I’m honestly afraid she might go into cardiac arrest from the way she keeps clutching her heart on every sob that wracks her body.

      “Why are you going to stay with him when you could stay here with me and your father?” She wipes her cheeks with the sleeves of her light pink cardigan, staining them with her caked-on makeup. Norma Howard takes pride in her appearance, never letting one stray hair out of place, which is quite funny given where we live. It’s rare when my mom makes it into town, but even if she sees no one, she makes sure she puts on her house shoes and pearls.

      Testing my strength and patience, I say, “The job is in Chicago, Mom. If I stayed here with you and Dad, that would be one hell of a commute every day.”

      “But there are felons in Chicago.”

      Yup, she’s that mom.

      “I know this might be hard for you to hear”—I grip her shoulder—“but, Mom, there are felons everywhere.”

      “Don’t you sass me, young lady.” She stands and starts pacing. “I knew letting you hang out with that Paige boy was going to come back and bite me in the ass one day. I thought it was going to be a teen pregnancy. At least that would have kept you here.”

      Okay, this conversation seems to be getting off course.

      “Mom, I can’t live here for the rest of my life. I need to be able to grow and live on my own.”

      “You have plenty of time to live on your own. Think about how I’m getting older.”

      I pinch my brow and count to ten. “What about your second honeymoon with Dad? You two should be able to reconnect on another level.”

      “With that old crotch?” She waves her hand. “That man doesn’t even remember that I have breasts.” Excuse me while I throw up in my mouth. “You and I were supposed to grow old together. We were going to start that matchmaking business for the town.”

      “You wanted to, Mom. I didn’t. I want to save animals. Help those who need it the most.”

      “Assisting the singles of Woodland is helping people, and we could have an animal division. Matching pets together and then throwing weddings for them. Think of the empire we could create.”

      Okay, animal matchmaking and wedding planning is appealing, but I know it’s all a farce to get me to stay.

      Wanting to shut the door on this conversation, I step up to my mom, take her hands in mine, and softly say, “I love you, Mom. I’m so thankful for everything you’ve done for me up until now, but it’s time I take that knowledge and apply it to the outside world. Start a new chapter. This doesn’t mean I’ll never see you again, it just means I’m growing up and it’s time you let me go.”

      Her lip trembles.

      Her eyes water.

      And she collapses in my arms.

      On a deep sigh, I pat her back and hope that this is her giving in, because I’m anxious to start packing and getting to Chicago so I can get settled before my job starts.
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        MADDOX

      

      

      

      “Wait, hold up?” Lincoln says, pausing the conversation. “You’re going to have a girl staying with you, in your apartment?”

      I’m sitting around one of the tables in the team cafeteria with Lincoln and Jason before our game. It’s my night off, which means I put in a workout in the weight room and did some cardio. I tossed the ball, but just to keep things loose. It’s almost a daily routine for me that by now I’m a creature of habit, which means the pre-game protein balls I have in front of me are consumed with the routine as well.

      “She’s not just any girl,” I say, popping a ball in my mouth and chewing. “She’s one of my best friends.”

      Jason slaps the table loudly, startling us both. “Fuck, could you imagine if you two fall in love? Friends to lovers, God that makes my little romantic heart beat faster.” Did I mention Jason is obnoxious and weird?

      “Not going to happen,” I say. “It’s Kinsley. Things have never been intimate with her.”

      “When was the last time you saw her?” Lincoln asks, as if he’s jumping on the romantic train with Jason. Why did I know when I told them this was what they were going to say? Apparently, men and women can’t be friends without sexual tension between them. I don’t buy it.

      “I don’t know, maybe a year ago?” Has it really been that long? That makes me fucking sad. “We talk every month though.”

      “FaceTime?” Jason asks.

      “No. She likes talking on the phone, not being able to see each other. She says it reminds her of the old days.” I smile thinking about the time I accidentally tried to FaceTime her. The panic in her voice was hilarious.

      “So you haven’t seen her in a while?” Lincoln asks. What’s he getting at?

      “No.” I look between the two of them. “Why the fuck are you smiling like that?”

      “Oh, you’re in for a fucking whirlwind.” Jason claps his hands. “Let me ask you this, is she pretty?”

      Fucking gorgeous. Always has been. A natural beauty, never concerned about makeup or getting dirty . . . the complete opposite of her mom.

      “Yeah,” I answer casually.

      But my response seems to say more as both Lincoln and Jason laugh even harder.

      “You’re fucked, man,” Lincoln says. “Have fun banging your best friend.”

      “What the hell are you talking about? You don’t even know her, why would you say that?”

      “Because. I know you,” Lincoln says. “And when you see something you like, you don’t ever step away.”

      “I don’t know you as well as Linc,” Jason says, “but I do know you like to fuck, and having a pretty girl in your apartment getting all snuggly and shit, yeah, you’re so fucking her.”

      I roll my eyes at both of them. God, their immaturity’s incredibly irritating. I lean back in my chair and say, “You don’t know Kinsley like I do. Our relationship isn’t like that. Trust me when I say I’m not concerned.”

      Not even in the slightest.
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        * * *

      

      Knock, knock.

      I look over at my door and then hop up off the couch. In a pair of black sweats and a black Rebels shirt, I open the door to find Kinsley standing on the other side, two big suitcases and . . . no fucking way . . .

      “Ahhh, Maddox.” Before I can even ask her why she brought Clyde with her, she throws her arms around me and pulls me into a hug. “Oh my God, did you make more muscles?” Make more muscles. Only Kinsley would phrase it that way.

      She pulls away and squeezes my biceps. Her green eyes wide in awe. As she takes me in, I do the exact same thing, but spend my time perusing her.

      Her platinum-blonde hair is short, just past her chin, with her signature natural wave that girls apparently pay a lot of money to have. Her porcelain face is devoid of all makeup, her dark lashes frame her mossy eyes, and that little slope of her nose feels so damn familiar that it makes me want to reach out and touch it. She’s about five inches shorter than me. Not terribly short, but not tall either. Her frame is lithe and of course, with one glance I can tell she’s not wearing a bra. I can count the amount of times I’ve seen her wear one. “What’s the point when they’re small and perky?” is what she told me once while cupping them.

      My conversation with the boys briefly floats through my mind as I give Kinsley a full-body once-over. Yeah, she’s fine, gorgeous as hell, and adventurous in bed—from what she’s told me—but she’s also Kinsley, my best friend. The girl next door. My comfort. My home. I would never fuck with that . . . ever.

      “Uh, hello.” She snaps her fingers in my face. “Are you okay?”

      Blinking a few times, I say, “Sorry, I thought . . . I thought you were coming tomorrow.”

      “Had to sneak out when my mom was sleeping.” She winks and then hands me her suitcases before grabbing Clyde.

      She nods toward my apartment, but I don’t move. Instead, I point at Clyde and say, “What’s that doing here?”

      She looks down at the cot that she’s duct-taped repeatedly to keep alive. The cot I used to sleep on whenever I stayed at her place. The cot she gave Blake Young a blow job on once.

      “You know Clyde. You two go way back.”

      “Yeah, and why is he still alive?”

      She cutely winks at me. “Duct tape, baby. You know that.” She gives Clyde a shove and I’m forced to fall back into my apartment while she wheels the old cot across the living room, to the far corner near the windows, the wheels painfully squeaking the entire time. When she situates the old metal cot with a torn, green mattress, she looks up at me and says, “Is this a good spot?”

      “Sure?” I ask in a question, unsure of anything at this moment.

      “Perfect.” She unsnaps the button that holds the two sides together and in a blast of dust, the cot springs apart and collapses on the floor, the mattress forming a hole in the very middle. She glances down at it and then chuckles. “Oh dear.” She reaches into the satchel slung over her shoulders and pulls out hot pink duct tape. She holds it up to the sky as if it’s her very own baby Simba she’s blessing the pride lands with and says, “Thank God for duct tape, huh?” Before I can tell her about the air mattress I purchased, she flips the cot over and starts ripping the duct tape apart with her teeth, repairing the old janky bed that should have been retired years ago.

      I shut the door to my apartment and say, “Kin, I bought an air mattress.”

      “Oh no need, this will be . . . just . . . fine,” she says, while struggling with one of the springs. “Just have to tape this sucker down and we’ll be all . . . good.” She huffs out a loud breath and then sits back, observing her work. She examines the area and then ties down the spring one more time with a large strand of tape. When she’s done, she flips the cot back over and then tests out the mattress by sitting down. When she doesn’t collapse, she smiles. “See? All good.”

      One thing about Kinsley you need to be aware of: she doesn’t waste anything . . . ever. If she can use it over and over again, she will. She will use something so much that the only way she will stop using it is if it turns into dust. It’s why Clyde from our childhood is here, it’s why the satchel on her shoulders has leopard print duct tape stretched across the bottom, and why she’s always wearing shirts that say reduce, reuse, recycle. If I didn’t know any better, she would have the saying tattooed on her body, but she doesn’t believe in marking your skin . . . like I have done.

      She sets her things down, stands, and walks toward me. Before I can say another word, she wraps her arms around me and rests her head against my chest. Instinctively, I embrace her, her signature scent of tea tree oil and lavender wrapping around the both of us.

      “I missed you,” she says, looking up at me, chin on my chest. Kinsley has a Julia Roberts mouth—wide, infectious when she smiles, and beautiful teeth that she’s a maniac about taking care of. There have been many times where I’ve had to wait for her in a restaurant while she goes to brush her teeth in the bathroom.

      “I missed you too, babe.” I give her a little shake. “You look good.”

      She steps away and says, “Pilates has been good to me.” She lifts up her arm and flexes for me. “Look at that bicep.” She nods to the tiny, little lump in her arm. “Go ahead, feel it.”

      Chuckling, I reach out and squeeze her arm with my finger and thumb. Surprisingly, it’s quite stiff. “Wow, Kinny, that could be a registered weapon.”

      “Too bad I don’t believe in violence, huh? I could easily take out quite a few people who litter.” She punches the air with her tiny fists. And then, as if a light bulb goes off in her head, her eyes widen and she points at me. “Which reminds me, let me see your hand.”

      Confused, I lift my arm and she examines my hand, shaking her head the entire time. “Maddox, why?”

      Uhh . . .

      “Why what?”

      She moves her finger over my knuckles, the scabs evident from the brawl two weeks ago, when Jason was pegged by the opposing pitcher, on purpose.

      “Why are you always getting in fights?” Her eyes seem like they triple in size when she looks back up at me and fuck, I feel guilty.

      When the Rebels drafted me, I knew what I was getting myself into. They’re a team that doesn’t sit back and take it up the ass, so if we’re fucked with, we show that we don’t appreciate it. I can’t even count the amount of fights I’ve been in since I’ve been a Rebel. It comes with the territory and at this point, there’s no way to reprogram me. Doesn’t mean I don’t feel guilty when I see the look of disappointment on Kinsley’s face.

      I scratch the side of my cheek and quietly say, “It’s the nature of the game, babe.”

      “I would be so sad if you got hurt.” Her thumb rubs over my knuckles and something weird happens from the small touch. The light swipe of her thumb ignites something deep inside the pit of my stomach, stirring warmth at the base of my spine.

      A little freaked, I pull my hand away and try to joke. “You clearly haven’t seen me in a fight. I don’t get hurt.”

      “Yeah, I turn the TV off when I see the bases clear. Makes me sick to my stomach.”

      “Really?” I ask, not knowing this.

      She nods. “I hate fighting. So much. You should know that. Why can’t people just speak rationally? Why resort to fists?”

      “Testosterone.”

      She shakes her head and then hugs me again. This time, I squeeze her tighter while rubbing my hand up and down her back.

      This is normal for her. She’s very loving. It took me a while to get used to the way she expresses her love, but over the years, I’ve succumbed to her touchy-feely ways. And it’s nice actually, having someone in your life who enjoys showing love openly. She’s always told me she loves me, and has made sure I can feel that love, hear it, and see it. Coming from a home where we barely said I love you on special occasions, she was the breath of fresh air I needed growing up, the escape I craved when everything was going to shit at my house.

      When my parents were divorcing.

      When my mom took off, never once looking back.

      When my dad turned into an alcoholic and then died while driving drunk two years after I graduated.

      When my brother . . . hell . . . I can’t even talk about that one.

      She’s always been there for me. Through thick and thin, with her hugs, her love, and her banana bread.

      Which reminds me.

      I give her a shake and ask, “Did you bring any banana bread?”

      She pulls away with a smile. “Did you really think I would come empty-handed?”

      “I fucking love you.” She chuckles and I release her. “I’ll get the hot chocolate, you get the bread, and let’s meet on the couch.”

      “Deal.” She winks and takes off toward her satchel.

      And for a brief second, I take in the way her round rear wiggles away in her leggings, happy, and full of life. That's what she's bringing to my otherwise pedestrian home. Asking her to move in was just what I needed.
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        KINSLEY

      

      

      

      One of the things I love so much about Maddox is even though he gives off this don’t come near me vibe when walking around the streets and even on the baseball field, with me, he’s anything but intimidating and rude. He’s thoughtful, loving, and most importantly, he’s real. He has no qualms in relaxing around me. Showing his true self.

      Which makes me feel special, as I know it’s a privilege.

      Mug of hot chocolate in hand, he angles his body toward me on the couch and reaches down to the plate of banana bread between us. He doesn’t use a knife, but rather breaks off a chunk. It’s how he always eats it, as if he can’t wait the few seconds to cut a slice to get the bread in his mouth.

      “This is so good, I swear you put drugs in it,” he says around his mouthful of bread.

      Chuckling, I say, “Yes, you know how I love lacing your banana bread with cocaine. That’s not flour, my friend, that’s pure street blow.”

      “And you got that special rise in the bread? Paul Hollywood would be impressed.”

      I sit taller and clutch his arm. “Oh my God, you did not just say Paul Hollywood.” Poking him now, I say, “Do you watch The Great British Baking Show?”

      He shakes his head. “No. But Jason Orson talks about it all the time. He’s obsessed with cooking and baking. When he finishes an episode, he comes into the locker room speaking with the slightest British inflection and saying words like stodgy in sentences even though it doesn’t make sense. He’s also gone off about Paul Hollywood’s blue eyes.”

      “I think Jason and I could be good friends, just from the interviews I’ve seen him do. It’s a shame he’s married.”

      He raises a brow. “Looking to date one of my players?”

      “No,” I say quickly and then think about it. “Well, I mean, not entirely no. Do any of them enjoy long walks on the shores of Lake Michigan picking up trash?”

      “Doubtful.” He chuckles.

      “Such a shame. All those muscles gone to waste.”

      “When did you become such a muscle fanatic?” Maddox asks while sipping his hot chocolate.

      “I’m not a muscle fanatic. Hell, have you seen Stan from the Feed and Seed? The only muscle that man has is in his pants.” I wiggle my eyebrows and Maddox cringes.

      “Gross, Kin.”

      “But I’ve seen a few of your players with their shirts off, as the Internet is a nice place for research, and I will say this, I wouldn’t balk if someone asked me out.”

      “Why are you researching shirtless pictures of my teammates?”

      I roll my eyes at his scowl. I reach out and press my fingers to his forehead, urging him to relax. “I wasn’t searching for shirtless pictures. I was trying to learn everybody’s names, so I don’t embarrass you while living here and when I was studying images, there were quite a few shirtless pics to stare at.” I shrug. “Not too shabby the Rebels.”

      I don’t mention the picture I came across of Maddox with just a towel around his waist, chin tilted just slightly, his tattoos on full display, his body chiseled as if it was made from stone. There was his signature dark scruff framing his intense jawline, and a laziness in his eyes that was seductive, almost enticing people to come closer. It was one of the first times I realized my friend Maddox was a man. Not the boy I grew up with, but all muscular man.

      Well-defined pecs, sculpted arms, tapered hips with that V carved in the side, and then a dusting of hair at the waistband of his towel. It was a hot picture and I’d felt incredibly awkward looking at it. It made something inside me tingle. I shouldn’t be tingling when it comes to Maddox, so I quickly clicked out of the image and moved on.

      He doesn’t answer, just studies me, so I say, “And what if I wanted to stare at muscles? Why should I be shamed by that, Mr. I Love Big Boobs and Brunettes?”

      He stares at me blankly. “I don’t love big boobs and brunettes.”

      “Maddox.” I level with him. “I’ve known you for over twenty years, and I’m pretty sure I have a handle on your type at this point.”

      I can see him thinking about it, as if he’s going through a rolodex of women in his head and as time clicks by, I see him realize that I’m right.

      Laughing, I pat his leg and say, “Don’t worry, you haven’t fucked them all. There are plenty more big-boobed brunettes out there waiting to be introduced to your trouser snake.”

      “Christ, Kinsley, don’t call it that.”

      I laugh out loud and pick up a piece of bread for myself. “What do you call it?”

      “Penis.”

      “That’s so clinical. There has to be something else you call it?”

      “Cock,” he says in such a low, deep tone that I almost shiver right on the spot.

      Working my jaw to the side and skipping the intense eye contact he has right now, I ask, “Save that one for the bedroom?”

      “Sometimes.”

      And just like that, the air around us seems to shrink. We’re treading weird territory, so I change the subject. “I didn’t bring any blankets for Clyde. I hope you have some.”

      He pops another chunk of banana bread in his mouth and chews, keeping his eyes trained on me the entire time. “Did you not bring any or did your mom refuse to let you take any?”

      “Maybe a little of both?”

      He chuckles and nudges me with his foot. “Got you covered, Kin.” He downs the rest of his hot chocolate and then sets his mug on the coffee table. “So, when do you start the new job?”

      “Wednesday,” I say, feeling myself get hyped. “I’m so excited about this job, Maddie. Working at the shelter in Woodland was fulfilling, but I always felt like I was missing something, you know? Like I wasn’t doing enough, especially since Woodland is so small, there wasn’t a lot of intake. I’ve been wanting something new for a while, so when I saw the opening of Director of Intake at Finding Homes for Furry Friends, I had to apply.”

      “Tell me exactly what they do? Find homes for people . . .”

      I smile, loving and appreciating the interest he has in my world.

      He’s a big-time baseball pitcher, someone who we’ll see in the Hall of Fame one day. His last name is plastered all over the backs of fans’ shirts, and his face on every Rebels promo material. He’s a staple of Chicago, but despite that, he can focus on my modest world.

      “The mission is to serve the terminally ill by finding forever homes for their pets. It’s one of the things we tend to forget when a loved one passes, and even though relatives and friends would like to help out as much as they can, you’d be surprised how many pets end up in the shelter after their owner has passed. It’s very sad to think about. They were so loved and cherished, and then all of a sudden, they lose . . .” I get choked up and take a deep breath. Maddox reaches out and takes my hand in his. “Sorry.” I try to laugh it off. “There I go again, crying over animals.”

      “Don’t apologize for having a kind heart, Kinsley. It’s one of the things I like most about you.”

      I give him a soft smile before saying, “These animals lost their best friends and then they’re put in these cold, concrete-lined shelters with a whole bunch of other animals they’ve never met before. It’s overwhelming and scary. Finding Homes is all about making sure those animals don’t have to face extra trauma.”

      “It’s perfect for you,” Maddox says, his eyes trained on me. “Absolutely perfect.”

      “Thank you. I hope I can make an impact.” I push my hair behind my ear, feeling a little nervous from the intensity in Maddox’s expression, but then again, I haven’t seen him in a while. He’s always been one to give his undivided attention during a conversation, which is not something you see very often because of today’s technology.

      “I know you will,” he says and then sighs. “I hate to cut this short, Kinny, but I have to get to bed. Early call in tomorrow.”

      “I’m tired too. That bus trip was brutal.”

      “Wait.” He pauses before getting up from the couch. “You took a bus down here?”

      “A solar-powered bus. Isn’t that neat?”

      Not even acknowledging my earth friendly travel, he says, “You brought Clyde on a bus?”

      “Yup. I had to buy an extra ticket for one of my other bags, but it was well worth it.”

      He blinks a few times and then shakes his head. “Kinsley, I could have flown you down here.”

      “Pfft, no.” I wave my hand at him. “The bus was nice. I trolled Instagram and listened to one of my favorite podcasts, quite relaxing actually.”

      Sighing, he stands and lends a hand out to me. I take it, and he lifts me up from the couch right before moving to a closet in his hallway. He snags some blankets and sheets for me and a pillow as well. “Want me to help you make the bed?”

      “I got it.” I take the linens over to the cot where I set them down and then look at my two suitcases taking up the entryway. Maddox might make a lot of money, but he doesn’t flaunt it. He lives in a modest one-bedroom apartment—in a nice part of town—yet not too much space to ignore we both live here. When he suggested I move into it, I really was surprised.

      Wincing a little, I say, “Are you sure about this, me staying here?”

      “Positive.” He winks and grabs one of the suitcases to wheel it down to his bedroom. “I cleared out a small part of my closet for you and you can use one of the corners of my bedroom to house the rest of your stuff. I thought you could use the half bath for getting ready and brushing your teeth and all of that, so we’re not in each other’s way, but you can use my bathroom to shower obviously.”

      “That works. Whatever you want. I don’t want to step on your toes. I want to make it so you don’t even notice that I’m here.”

      “Not notice you’re here?” He looks me up and down. “That will be pretty much impossible, babe.” He nods toward his room. “Come on, let me show you where to put your stuff.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Good morning,” Maddox says from what I’m assuming is the kitchen. I groan and pull my blanket over my head. “Still not a morning person?”

      “Mornings can go to hell,” I mumble into my plush pillow, my back aching and my toes freezing.

      “Want some coffee?”

      “Put it in an IV and hook it up to me.” I sit up, my hair falls over my face as I look around, the bright sun shining in through Maddox’s floor-to-ceiling windows. “Where are your curtains?”

      “Don’t have any. Don’t sleep in the living room.”

      “Mother of God, it’s like waking up on the sun.”

      Maddox sits on the coffee table across from me and hands me a cup of coffee before ruffling my hair to the side so it’s out of my eyes.

      “There you are,” he says softly. When I look up at him, I catch him grinning.

      “Why are you smiling? Are you taking pleasure in my hatred for the mornings?”

      “No,” he says, his voice a little scratchy. “Just waiting for you to realize your ass is on the ground because Clyde has fallen apart again.”

      “What?” I hold out my coffee and look around, realizing just that. I’m practically on the floor, being swallowed whole by Clyde. There are no blankets on my lower half, which would explain the cold feet. “Would you look at that.” I look around me again and then sip my coffee. “Looks like I need to double up on the duct tape.”

      “Or, you can use the air mattress I got you.”

      “When I have a perfectly good bed right here? No way. I’m good.” I wave him off, but don’t get up, instead just drink my coffee while my body is threaded through the middle of my cot.

      “Then why aren’t you getting up?”

      I take another long sip and then hold the cup between my two hands. Leveling with Maddox I say, “If you would really like to know, I don’t want you to watch me struggle to get up because frankly, I’m not even sure if my pants are still on my body. I’d like to remove my body from the jaws of Clyde with what little dignity I have left.”

      “That’s fair.” He chuckles and stands from the table. Already dressed and showered, Maddox towers over me, his presence imposing in his black jeans and black shirt. He scratches the side of his jaw and asks, “Since you don’t have a car, want me to leave my car with you? I can take my motorcycle to the stadium.”

      “You mean the gas guzzler?” She shakes her head. “No, thank you. I’ll walk and use public transport if need be. Lucky for me, the new job is only a few blocks away.”

      “What’s a few blocks?”

      “Fifteen. It’ll be a nice brisk walk in the mornings.”

      “Good luck with that in the winter.” He walks over to the kitchen where he takes care of his mug. “Are you sure you don’t want to take my car around anywhere?”

      “Positive,” I say from the ground, feeling like Tom Hanks in The Money Pit, stuck in the rug of his floor. “But I will say, it didn’t go unnoticed that you trust me with your baby.”

      “Only because you drive like a grandma.” He puts his phone and wallet in his back pockets and snags his keys from the entryway console and then walks toward me. “I’m sorry I can’t take the day off and give you a tour of Chicago.”

      “Don’t even think about it. You continue on with your life. I’m just a fly on the wall here.”

      He studies me for a second and then bends at the waist. He places a gentle kiss on the top of my head and when he pulls away, he pushes my hair behind my ear. “If you need anything, text. Catch you later, Kinny.”

      “Bye, Maddox.”
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      What the hell is that smell?

      I barely step off the elevator of my apartment building when I’m hit with a wave of . . . what is that even? Is that . . . body odor?

      I look toward apartment 10B where an older couple live and worry they might be decomposing in there . . . then take a few steps closer to my apartment. That’s when I realize, it’s not the geriatrics down the hall, it’s my place.

      Oh hell . . .

      Fly on the wall?

      I unlock the door to my apartment and open it only to be smacked in the nose with a wave of—

      Holy.

      Fuck.

      I’m tempted to cover my nose, but I know it will only insult Kinsley. It doesn’t stop me from bolting straight to a window and opening it, because fuck, that smells bad.

      “Oh you’re home,” Kinsley says from the kitchen. She’s wearing an apron with the phrase, “Powered by Avocado” embroidered in the middle, her naturally wavy hair is a mess, sticking out in every direction, and she has flour all over her face. What the hell has she been making?

      And I hope to God she doesn’t ask me to eat it.

      “Just in time too. I just took out the Brussel sprouts. The tempeh cakes are cooling and boy oh boy, did I make a chocolate cake that’s going to blow the tats right off your body.”

      Tempeh? Brussel sprouts? Ehhh, I’ll pass. The cake though, that I don’t mind eating because even though Kinsley is a vegan, she’s mastered the art of plant-based baking so well that no one would know the difference. Tempeh cakes though? She’s told me all about how you can’t tell the difference between tempeh and crab. Hundred bucks says I can tell the difference.

      Trying to spare her feelings, I pat my stomach and say, “Already had dinner with the guys at the stadium. We grabbed something in the cafeteria and went over tomorrow’s game plan.”

      “Oh, that’s right, you’re pitching.” She finishes plating two plates and brings them to the table. Uh, did she not hear me? “Do you think I could go to the game? I don’t need fancy seats, but it would be cool to see you pitch, even if it’s in the nosebleeds.”

      My annoyance softens. She’s been a huge supporter of my career, even when we were younger. She stood in as a batter, fully padded with pillows secured by her dad’s belts and a motorcycle helmet on her head. Made sure I stuck with practicing, even when I was tired. She was my cheerleader, my personal fan all throughout minor leagues, and when I was called up to the majors to pitch, she was in the stands, watching me. She’s attended almost every monumental moment in my life, and I know I wouldn’t be where I am today without her support. In fact, Lincoln was almost right when he measured Jason and Cory’s game success against love, but he was also wrong. I don’t need love or a relationship with some other girl. I have Kinsley. She’s my person. I doubt he’d understand that, given he hasn’t got someone like her.

      “I can get you box seats and passes to meet me outside of the locker room when we’re done.”

      Her eyes pop up to mine in surprise. “Really? That won’t be too much trouble?”

      “Not even a little.” I take a seat at the table, even though I want nothing to do with what’s on the plate, but not wanting to be rude either. If it were anyone else, I’d tell them to fuck off, I’m not eating their vegan shit. I couldn’t ever deny Kinsley the pleasure of torturing me.

      She must see me eyeing the “crab cake” because she pokes me with her foot under the table. “Just try it. If you don’t like it, it’s okay. But at least try it, and if you’re going to eat any of my chocolate cake, you have to at least eat four Brussel sprouts. Veggies are important for a growing boy like yourself.”

      “How did I know you were going to say that?” I pick up my fork and make the mistake at glancing at the kitchen before stabbing one of the sprouts.

      Mother of God, what the hell happened in there?

      A lot of the guys on the team have a maid service come in and clean their apartments because they’re either lazy fucks or don’t have time to do it themselves, but not me. Like I said, my privacy is very important to me, so I do my own cleaning, and I take great pride in keeping my apartment pristine. I’m a bit of a neat freak, I like everything in its correct spot, I don’t like clutter, and I never go to bed without the apartment being spotless.

      So to look over to the kitchen and see such a giant mess, it’s . . . fuck is it painful.

      And we’re not just talking about a small mess. There’s flour on the floor, on the sleek black cabinets, on the . . . fridge? Was she just tossing it around like confetti? There are bowls piled up on top of bowls in the sink, multiple pans scattered over the counters and . . . is that bottle of olive oil tipped over?

      Trying not to freak out about the sticky paste flour and olive oil could create, I calmly ask, “Is that olive oil bottle empty?”

      “Huh?” Kinsley looks up from her plate, her mouthful of tempeh cake. Her eyes zero in and then she wipes her mouth with a cloth napkin. Where the hell did those come from? “Oh, maybe?”

      Maybe?

      MAYBE?

      She stands from the table and walks over to the bottle where she chuckles and says, “It was. Dripped down the front of cupboards.” My ass hole literally clenches in horror. She pulls the drawer open. “Don’t worry, it didn’t get in the drawer. Nothing a little vinegar solution won’t fix.”

      Breathe.

      Breathe.

      It will be okay.

      Taking a deep breath, I say, “I uh, can help you clean it up after we finish eating.”

      She waves her hand at me. “I made the mess, I’ll clean it. Plus, I saw those nasty chemicals you use on your counters and took it upon myself to make some natural cleaning products that won’t clog the air in the apartment with quaternary ammonium compounds. I safely disposed of the chemicals, cleaned then recycled the bottles, which, did you know you don’t have a recycling bin in your apartment? How on earth do you recycle things? Or compost?” She chuckles as if I’m just a silly guy. “I made a recycling center out on the balcony. You had plenty of room and the overhang will protect our bins. I’ll go over them later so you know how to recycle properly.”

      I have yet to bite into one sprout. I hold my fork still, staring at her. Compost? Don’t those things smell? And recycling bins? Shouldn’t there just be one? How many do we need?

      “You okay?” she asks, completely oblivious.

      Here’s the thing: Kinsley has the most beautiful heart out of anyone I know. She has the best of intentions with her actions and yeah, she might err on the side of completely and utterly granola, but her reasoning is solid for everything she does.

      Saving the earth and animals is what gives her life, what breathes air into her lungs, and even though there might be difference of opinion between us with certain things, I’m not about to get angry about her trying to make things “better” in my apartment.

      So instead of getting angry, I take another deep breath, relax my compulsive self, and say, “Yeah, just . . . wow, you got a lot done today.”

      “After I did my assessment of your apartment, it felt like clockwork after that.”

      “Assessment?” I ask, popping a Brussel sprout in my mouth, ready to chew quickly and swallow. Despite the rancid smell, they taste really good. How does that work?

      “Yeah, went through all your drawers—”

      “Uh, excuse me?”

      She chuckles and says, “Don’t worry, Maddie, I didn’t sniff your underwear or anything, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

      That’s NOT what I’m worried about.

      “What exactly did you look through?”

      “I didn’t snoop. I just checked out the kind of products you’re using so I could figure out what I needed to get for the apartment. Why so nervous? Are you hiding something?”

      “No,” I answer, clearing my throat. “Just . . . curious.”

      She smiles at me while chewing and when she swallows, she says, “You know, they make eco-friendly condoms, ultra-thin for everyone’s pleasure.”

      I nearly snort my sprout out of my nose.

      Kinsley laughs and pats my back. “Easy there, Maddie.”

      I wipe my nose and take a few sips of water before. “Did you look in my medicine cabinet?”

      “Of course. I wanted to make sure you weren’t on any prescriptions drugs you weren’t telling me about. To my surprise, I was met with a rather large collection of condoms. And the size labeled on the box.” She shakes her head in surprise. “Congratulations. Your big-boobed brunettes are lucky ladies.”

      “Kin—”

      “I know, I know, maybe I went a little far. I get it. I did look up the eco-friendly condoms online though to see if I should get you some to test out, but they were one size fits all, which honestly, makes me a little nervous, given what size I now know you wear. How can a condom be one size fits all? So I held off on the purchase until I could test your feelings on the subject.” She props her chin on the palm of her hand and asks, “What are your feelings?”

      “On the condoms?”

      “Yeah.” She blinks, her large, dark lashes fluttering shut for a second.

      “Um.” I scratch the back of my neck. “How about you leave my condoms alone?”

      “I thought you’d say that. And I get it, penis things are very sensitive to a guy. But I will put this out there . . .” She pauses for dramatic effect. “If you did feel confident in your penis fitting in the eco-friendly one size fits all condoms, imagine the world-changing sex you could have.” She wiggles her eyebrows and fuck . . .

      She makes me laugh, hard.

      I press my fingers to my brow as I stare down at my plate. “You realize how insane you are, right?”

      “Oh yeah, bordering lunacy, I get it.” She playfully pokes me with her fork in the forearm. “But admit it, you could never get rid of me.”

      I look her in the eyes, watching how they light up with humor, how the green around her pupils is darker than the outer ring. In a more serious tone, I say, “Never, babe. I could never get rid of you.”
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        * * *

      

      “Great game,” Cory says, offering me a fist bump before he heads out the door of the locker room.

      “Thanks, man.”

      Before Cory had Natalie, he was never the first to leave. He’d hang around, head bent in the locker room, studying his hands, never really saying anything. But now that he has a girl waiting for him outside these walls, he’s in and out of the shower and ready to get back to her arms.

      “It was a pretty awesome game,” Lincoln says next to me, whipping his towel off so his bare ass is right next to my face.

      “Jesus Christ, man.” I turn away and he laughs, not giving one single fuck about being naked and inches from my head. “Can you not do that shit? My cheek almost touched your . . . cheek.”

      “That would bring a new meaning to the term moon-landing.”

      “Moon-landing?” I ask, instantly regretting the question.

      “Oh dude, come on, don’t you remember that rookie? Oh fuck, what was his name?” Linc, rubs his temples, thankfully wearing a pair of boxer briefs now. “Darren, that’s it. Darren. He was a utility player. He bent the same time I did and our bare asses kissed each other. I swear, I’ve never seen someone bolt upright as fast as he did. Guarantee ass pucker and ball shriveling on his end as he profusely apologized. He was covering his junk and backing away when I just held out my fist looking for a bump. When he confusingly bumped my fist, I congratulated him on his first moon-landing. He was traded a few weeks later. Pretty sure I freaked him the fuck out.”

      “I don’t recall any of that.”

      “Probably because you were sketching in your damn notebook.” He nods toward the black leather-bound notebook I keep in my locker. “I swear when you’re buried in that thing, nothing else around you matters.”

      I put on my socks and say, “I don’t want to forget anything.”

      Lincoln doesn’t go into detail. He knows what I’m talking about. He played with me through the minors and understands my routine.

      After every game I pitch, the first thing I do when I get back to my locker is take out my notebook, uncap my fountain pen, and I draw.

      It almost sounds weird to say, but when pitching, it’s as if I retreat to a different world. I started to notice when I was in high school, the tunnel vision, the blackness that surrounded me, the vivid images that would pop in my head, leading me to forget about everything else around me besides the glove at the other end of sixty feet and six inches. It’s what helps me focus, what helps me block out the negative talk, and the three-sixty voices of the raucous crowd.

      When I have my notebook in my lap, I draw everything. Everything I saw, everything that crossed my mind. I write down the stats for the game, and then I go back through my notes to decipher what helped me pitch one hell of a game, or what distracted me to the point of not being on my best game.

      Today, it was a pair of green eyes that kept flashing through my head, over and over again. Followed by a compost bin, which made me laugh on the mound.

      Kinsley was with me today, not just watching in the stadium, but with me in my mind. I’m not surprised. Some of my best games have images of her drawn in my notebook. My two-hitter today came from what was propelling me to my best.

      Lincoln finishes getting dressed and says, “What are you going to do now?”

      I spray some cologne on and say, “Kinsley’s here. Thought maybe she would want to go out or something.”

      “Kinsley is here?” Lincoln asks. “Like moved in already?”

      I nod. “She got here two nights ago.”

      He laughs and shakes his head. “No wonder you’re in such a good mood.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I ask, pocketing my phone.

      “That girl always puts an extra pep in your step. She’s like the Maddox whisperer. You’re always in a good mood when she’s around or after you talk to her.”

      I shrug, not thinking much about it. “She’s my best friend. It’s like coming home when I talk to her.”

      Linc applies some deodorant and says, “Is she waiting for you outside the locker room?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Well, I have to meet this girl.”

      I pause and look at him. “Why?”

      “Because, she’s important to you, which means she’s important to me.” He winks and for some reason, I get the feeling there’s more to this meeting. “From the look you’re giving me I can tell you’re worried. Afraid I might hit on her?”

      “Yeah.”

      He lets out a hearty laugh and pats my shoulder. “Ah, come on, I’m better than that.”
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        * * *

      

      Most of the families have left by now. I feel bad making Kinsley wait so long, but I had to finish my drawings. I never leave the locker room until those are done.

      So when I see her sitting on the ground, cross-legged, playing on her phone, guilt washes over me.

      “Hey Kin.”

      She glances up and plasters a huge smile on her face. Springing to her feet, she launches herself at me and I catch her in the air, her legs wrapping around my waist as she gives me a huge hug. “Oh my God, Maddox. You were amazing.” She pulls back and grips my cheeks. “I’m going to take all the credit and say it was the chocolate cake from last night.” She hops off me, and that’s when I take her all in.

      Her legs are barely covered by a pair of cut-off jeans—which I’m sure she made herself from an old pair of jeans. She’s all about zero waste. She’s wearing the Rebels shirt I gave her with my name on the back but of course, she’s not wearing a goddamn bra, and she tied the shirt in the back, showing off her midriff and fucking stellar body. Her hair is wild with waves, parted to the side, and her eyes are highlighted with mascara, but that’s about it, leaving her natural beauty to shine.

      She looks fucking amazing, and I don’t miss the way Lincoln takes her in either.

      “Chocolate cake? How come I wasn’t invited?” Linc says, holding his hand out to Kinsley who takes it, gifting him with a beautiful smile.

      “Lincoln, right?”

      He nudges me with his elbow and says, “Your girl has done her homework.”

      Heat spreads through my veins from hearing Linc refer to Kinsley as my girl. I know he doesn’t mean it in a sexual way, but still, it fills me with an uncomfortable warmth I’m confused by.

      “It’s good to meet you,” Kinsley says. “Maddox has told me what an asshole you are.”

      Fucking hell.

      Lincoln throws his head back and laughs so loud that it vibrates off the walls. When he calms down, he looks me square in the eyes and says, “Dude, I might be in love.” He then turns to Kinsley and says, “Will you marry me?”

      She makes a show of mulling it over. A tap to her chin, I thoughtful glance to the sky. “Would you mind if I google your salary first?”

      “Hell, google away, baby.” Linc holds his arms out. “I’m all yours.”

      “Coming on too strong,” I say, swatting Lincoln’s arms down.

      Kinsley chuckles and then folds into my side, holding me around my waist. She pats my chest and says, “Don’t worry, Maddie, you’ll always be my number one, even if I marry your best guy friend.”

      “Maddie?” Lincoln asks, a lift to his brow. How did I know he wouldn’t let that go?

      “Kinsley is the only one allowed to call me that, and it’s because I don’t have the heart to tell her not to since she’s been calling me Maddie since we were five.”

      “It’s true. I earned the nickname privileges from dealing with all his crap. And trust me when I say, the teenage years were rough.”

      He pulls Kinsley by the hand and into his side, draping his arm over her shoulder while saying, “This is something I want to hear all about. We’re going out.”

      And just like that, they walk away, joking and laughing, leaving me feeling pissed, and a whole lot uncomfortable with how buddy-buddy they already are.
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        * * *

      

      “A round of tequila shots,” Kinsley says to the waitress who is totally eye-fucking Linc right now.

      We chose a booth in the back of the bar, away from the crowd but thanks to Kinsley—and how hot she looks—we drew some attention from patrons and had to sign a few autographs and take pictures. We’re rarely bothered at Paddy’s, but a blonde showing off her midriff wearing no bra will frustrate your camouflage act.

      Linc is sitting across from us and hasn’t been able to wipe the smile off his face since he met Kinsley, and I know it has nothing to do with attraction and everything to do with me.

      I can practically see the words double date flashing in his eyes.

      When the waitress goes to fill our order, Linc says, “Tell me every embarrassing story about Maddox you know.”

      “There are just so many,” Kinsley says, leaning back in the booth. From under the table, I can see her cross her legs, her shorts riding incredibly high, almost as if they’re denim underwear.

      “I’d keep your mouth shut if I were you,” I say, pulling my eyes from the small window of her legs that I have.

      It’s not like I didn’t get a good enough fill when we were driving over here. I kept glancing at them the entire time Kinsley was berating me for driving such a detriment to the earth. I think that’s how she put it. Honestly, I can’t remember at this point.

      Kinsley turns toward me, arms crossed over her chest. “Are you threatening me with my own embarrassing stories?”

      “Yup.”

      She motions to Linc. “I don’t even know the man, like I care.”

      “Yeah?” I raise both brows. “Okay.” I face Linc and say, “When she was in fifth grade, there was this boy she was obsessed with—”

      Kinsley’s velvety soft hand covers my mouth quickly, causing me to chuckle against her palm. “Don’t you fucking dare.”

      Linc glances between the two of us, his smile only growing wider. Winking at me, Linc says, “Tell me later, dude.”

      “I will.” I have no intention of doing so.

      “Maddox,” Kinsley says sternly, poking me in the side. “Don’t you fucking dare unless you want me to tell your friend here about the bathroom story from middle school.”

      Jesus Christ, that’s the last thing I want. And what I was most worried about resurfacing.

      “Ooo, what’s the bathroom story from middle school?” Linc is nearly bouncing in his seat.

      Kinsley and I stare each other down, warning in our eyes for one another. Finally, I break and say, “Nothing you need to worry about.”

      From under her breath, I can hear Kinsley say, “That’s what I thought.”

      Linc deflates in annoyance while the waitress brings our drinks.

      Once we down the shots, Kinsley says, “So you guys met in the minors?”

      “Yeah.” I twist my beer around. “Linc here was scared from being away from his moms, so I took him under my wing.”

      Not even ashamed, Linc shrugs and says, “Guilty. I’m a mama’s boy. College was tough, minors were even harder.”

      “Ah, that’s really sweet. Nothing to be ashamed of for missing your moms. I’m assuming you were drafted straight out of high school like Maddox?”

      “Nope. Went to Brentwood, drafted after my junior year.”

      “Oh, I’ve heard Brentwood is really nice.”

      “It is, has a very family-type feel, so when I left, I felt thrown into a world I wasn’t used to.”

      “Aw, well I’m so glad Maddox acted as your mother hen.”

      “I did not act like a mother hen.”

      “He even chewed up my food and spit it in my mouth for me,” Linc says.

      “Wow.” Kinsley rests her hand on my thigh and faces me. “That’s one of the sweetest things I’ve ever heard. How did the rest of the guys take the image of you baby bird feeding your friend?”

      “They lined up for their turn,” Linc answers before I can even open my mouth. “Maddox was chewing and spitting for hours that night as he took care of all of us.”

      Sarcastically gushing, Kinsley wipes under her eyes. “You know, I always knew he had a kind heart under that dark exterior of his, but I hadn’t known he’d showed it to his teammates. I’m so proud of you, Maddie. Nourishing your teammates, what a wonderful contribution to the Rebels other than your throwing arm.”

      I glance between the both of them. “Are you two done?”

      “Pretty sure I could do this all night,” Linc answers, bringing his beer to his lips.

      “You know I can spend hours on this,” Kinsley says with a smile.

      Yeah, I do fucking know. She has no problem coming at me hard with her jokes and funnily enough, I enjoy it. She’s never tiptoed around me, never treated me differently even when I made it big. I’ve been the boy next door to her, the best friend, her Maddie. Fucking love it. Love her.
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        * * *

      

      “Linc is so much fun. Thank you for letting me come out with you.” When I shut the door, Kinsley loops her arms around my waist and gives me a tight hug. My arms fall around her and I return the embrace, loving how she’s tall enough so I can rest my chin on the top of her head.

      “You don’t have to thank me, Kin.”

      “I know, but he’s your friend and all . . .”

      “And you’re my best friend. If anything, I’d choose you over him.”

      She leans back to look up at me. “You would?”

      “Of course, I would,” I say, feeling the pinch between my brow from her surprise. “You’re my number one.”

      Her sensual mouth spreads even wider when she smiles and then leans back into my embrace, squeezing tight.

      I close my eyes, allowing myself to enjoy the peaceful moment with the girl who knows everything about me. My hand gently slides up and down her back, memorizing the curve of her spine and how it slopes out as it reaches the swell of her ass.

      Before I’m ready to let go, Kinsley steps away and sighs. “You were awesome tonight, Maddie. Reminded me of all the times I sat on those cold metal bleachers in Woodland, watching you try to hit the ball off the tee you would place in different strike zones. I’m really impressed.”

      “Those were good times.”

      “For you. I froze my ass off.”

      I smile, remembering looking over into the stands, seeing Kinsley wrapped up in multiple coats and blankets in the dead of winter, watching me pitch. She was there to support me, even if no one else was. Without exception. God, I’ve been lucky.

      “You got smart though and started laying a blanket on the bench.”

      “After a few frozen ass cheeks, you learn quickly.” She takes off her shoes and tosses them to the side in the entryway as well as her satchel.

      I bend down and pick them up only to put them in the entryway closet.

      Oblivious, she moves through the apartment. “Do you want some water? I’m getting myself a glass.”

      “I’m good,” I answer, trying not to look at her ass when she reaches up to grab a glass from the cabinet. Pushing my hand through my hair, I say, “I’m going to go to bed, and you should too. Big day tomorrow.”

      Water in hand, she turns around, her face lit up with excitement. “I can’t wait. Tomorrow is the first day to make a change in this world.” She walks toward me and lightly places her hand on my chest. It’s an innocent touch on her end, something she’s done many times, but right now, with my veins buzzing with awareness, it causes my breath to catch. “You made this happen for me. Thank you, Maddox.” She reaches up and presses her soft lips to my cheek before heading into her small bathroom.

      Hell . . .

      I head back to my bedroom, feeling as though I’m dragging fifty pounds of baggage behind me—which I very well might be. I quickly get ready for the night and slip under the covers of my large bed, so large that I feel guilty that Kinsley’s sleeping in the other room . . . on Clyde.

      I’m about to get up and tell her she can sleep in my bed—it’s big enough for two and we can keep our distance—when I hear the telltale sound of duct tape being torn off the roll.

      Rip.

      Jesus Christ.

      Rip.

      Knowing my girl and her determination, even if I did offer her my bed, she wouldn’t take me up on the offer. She’s bound and determined to show me how Clyde is still very much alive and living even though she’s taping together his dead carcass. Again.

      Rip.

      I shake my head and let out a large sigh before grabbing my phone and checking my messages. Three.

      Yasmin: Why are you cancelling?

      Katrina: Hey, are we getting together this week? I haven’t heard anything since you said rain check.

      Tess: No problem. You know I’m here when you want to fuck.

      I drag my hand over my face and place my phone down, alarm already set. I sent the girls texts this morning, telling them I was taking a break. It feels weird going on a fuck date when Kinsley is living with me. No other reason. I know she’d expect me to go, but, I don’t know . . . I think it would be disrespectful.

      At least, that’s the reason I try to convince myself of.
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      “Death. This is what death feels like.” Kinsley comes out of my bathroom, towel wrapped around her torso, her hair and makeup done. Even at that, her eyes are barely open and she’s moving like a zombie. “Who thinks going into work at eight thirty is an appropriate hour?”

      She takes a seat next to me on the bed and leans into my side, her fresh soap smell of lavender and vanilla tickling my nose. I’d be lying if I said I hadn’t sniffed her bars of soap a few times since she moved in. She has three. Purple, green, and black. That’s all she has in my shower other than her razor that looks like it’s from the nineteen twenties. I asked her yesterday about her weird soap bars and she told me she had a face, body, and then a combo shampoo and conditioner bar. The razor, well . . . zero waste through a recycling program of course. How she doesn’t tear up her legs with the thing, I have no idea.

      But I do know the reason why she smells so fucking good all the time, and it’s from the trio of soaps she has in my shower.

      With my arm around her, I say, “Everyone thinks eight thirty is an appropriate time.” I kiss the side of her head and then stand, taking her hand in mine and helping her to stand. “Come on, I’ll make you breakfast while you get dressed.”

      “That’s sweet, but I’ll have one of my protein bars. I don’t want to be bloated going into work for the first time.” She gives my hand a squeeze and then heads for her suitcases. I walk out of my bedroom, giving her some privacy. I pour us both a cup of coffee and look at her pathetic bed. Once again, there’s a break in the springs and the mattress is deflated and falling through the bottom. What the hell is she doing at night that’s causing her to fall to the floor? Leaping horizontally in her sleep?

      After a few minutes, she comes strolling out of the bedroom, and the moment my eyes land on her, I swear under my breath. It’s a simple olive-green dress with sleeves. The hem falls to just above her knees, and she’s paired it with some black flats. Simple, but stunning.

      She looks up from where she’s picking a piece of lint off the skirt and catches me staring. Smiling, she does a little twirl and asks, “What do you think?”

      Trying not to swallow my tongue, I say, “You, uh . . . you look great, babe.”

      “Thank you.” She walks up to me and takes the cup of coffee from my hand. “I packed clothes to change into in case they want me to get down and dirty the first day. Got to be prepared.”

      “Smart,” I say, eyeing her still.

      She nudges at my shoulder. “What are you staring at me for?”

      “Just . . . uh”—I scratch my chin—“just haven’t seen you in a dress in a long time.”

      “Are you saying I look pretty?” She playfully bats her eyelashes at me. All I can do is nod.

      “Yeah, you do.”

      She notices my serious tone and straightens up, a blush creeping over her cheeks. “Oh . . . well thank you, Maddox. You look very nice in your”—she looks me up and down—“well, in your sweats. You rock them.”

      I chuckle and bring her into another hug. “You’re all kinds of perfect, Kinny.” I kiss her one more time on the top of the head, unable to control myself. “Dinner tonight?”

      “Can you swing that?”

      I nod. “Day game. We have a travel day tomorrow, and I’ll be out on the road for six days and then it’s the All-Star break. So I’ll have time off. Let me take you out to eat to celebrate your first day.”

      “Can I pick the place?”

      I eye her. “As long as it’s not one of those places where all they serve is dirt from the ground and then charge you thirty bucks for it.”

      “One time, it was one time.” She pushes away from me and plucks an apple from a bowl of fruit in my kitchen. “And I promise, it will be a place we can both eat at.”

      “Then you can pick.” I give her a wink. “Got to get ready. Have a fucking great day, Kinny.”

      “Thank you.” She waves and smiles and I swear to God, my heart lurches from the twiddle of her fingers.

      On the way back to my bedroom, I try to figure out what the hell is going on with my head. This is Kinsley, my best friend, there shouldn’t be any eying, any lurches, or catching my breath around her. I shouldn’t be touching her every chance I get or have a ball of warmth churn and roll in my stomach whenever she touches me.

      I’m merely tired, surprised she came early, and maybe a little hard up from cancelling my fuck dates. Getting away tomorrow will be good, give us some time apart and a chance to reset.

      What the hell am I even saying? She’s been here for three days. I’m talking like she’s been here for a month already. If three days has me acting like a goddamn lunatic then what will a few months going to do to me?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        KINSLEY

      

      

      “Kinsley, are you ready for a tour?”

      I stuff my dress and my flats in my satchel and toss my hair up into a short ponytail just to get it out of my face. I spent all morning filling out paperwork, going through some safety training—training I didn’t quite need since I’ve been working at a shelter for over eight years—and now that I’m changed and lunch is over, I’m ready to get my hands dirty.

      Finding Homes is so much more than I expected. My interview was conducted over Skype, so I wasn’t able to see the facility until now and wow, it’s kind of beat up, could use some new paint, and the office furniture, like desks and chairs, is at least ten years old and has seen better days. But that’s what you get when you’re working non-profit. You take what you can get for the least amount of money and you deal with it because you want to spend the money where it counts the most, in this case, for the animals.

      So when I caught glimpses here and there of the kennels, my heart soared, knowing exactly where the money is going. The kennels were all new, feeling more like apartments rather than cages. Built-ins, each kennel has carpet and concrete, comfortable beds, climbing and scratching posts for cats, and of course lots of toys for the dogs. Endless water flows into small bowls, there are doggie doors that lead to an open space where the dogs can go to the bathroom and play, and if they want quiet time, they can climb back into their kennels. It’s wonderful.

      “I’m so impressed with the living arrangements for the animals. The shelter I worked at beforehand had a hard time keeping up with the accommodations.”

      Marcy, my boss and the director of the center says, “We received a large donation last year to upgrade all of the kennels for the animals. It was a huge undertaking, but luckily, a construction company came in and redid the area for us at cost. We had some money left over for a new outdoor area.”

      “Which is incredible by the way. The fact that they have the freedom to stretch their legs whenever they want is great. With a lack of volunteers, it’s hard to walk the dogs as much as they need it.”

      “So hard. It was one of the reasons why we wanted the open space. Come this way.” She guides me down the cat hall. “Most of the cats are allowed to mingle, but there are some that we’ve found like a more solitary way of living. They’re on cat row.”

      “That sounds bad.”

      She chuckles. “It’s not, I promise.”

      “Do you ever euthanize the animals?”

      She sighs and pauses in our tour. “Unfortunately, there are times when we have to. We only have a certain amount of space here and at the foster homes. If the animal has medical complications that we can’t afford to keep up on, then yes, the animal has to be put down but we do everything in our power to avoid getting to that point.”

      I press my hand to my heart. “Oh, that’s so sad, but I get it, I really do.”

      “Hopefully with your help, we won’t ever have to euthanize another animal.”

      “I will do everything I can to make sure that doesn’t happen. I have some fresh ideas for adoptions and I’m excited to try them out.”

      “The ideas you offered in your interview were what got you the job, and we’re very excited to get everything started.” That is music to my ears. I know I’ll be good at this job, but to know that it was my ideas that got me this job? It just gives me even more confidence. This is where I’m supposed to be. I know it now.

      “Who’s your longest resident?”

      Marcy brings me to the end of cat row and points to the tabby that’s hiding in the back of its little apartment. Large and fluffy with green eyes, he looks up at me and all I see is sadness, which just about breaks me.

      “This is Chip. His owner passed away from lung cancer despite never smoking a day in her life, a wonderful lady who volunteered here. I think at the time when she was volunteering, she knew she wouldn’t be around for much longer because six months later, we got a call from her sister, asking if we could take Chip in. Part of her will was slotted for us and we used that money to help build cat row. We call this Chip’s corner. He unfortunately hasn’t matched with anyone, and we believe it’s because he’s heartbroken.”

      “I believe it,” I say, stepping up to the glass and kneeling down so he’s eye level. I gently press my hand against the glass and keep my eyes trained on his. “I can see it in his eyes, they’re so . . . sad.”

      “He’s a sweet cat, loves to be pet behind the ears, but we can’t seem to find anyone to connect with him.”

      I stand tall and stick my hands in my pockets. “I’ll find a home for him. It will be my number-one goal. Chip deserves more than Chip’s corner.”
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        * * *

      

      “There’s my girl.” Maddox pulls me into his side and wraps both arms around me as we meet up on the street outside the restaurant I chose. “How was your first day?”

      I return the quick embrace and then step back. “Oh my God, Maddox, it was amazing. The facility is so great, besides the actual office part but whatever, we don’t need luxury. The kennels are brand new with beds and an outdoor space and rises for cats and water, clean water, and the dogs go on walks and run and play, and—”

      “Kinny, babe.” Maddox chuckles. “Take a deep breath. Let’s grab a seat and then you can take your time telling me all about it, okay?”

      I do just as he says and take a deep breath. “Okay.”

      Maddox holds the door open for me to Kitchen 17, a vegan restaurant that was on my list of places to try. I told Maddox through text that there was plenty for him to eat, which there is . . . it’s just all plant-based. It won’t kill him. It actually won’t kill anything.

      Once he walks through the door, I see him stop immediately and then lift his eyebrow directly at me—to the point that it hides under his hat, that’s how high he’s lifting it.

      “What?” I ask with a smile.

      “I thought I said no vegan places.”

      I roll my eyes and take him by the hand, dragging him toward the register where we order. “I already know what to order for you. I got you covered.”

      “Last time you said that, I wound up spitting my food back on my plate.”

      “I really have it this time. Okay? Just hand me your money and I’ll get everything we need while you find a seat.” I hold my hand out and he still eyes me suspiciously.

      Finally, he mutters something under his breath I can’t quite understand, reaches to his back pocket, and plops his wallet in my hand. “At least get me a soda.”

      “It’s homemade soda.”

      He growls. “Of course it is.” Irritation shows in his shoulders as they are hiked up to his ears when he walks away. I will shock him with how good this food is, I hope.

      Zagat said the burger I’m ordering us is in the top nine burgers to try in Chicago, and if that doesn’t mean something, then I don’t know what does.

      I order quickly, pay with the cash in Maddox’s wallet—which, wow, why does he have so much cash at one time—and then I grab us each some homemade cola and take our number over to the table Maddox claimed in the back.

      I’m sure his image is suffering a little being here. He’s known to be a bit of a tough guy on the field, a man’s man, someone who beats others with his fists if they make the wrong move, and yet, here he is, about to enjoy a vegan meal with me.

      Honestly, I see nothing wrong with it, but I could find a fan making fun of him. Whatever, we’re saving the planet for future generations. *Arm pump*

      When I reach our table, Maddox is slouched in the booth, one arm draped over the back, the other holding up his chin, his eyes studying my every move.

      I toss his wallet on the table in front of him and say, “You carry too much money. You should really keep it to forty dollars.”

      He puts his wallet in his back pocket and says, “I make sure I have money to tip people. Being known around the city has made me very conscious of being a cheap ass.”

      Leaning forward, I whisper, “You tip people twenties?”

      “What am I going to do? Hand them a five? I’m a pro-athlete. People can figure out how much I make with one search on Google. It has to be twenties, and sometimes it’s double.”

      “Forty?” I nearly pop out of my seat. Sheesh. Holding out my hand, I say, “Do I get tipped for ordering your food?”

      “You get a free place to stay in Chicago.”

      “Ugh.” I cross my arms over my chest and lean back in my booth. “How many times are you going to throw that in my face?”

      “As many times as I can.”

      “Can I at least pay you something?”

      He shakes his head. “What the hell am I going to do with your money, Kinsley?” he asks, his tone completely serious. “Right now, I have more money than I know what to do with, and it keeps coming in like clockwork. Sponsors, royalty sales, salary, and then there are all my investments that pay too. I don’t see your two hundred dollars a month for rent.”

      I bite my bottom lip, still feeling a little guilty about living for free in his place.

      “Anyway, it’s not like you have a proper bedroom. I don’t want you paying rent if you don’t even have a real place to sleep, which reminds me. I’ll be out of town starting tomorrow, so sleep in my bed. I’ll leave some sheets for you to change.”

      “Doesn’t your cleaning service do that?”

      I shake my head. “No cleaning service. I like my privacy, which means while I’m gone, you’re going to have to clean up your own mess.”

      “What does that mean? Are you . . .” I quirk my brow. “Are you implying I’m messy?”

      “I’m not implying, I’m saying you’re messy. Just in the last three days I’ve picked up after you all over the place.”

      “I barely consider moving a soap bar to the side picking up after me.” He just shakes his head at me. “Anyway, I’m not sleeping in your bed, so don’t worry about the sheets.”

      “Kinsley.” He shifts. “I’m not going to be there, the bed will be empty, just use it.”

      I shake my head. “That’s your personal space. I don’t want to take that up. Clyde and I are just fine, thank you.” Maddox has the most generous heart, but it is his space, and even though he’s offering his bed, I won’t go there. He lives alone because he likes that, and I refuse to crowd him.

      “Your mattress was on the ground this morning again. At least sleep on the couch if anything.”

      “Clyde just needs to get it together. It will be fine.” Just then, one of the workers brings over our burgers and sets them down in front of us. They smell and look amazing.

      “Do you need anything else?”

      We both say we’re good, and she takes off. Clearly not a baseball fan or else she would have gushed over the fact that Maddox Paige is sitting right in front of her, looking like sin in his black-on-black outfit.

      Maddox stares down at his plate and then back at me. “What is this?”

      “BBQ cheddar burger. One of the top nine burgers in Chicago. It’s made with Impossible meat. Give it a try.”

      He examines it, and I can see the apprehension in his eyes. “This isn’t going to do weird shit to my digestive system, is it? I have to fly to Texas tomorrow.”

      “No, you’ll be fine.”

      Still wary, he picks up the burger, gives it a sniff, glances at me, and then takes a bite. I watch intently as he chews, wishing I knew everything he was thinking. Finally, when he swallows, he says, “Not bad.”

      “Oh God, I might cry—”

      He holds his hand up. “This does not mean I’m turning into a vegan. I’m just saying this particular item isn’t bad.”

      I eye him over my burger as I bring it to my mouth. “I’m going to win you over one of these days, I know I will. Baby steps will have to do for now.”
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        * * *

      

      “The best part about being a vegan is fries are always an option.” I pop another fry in my mouth, Maddox finished his plate a while ago whereas I like to take my time, especially when I find something as delicious as the burger we just consumed.

      He reaches over to my plate and snags a fry as well. “So tell me more about the shelter. Was everyone nice to you?”

      “They were so great. It’s all women, which I’m a little wary of because sometimes it can get a little catty when there are too many women. It’s the nature of the beast, but it seems like since we all have one major goal—help these animals—we’ll be okay. Plus, I get along better with guys. Hence my best friend is a guy.”

      “Guys are more laid-back, sorry to say.”

      “I know, but Marcy seems pretty cool, and she’s who I’ll be working the most with. There’s a receptionist, Malorie, and then the volunteer coordinator who works part-time, that’s Denise. Then there are a few volunteer captains. I haven’t met them yet.”

      “At least there aren’t any guys there who will be staring at your tits the whole time.”

      “What?” I laugh. “Where did that come from?”

      “Come on, Kin.” He gestures to my chest. “Are you always fucking cold?”

      I glance down at my chest where my hard nipples are pressing against my tight shirt, then back up at him. “I mean, yeah.”

      “You don’t even wear bras to work?”

      I shrug. “Don’t even think about it. They’re perky, why bother with a bra?”

      The side of his jaw ticks as he looks away, almost as if he’s in pain.

      “Anyway,” I say, “I’m so pumped about my new job. One of the hardest parts of the job is knowing where to look to find people to take the animals. And Chicago is such a big place. I’ve been trying to work out which social media platform has the most reach for animal lovers. Obviously, we don’t want any college students, so that could take out Snapchat. Facebook isn’t specific enough, and I’m not sure that’s the right demographic anyway. So should we be using Instagram, and if we do, how do we get followers? I have lots of thoughts running around in my head about how best to present the animals, and although some of them seem so sad, I need photos of them looking happy.” Leaning over the table, I grab Maddox’s hand and say, “Thank you so much for making this happen for me. I owe you, Maddie.”

      The scowl he was wearing eases and his eyes soften as he squeezes my hand back. “You don’t owe me anything, Kinsley. This is what friends do for each other. The amount of times you let me sleep over in your room when my dad was . . . well, you know, this is something I can do for you after you gave me a safe place.”

      “We were each other's safe place. You know how insane my mom is.”

      “Speaking of which, have you spoken to her?”

      “On the way over here actually,” I answer. “She called me five times today wanting to know if I hated my first day of work and to let me know there is no shame in going back home.”

      Maddox shakes his head; it’s the same shake I’ve seen many times when he’s irritated with my mom. She has a beautiful heart and her intentions are usually good for the most part, but she’s always pushed boundaries. Overstepping, needling, encroaching on territory she shouldn’t have an opinion on.

      “You’re not going back,” he says, his eyes zeroing in on mine. “Do you understand that? You’re not going back.”

      I swallow hard at the intensity in his words and in his eyes. They send a shiver of awareness through my veins, eradicating any thought of the safety net back home. Going back home would not only disappoint me, but it would disappoint Maddox, and I never want to disappoint him, ever.

      “Say it,” he says, squeezing my hand. I didn’t even realize we were still holding hands. “This is your new life, Kinsley, your new journey. Say you’re not going back.”

      I wet my lips, steadying the surge of confidence that spiked through me. “I’m not going back.”

      “Again.”

      Firmer, I say, “I’m not going back.”

      “Good.” He releases his hand and takes a sip of his drink before stealing another one of my fries and popping it in his mouth with a smile. “Glad that’s settled.”
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        MADDOX

      

      

      

      “What are you working on?” Kinsley’s sleepy voice trails from my bedroom door. It’s five in the morning. What the hell is she doing up so early?

      I set my pen down. “Why are you up? I didn’t think your body knew how to stand at this hour.”

      He rubs her eye with her palm while yawning. “Clyde woke me up.”

      “How?” I ask, remembering the duct tape rips she made last night before we crashed. There were eight rips. Eight. If you need eight long strands of duct tape to sleep, it means you need a new bed.

      “Spring snapped me in the head. Kind of rude if you ask me.” She nods at my bed. “Can I come snuggle?”

      I flip the sheets down, inviting her in.

      Back in high school, we never slept in the same bed, but in the mornings, before the sun would rise and Kinsley was miraculously awake, she'd climb down on the floor with me and watch me draw. She would take the pen on occasion and make lines of her own. Always adding, never ruining what I was creating. She’s the only person I’ve ever let do that.

      Not even Jamie.

      Kinsley slips under the covers and I hold my arm out so she can rest against my shoulder. My nightstand light is on, which casts just enough glow so I can see what I’m sketching.

      A cow.

      “Are you drawing Bessy?” Kinsley asks.

      “I guess so.” I never know what I’m drawing until my pen starts moving. “I drew the old tree between our houses yesterday. I think you being here is drawing up memories for me.”

      “No pun intended, right?” she asks with a nudge.

      “Right.”

      She takes the pen from me and says, “You missed a knot.”

      “No, I didn’t. I just didn’t want to draw it.”

      She glances up at me. “Maddox, that’s the most important knot of all time. You can’t leave out the vagina knot.”

      “I sure as hell can.”

      She shakes her head against my shoulder. “That knot brought us many laughs. You can’t leave it out.” On the right corner of the tree, near the grass, she draws a knot, making a crease and rounding the sides.

      Christ. I start chuckling. “I always say you never ruin my drawings, but this one, babe, you ruined.”

      “No, I didn’t,” she says with humor in her voice. “I enhanced it to be its proper self. Our tree isn’t our tree unless the vagina knot is there, and how dare you even consider leaving it out.”

      “I’m a monster.”

      “You are.” She sighs and hands me back my pen. We both sit there, staring at the tree, and for a second, I think she fell asleep. “Remember when I saw you grab Jamie’s boob for the first time while making out against the tree?”

      I chuckle, even though the pain of Jamie’s name surges anger through me. “Yeah, you didn’t make it awkward at all by clapping.”

      “Someone had to cheer you on. That was your first boob grab. Pretty late in the game as a sophomore in high school. Hell, I grabbed a boob before you and I don’t even like girls like that.”

      “Your own boobs don’t count.”

      “They weren’t my own boobs.” She sits up. “I grabbed Margarita’s boobs. Hers were huge, mine were small, and we wanted to compare. She wished she had mine because she was always having to wear two sports bras, and I wished I had hers because I didn’t even own a sports bra.”

      “Do you own a bra at all?”

      She slyly smiles. “Maybe a few, for special occasions. Why, want to borrow one?”

      “I mean, I do have bigger boobs than you.”

      Whap.

      Her hand connects with my chest playfully and I laugh out loud as she shuffles away from me, but not before I can grab her by the hand, roll her to her back and pin her down on the mattress. I straddle her hips and stare down at her.

      “I swear to God, Maddox, if you tickle me, I will kick you in the balls.”

      I pin her hands above her head.

      “How are you going to do that when I’m sitting on your legs? Unless you developed muscles in the last five minutes I’m unaware of, it’s unlikely you’ll be able to kick me in the balls.”

      “I have muscles.” She scowls, and it’s fucking adorable. “And I might not kick you now, but when you’re least expecting it, I will connect my foot with your dingle so hard, it will knock your man berries right off its branch.” He chuckles softly.

      “I think I’ll take the chance.” With one hand I hold her arms down and bring the other hand to her side. She shifts beneath me, attempting to twist away.

      “Don’t,” she yells. “I will pee the bed. I will pee right here, right now. All the pee. Puddles and puddles of pee. So much pee you’ll think Niagara Falls just came flooding through your room.”

      I pause. “Niagara Falls of urine?”

      “So much urine. You have no idea the kind of splash I can make with my bladder.”

      “It’s disturbing when you say shit like that.”

      “I will keep saying disturb—” I drag my fingers down her side and she squeals. “Maddox, don’t. I really will pee. I had a glass of water before bed, and I haven’t gone to the bathroom yet. I will tinkle so hard.”

      “Tinkle?” I drag my fingers up.

      “Yes,” she yelps. “Now for the love of God, get off me.”

      Chuckling, I move off her only for her to reach out, snag a small pillow and wail it at my crotch.

      Ooof.

      I bend over, hands to my dick.

      “Kin, what the fuck?”

      She hops off the bed and runs to the bathroom. From the cracked door, she says, “Don’t mess with me, Maddox.” And then she groans while she pees. “Oh, that’s nice.”

      “You sound like a guy taking a leak in there.”

      “Girls can groan when peeing if they want. Don’t make that a man thing.”

      Smiling to myself, I say, “My apologies. Equal opportunities, girls can groan and pee too.”

      She finishes up, washes her hands, and then stands at the doorway, arms crossed over her chest, staring me down as I sit on the edge of my bed, not in the mood to pack for my trip today. One more away trip and then we get time off. One more game for me to pitch and then time off.

      Six days and then time off . . . with Kinsley.

      “Sorry I’m going to have to leave right when you get here.”

      “I’ll manage. I’ll just swipe through Tinder, bring some guys home to your bed, let them keep me company.”

      “No strangers in the apartment,” I say while pointing at her.

      “Oh, just you wait . . . Dad. I’m going to have the biggest party when you’re gone and auction off your undies. Mama is going to make the dough so she can get her own place.”

      I head to my closet and start chuckling underwear at her. “Have at it, Kinny.”

      “Ahhh, get those man panties away from me.” She runs away and calls down the hallway, groaning, “This is too much movement for me in the morning.”

      I laugh and pull out my bag where I begin to pack it for what feels like the millionth time this month.
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        * * *

      

      Kinsley: Did you try the protein bar yet?

      Maddox: I did.

      Kinsley: . . . and . . .

      Maddox: Tasted like a plant-based protein bar.

      Kinsley: Really good, right?

      Maddox: It was okay.

      Kinsley: Just okay? Don’t even mess with me. You know it was good. Mint chocolate? Saving the earth while getting your gains in? Can’t think of a better way to fuel your soul . . . and body.

      Maddox: It was okay, Kin.

      Kinsley: Which means . . . you’re going to eat them from now on?

      Maddox: I’ll think about it.

      Kinsley: Oh God, really? Don’t make me cry at work.

      Maddox: Settle down. I said I would THINK about it.

      “Look at you smiling at your phone like a teenager,” Cory says, taking a seat across from me at one of the tables on the plane. “Who’s the girl?”

      “No girl,” I say just as Lincoln and Jason take a seat as well.

      “Ha, okay,” Lincoln mutters while setting his phone on the table.

      “Wait, is there a girl?” Jason, the ever-romantic asks.

      “No,” I say just as Lincoln says, “Yes.”

      Smiling broadly Jason and Cory both stare me down. “There’s a girl,” Cory says, nudging me from under the table.

      “She’s fuck-hot, too,” Lincoln says. “And has one hell of a personality.”

      Can’t deny either one of those observations.

      “Who is she?” Jason asks, looking far too eager.

      “Just my friend from my childhood,” I say before Lincoln can step in. “Best friend actually. She got a job at a local animal rescue in Chicago.”

      “The girl staying with you?” Cory asks. “That’s who has you smiling?”

      “You should see her,” Lincoln says. “The perfect nipples.” He pinches his fingers together.

      I punch Lincoln dead in the arm, not even feeling sorry about it. “Don’t fucking say shit like that.”

      He rubs his arm and laughs. “What? She does. Small boobs, taut nipples, it’s hot.”

      I drag my hand down my face. Why does it feel like the last few days has been filled with Kinsley’s boobs? She talks about them, Lincoln talks about them, I think about them. Hell, I’m buying the girl a bra when I get home and she’s going to be required to wear it, because I should not be thinking about my best friend’s tits . . . or that she’s “fuck-hot.”

      “What’s the scoop, man?” Cory asks, seeing the obvious discomfort I’m feeling. “Do you like her?”

      “No.” I shake my head. “She’s my best friend. I would never go there, she means too much to me.”

      “Never?” Linc asks.

      “Never,” I answer, still looking down just as a text from Kinsley comes in.

      From the preview, I can read.

      Kinsley: Thank you for always being so open with me. I love you, Maddie.

      Hell.

      I flip my phone face down and lean back in my seat as I lift my ballcap off my head and push my hand through my hair.

      “Yeahhh,” Lincoln drawls out. “I don’t believe never.”
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        * * *

      

      “Are you duct-taping Clyde right now?” I ask as I hear the telltale sound of duct tape being ripped through the phone. “I thought I told you to sleep in my bed.”

      “That would be weird. I’m not sleeping in your bed, Maddox. Plus, Clyde is fine.”

      “You woke up at five this morning because Clyde bitch-slapped you with one of his springs. Clyde is not fine.”

      “Don’t you dare be mean to him. I’m trying a new taping technique that I’m sure will work. Now stop badgering me about my sleeping arrangements and tell me about your photo shoot. Did they make you take your shirt off?”

      “Of course they did, they always do,” I say while I play with the strands of my hair as I look up at the ceiling. ESPN is doing an article about the best pitchers in baseball right now and they saw a free moment in my schedule and asked if they could take pictures while I was in Texas, after I landed. I said yes. They asked me to take my shirt off and toss a ball. I did. It’s done. Thank God. At least I didn’t have to stand there like an idiot, posing with a towel around my waist. Christ.

      “Is it weird? Stripping down for people. I think I’d feel weird if someone asked me to take my shirt off.”

      “Different for guys. I don’t really care.”

      “But everyone sees your nipples.”

      “Once again, different for guys.” And what the fuck does she care about showing nipples? Hers are trying to poke people in the eyes every damn day.

      “Did they oil you down? Give you some sheen?” she asks, sweet humor in her voice.

      “Maybe a little.”

      “Oh my God, really? I was just kidding, but did they really do that?”

      “Yeah.”

      Another rip of duct tape. “Did someone else do it or did you rub oil on yourself?”

      “Makeup lady did it.”

      Kinsley snorts. “Oh wow, you had someone rub oil on you today, that’s great. Did you invite her back to your hotel? Get in some extra oil time?”

      “No,” I answer plainly.

      “Missed opportunity, bro.” She makes another rip. “Which, now that I think about it, have you met up with any of your girls lately?”

      I work my jaw back and forth, wondering how I should answer this.

      “Uh . . . no.” Simple.

      But of course, it’s not a simple answer for Kinsley, because she always needs more details.

      “No? Why not? Don’t you have a routine? Oh no, am I stepping on your routine?”

      “It’s fine,” I answer, because really it is. Tess, Yasmin, and Katrina are nice and all, but I’m not about to take them to a hotel when Kinsley is waiting for me to come home. It would feel weird. I’d be thinking about her the whole time. But the weirdest thing? I haven’t . . . needed them. I still come off the field burning with adrenaline, but all I’ve wanted was to get to Kinsley. Even though, it’s not for sexual release. Fucking weird.

      “Oh no, I am stepping on your routine. Ugh, does that mean you have to service yourself?”

      “Service my—” I pause. “Are you asking if I’m masturbating?”

      “Well, you are a healthy, young guy with a massive amount of adrenaline pumping through him, so I’m sure you have to expel it somehow, hence the brothel of women.”

      “Not a brothel.”

      “Either way . . . are you getting your needs met, Maddox?”

      “Things we shouldn’t talk about,” I say, picking up my sketchbook and uncapping my pen.

      “Because before you called, I was having fun with my little battery-operated friend.”

      My pen stills. Umm . . . what?

      She masturbated in my apartment? Where did she do it? Shower? On Clyde? On the couch? Was she completely naked?

      Is she naked right now?

      Completely unaware of how my mouth is dry and my throat thick, she continues, “Getting off is such a natural thing but I can understand how your hand isn’t doing the trick. I mean, that’s why I had Stan. Contact with another human makes a huge difference, because even though they might fumble around—poor Stan was always so nervous—it’s those little touches, you know? A scrape across your abdomen, a brush along your side, a smooth touch to your lower back. They all build up into something you can’t provide for yourself.”

      Fuck, I’m getting hard.

      I’m getting hard while talking to my best friend on the phone, and I want to blame it on her description of human contact and not the image that keeps popping up in my head—Kinsley with her head thrown back on my couch, a vibrator between her legs, her taut nipples on display as her hips move up and down.

      “Are you there?”

      I swallow hard, a lump of saliva barely cascading down my throat. “Yeah,” I squeak out. “I’m here.”

      “Oh good, thought I lost you. Anyway, you know what I’m talking about, right? A girl caressing your balls, pulling them into her mouth while she has a hold on your cock like it’s the only thing keeping her afloat? That’s way different than you just reaching down and fisting yourself. I mean, unless you’re pulling double duty with your hands, but even at that, if I try to picture it in my head, you’re all crouched over trying to waffle your balls around while jerking hard on your cock. Almost seems like you’re trying to do that rub your belly, pat your head trick, which in that case, oh boy, would it hurt if you get the motions wrong downstairs. One harsh yank on the nuggets would have you screaming out the Virgin Mary’s name in vain, along with her son and her husband. You know, a good old Jesus, Mary, and Joseph squeal.”

      What the hell is happening right now? Why is she talking about this?

      “Have you ever chafed down there from too much pleasure? I always wondered if that was a real thing. Like actual chafing. I’ve never chafed, but then again I’m not yanking on anything either, just diddling around. All we ladies get are pruney fingers, you know?”

      “I think I have to go,” I say before she can say anything else.

      “You think you have to go or you have to go?”

      Of course she would catch that. “I have to go.”

      “Liar.” She laughs into the phone. “You’re bailing because I’m talking about masturbating. We’re old enough to admit we both do it, so why are you so uncomfortable right now?”

      Because we don’t talk about this shit.

      Because I keep picturing you doing it.

      Because for some reason, I can’t get you out of mind.

      Because Lincoln keeps reminding me how fuck-hot you are.

      “Uh . . . because you said pruney fingers,” I answer, skipping the rest of the truths.

      She laughs even harder. “I talked about yanking and slapping your privates, and pruny fingers is what got you? Honestly, Maddie, I don’t even know what to do with you.”

      “The feeling is mutual.” Except for some moronic reason, I’m starting to know what I want to do with Kin.

      And that scares the fuck out of me.
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      “Oh goodness, do you need help?” I ask, running up to an elderly lady who’s carrying loads of mail in her arms.

      She glances up, her red-rimmed eyes teary and sad. “I don’t want to be bothersome.”

      “Not at all,” I say, taking the mail from her. Standing outside the mailboxes to the apartment building, I ask, “How did all of this even fit in your mailbox?”

      “It was in one of the package boxes. We’ve been out of town.” She gives me a small wave and says, “I’m Joan.”

      “Kinsley. It’s very nice to meet you, Joan. What floor do you live on? I can help you carry this all up.”

      “Ten.”

      “Ten? Me too,” I say. “You must be the other tenant.”

      “You live on ten? I thought a man lives on the other side of the hall.”

      We walk over to the elevator where she presses the button for both of us. “Just moved in. Maddox is my best friend, actually. I’m staying with him until I can get on my feet.”

      “Maddox? Oh, it’s terrible but we’ve never met him. We don’t see much of him around at all.”

      Giving her a soft smile, I say, “He’s shy.” She presses the button for ten. “Are you okay, Joan? You seem a little upset.”

      “Oh, I am.” She wipes under her eyes. “I know it might be a little ridiculous, but my grandson, Phineas, was just dumped by his girlfriend of one year. I feel terrible about it because I introduced them, and I really thought she was the one.”

      “That’s terrible. Can I ask what happened?”

      “The little whore was sleeping with her personal trainer.”

      Snot flies out of my nose as I snort out loud from hearing what seems to be a seventy-five-year-old woman refer to a girl as a whore.

      “I’m sorry,” I say, trying to gather myself. “I wasn’t expecting that.”

      “No one was. Phineas is quite the catch. He has a great job working as the director of human resources for a Fortune 500 company. He has a wonderful face to look at, and he’s a gentle lover.”

      Oh God, how does a grandma even know that?

      “Sounds like a catch.” I smile as Joan takes a shaky step away from me and gives me a smooth once-over. When she reaches my eyes, she shakes her head and mumbles something. “What was that?” I ask.

      She motions up and down my body. “You’re pretty, but you smell like dog and you seem too wild for my Phinny.”

      You smell like dog. Can’t hear that enough. Thankfully it was from an old lady and not a guy . . . or Maddox for that matter.

      “Oh . . . well . . .” I honestly don’t know what to say. Do I apologize? Tell her I wasn’t interested in Phinny to begin with? Tell her maybe he was broken up because his grandma knows he’s a gentle lover?

      The elevator dings and thankfully, I don’t have to say anything as I walk her to her door. When we reach it, I let her open the door before I hand her over everything. And because I’m nice, I say, “If you ever need anything, I’m right down the hall.”

      “That’s very kind. Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. Have a good—”

      “Would you like to come in for some tea? Melvin is on a biscuit kick and has been baking up a storm lately. I could put together a nice platter for us while we get to know each other.”

      “Melvin?”

      “My husband. The old coot has been attached to me since I was ten. Can’t seem to shake the aged barnacle off me.”

      I chuckle and think about it. Yeah, she told me I smelled like dog, but she does seem nice. I don’t have much going on and since Maddox isn’t here, wouldn’t hurt.

      “Let me go shower and change quickly, then I’ll be right over.”

      “Lovely, dear.”
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        * * *

      

      “We could FaceTime you know.”

      “No way,” I say, lying on the couch on my stomach, feet kicked up behind me. “This is more fun. I get to imagine the sneers you’re giving me rather than seeing them for myself.”

      Maddox had a late game so when he texted to see if it was okay to call, I was still awake, wondering if we would talk tonight.

      “What if you’re imagining the wrong sneer?”

      “I know you too well. Trust me when I say, I know exactly what sneer you would have for any given moment.”

      “I should be scared.”

      “You really should.” I rest the phone on the couch and turn it on speaker. “You know, this is the most you’ve ever called me. We used to talk once a month, now every night? How did I ever get so lucky?”

      He’s silent for a second, which doesn’t surprise me. He puts thought into his answers. “You started a new journey in life, Kinny. I want to make sure you have a support system. You know I love your mom, but she’s not who you should be calling to talk about your day.”

      “So you’re going to be my talking buddy?”

      “Yeah, I guess so.”

      I think about the commitment Maddox is making. He’s not much of a talker, hence him missing our phone calls a few times, and even when we’re on the phone, he’s silent a lot of the time—chiming in when he has to. That he’s willing to listen, makes me feel special.

      “Are you drawing right now?”

      “Always,” he answers, his voice sounds lazy, relaxed.

      “What are you drawing?”

      Smartly, he replies, “If we were FaceTiming, you’d be able to see.”

      “Don’t be a smart-ass.”

      “Pot calling the kettle black.”

      I smile to myself and look out the expansive windows to the life just past the glass. Lights dot the dark abyss reminding me I’m a far cry from Woodland . . . thankfully.

      “Can I guess what you’re drawing?”

      “Go ahead.”

      I tap my finger to my chin even though he can’t see it. “Let’s see. Can you answer, person, place, or thing?”

      “Person,” he says as I faintly hear the scratch of his pen against the paper of his notebook, a sound that’s more soothing to me than anything. It’s something I’ve heard nearly once a month for the last ten years. It might sound like a trivial thing, but it’s part of what’s kept me connected to Maddox. It’s part of who he is. It’s part of who we are, from times when he’s allowed me to add my own mediocre additions, without complaint. And knowing him, I doubt he has shared this with just anybody.

      “Person, person . . . okay. Hmm. Do I know this person?”

      “When did this phone call turn into twenty questions?”

      “It’s fun, just answer.”

      “It would be more fun on FaceTime, so I could actually see you.”

      “Do you want to see me or do you want to make sure I’ve been cleaning up after myself?” I’m presuming the latter. He really is fastidious, and I’m glad he can’t see his apartment right now.

      He chuckles. “See you.”

      Feeling generous, I light up my phone and press the circle for FaceTime. It takes two rings before Maddox answers the call and his face pops up on the screen.

      Resting against the headboard of his hotel bed, he’s not wearing a shirt, and his hair is a wild mess. But he looks adorable nonetheless, totally cuddleable.

      “Hey you,” he says with a smile. “I didn’t think you’d ever FaceTime.”

      “Never say never.” I prop my phone against a couch pillow and prop my head up with my hands. “So, do I know the person?”

      “You do.”

      “Interesting. Okay. Do I personally know the person, or is it like a celebrity or one of your teammates?” He scowls and I laugh out loud, pointing at his brow. “Oh, you’re right. This is more fun seeing the scowls in person.”

      “I don’t draw my teammates.”

      “Why not? There are some rock-hard bodies on that team. An artist’s dream.”

      “Not mine.”

      I roll my eyes. “Fine, is it a celebrity or do I personally know the person?”

      “You know them.”

      “Well, this makes things difficult. Not your teammate, someone I know personally, is it . . . your brother, Manny?”

      “What?” His scowl deepens but also becomes more menacing at the same time. “Why the hell would I draw him?”

      Whoa, okay, looks like I just touched on something that doesn’t make him happy.

      “Umm . . . I don’t know.”

      Before I can ask another question, Maddox turns his notebook around and says, “It’s you, babe.”

      The phone takes a second to focus in on the picture but when it does, I’m rendered speechless. Soft black strokes capturing my hair, wavy and almost silky in a way. The strands fall over one eye as the other is looking at a camera. There’s a smirk to my lips and a sparkle in my eyes. I’ve never seen anything like it before.

      “Maddox, that’s beautiful.”

      “Thanks.” He looks at the sketch and then shrugs. “Easy model to draw.” He yawns and says, “It’s getting late. I need to get to bed.”

      “Okay, yeah,” I answer even though my heart is beating so quickly. How else can I react to something so . . . stunning?

      He drew me. But not just some image on his phone or a picture from the past, but almost as if he pulled up a snapshot in time from his memory and drew that. As if he’s truly studied me for all these years and captured me with one single drawing. Very unexpected.

      Very flattering.

      It makes my stomach flutter and my lips spread out in an all-out smile as this unfamiliar feeling deepens through my veins.

      “You okay?” Maddox asks.

      I look up at the phone again and nod. “Yup. Sorry. Just, uh, thought of something for a second. I’m good.”

      “Are you sleeping in my bed tonight?”

      “I think you know the answer to that.”

      He shakes his head but there’s humor in the shake, as if to say what am I going to do with you?

      “Just because you’re stubborn, I hope Clyde bitch-slaps you again.”

      “That’s brutal, Maddox. Very unfriend like.”

      He chuckles and says, “I love you, Kinny. Good night.”

      And for some reason, those three little words that we’ve been saying to each other for years feel more weighted, as if there’s a hidden meaning behind them. As if he’s saying more than I love you as a friend . . .

      Trying to steady my rapid pulse, I lick my lips and say, “Love you too, Maddie.”

      “I’ll talk to you tomorrow, babe.”

      I wave to the phone. “Good night, Maddox.”
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        * * *

      

      “FaceTime, Kinny,” Maddox says when he answers the phone.

      “Ugh, FaceTime is so annoying. I always have to look at the phone, I can’t just lay here and look up at the ceiling.”

      “Didn’t know I was that repulsive to look at.”

      I’m sitting at the kitchen counter with my favorite oat milk ice cream in front of me after a long day at work. It was only my third day but it felt like the heaviest of all days. I stayed longer, hanging out with a dog who just lost his owner, and after I left, I went straight to the store, got some ice cream, and sat down at the counter where I’ve been crying ever since. Until Maddox texted me to call.

      Not wanting him to see me all teary-eyed, I called rather than FaceTimed, but seems like he’s not going to let me get away with that anymore, so I press the FaceTime button.

      He answers right away. I have the phone propped up against my water bottle so I can still eat my ice cream while I talk to him.

      When I come into view, his eyes quickly narrow.

      “What’s wrong?”

      I have a mouthful of ice cream when he asks, triggering a wave of fresh tears, because I’m that person who cries harder when someone asks what’s wrong.

      “Kinny, babe, why are you crying?” Maddox asks, sitting up straighter now.

      I wave a hand in front of my face while I try to chew my ice cream and swallow.

      Once the ice cream is taken care of, I take a deep breath and say, “Rough day at work.”

      “Tell me about it, Kin. What happened?”

      I’ve never been a FaceTime fan . . . ever, but in this moment, with Maddox’s empathy and his caring and kind eyes, I’m grateful for the technology. It immediately starts to make me feel better, just being able to see him.

      “We had an intake today that broke my heart.”

      “Dog or cat?”

      “Dog.”

      Knowing me so well, Maddox says, “Tell me about the dog.”

      Taking a deep breath to calm the shivering sadness that’s been wracking me, I say, “His name is Deeogee. You know, like D-O-G.”

      He softly smiles and nods.

      “I’ve heard the clever name before but never for such a little guy. A chihuahua. All black with one little white spot on his head. His owner, Carol Braverman, was moved to hospice today and none of her children can take the dog for all different reasons, so they surrendered Deeogee to the center today. She was terrified. Shivering, ears flat, looking around. God, it just about killed me. I held her in a blanket for hours after we closed, whispering to her that everything is going to be all right, that I was going to find her—” I get choked up thinking about it so I take a calming breath. “I was going to find her a home.”

      “Kinny, I’m sorry,” Maddox says with so much sympathy in his voice that it sends another wave of tears through me.

      I prop my chin on my hand and let them fall, cascading down my cheek as I think about poor little Deeogee in the kennels.

      “He’s so tiny. Teacup size. I couldn’t bear to leave him near all the big barking dogs so I put him in cat row. I asked Marcy first and of course she said it was okay; we both agree Deeogee is special and frightened. We need to treat him differently.” I wipe at my eyes. “I just felt awful today.” I hold up my ice cream and say, “So I got some ice cream, and I’ve been eating it since I got home.”

      “I wish I was there,” he says softly, looking guilty that he’s not. “I’d hold you until you felt better.”

      “I know you would. I’ll just pretend that you’re here, maybe put one of your shirts on and talk to it as if it was you.”

      He chuckles. “Or you can just put one of my shirts on and talk to me now.”

      “I feel bad talking to you this late. You have to pitch soon, right?”

      “Saturday.”

      “You should be getting your rest.”

      He floats his hand behind his head, the pose very casual for him, but from my end, I feel anything but casual. From how his bicep juts out next to his head, the way the pose gives off the whole sensual vibe—matched with his eyes that seem to look even brighter over FaceTime—I’m perplexed, thinking of Maddox in an entirely different way.

      “I wouldn’t get any sleep knowing you’re sad. Let’s get your mind off Deeogee for a second so you can stop crying. I don’t want you going to bed only to cry yourself to sleep.”

      “You know me too well.”

      “I do. Tell me something that made you laugh today.”

      “Made me laugh?” I tap my chin. “Umm . . . oh, Joan texted me a picture of a cat in a cowboy outfit. But it was one of those funny outfits where it looks like the cat is a mini human from the front.”

      Maddox looks confused. “Who’s Joan?”

      “Joan . . . your neighbor.”

      “My—” He blinks. “My neighbor?”

      “Yeah, 10B. She and Melvin are the sweetest couple. At first, she was a little rude, saying I wasn’t the girl for her Phineas. To be honest, I was insulted, because I’d like to think I’m a catch in the love department, but when I saw a picture of him in their apartment—”

      “You went into their apartment?”

      “Of course. We had tea and biscuits. Talked for hours. Melvin is a gem when it comes to baking, and he was so happy to share his orange and cardamom recipe with me because it was vegan. Imagine that.” I feel my mood shifting already so I hop off the bar stool, put the rest of the ice cream in the freezer, and go to the couch where I lie down again. “Anyway, I saw a picture of Phinny—that’s what they call him—and I thought he’s nice-looking and all, but so not my type. He’s really buttoned up, you know? Likes wearing a tie. A director in human resources for a fortune 500 company. He’s quite the catch but not for me.” Leaning closer to the phone as if telling a secret, I say, “He looked a little stuck-up. Not sure he could handle my bamboo toothbrush. Which, yours came in, I put it in your bathroom for you, along with the bar of soap I ordered for you and the deodorant. It smells decadent. I was holding the wrapped-up chunk yesterday to my nose, oh my God, so good, Maddox.”

      He drags his hand down his face and says, “What . . . what are you talking about?”

      “I told you I was getting you a bunch of eco-friendly products to try so we can reduce your carbon footprint. The soaps all came in recyclable wrappers, so we’re not clogging the landfills with more plastic bottles. The deodorant is a bar as well that you just swipe in your armpit so no plastic applicators. And the toothbrush, well—”

      “I’m talking about the neighbors. Why are you hanging out with the neighbors?”

      “Melvin and Joan?” I asked confused. “They invited me over and I wasn’t about to be rude. They really are so kind. They gave me some biscuits to take home for you.”

      “Christ,”’ he mutters. “Did you tell them who I am?”

      “I said your name was Maddox, but I didn’t go into detail. You know, I do have other things to talk about other than my famous best friend. It’s not always about you, mister.”

      “I understand that, but . . .” He blows out a long breath. “Sorry, you’re right, it’s not always about me.”

      “Glad you realize that.” I laugh, feeling a whole lot better. “Ugh, you made me laugh. That’s annoying.”

      “Why’s that?” he asks, a light chuckle in his voice, his facial features morphing into humor rather than irritation.

      “Because, it just makes you that much more perfect in my eyes.”

      “Perfect? That’s a strong word. I think you and I both know I’m the furthest thing from being perfect.”

      “Perfect in my eyes. Don’t forget, the imperfect is what makes you perfect to me.” I wink and he smirks.

      “Imperfect describes me to a tee . . . besides my pitching of course.”

      “Oh, of course,” I say dramatically. “We wouldn’t want to say you’re pitching has flaws.”

      “Because it doesn’t. It’s why I’m the most dreaded arm in baseball.”

      “Is that what the announcers and analysts are saying now?”

      “Yeah.” He rolls his teeth over his bottom lip, and it’s really freaking sexy.

      “Well, when you come home, I’ll be sure to bring that cocky attitude down a peg or two.”

      “You always do.”

      Smiling back at him, I say, “Thank you for making me feel better. I appreciate it.”

      “Anything for you, Kinny.”

      “Did you draw?”

      He shakes his head. “Was going to, but I wanted to give you all of my attention.”

      And that right there pulls on my heart. It’s as if there’s a string attached to it and he’s holding the other end, tugging and pulling every so often.

      “Thank you,” I say softly.

      “You’re welcome.” He yawns. “Okay, I’m headed to bed. I love you, Kinny. Talk tomorrow.”

      “I love you,” I say, and hang up. I roll to my back, stare at the ceiling, feeling this anvil-like pressure slowly falling on my chest.

      I love you. So simple for us, but recently so weighted.
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        * * *

      

      It took me longer than it should have, but I finally have the TV on, a bowl of popcorn on my lap, and a sparkling water next to me as I stare at the giant screen in Maddox’s apartment.

      “Maddox Paige looks to be on fire tonight. I was watching him during warmups and he was clocking in some of his best speeds all season. And it shows in the first three innings tonight. Lights out, untouchable.”

      I smile, listening to the announcers talk about my best friend and how amazing he is.

      I already knew this though.

      I knew it back in middle school, when I saw his arm start to develop, as he mowed down the kids attempting to get a hit off him.

      When he started pitching, he wasn’t great. But then he started practicing with a pitchback. I sat off to the side, trying to distract him, and every time he looked at me, I threw something at him, reminding him to focus on what he was doing. We spent hours in his backyard, him pitching, me trying to distract him. And the days I stood in as the batter, setting up the tee with a ball on top that he had to try to knock off—ball-to-ball contact—I wiggled around, said stupid things, did anything to distract him. At first, it worked. But then his focus narrowed and no matter what I did, it didn’t matter—he hit his location every time.

      I knew he was going to be great, so it wasn’t a surprise when the Rebels drafted him. It was as if the movie of his life, something I’d been watching for years, was finally full circle. And I’d had the front-row seat to watch it unfold.

      That attention hasn’t wavered.

      I also understand why the Rebels fans love him so much. Everything about Maddox screams rebel from the dark scruff that lines his square jaw to the intensity in his eyes, to the way he wears his jersey, the top button undone, flashing his tight undershirt with his every movement.

      He’s commanding, an alpha out on the mound, intimidating with his staredown and the unleashed force of his body as he pitches the ball forward. There’s no question: he’s one of the best.

      “Strike three,” the announcer says, ending the inning.

      I watch intently as Maddox ducks his head and slowly walks off the field, glove tucked against his thigh.

      I shovel some popcorn in my mouth, trying to avoid the drool that wants to escape from the impressive power in his quads. Yowzer, look at those things.

      Wow . . . just . . . wow.

      The camera follows him into the dugout where he hops up on one of the benches and rests his arms on his legs, head bent forward. Tight shoulders, rippling forearms, thick thighs . . . Maddox is looking all man right now, a far cry from the noodle-like boy I grew up with.

      Jason Orson walks up to him and they start talking. Jason must say something funny because Maddox cracks a smirk in his direction. A tiny lift of the corner of his mouth, a glint in his eye under the dark brim of his hat . . . oh hell.

      I gnaw on my bottom lip as nerves twist and turn in my stomach. What is happening to me?

      I spend a few nights with my best friend, a few consecutive conversations, and suddenly, I’m looking at him like a . . . like a . . . piece of tofu, freshly grilled with asparagus? I don’t look at Maddox like this. I don’t have thoughts about his lips and what they might feel like. I don’t consider running my finger along his jaw and down to his chest. And I certainly don’t think about the tattoos that weave over his body, meaning to each and every one of them.

      But something’s happened to me. Something has tricked my brain into switching to lust mode and that crap needs to stop, especially before he gets back.

      God, how embarrassing would it be if I was in lust mode when he was here? That can’t happen. What he would think of me. He’d send me on my way, that’s for sure, or at least offer to pay for a hotel or apartment for me, which would be more insulting than anything. I know how careful Maddox is with his money. He has it, but he doesn’t spend it lavishly, not when he grew up in meager settings, knowing exactly what a turn of events can do to a bank account.

      I need to turn off the sexual part of my head . . . that or meet Stan for a little knocking of the boots.

      Ehh . . . he wasn’t that great. And now that I’ve imagined my best friend sexually—he’s fucking hot, I can admit that—there’s no way I’d even consider tolerating a subpar hookup with Stan. I could find someone else. This is Chicago. Lots of hot men around. Maybe Phinny has a friend. I’ve never met the guy, but he must have some single friends. I’ll text Joan. She’s the type to butt into your business and try to be a matchmaker.

      I pick up my phone right after shoving another handful of popcorn in my mouth and type up a text.

      Kinsley: Hey Joan. Silly question, but does Phinny have any single friends who might be down for taking out a girl like me?

      She starts texting back immediately, but I set the phone down, knowing how long it takes the woman to type. Honestly, I can’t be mad about it, the fact that she even texts is a miracle. I’ve also seen her phone and she has it set to ultra-magnified, so big that I think each word is on its own line.

      As I’m waiting, my phone rings. For a second, I think it’s Joan, until I see my mom’s name flash across the screen. Ugh.

      I consider not answering and then realize she’s just going to keep calling, so I might as well get it over with right now.

      “Hey Mom,” I answer, trying not to sound annoyed. Be open—she might be calling to find out how your first week of work went, not complain about how you’re not home with her.

      “Kinsley, my girl. I miss you.”

      “Miss you too, Mom.”

      “Are you sick of Chicago yet? You know, Mrs. Patterson just made a fresh batch of pies for sale and I thought about you. I bought a vegan blueberry pie hoping I could entice you back here.”

      “With a pie?” I laugh. “You’re going to have to try harder than that, Mom.”

      “But it’s your favorite.”

      “You wouldn’t mind mailing it then, right?”

      “Mail a pie? You really think I’m going to trust the postal system to keep it intact? No way. I’ll just have to drive it down and visit you.”

      Panic immediately washes over me.

      “Uh, no, that’s okay. I’m trying to stay away from sugar right now,” I say even though a half pint of oat milk ice cream is in the freezer. I couldn’t even imagine what I’d do if my mom showed up here. She’d probably have a freaking heart attack knowing I didn’t even have my own bedroom. I couldn’t care less, but she wants only the best for her little girl. She’d also be insulted. How could I leave a loving home, where I had my own bedroom, to sleep on a dilapidated cot in an unfamiliar city? Inconceivable.

      She’ll never understand. She grew up in Woodland with my dad. She’s never left the area, never even thought about it. She’s comfortable where she is and that’s totally okay. I admire her loyalty and love for my hometown, but I wanted to venture out, make an impact on a grander scale.

      My mom doesn’t get that.

      “Why does it sound like you’re trying to avoid me?”

      Because I am.

      “Not avoiding you, Mom. But I’m still getting my feet wet. Give me a few weeks and then we can plan a fun trip.” One where we stay in a hotel together rather than visit Maddox’s apartment.

      “Oh, that sounds like it could be fun. Maybe I could venture down when it’s less humid. More toward the fall. I hear humidity in the cities is positively suffocating, and it just makes the urine smell that much worse.”

      “It’s not bad actually. Pretty clean here.”

      “Hmm . . . I don’t know about that.”

      How can she say that? She’s never even been here. Her comments drive me freaking crazy. You can’t have an opinion on a place you’ve never been, simple as that.

      Holding back my anger, I say, “Hey, I have a few errands I have to run, but I can call you a little later in the week. Does that work okay?”

      “Oh yes, I guess so. I just miss you, honey.”

      “I know, Mom. I miss you too, but I promise I’m doing great. I love my new job, I’m making friends, and I’m eating.”

      “And getting plenty of sleep?”

      I glance at Clyde, who now is just a mattress on the floor because I’m giving the springs a break. The travel down from Woodland to Chicago wasn’t an easy journey on the old guy.

      “Plenty,” I answer, even though my back is sore these days.

      “Okay,” she sighs. I do feel a little bad for my mom. I’m her girl, her confidante, her friend, and I left. There is going to be an adjustment period and I need to remember that.

      “I love you,” I say, which of course makes her tear up. She eventually hangs up, and that’s when I see the text from Joan.

      Joan: I have the perfect fella in mind. I’ll give him your number and you guys can go out on a date. He’s a looker and more than a gentle lover . . . if you know what I mean.

      Oh Joan, I know exactly what you mean, and that’s exactly what I’m looking for.
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      “You’re back early,” Kinsley says, looking surprised and like she was just caught red-handed.

      And she was, because . . . what the actual fuck did she do to my apartment?

      I shut the door behind me and toss my keys on the console.

      “Kinsley—”

      “I know, I know. I’m cleaning it right now. I didn’t know you were going to be back this early. I thought I had more time. Don’t worry, it’s not—oops, just stepped on a cracker. Where’s your vacuum?”

      I don’t answer right away but instead, I take in the living space of my apartment. Clothes are strewn about, draped over the couch, on the coffee table, hanging off the entertainment center. The ironing board is out with no iron in sight, there are mugs everywhere—I didn’t even know I had that many—and there’s a pile of trash stacked on my balcony. What the hell happened here in six days that turned my apartment into a warzone?

      I walk over to the entryway closet and pull out my vacuum, feeling like I’m in a haze as Kinsley moves around me cleaning up.

      “I honestly thought I had more time, but then Dudley said he wanted to meet tonight so I was like, okay, that sounds like fun, but then I realized I had an hour and a half to get my butt into gear, which meant make a good first impression or clean. I went for make a good first impression, which in return made me try on every outfit I have. I settled on this, what do you think?”

      I take in her black jeans and red off-the-shoulder crop top for the first time, noticing how her stomach has small divots on the side, indicating she works out. I was so distracted by the mess that I didn’t even notice her hair is pieced in waves, she has mascara on, and she’s wearing bright red lipstick. She looks really fucking hot.

      And . . . who the fuck is Dudley and why is she trying to make a good first impression?

      Before I can answer her, she says, “And I’m wearing a strapless bra, just in case you’re wondering, and hating every second of it. My boobs already hate me. But that’s society for you, always repressing the tits of the world.”

      She huffs and gathers four mugs in her hands, taking them to the kitchen where she quickly puts them in the dishwasher. “I wasn’t drinking a lot of coffee, if that’s what you’re wondering. I just get lazy and use mugs for everything. They’re the perfect companion for eating. They have a handle, you can stick things in them and scoop them out, and I don’t understand why we don’t spend our lives using mugs for everything.”

      I know this about her, so why is she telling me? Is she nervous?

      “You’re probably wondering, why is Clyde’s mattress on the floor? I’m just airing him out a bit, giving him a second to breathe. I know I’d want that if someone was sleeping on me every night. Oh, and just so you know, I took the liberty of donating your cleaning products and everything I’ve replaced to Finding Homes. We’re always looking for supplies . . . even if it kills the planet. We take just about anything. Which means we’re one step closer to reducing your carbon footprint. How exciting, right? Oh, and all the boxes and whatnot on the balcony are from the shelter. They don’t have recycling there, so I brought it home so we could recycle it ourselves. And then I was walking to the park down the street the other day, and you can’t imagine the amount of people who throw out things that should be recycled, so I picked the trashcans. Don’t worry, I took a shower.”

      She moves around the apartment, babbling, picking up clothes and tossing them on Clyde. Then she moves to me, takes the vacuum, and does a quick sweep of the rug before turning it on the hardwood setting and running it around the living space, all the while, I stand in the entryway, watching her, wondering . . . who the hell is Dudley?

      Once she’s done, she puts the vacuum away, checks herself in the entryway mirror, and then comes up to me to give me a big hug. When she pulls away, she shoulders a small purse and says, “I have to head out. I’m so sad we couldn’t talk about your trip, but when I get back, okay?” She pats my arm and starts to move past me when I stop her with my hand to her stomach. I don’t mean to touch her bare skin, but it’s the only thing I can reach before she walks out the door. Shoulders side by side, she looks up at me in surprise and then swats my hand away. “Your hand is clammy.”

      I don’t laugh.

      I don’t even smile.

      “Who is Dudley?”

      “Oh, I thought I told you. He’s my date for tonight.”

      Date?

      My entire body boils with anger and annoyance, and I know it’s an irrational reaction. I certainly have no claim over anything Kinsley does, nor anyone she sees, but it still irritates me because . . . well, because . . .

      Why does it irritate me?

      She’s my friend. She can date whoever she wants.

      And yet, I want to grab a hold of her wrist and force back to the couch where I hold her captive, maybe force her to pose for me while I draw that perfect slope of her nose, or engage in more conversation just to see how the crinkle in the corner of her eyes forms when she laughs.

      I want to decompress with her after a long road trip. I want to feel her body pressed up against mine while we watch a movie or share one of her weird vegan desserts that she claims will change my life but only makes me wonder if she was born without taste buds.

      “Date?” I finally question her.

      “Yeah. Joan set us up. He’s a friend of Phinny and he’s quite the looker. I call him Studley in my head. Look.” She pulls her phone out of her purse and shows me a picture of a guy in a finely tailored suit, looking at the camera while holding on to his chin.

      “Looks like a douche.”

      Kinsley swats at my chest. “He’s not a douche. He’s a really nice guy. We’ve been texting.”

      “He’s posing like a douche. Therefore, he’s a douche.”

      She looks at the picture and then back up at me. “You pose all the time for those magazine photo shoots.”

      “Because they force me to and they never look douchey.”

      “Doesn’t matter.” She stuffs her phone back in her purse. “He’s very nice and I can’t wait to meet him. He’s even a vegetarian, which is pretty darn close to vegan. If I play my cards right, I could convert him. Anyway, I’ll see you later. Don’t wait up.” She stands on her toes and presses a light kiss to my cheek before taking off, leaving me alone in my apartment for the first time since she’s moved in.

      I don’t fucking like it.
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        * * *

      

      After cleaning with products I’d never seen before for half an hour, I finally gave in and sent a text to Linc, asking if he wanted to grab a drink. I needed to get out of the apartment, desperate to, because everywhere I looked, I ran into a little piece of Kinsley. Whether it was a thong she misplaced, her many mugs still strewn about, or a picture of an animal she must have brought home, I couldn’t stand to be in the apartment alone anymore, especially knowing Kinsley was out with some other dude.

      “You look like you want to murder someone,” Linc says, taking a seat next to me at Paddy’s, the bar we frequent because no one bothers us.

      I lift my beer to my lips and take a long pull before setting it down. “What kind of name is Dudley?”

      Linc motions to the bartender, who knows our orders by heart, and situates himself. “Dudley? I don’t know, but it isn’t great, unless you call him Studley Dudley, then it’s a pretty badass name.” An IPA is placed in front of Linc and he takes a sip before saying, “You know, the more I say the name in my head, the more it grows on me. Dudley. Dudley. Dudley.”

      “Okay, you don’t have to keep repeating it,” I say, a palm to my eye, where I rub, trying to ease the sharp pain that’s piercing it.

      “What do you have against Dudley? Was he an old bully from high school who got under your skin?”

      “No one bullied me in school.”

      “Really?” Linc asked looking a little shocked. “I’ve seen pictures of you from high school. You were a skinny shit. Still wondering what scouts were thinking recruiting you.”

      “Seemed to work out for them, don’t you think?” I ask, raising my beer to my mouth again.

      “You defied all odds.” He chuckles. “If he’s not a bully, who’s Dudley?”

      I have two options here: I can either let the Dudley thing stew inside me all night until I lash out at Kinsley for no reason, which I’m sure is very much in my future if I don’t talk about what’s going on in my head, or I can speak the truth and listen to Linc rag on me about Kinsley.

      Honestly, both options suck. The one that’s not going to hurt Kinsley is going to annoy me the most, but I’d rather be annoyed than make Kinsley mad at me, so I suck up my pride.

      “Kinsley’s on a date.”

      From the corner of my eye, I see Linc’s entire face light with absolute pleasure of what I can only assume he considers my suffering—which it is. I’m suffering here from the thought of Kinsley out with the chin poser.

      “Is that so?” He turns in his stool and faces me. “Tell me more.”

      I knew he wouldn’t make this easy on me.

      Pushing my hand through my thick, dark hair, I say, “Don’t know much. His name is Dudley, she thinks he’s hot, they’re on a date, and he is a douche who poses for a picture while holding his chin.”

      “I know the exact pose. With his thumb and forefinger?” I nod and Linc laughs. “Total douche. Where did she meet him?”

      “Someone set her up.” I fail to mention it was the geriatric neighbor down the hall who’s the matchmaker because honestly, it sounds so unreal, I can barely comprehend it.

      Six days. I was gone for six days and it feels like my entire world has been flipped on its side. I was expecting to come home today to my girl, share some food, hang out, maybe cuddle a bit. In other words—be Maddox and Kinny. Not sit at a cold bar with a guy I just spent a few hours on the plane with.

      “And from the way you’re gripping that beer bottle, I’m going to guess the guy who said nothing would EVER happen with his fuck-hot best friend is now regretting not making a move before he left on his road trip.”

      “Not regretting, just . . . hell, I don’t know, man. I’m not fucking happy, that’s for damn sure.”

      “Should we explore the feelings you’re harboring? Because I saw them the minute you made eye contact with Kinsley after our game last week. There was longing in your eyes, but also a sense of complacency, as if you would be happy for the rest of your life if you got to look at her every day.”

      “You saw that and still flirted with her? You’re an asshole.”

      “Flirting to get a rise out of you.” He sips his beer. “Glad it worked. But seriously, why are you holding back? I’ve known you for a long time, not as long as Kinsley, but long enough to know she’s special to you . . . and not just in a best friend way.”

      “Yeah, I’m beginning to think she’s special in a whole other way too.”

      “Then go for it.”

      “It’s not that easy.” I shake my head. “She’s so fucking important to me. If I make a move and she’s not interested, I could fuck over the best thing in my life, my rather unstable and rocky life. She’s been the only constant through all the years. She’s never left my side. She was there to hold my hand after my mom left us. She was there when my dad started abusing alcohol. She was the one cheering me on in the stands when my brother went to college. She was there when I was drafted and then when my dad passed. She was there every fucking second of the days I was back in Woodland.” I glance up at Linc. “She was there, holding me tightly, when Jamie broke my heart. She’s been a part of every milestone in my life that’s carved and shaped me into the person I am today. I can’t jeopardize losing her over some weird feeling that’s in the pit of my stomach.”

      Linc grows serious and nods. “But what if it’s so much more and you’re not giving it a chance to become something even more amazing?”

      I’m about to answer him when a text message lights up my phone.

      Kinsley.

      I quickly unlock my phone and read it.

      Kinsley: Stood up by a “dud” < - - get it? Where are you? I need some Maddox to make me feel not like a loser.

      “Is it her?” Linc asks.

      I nod. “She got stood up,” I say in such an angry voice that I surprise myself. “She wants to hang out.”

      “Invite her here.”

      “I’m not in a good frame of mind.”

      “I’m sure, after being stood up, she isn’t either.” Linc nudges me and I hate that he’s right, so I send a text back.

      Maddox: At Paddy’s with Linc. Come join us. I’ll order you a drink.

      She texts back immediately.

      Kinsley: Gah! I love you. See you soon.

      I set my phone down and chug the rest of my beer right before ordering another one . . . and a drink for Kinsley.
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        * * *

      

      “Hey Linc,” Kinsley says, bouncing into the bar looking quite happy for someone who was stood up.

      I watch as Linc’s eyes widen when he takes her in and then gives her a hug. From over her shoulder he mouths, “fuck-hot” and I roll my eyes. It’s the only reaction I can come up with since I completely agree with him. Kinsley is on a whole other level tonight with her spunky hair and fire-engine red lipstick.

      “Hey Kinsley, you look fine tonight.”

      She takes a seat next to me but not before placing a kiss on my cheek and sipping from the drink I bought her. “If only you were my date,” she says to Linc. “You would have showed up.”

      “Yeah, I fucking would have,” Linc says, looking down at Kinsley’s chest and then back up. From under the bar, I kick his shin, which he discreetly hides by turning away, bottom lip pulled under his teeth, a soft groan escaping him.

      “Do you think he saw me and walked away? Like maybe I didn’t live up to the image Joan painted for him? I’m not all that into my looks like some girls, but I wouldn’t say I was looking terrible tonight.”

      “Definitely not looking terrible,” I mutter before taking another sip of my drink, letting the bottle hang on my lips for a few seconds longer.

      “Ugh, then Dudley really is a dud. That’s so disappointing. I was really looking forward to going out on a date.”

      “No need to be upset,” Linc says. “You have two rich, successful, and incredibly sexy men sitting right next to you. Well, at least I’m incredibly sexy. You can date us tonight.”

      What the hell is he saying?

      He nods to the small arcade in the back of the bar that no one ever uses. “There are some games back there. We can order some nachos—”

      “She’s vegan,” I cut in.

      “Uh, then we can order some . . . carrots?” He chuckles and continues, “Play some games, get to know each other on a deeper level.”

      “That sounds like fun,” Kinsley says, the ever optimistic. “It would get my mind off being stood up.”

      “Perfect.” Linc stands from his stool and calls to the bartender. “Sam, can we get some carrots and celery sent to the back?” He nods. Linc then leads Kinsley by the arm to the back of the bar while calling over his shoulder to me. “Come on, Maddie.”

      I have a feeling asking Linc out tonight was a big mistake.

      Linc sets us up at the air hockey table and says, “We can play tournament style.” He holds up his finger and digs his phone out of his pocket, where he looks like he’s reading a text. Wincing he says, “Shit, I forgot I had to sign some shit for my assistant to mail out tomorrow morning. I’m going to have to bounce.”

      How.

      Fucking.

      Convenient.

      He leans over to Kinsley, gives her a hug, and says, “Sorry to leave you in your time of need, but I trust Maddox can take good care of you.”

      Arms crossed, Kinsley eyes me up and down, as if we haven’t known each other since we were five. “I think he’ll do. Have a good night, Linc.”

      “You too.” He throws up the peace sign to me, accompanied by a knowing smirk, and then takes off.

      Yup, inviting him was a mistake.

      “Are you ready to get your butt whooped?” Kinsley asks, picking up a paddle and moving side to side, as if everything between us is completely normal. She’s utterly oblivious to the weird feelings that are sprouting inside me. Unaware of the pain I’m feeling, being this close to her and unable to touch her. Noticing my unease, she pauses and stands tall. “Are you okay? You seem a little weird.”

      “Uh, yeah. Sorry.” I shake my head and swallow down the uneasiness building inside me. “Jet-lagged.”

      “It was the same time zone.”

      “Yeah, uh you know what I mean. Planes and shit.”

      Her lips purse to the side as she studies me. “Are you sure that’s it?”

      “Yup.” I pick up the other paddle and stand at my side.

      But she doesn’t move to start the air. She continues to study me, and I beg and plead to whoever wants to listen that she can’t see through the thin veil I have over my disconcerting feelings. I want her, but I can’t have her. I can’t ruin . . . us.

      “I’m sorry if I crashed your hangout. We can go back to the apartment if you want. Or I can go, give you some time alone.”

      Going back to the apartment doesn’t seem like a great idea right now, and I sure as hell don’t want her to leave. “I invited you.” I nod toward the start button. “Stop stalling your impending doom.”

      Her eyes light up. “Excuse me, do you really think you’re going to beat me?”

      “When have you ever beat me in anything?”

      She thinks about it for a second. Not coming up with anything, she says, “There’s always time for that first win.”

      “Just press start.”

      And she does, sending air through the tiny holes of the table. She picks up the puck from her slot and swats the paddle at it, sending it careening down the middle. I bounce it off the side with ease, sending it directly into her goal. The clinking sound of the puck down the shoot very satisfying.

      “One to zero, babe. You’re going to have to try a lot harder than that if you want to beat me.”

      She pretends to roll up her non-existent sleeves and says, “That was just a warmup. Now I’m going to rock your world.”

      Pretty sure she already has.
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        * * *

      

      “Let me see it.”

      I lower the pack of ice Sam gave us after Kinsley ran up to the bar in a panic asking for one.

      She winces, taking in the lump under my eye. “Wow, it keeps getting bigger.”

      I return the ice to my eye and lean back in the booth we’re sharing. She’s crowded against me, apology written all over her face.

      She should look apologetic, after throwing her paddle clear across the table after I scored the winning goal. It was a bratty reaction that I’ve seen many times before in our younger years, surprised it resurfaced in our twenties—in the worst way possible—with an air hockey paddle to the face.

      She claims I should have better reactions to things flying at my face. I claimed she should have better reactions to losing. Plus, in my defense, it’s dark, and I truly wasn’t expecting a temper tantrum from the other side of the table.

      “If it makes you feel any better, I feel like I tore a tendon in my arm from chucking that at you. I gave it all my might.”

      “Much better,” I say sarcastically.

      “You know, maybe the Rebels should consider me as a closer given my speed and accuracy.”

      “What accuracy? Were you aiming for my eye?”

      “Well, no, but I really wasn’t aiming for anything and then bam, got you in the old eyeball. Imagine the strikes I could surprise people with.”

      “Or the disaster that you’d be on the mound. You’d need someone to piss you off to be able to throw the ball the sixty feet to the plate.”

      “Hey.” She puts one hand on her hip. “I can throw the ball. I’ve seen you do it enough to know it’s not that hard.”

      “Not that hard?” I laugh and shake my head. “You’re insane.” Removing the ice pack, I set it on the table. “And you’re supposed to be this earth-loving, beautiful spirit, not a rager who gives their friends black eyes with air hockey paddles.”

      “I like the earth and animals, never said anything about humans.” She smirks, then picks up the ice pack and puts it back on my eye, holding it for me.

      Her leg presses against mine as she has somehow shuffled her small body in the booth so her back is against the table and her knees against the booth seat so she’s facing me. The thought of pulling her onto my lap so she’s more comfortable has crossed my mind, but thankfully I didn’t lose my common sense when she pegged me in the head.

      “Are you mad at me?” she asks, softly.

      “What? No.” I laugh and place my hand on her thigh, reassuring her that it’s okay. “I think we need to talk about your anger management but I’m not mad at you, Kin. Not sure I could ever be mad at you. Irritated, yes, but mad—”

      “Are you irritated with me?” Her eyes widen.

      “Mildly.”

      She drops the ice pack and gets even closer . . . if possible, her natural scent of lavender swirling around the both of us, wrapping us in a tight blanket.

      “You’re irritated with me? Why?” It’s not an accusation or a demand to know; it’s more of a quizzical question, as if she doesn’t quite understand.

      Wanting to be gentle with her, I say, “Just threw me for a loop, that’s all.”

      “Was it the recycling I brought home?”

      “That was a shock to say the least, to have all that on the balcony, but I also understand your heart.”

      “Was it all the mugs? I know you have bowls, but I really like a handle. But if you want me to use a bowl or plate for my veggie crudité, I can.”

      “It’s not the mugs. That’s kind of cute.”

      “Cute?” Her brows shoot up. “Does that mean you’ll get more mugs?”

      “No.”

      She folds her arms over her chest. “Then you might be drinking your coffee out of a bowl.”

      “Leave me without a mug and I’ll buy Styrofoam cups.”

      Her eyes sharpen and I swear fire lights up in them as she says, “Don’t you dare mutter the S word around me. How companies still use Styrofoam is beyond me. It takes fifty years for one single cup to decompose. Fifty years, so that means coffee you drank from a Styrofoam cup ten years ago is still floating around here and will be for the next forty. The cup you slipped your canker sore lips over is still—”

      “I don’t have fucking canker-sore lips.”

      She huffs. “I’m trying to be dramatic here, Maddox.”

      “Choose a different route.”

      She waves at me. “You get my point. Don’t you dare even think about bringing Styrofoam back to our apartment, or I will slash you in your sleep. And then ensure your body decomposes quickly to help grow more trees.”

      Smiling, my hand still on her thigh, I give it a squeeze and say, “Our apartment?”

      “You surely don’t consider it just yours, not after I brought recycling back from the office, do you? That right there is claiming the space as mine too. Which reminds me, we got off track. Why are you mildly irritated with me? It’s not the recycling or the mugs.” She taps her chin. “I know I’m a little messy, but I cleaned that up, and—”

      “It’s Clyde.”

      “Clyde?” Her nose crinkles, and fuck it’s so adorable, I want to kiss that crinkle away. “What do you have against a sleeping mechanism that has provided you many nights of comfort in the past?”

      “The past being the key word. The thing is breaking down every night and hearing the duct tape is annoying as fuck. Plus, is duct tape really eco-friendly?”

      She smiles wide. “My off-brand is.”

      Of course.

      “Either way, it’s fucking annoying. Just use the air mattress or hell, share my bed, sleep on the couch, do anything.”

      “Sleep in your bed? Yeah right, I don’t want to see you wanking off at night. Gross.”

      Wow. Can’t hear that enough.

      “You really think I’d jerk off with you right next to me?”

      She shrugs. “Possibly. If you were horny enough. Honestly, I don’t want the sheets to wave up and down while I’m next to you, hearing you grunt and chuckle—”

      “Why the hell am I chuckling when jacking off?”

      “I watched Stan jack off once,” she says so casually that it freaks me out. What kind of shit did she and Stan get into? Do I really want to know? “We were doing this thing where we’d play with ourselves in front of each other. I always thought it would be one hell of a fantasy fulfilled, but unfortunately Stan wasn’t sexy when it came to winging his willy around. He would grunt and then chuckle, grunt and then chuckle. So I figured, might be a Woodland thing?” Seriously, she asks, “Do you grunt and chuckle?”

      “Do I look like a man who grunts and chuckles when clutching his cock?” I ask in a low voice, trying to make a point.

      I watch as she carefully swallows and then looks me up and down, giving me a full once-over, pausing at my lips . . . then slowly wets hers.

      They glisten under the bar light.

      A light thrum starts at the base of my spine as I wait for her eyes to connect with mine again, but the longer they stay on my lips, the harder my body gets.

      It’s so tempting . . . to reach out, close the space between us, take her mouth with mine.

      Finally, when her eyes return to mine, she takes a deep breath and says, “No, you don’t . . . you look like a man who squeals like a pig in heat.” And then she laughs so hard tears start to fall down her cheeks.

      Really, fucking funny.
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        * * *

      

      “Do you want more ice?” Kinsley asks as we push through the apartment door. I switch on the light, illuminating the living room, but keeping the rest of the apartment dark.

      I have one thing on my mind—it’s taken me time to muster the courage—and I’m not going to bed without doing what I played over and over in my head, while my hand was on Kinsley’s thigh.

      The rest of the night we hung out in the booth. She teased me relentlessly, constantly bringing me back down to earth, mocking my celebrity status. It’s one of the things I love about her. She’s never treated me as Maddox Paige, the multi-million-dollar pitcher on his way to the Hall of Fame. She treats me as Maddie, the boy she grew up with. If that ever changed, I think my entire world would be flipped, and I wouldn’t know what to do.

      We didn’t move in the booth.

      We didn’t attempt to leave.

      We both were content with where we were.

      At one point, she handed me a pen from her purse and I drew on a napkin, upside down and she had to guess what I was drawing before I finished. She guessed Nick Jonas. It was Mr. Rodgers. When I turned the napkin around, she saw it, but that didn’t bode well for my drawing. She laughed so hard from her mistake that she used the Mr. Rodgers napkin to dab at her tears.

      Fuck, she makes me laugh when she does stupid shit like that. Not a care in the world, just using my drawing as a tear collector. And it made me realize how much I’d genuinely missed her. Nothing gets her down . . . apart from animals being mistreated. I can forget I’m an elite athlete with constant pressure to perform when I’m with her, and I can’t take for granted. That . . . freedom to be myself. To laugh with my favorite person, because that’s how my life used to be.

      “No more ice, I’m good.”

      She stops me in the entryway and takes my chin in her hand. Her other hand falls to my shoulder, steadying herself. On her toes, she examines my eye and when she pulls away, she smiles. “The bruising is quite interesting. What are you going to tell your guys? Bar fight? Or that you were struck in the eye by a little lady with an unyielding arm?”

      “Luckily, I won’t see them for a week, so . . . nothing.”

      “You’re not even going to post it on the gram? Come on, your fans would love something like this. They’re used to you getting in fights, which I really hate by the way. Did you know that?” She moves her hands so they rest on my chest, and I’m so goddamn tempted to bring my hands to her lower back, squeezing her in tightly against me. But I keep my arms at my sides, not sure I could control myself if I moved them anywhere else.

      “You don’t like me fighting? And yet, you pegged me with an air hockey paddle tonight.”

      “It slipped out of my hand when I was raging. I didn’t mean to throw it. But you punch someone on the field for no reason. That scares me.”

      I can’t fucking help it. I tuck a strand of her hair behind her ear. “It’s not for no reason, babe.” My hand lingers behind her ear. “It’s about protecting your team and your teammates. Baseball can be really fucking dangerous, especially when pitchers viciously peg another player. Some aim for heads, and that’s unacceptable to me. And I make it clear: don’t hurt my players.”

      “You do the same thing. You’re known for taking out elbows.”

      “Only when I have to. What people don’t hear or see is what’s said on the field, in the batter’s box, on the bases. My teammates report back, and we decide if we’re going to take action. Rebels don’t roll over.”

      She moves her lips to the side. There’s something she wants to say, but she’s holding on to it. She backs up and nods, head tilted down. I catch her wrist and bring her back. This time, I place one hand on her lower back. “What are you not saying?”

      She bites her bottom lip and shakes her head. “It’s nothing. I should get ready for bed.” Before I can stop her, she walks away, leaving me feeling very unsettled, so I follow her to her bathroom where she’s brushing her teeth. I grip the doorframe and stare her down. When she spits, I say, “We tell each other everything, Kin. So what are you not telling me?”

      She slips one of my Rebels shirts over her head and I watch as she undresses in front of me underneath it. The magical work she does of removing her clothing without showing one inch of skin is something I’ve seen her do many times growing up, but there’s something about seeing my Rebels shirt on her that twists at my heart. It’s all I ever want to see her in. I want to know that my shirt is huge on her but gives her comfort. I want to know that she’s soaking in my scent when she’s sleeping. And I want to peel that goddamn shirt off her to reveal her beautiful body.

      She must notice me staring because she says, “I borrowed it. I hope that’s okay.”

      “Take whatever you want of mine.”

      She rolls her teeth over her bottom lip just as her eyes flash to my mouth and for a brief second, I have the thought that maybe she’s starting to have this crazy sensation as well, this all-consuming need to touch me, to be close to me, to kiss me.

      But as soon as the fleeting thought comes into my mind, it flies away as she pushes past me to the kitchen where she gets water.

      I push my hand through my hair, growing more irritated that she’s not talking to me so when I speak next, my voice comes out harsher than I want. “Kinsley, just fucking say whatever you’re hiding.”

      She pauses, startled. I hate that look on her face, as if I just slapped her. It guts me, and I immediately feel guilty for raising my voice. I walk closer and I say, “I’m sorry, I just—”

      “When you fight, you remind me of your father.”

      And just like that, she returns the punch. This one hits me square in the chest.

      My reaction causes her to set the water down and come toward me, but I slowly back up, unable to process what she just said to me. Out of everyone in my life, she knows the tumultuous and toxic relationship I had with my father. There were good days and there were a lot of bad days. Days I wish I’d never experienced as a child, days that have shaped me into the man I am today . . . apparently in more ways than one.

      Unable to come up with a response, I turn and head for my bedroom, my anger starting to boil.

      “Maddox, wait.”

      I slam my bedroom door and stand in the middle of my room, unsure what to really do . . . or say.

      You remind me of your father.

      What a fucking brutal comment. It sears me to my very core. The one thing I never wanted to be—my dad. I’ll never understand how the devastation he experienced when my mom left triggered his choice of alcohol over the care of his kids. And then the ensuing brutality. I’m not that man.

      Hands gripping the back of my neck, I pull tightly and will my pulse to even out, to stop thumping so hard through my veins that it’s impossible to breathe.

      For the first time since I met Kinsley, I’m truly mad at her.
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        KINSLEY

      

      

      

      What have I done?

      Tears stream down my face as I stand in the hallway, staring down Maddox’s bedroom door.

      Why would I say that to him, knowing how he feels about his father?

      What I said was the truth though. I’ve seen many fights that Maddox has engaged in and the look in his eyes, the fury as he screams at other players, when he cocks his arm back, when he’s pulling at shirts. It makes me sick to my stomach, because I’ve seen that image before.

      The anger.

      The closed fists.

      The aftermath.

      It’s too familiar. Every time Maddox gets into a fight on the field, I turn off the TV. I remove myself from the image and try desperately to think of something else, because the resemblance? It’s devastating. Scary. Real.

      But I swore to myself I’d never say anything. I’d never point it out, because I knew the horrible effect it would have on Maddox, someone who told me at two in the morning, while I held ice to his face, that he’d never be like his dad. Ever. And I told him over and over again, he wouldn’t. I told him he’d be a far better man than his dad ever was. And he is.

      And then tonight, I told him he reminded me of his father . . . at his worst.

      A sob wracks my chest. I try to stifle the noise, but there’s no use. The more I replay the devastated look that crossed Maddox’s face, the more I cry. Harder and harder until I can barely breathe. Stumbling to the wall, I lean against it and sink down onto the floor where I bury my head in my hands.

      That’s where I stay for I don’t know how long. It’s where I sob uncontrollably, and my shoulders start to hurt from the constant spasms. It’s where I regret the last ten minutes so much that I feel physically ill. It’s where I feel Maddox squat down next to me, only to pick me up in his arms and carry me to his bed.

      When he goes to set me down, I cling to him, not letting him let me go.

      I don’t have to look at him to know he’s shirtless. I can feel his warm skin against mine.

      I don’t have to open my eyes to know he’s still angry. I can tell from the stiff set of his shoulders.

      He leans back on his bed, me curled on his lap, arms wrapped around him as I cry even harder. In between sobs, I try to apologize, but it comes out all garbled and unintelligible.

      With a soothing hand, he rubs the back of my head and tries to calm me.

      It’s too much. He’s being too kind, which makes me lose it even more.

      “Kinny, breathe.”

      “I’m . . . s-s-sorry.”

      “I know,” he says on a sigh, his hand gently stroking my hair.

      I lift off him and grip his cheeks so he’s forced to look at me. The anger I saw erupt in his eyes is gone, but there’s immense sadness, and that’s even worse. I never want to make my best friend sad or see this devastated look ever again.

      In between sobs, I say, “I . . . I . . .”

      “Shh,” he says, rubbing my back now. “Calm down, Kinny. Deep breaths.”

      I nod and take a moment to calm myself, his hand on my back helping me. After a few moments, I finally say, “I was out of line for saying that, and I am so sorry I even put that thought in your head.” New tears fill my eyes. “I love you, Maddox, and I truly do believe you’re the furthest thing from your father. You’re so kind and sweet, and you have a beautiful heart, one that’s depicted fluently as your pen touches paper every night. I’m so, so sorry.”

      His hand falls to my thigh where he rubs it gently, never going up too far. The pressure is enough to remind me of how he gripped my leg in the bar booth, how it ignited a deep yearning inside me with each pass. It made me think of Maddox in a whole new light, one I need to stay as far away from as possible.

      “Do I really look like him?” He glances up at me. “Tell me the fucking truth. Don’t lie to spare my feelings.”

      I press my lips together and close my eyes, hating this moment more than anything. Slowly, I nod. “But, it’s only in the moment where your temper flares and you charge. I see something in your eyes and it frightens me. Reminds me of that one time I was under the stairs, watching you face your dad when he came home at noon after being fired. It brings back the sounds of his fist connecting with your face, the crunch. The thud of you hitting the floor.” More tears spill over my eyes. “It’s that look in your eyes that terrifies me, where I’m taken back to that moment.” It was the most horrific moment of my life, watching my best friend be brutally assaulted by his own father. I had no idea what that looked like and had nightmares for months once I knew.

      He drops his head to the headboard and whispers, “Fuck.”

      “But that doesn’t mean you’re him,” I say quickly. “You’re not even close to being him. You know how to handle your liquor. You would never hurt someone you love, ever. You might get angry faster than others, but you control it. You’re protective, and that quality is admirable. Sitting with you right here, right now, I know I’m in a safe place, that you would never let anything happen to me. If I were in a room with your father, I’d be terrified.”

      He doesn’t respond. I watch his chest rise and fall a few times, his breath slows right before he lifts his head and cups my cheek. Sincerity fills his pupils. “I’m sorry, Kinny. I’m so fucking sorry I scared you.”

      I shake my head. “Don’t apologize. I should have never said anything. It was stupid.”

      “It was what I needed to hear,” he says, gripping my cheek tighter. “I needed to be reminded of how my temper can sometimes skyrocket and get out of control.”

      “You’d never hurt me though.”

      “Never.” He swallows hard. “I love you, Kinsley.”

      My full name, with those three words. It undoes me.

      I fall into his chest and cry some more. “I love you, Maddox.”

      He holds me tightly, one of his hands cupping my head. “Thank you.”

      Confused, I ask, “For what?”

      “For always being there for me, especially when I needed you the most. I wouldn’t be where I am today without you. Not just from you sitting on the sidelines cheering me on, but from the late-night safety place you gave me. For always leaving your window unlocked so I could crawl in next to your bed and use the blankets you kept on the floor for me. For waking me up before the sun rose so I could make it back to my room undetected. For the many nights you kept snacks hidden for me in different places so I didn’t go hungry. For never ever judging my situation, but instead loving me when I wasn’t getting love anywhere else.”

      I lift up to look him in the eyes. One single tear falls down his cheek and I quickly wipe it away. As I stare at him, inches away from his handsome face, I feel this fiery need to kiss him. To show him how much he’s loved, how much I care for him, how much I’m feeling in this very moment—like it’s monumental and is about to change everything between us.

      How would he react? Would he kiss me back? Would he want to kiss me back or would he feel bad and kiss me only to regret it in the morning?

      I’m scared, but I also need him more than just a friend. I need every inch of him, and that’s more terrifying than anything. I’m pretty sure in this moment, both of us crying over a troubled childhood, I’m falling for my best friend. I don’t just love him, but I’m pretty sure I’m in love with him.

      I look down at his lips and then back up, my body itching to move forward, my heart pounding so hard that with each thump, I feel myself move a centimeter closer and closer . . .

      I wet my lips.

      I prepare my heart for rejection, but just as I gain the courage to close the distance between us, Maddox says, “Will you stay here with me? In my bed? Hold my hand?”

      And like a candle being blown out, that fire inside me dissipates. Maddox sees me as a friend, as the girl he grew up with, and that’s something I never want to mess with. So I nod and slide off his body, onto his mattress where I tuck one of his pillows under my head and face him.

      He pulls the covers over both of us and then faces me as well. He gives me a soft smile, whispers, “I love you, Kinny.” And then takes my hand in his.

      Holding back another wave of tears, I say, “I love you, too.”

      And then I steady my aching heart, reminding myself to be thankful, that we’ll always be friends.

      Only friends.
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        * * *

      

      “Good morning,” Maddox whispers softly with a slight shake to my leg.

      My eyes burn as I try to peel them open. It feels next to impossible due to the tears I shed last night.

      “Hey, you have to start getting ready, babe.”

      The burn in my eyes starts to grow stronger as I open them, and then that’s when it hits me—the things I said, the look in Maddox’s face, the anger . . . the pain.

      I sit up quickly and wrap my arms around Maddox, who sets the coffee in his hand on the nightstand to return the embrace. His cheek falls to the top of my forehead and I revel in his fresh soap smell.

      “I’m sorry about last night,” I say again, even though I already apologized so many times last night.

      “I know.”

      “I feel so sick about it. You’re being so kind to me, letting me stay here and I go and say something like that.” I shake my head. “I’m so sorry.”

      Releasing me, he takes my chin in his hand and forces me to look at him. “Stop apologizing.”

      Tears well in my eyes and then drop over when I speak my worst fear. “I don’t want you to hate me.”

      “Hate you? Kinny,” he exhales. “I could never hate you. You’re my girl, the most important person in my life. Even when I missed our monthly phone call, you were and always will be the most important.” He hands me the coffee mug and says, “Last night was a confronting eye-opener for me. What you said about me stung, but what you said afterward stung even more. I forget how much my childhood ate up yours as well. I forget that you were in the thick of things with me, rather than just the person I leaned on, and I hate to think that I do something that reminds you of those bad memories.” He pushes his hand through his wet hair, worry etched in his features. “I don’t want to be like him.”

      I set the coffee down and take his hands in mine. “You’re not. You’re not even close to being him.”

      “But the temper is there, the anger. I feel it building and brewing whenever the smallest thing ticks me off. It’s hard not to let it affect me. To forget about the anger. It’s exactly how my dad was. And then I act out on it. I take it out on other players. I might not take it out on the people I love, but I do use my fists, just like he did.”

      “It’s different,” I say.

      “Not really. I still use my fists to express my rage, and that’s not something I’m proud of. I thought it was okay to fight on the field, that it was part of my duty. But the more thought I put into it, the more I believe I was making an excuse for myself to let out that built-up anger. I’ve justified it. But those players are someone else’s brother or husband or son.”

      “Maddox.”

      He shakes his head. “Don’t. You said it yourself; it’s in my eyes. I have the same anger in my eyes as my father.” Before I can say anything, he places his fingers over my mouth, stopping me. “I understand what you’re saying. And this morning, I realized, it’s something I want to work on. That anger. I know the Rebels count on me to defend my teammates, but I also think I want to try the Cory Potter approach: not fight.”

      “I don’t want you to stop being who you are, Maddox, just because I said something carelessly last night.”

      “The thing is, that’s not who I am. It’s who the Rebels have molded me to be represented as, but it’s not me. I’m not defined by the way I can throw down on the field, but by what I do off the field, by the people I surround myself with, my drawings, my drive and hard work. That’s how I want to be defined, not the guy who throws a punch every chance he gets.”

      I bite my bottom lip and say, “It’s not right. You’re changing everything about you.”

      “I’m not.” He takes my hand and brings it to his lips. “You’re opening my eyes, that’s all.”

      “Still.” I look off to the side, tears welling again.

      “Hey Kinny.” He forces my chin again. And he smiles. “Thank you.”

      “Damn it,” I say as more tears fall.

      He chuckles and pulls me into another hug. “You’re a mess, you know that?”

      “You’ve made me a mess. I don’t want to lose you. And last night, for a second, I thought what I said destroyed everything between us.”

      “It didn’t, babe.” He kisses the side of my head. “It only made us stronger. And it’s going to help me be the man I want to be.”
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        * * *

      

      Maddox: Do you have plans tonight?

      I stare at my phone and smile. Seeing Maddox’s name does all sorts of funny, twisty things to my stomach. After our talk this morning, he made me a bagel with vegan butter, cut up an apple for us to share, and then sent me on my way to work with a pat to my ass. When I squealed, he winked at me and then shut the door. No idea what that was about, but . . . I liked it.

      I still feel wretched and probably will for a long time, because I can’t remember the last time we fought like that. Maybe back in high school . . .

      Either way, when I fight with Maddox, it leaves me drained and split. I feel useless afterwards, because he’s the one person I’ve always been able to rely on and when we fight, it steals the magic of our relationship.

      Taking a second from my workday, I text Maddox back.

      Kinsley: Other than taking a shower when I get home so I don’t smell like wet dog? No.

      Maddox: Want to go out to dinner . . . after you don’t smell like wet dog?

      Kinsley: Are you asking me out, Maddox?

      One of the best ways to repair our relationship—even though he thinks everything is okay, I still feel weird—is to go right back to our teasing, loving relationship.

      Maddox: I am.

      I smile at his response. Always so direct, even when joking.

      Kinsley: I might have to get my ballgown pressed, but I think I can be ready in half an hour when I get home.

      Maddox: I like that you keep saying home.

      My cheeks fire up. Goodness, I’ve been calling his apartment home, but then again, he’s been a fixture of my “home” for a long time now, so I guess it only seems right.

      Kinsley: Do you want me to call it la maison instead?

      Maddox: Your French from high school is still impeccable.

      Kinsley:  Merci.

      Maddox: So you and me tonight?

      Kinsley: As if I have anything else to do.

      Maddox: Didn’t know if you were going to give Dudley a second chance.

      Kinsley: Dudley can go to hell.

      Maddox: LOL. Okay, see you tonight, babe.

      Kinsley: See you tonight.
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        * * *

      

      “Oh wow,” I say when the door to the apartment closes behind me. “You look really nice.”

      Maddox is standing in the kitchen with a glass of water in hand wearing a pair of dark jeans and a navy-blue button-up shirt, the sleeves rolled and clinging just below his elbows, showing off his amazingly ripped forearms. And his hands . . . why am I just noticing his hands? How they make the glass in his grip seem tiny, the way his knuckles pop and curve with his hold, the veins on the back. It’s a manly hand, large and wide. Huh . . .

      “You’re staring.”

      Startled. I shake my head and put on a goofy grin. “Sorry, uh, just you know, never seen you so clean before. You’re always dirty. Just the dirtiest. It’s like take a shower every once in a while, man.” I laugh a little too hard.

      He quirks one brow. “You okay?”

      “Nope.” I laugh again and wave. “Going to take a shower.”

      I rush to his room where I grab a change of clothes—dark skinny jeans and an ice-blue blouse—and turn on the shower. I’ve never been the person that takes forever getting ready. I keep my hair out of the water, wash my body quickly and then dry off. I really wanted a change of clothes, because that’s what gets the dirtiest at the shelter, but taking a quick shower doesn’t hurt either, especially when Maddox looks as nice as he does.

      I slip on my clothes, add a little mascara to my eyelashes, fluff my hair, and call it a day. This isn’t a date or anything, but I want to look nice for the man since he has to be seen with me.

      I slip on a pair of heels, spritz on some of my perfume, and head out to the living room where Maddox is perched on the couch with his glass of water, just staring out at the skyline.

      “Ready,” I say while exhaling. I’m pretty sure I took less than twenty minutes to get ready.

      When he swivels his head, I catch the surprise in his eyes as he takes me in. Slowly, deliberately, he scans me, starting with my legs and working all the way up to my face where he meets my eyes with an approving smile.

      He sets his water down on the coffee table and stands. “You look great, Kinny.”

      I do a weird curtsey-bow thing. “Thank you. So where are we going?”

      “There was this place Linc was telling me about the other day. Has some vegan options for you, and some non-vegan options for me.”

      “Are you going to get a slab of meat?” I wince.

      He sighs and takes my hand in his. “I wouldn’t make you watch me eat steak, you should know that by now. There’s a pasta dish I want to try.”

      Feeling guilty, I say, “If you wanted to get steak, you know you could.”

      He squeezes my hand. “And watch my date turn green for the rest of the dinner? I’m good.”

      Date?

      Am I missing something? Surely he just means a friendly date, right?

      Wait . . . of course he does. He’s taken me out many times before, even when he was dating Jamie back in high school. He’s calling me his date, because that’s the kind of guy he is. Thoughts have been weird and jumbled in my head. I’m overthinking every little thing he says or does. I’m distracted by his handsome-ness and kind ways of taking care of me, protecting me.

      I need to get my head on straight.

      Friends.

      We are friends. Repeat that to yourself over and over again. He’s not interested in you. You are friends.

      He’s always held your hand.

      He’s always been touchy-feely.

      He’s always smelled this good . . .

      God, he smells so fucking good.

      “Ready?” he asks, tugging on my arm.

      “Oh, yup.” I nervously laugh. “Ready.”

      He’s your friend. He’s your friend.

      “Good.” He walks me out the door, still holding my hand, locks up, and we head to the elevator, just as the door on the other end of the hall opens and Joan pops out with a loaf of bread in her hand.

      “Oh, there you are, dear.” She waddles over to us and holds out the bread. “This is for you, to apologize for Dudley’s behavior. I asked him what he was thinking and do you know what he said? He told me he was nervous, because you were so beautiful. How silly is that? Then he goes and stands you up. I told him that’s no way to treat a young woman. I told him he better reach out to you and make things right, because you two would be perfect together.” Joan says all this while Maddox holds my hand, as if the giant six-foot-three brick wall isn’t standing right next to me.

      “Oh well, you don’t have to apologize for him,” I say, feeling awkward and taking the loaf.

      “It’s the least I could do. He really is a darling, you’ll see. I told him to call you this week. I do hope you give him a chance.” Finally, she glances to the right and catches sight of Maddox. She slowly looks up until her eyes meet him . . . then they sharpen. “Who are you?”

      Clearing my throat and dropping my hand from Maddox’s, I say, “Joan, this is Maddox. He’s your neighbor, my friend I’ve been staying with.”

      “How do I know you?” She taps her chin. “You have been in the news.” She takes in his dark appearance and then says, “I hope not for drugs.”

      Good God.

      Before I can stop myself, I say, “Joan, this is Maddox Paige, the number-one pitcher for the Chicago Rebels.” I feel Maddox tense next to me, and I realize my slip-up. He doesn’t like to be known but come on. How stealth can he really be in his building?

      “The Rebels?” Joan shakes her head and then holds up her fist as if she’s part of a cult. “Bobbie for life.”

      I still, wince, and hold my breath as I look over to Maddox, who lightly chuckles and pats Joan on the shoulder. “Shame. If you were Rebel at heart you’d have celebrated a World Series win last season, possibly again this season.”

      Joan’s eyes widen, and I hold back a snort. Maddox did not just say that to an elderly woman.

      Silence falls between us and I try to think of something to say, anything to squash the rising tension between us. Joan beats me to it when she says, “I like your spunk, kid.” She points to the loaf in my hand. “Feel free to have some as well. It’s vegan, in case you were wondering. Have a good night.” She gives us a wave and then takes off.

      I glance up at Maddox who holds the key of the apartment to me. “Go stick the loaf in the apartment. I’ll wait.” Then he crosses his arm and leans against the hall wall, eyes studying me.

      What I wouldn’t give to know what’s going on in that head of his. Is he mad? Entertained? Curious to find out more about Joan?

      Either way, I stuff the loaf in the apartment and meet up with Maddox again, but this time as we wait for the elevator, he doesn’t hold my hand.
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        MADDOX

      

      

      

      I roll over in bed and glance at the time on my phone. One thirty.

      What the hell is she doing?

      My plan tonight was to dive deeper into our relationship. Take Kinsley out, hold her hand, show her that even though we had a fight, we were still very much the same people, maybe even more to each other.

      At least she is to me.

      Yeah, that fight hurt like a bitch, and she said something I will never forget. I can still hear her words in my head. The fear she portrayed. It vibrated to the very marrow of my bones, completely extinguishing my anger and instead, filling me up with my own fear . . . that I would lose her.

      I remember the way Kinsley looked at me when I slipped through her window, a fresh shiner on my face—something I blamed on baseball practice that day. She knew the truth. The concern and worry in her eyes are imprinted in my brain today, but until now, I hadn’t remembered it. Now that I have, it scares me, because I don’t ever want to see that look in her face again.

      And I saw it.

      I knew things had to change. Not only did it scare me to see her so upset, it also made me realize one thing: I love this girl more than just a friend. I think I always have but never let myself consider it until the other night, when I thought I could lose her. That I could scare her so much with my anger, with my temper, that she’d walk out the door. Leave me.

      It was a fucking reality check and it’s why I apologized, why I brought her into my bed, why I held her hand all night. I needed to make sure she wasn’t going to leave, that she’d stay with me.

      It’s why I wanted to go out with her, tonight, but that was ruined by Joan and her incessant need to force Dudley on Kinsley. I desperately wanted to ask her if she’d go on another date with him. If she was going to forgive the jackass who stood her up . . . because she was too pretty? What a load of shit. Don’t get me wrong. Kinsley is drop-dead gorgeous, but no guy who poses while holding his chin for a picture is going to say he’s too scared to go out with a girl because she’s too pretty. Chin holders are the type who try to pelvic thrust their way into a girl’s pants on the dance floor. Not walk away with his tail tucked into his balls because the girl is too pretty.

      I don’t buy that one fucking bit.

      But it seemed like Kinsley did. Who really fucking knows? I was too nervous to ask her, to hear the truth. So it threw me off for the rest of the night. I didn’t act the same, I didn’t talk about the things I wanted to talk about, and I didn’t end up accomplishing anything besides being awkward around her.

      And when we got back home and I told her to sleep in my bed, which she refused, so while I brushed my teeth, I had to listen to her tape Clyde back together once again. The fucking thing. I swear; one of these days, I’m just going to toss the damn cot in the trash without her knowing. Teach her a goddamn lesson.

      Yeah, I might be bitter that she didn’t want to share a bed again, that she’d rather sleep on a twenty-plus-year-old cot than next to me. But now that it’s one thirty and I can hear her rummaging around out there, I’m trying to figure out what the hell is going on.

      I toss the blankets to the side and trudge out of my bedroom, my hair falling over my forehead in a mess, and my eyes barely receptive to the light in the living room.

      I find her sitting cross-legged on the couch, her notebook in front of her, Scotch tape and scissors on her left, a men’s GQ on the right, and her hand feverously scribbling in her notebook.

      “What are you doing?”

      Her head flies up as she clutches her chest. “Mother effer, you scared me.”

      “Sorry.” I scratch my stomach and I watch her eyes follow my hand and then back up my body . . . slowly. Her perusal throws me for a loop as I try to think about why I’m out here. In my boxer briefs. And nothing else.

      She beats me to it when she says, “Was I making too much noise?”

      “A little.”

      She winces, and the cute scrunch of her nose wakes me up even more. “Sorry. I thought I was being stealthy quiet, apparently not.”

      “You know it’s past one thirty in the morning, right?”

      Her eyes widen. “Is it? I thought it was only eleven.”

      I shake my head. “No, babe, you’re up late.”

      She grips her forehead. “Oh crap. I’m going to be a puddle of uselessness tomorrow.” She snaps her notebook shut and sets her things on the coffee table only to move over to her bed, but I beat her to it and snag her hand before she can lie down.

      “What are you doing?” she asks, looking at our connected hands.

      Gaining enough courage, I say, “You’re not sleeping there tonight, not when you need some good sleep. It’s probably half the reason why you’re so tired every morning. Come on.” I nod toward my bedroom but she doesn’t move. Grumbling an obscenity under my breath, I say, “Why aren’t you moving?”

      “Because, that is your bed, this is my bed. I’ve already imposed on you by living with you. I’m not about to take over your bed as well.”

      I glance over at Clyde, pull on the back of my neck, and do the one thing I wanted to do a few nights ago when I first gained the courage to do it. I lift the cot and drive my foot through it, multiple times, until every last spring is broken off. Then I toss it to the ground and turn back to her.

      Mouth agape, she stares down at Clyde.

      I don’t bother to listen to the barrage of comments about what I just did. I take her hand again and move her through the living room, down the hall, and to my bedroom where I sit her on her side of the bed.

      Still in shock, she blinks a few times at me and then says, “You murdered Clyde.”

      Unapologetically, I say, “It needed to be done. I was sick of hearing the duct tape rip from across the apartment. I was annoyed every time I saw you lying awkwardly in the morning. And I couldn’t take seeing you in pain in the morning because you insisted on sleeping on that thing when I have a perfectly fine bed you can sleep in.”

      “But—”

      I silence her with my fingers. “If I didn’t want you here, I’d tell you. But I want you here, I want you comfortable, so let me do this for you . . .” My throat grows tight. “After everything you’ve done for me.”

      “Maddox, you don’t ever have to repay me. We were there for each other.”

      “I know, but I feel like it’s my turn to take you in. I have the ability to do it. Let me care for you.”

      Her teeth roll over her bottom lip as she looks away. Her hand smooths over the comforter and she sighs heavily. “I did have the best night’s sleep ever when I slept here. It’s like the mattress was built to make you think you were floating on a cloud.”

      “Money can buy nice things.”

      She chuckles. “Apparently.” Looking back at me, she tilts her head to the side and says, “Do you ever wonder what would have happened had we not become friends?”

      I shake my head. “Never. Don’t even want to acknowledge it as a possibility.”

      “Not even once?”

      “Not even once,” I say with finality. I tip her chin up, loving the way her eyes sparkle when she looks at me. “Now get some sleep, okay?”

      “Okay.”

      I move around to my side of the bed, get under the covers, and face her. I reach out my hand, and she smiles softly at me, taking my hand in hers.

      “How much did these pillows cost you?”

      “More than your fucking cot.”

      She laughs out loud. “I can imagine.”

      Even though I told her to get some sleep, I can’t help but ask, “What were you working on? You seemed intent on finishing it.”

      “Oh.” A stunning smile crosses her face. “Just an idea I had to spice up the adoption process for the animals. I wanted to test some pictures out in my notebook, see if it could work. There are a few animals that have been at the shelter for far too long and need a good home, so I’m going to utilize some quality pictures, our Instagram account, and some flavorful hashtags to gather some attention. Maybe tag Ellen DeGeneres. You know how she loves animals, and star power will really help us.”

      “You need star power?”

      “Every non-profit begs for star power.” She chuckles. “It makes such a huge impact on your ability to reach the people.”

      “Babe, you’re holding the hand of someone who has star power.”

      “What?” She shakes her head. “No way. Not happening. I am not asking you to help with the adoptions.”

      “Why the hell not?”

      She shakes her head some more. “No, Maddox.” Her voice is firm, and it literally pisses me off.

      “Do I not have the right image for what you’re looking for?”

      “No.” Her brow crinkles. “I’m just not going to ask another thing from you.”

      “You’re not asking, I’m telling you I want to help.”

      “Because you feel like you need to.” She shakes her head one more time. “Not happening, Maddox. Okay? I’m serious. You are not helping with the shelter. Let me do this on my own.”

      I don’t like it.

      Not one fucking bit.

      She has no clue. I’ve said the words to her, told her I wouldn’t be where I was without her. But she still has no clue. Maybe because I hadn’t given it as much thought either until she arrived on my doorstep. When every memory of my successes includes her, every recollection of getting through the beatings, the grueling training hours, the waiting to hear if I was going to be recruited includes her. How can I not want to give back? She’s never asked anything of me—I had to beg her to come stay with me. Her confidence in me, her strength she instilled when I was feeling my lowest, her love . . . fuck, her love got me through so much.

      She’s my person.

      Why wouldn’t I want to lend my hand in any way I could? It’s why I told her to move in with me, because I knew she wanted to get out of Woodland, and this was her chance. This was my chance to return the favor. And I still want to return it. Even if she won’t let me.

      Too bad for her, I have the week off, and it looks like I’m going to have to do some work to do of my own . . .
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        * * *

      

      I can’t drop the smile that’s been eating up my face ever since I left my meeting with a few of the boys. Linc and Jason met up with me for lunch today, and I asked them if they’d help me with a project.

      Of course, Linc immediately asked if it had to do with Kinsley and when I said yes, Jason clapped his hands like a moron and made kissy noises. Jason then proceeded to grill me about Kinsley, asking me all about her: if I’d made a move, if I want to make a move, if I love her, if I want to marry her, if I want to have babies with her, if I see myself at the age of seventy with her at my side, if I want to die The Notebook style, hand in hand on the bed with her . . .

      And I fucking said yes to every single question, in my head of course, because I’m not a damn fool. I did tell him that I was feeling more for her than just friends, which then made Linc say I told you so, so many damn times that I actually chucked a piece of bread at him. They never make it easy.

      After the teasing subsided, I told them about the shelter, what it represents, and how Kinsley is bound and determined to find homes for these animals. They agreed. We need to visit the shelter, and we need to raise some awareness through our Instagram accounts. I plan on surprising Kinsley in the process.

      Fuck, I’m excited. I wish we could go immediately, but the boys have meetings and appointments that are holding us up, so I’ll just have to wait a little bit, which is fine. Kinsley won’t expect it.

      I insert my keys into the lock of the door, open it up, and stop mid stride into my apartment.

      Music is pumping, the kind of music you hear in a Banana Republic dressing room, there are white cloths all over my furniture, and Kinsley is wide-leg squatting with a camera posed at her eye, while talking to . . .

      What

      The

      Actual

      Fuck?

      Sitting on the couch is a bloodhound, wearing one of my two-thousand-dollar suits, a tie, and a top hat—the top hat is not mine.

      “That’s it, Herman, give me those sultry eyes. Just like that. Make love to the camera. Think about all the bones and treats in your future. Just like that, oh yeah, look at those sad, dark eyes. You’re eating up this camera.”

      I slam the door, startling both of them. Kinsley jumps about five feet in the air while Herman howls a blood-curdling sound so loud that I feel it reverberate off my body.

      “Maddox, you startled us.” Kinsley rushes to Herman—apparently—and soothes him with a pat to his head. “It’s okay, he’s a friend.”

      “Am I?” I ask, folding my arms over my chest. “I thought I said no animals in the apartment.”

      “Animals?” Kinsley looks around the living room as if she’s truly confused. “All I see in this room is a pure gentleman, no animals.”

      Christ.

      “Kinsley.”

      “Hmm?” She smiles wide. “No animals,” she says a little softly.

      I point my finger at Herman. “That’s a dog.”

      “What?” She acts as if I’m crazy. “Are you losing it? Maddox, I think you need to lie down.” She slowly walks toward me and takes me by the arm, trying to guide me to my bedroom. That’s when I see a bag of dog food and a dog bed tucked to the side.

      Umm . . . what the hell does she think she’s doing?

      “It’s okay, I know the season has been hard on you. You’re bound to get delirious at some point. But I assure you, Herman is a gentleman and just came to me for some fancy photos for his fiancée. Who doesn’t love a man in a tux? Am I right?” She pats my back. “Let’s just lay you down for a rest. Clear that head of yours.”

      “Kinsley, I’m not an idiot.”

      “Oh we know, we know. No one is calling you an idiot, trust me. Smartest guy in this building. But you are tired. Must have been all those late nights thinking of Clyde.” She pushes at my chest. “Go ahead, lie down—”

      She’s cut off when I pull her down on the bed and roll on top of her, pinning her to the mattress.

      “Cut the bullshit.” I lean down so our heads are only a foot apart. “Why is there a dog in our apartment?”

      Her face softens as she says, “Aww, you called it our apartment.”

      “Don’t change the subject. What was my number-one rule, Kinsley?”

      “Umm . . . refill the ice tray?” she asks with an adorable smile that I almost give in to.

      Holding strong, I say, “No animals.”

      “But Herman—”

      “Is a dog,” I finish for her. “If the long ears don’t give it away, the snout and the bark when I entered the apartment did. What is he doing here?” She looks to the side, but I force her back to look at me. “Don’t lie to me.”

      She bites her bottom lip again and the movement just about does me in. What I wouldn’t give to pull that plump lip between my own teeth, to see what she tastes like. I know what she smells like—vanilla and lavender. That lip balm she’s always wearing, is it sweet? Waxy? Does it taste like how she smells?

      “Well you know, it’s a funny story.”

      “I don’t think I’m going to laugh.”

      “You might.” She winces and smiles at the same time; it takes everything in me not to smile as well. “You see, there was a poor man who was just diagnosed with stage four testicular cancer—that’s not the funny part—he had two bloodhounds that needed placement. Of course, we took them in, but you see, Herman gets very scared and startles quite easily. The other bloodhounds—even though his own kind—were making him incredibly nervous to the point that he was shivering in his kennel so hard I thought he might have a heart attack, so, I called all our foster homes to see if they could take Herman and they’re all full. So you know, that left me with no choice, but to bring him back here. You saw him, Maddox, you wouldn’t want him shivering and shaking all night alone in his kennel, unsure of what was happening to him. He’s already been through enough, so can we give him a few nights here, away from the rowdy dogs? He’s an old fella and he only has three legs, and the least we could do is give him some peace.”

      I don’t say anything. I just stare down at her.

      “And if you tell me I need to take him back, I will cry. I will cry all the tears, and I will be sure to cry over you so you feel every tear that falls from my sad, heartbroken eyes. I will squat over you and drench you in my salty, somber tears, to the point that it turns into waterboarding. I will waterboard you with my tears.”

      Still nothing. Just staring.

      “Did I tell you how nice you look today? Did you get a haircut because wow, look out, ladies, Mr. Sharp is coming through.”

      Blinks.

      She grows more nervous.

      “You won’t even know he’s here. He’s quiet, besides that one bark. That was because you startled him and me for that matter. If I was a dog with three legs, wearing a suit, would you toss me to the wind? Or would you keep me? You would keep me, I just know you would, and guess what? He barely moves during the day, he has his own bed, and he really likes to sleep. He barely has any teeth left, so he has soft dog food and if you really want a weird sensation, you can stick your finger in his gummy mouth and let him chew on your finger. He’s quite gentle, but boy, what a thrill. He really rocks your world, you know?”

      I still stay quiet, which drives her to the brink. She crosses her arms over her chest defiantly and says, “I’m not taking him back and that’s final. He’s staying here. Do you hear me, Maddox? He’s staying here.”
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        * * *

      

      “Oh Herman, it’s not you, it’s him,” Kinsley says while she straps his harness on. And it has to be the most pathetic thing I’ve ever seen.

      My suit was removed—apparently she was trying to spice up his adoption profile with some fancy pictures—and that’s when she revealed his lack of fourth leg, made a giant show of it while she was walking him to the door.

      Now she’s bent down next to him, lifting his giant floppy ear so he can “hear” her better.

      “You’re such a good boy and even if the other dogs scare you, it will be okay. Just think of the warm, calm, quiet apartment I’m staying in and hopefully it will make you feel better in your heart. Can you do that for me, Herman?” The pathetic dog with the wrinkled forehead, black-rimmed eyes, and saggy jowls, just stares at her with the saddest fucking expression I’ve ever seen. I know the minute Kinsley catches the look because she sucks in a deep breath and presses her hand to her eyes.

      Fuck.

      She’s going to cry.

      She fixes the harness.

      Sniff.

      Yup, here it comes.

      When she speaks, her voice wavers and is weak. “Be strong, Herman. Okay? You got this, buddy.”

      For fuck’s sake.

      Growling, I drag my hand over my face and turn away as I call out, “He can fucking stay, but keep him away from me.”

      “Really?” I hear Kinsley pop up and sprint over to me where I see her tear-ridden face gaze up at me. And if her voice didn’t crack me, her face would have. “You really mean that?”

      Hope. That’s what I see through her tears and just that one look brings me to my goddam knees. In this moment, anything she asked me I’m pretty sure I would say yes.

      Holding steady, I say, “He can stay.” And then much firmer, I add, “But he’s it. I swear to God, Kinsley, no more. Do you understand?”

      She nods vigorously. “I swear, just Herman. Oh my God, Maddox, you are amazing.” She leaps up into my arms, and I catch her as she wraps her legs around my waist. I stumble back a few steps from the unexpected leap and just as I catch myself, she grips both my cheeks and kisses me directly on the lips.

      A tingling sensation spreads through my body as she slowly peels away and smiles at me, her face only a few inches away. My heart trips and starts to tumble, hitting every rib on its way, shocking me, filling me with so much goddamn excitement that my veins thrum for more.

      She just fucking kissed me. Not a friendly kiss, not a cheek kiss, but a direct kiss on the lips. Fuck, I want more. I want so much more than just the light press of her lips, a slight graze of her mouth. I want her mouth to part so I can taste every inch of her.

      But before I can make a move for more, she sighs, rests her forehead against mine and whispers, “Thank you so much, Maddie. You’re making me so happy right now. Thank you for showing your kind heart and helping out this beautiful friend of mine.” And then she hops down and walks over to Herman and tells him the good news while rubbing under his ears.

      I watch as the girl I’m madly in love with talks to a dog she only recently met. Her “friend.” She whispers softly, brings her cheek to his, holds him tightly, and then pats his head. Watching Kinsley with animals? It’s a beautiful fucking thing. She truly, from the depth of her soul, loves every single one of them. Her passion runs through every inch of her and it only makes me fall for her harder . . . even if I don’t want a dog in this house.

      “He’s so excited,” Kinsley says, looking over her shoulder. “Just look at him.”

      “Yeah, really excited,” I say sarcastically. The dog has not changed his facial expression one bit—still looks like the droopy dog that he is.

      “He is, his tail is moving. Look.” Kinsley points and I glance over her to catch the smallest of movement to his tail. “See, he’s so grateful.” Kinsley gives Herman a hug and then pulls away. “Oh, where are my manners? I never introduced you two.” If you haven’t noticed already, Kinsley treats all animals like they’re humans, and I think it’s one of the reasons they flock to her. She’s like a modern-day Dr. Dolittle.

      Kinsley waves to me to come closer and when I reach her, she takes my hand in hers and tugs me down to his level. I squat in front of the three-legged Herman and give him a gentle stroke along the back of his neck, feeling a sorry for the guy.

      “Don’t shit in my house.”

      “Maddox,” Kinsley chastises. “Don’t be rude. Shake his paw and introduce yourself.”

      “He’s going to fall if I lift his paw.”

      Kinsley shakes her head. “No, he’s smart, he’ll go back on his hind legs. Go ahead, don’t be scared.”

      I’m not fucking scared, just irritated.

      Sighing, I lift up his paw and just like she said, he falls back to his hind legs as I give it a quick shake and say, “I’m Maddox, don’t shit in my apartment.”

      “Can you please not swear in front of Herman? He’s dignified. I’m pretty sure he has a monocle somewhere but he keeps hiding it from me.”

      Another thing about Kinsley and animals: she becomes delusional. She creates these human thoughts of them in her head, where they actually act and do human-like things . . . like a bloodhound wearing a monocle. Then she’ll laugh about the thought for a while. Little crazy, but also weirdly endearing.

      I give him another pat and then scratch him behind his ear before standing. Kinsley joins me and she quickly pulls me into a hug, pressing her head against my chest. Hell, if this is the kind of reaction I’m going to—

      “Can you please take him out to go to the bathroom? I need to shower.” And before I can respond, she skips down the hallway and shuts the bedroom door.

      You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.
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        * * *

      

      This would be hilarious if it was anyone else.

      But it’s me.

      So it’s not fucking funny.

      Instead of going to the bathroom like a good dog would when he sees a green patch of grass, Herman sits next to it and people-watches, observing people walking by, his head slowly moving back and forth as he observes. And if I were Kinsley, I’d say he’s looking for his owner. It really does look that way, but I’m not going to say that out loud.

      I’ve given up at this point and have taken a seat on the bench next to Herman to contemplate the ramifications of me saying yes to letting this dog stay with us. Within minutes of agreeing to the new roommate, I’m already sitting here, waiting for him to “make.”

      “You’re lucky she loves you, you realize that?” I say to Herman who, ever so slowly, turns his head to look at me. Giant brown eyes rimmed in black stare back at me. Massive wrinkles in his forehead make him look so goddamn pathetic, it’s hard to even be mad at the guy for flipping my life upside down today.

      “And you’re lucky I love her, otherwise you’d be on your way back to the shelter right about now.” I shake my head. “Can’t say no to her when she looks at me with those teary eyes. Takes me back to our childhood, when she begged me to help a stray. I always ended up helping someway, even if it meant sleeping in a shed with a cow.” I drag my hand over my face. “Fuck, she has me wrapped around her pinky and she doesn’t even know it. She has no fucking clue how I feel about her.”

      Herman makes a small noise as he stares at me. “You know, don’t you? You can see it, the way I look at her, long for her, beg for her to hold me a little bit longer.” I breathe out a long breath. “Shit, I’m just as pathetic as you, but maybe even worse.”

      I pat him on the head and he moves until his head is resting on my leg. Figures.

      “I have to say, you earned your residency in my apartment, and you didn’t even have to do anything.” I stroke his ear. “She kissed me, man. On the lips.” Dreamily I stare up at my building. “She’s never done that before and it was . . . fuck, it felt amazing. I wanted more, so much more, but I don’t think she’s there. I don’t think the kiss on the lips meant anything to her, like it meant the whole world to me.” Herman’s eyes are soft, kind, and he makes it oddly easy to talk to him. “I’m not sure if she wants more with me to be honest, but I know I need more.” I pat his head. “If you help me score the girl, I might actually be okay with you staying in my apartment . . . as long as you don’t shit in it.”

      I give him a stern eye and then stand from the bench. I tug on his leash and he tugs back, only to lift one leg and pee on the unsuspecting tree right next to him. While staring at me. Intently. I shudder.

      Maybe all he needed was the talk.
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        * * *

      

      Kinsley sits cross-legged on the bed, a giant smile on her face, as she watches me get ready for the night. She’s already showered and ready so is now waiting for me. It’s cute.

      Really fucking cute, seeing her in her tank top and matching shorts.

      She’s always been beautiful to me. Special. And as she’s grown into the woman she is today, I realize, she’s even more beautiful than ever. It’s not just her looks, because yes, she’s fucking hot with her platinum-blonde wavy hair, ice-blue eyes, and full pink lips. Her personality . . . her heart. That makes her positively stunning in my eyes.

      I spit my toothpaste in the sink and then rinse my mouth and wipe it with a hand towel. I switch off the light and walk toward her in just my briefs, catching her studying my torso for a few beats before her eyes meet mine again.

      What I wouldn’t give right now to have her slowly peel off that tank top and straddle me. I wouldn’t even have to go all the way with her, but to feel her skin on mine, to experience her tight nipples rubbing against my hard chest, to know what it feels like to have her straddle my lap and slowly move over my erection back and forth, back and forth until we’re both gasping for air and climaxing at the same time.

      Fuck, the image is so vivid in my head that I have to think of something else quickly before I embarrass myself.

      “How do you like the new toothpaste?”

      Jesus, that’s what she’s thinking about? Here I am, perverted thoughts of her half-naked on my lap, and she wants to know how the new toothpaste is? If this is what I’m dealing with when it comes to her feelings versus my feelings, I’m totally fucked.

      “It’s good.” I swallow back my feelings. “I don’t mind it.”

      “Really?” She claps. “That’s so exciting. Do you think you’ll use it from now on?”

      I shrug. “Sure. If I can remember to order.”

      “I can set you up with a subscription so you won’t even have to worry about it. They’ll just come in the mail.”

      I get under the covers while she still sits on top of them.

      “Do you realize how huge this is, Maddox? If we all make changes like this, we can make a significant difference for future generations. Did you know it takes five hundred years for a toothpaste tube to decompose? And the average family goes through one tube a month.” She’s getting even more excited now. “That’s a lot of tubes, Maddox.” I don’t have to glance down to see that her nipples are taut and pushing against the stretchy fabric of her tank top. Little nubs that I want to pull between my teeth. “. . . and these jars are completely recyclable, so if we all switch to these—” She crosses her arms over her chest. “Maddox, are you paying attention?”

      “Hmm?” I ask lazily as my eyes focus on her.

      “Oh my God.” She huffs and crawls across the bed to her side, her pert little ass shaking back and forth with her retreat. What would she do if I spanked her? Moan? Look at me in shock? Ask for more?

      Or smack me back?

      I chuckle thinking about the latter.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “Nothing.” I shake my head.

      “Well, clearly something is funny enough to distract you from my tirade about toothpaste tubes.”

      I roll my head to the side and catch the crease in her brow. I lift my hand and press my fingertips to her forehead, flattening the wrinkle. “I love you, Kin, but you talk a lot about recycling. I’m bound to tune you out at some point.”

      She smacks my hand away. “Hey, someone has to talk about it or no one is going to ever care to make a change.”

      “You’re changing me, babe, one bamboo toothbrush at a time. Save your breath.”

      “Never.” She looks out toward the hallway and bites on the inside of her cheek. I know exactly what she’s going to say before she even says it just from that one little look.

      “No.”

      “No, what?” she asks, looking a little surprised.

      “Herman is not sleeping with us.”

      “But what if he’s scared?”

      “He’s fine. He has his bed. We left a night light on for him. He has one of my shirts and one of your shirts near him that we weirdly rubbed all over our bodies for scent, a blanket from his old home, and you sang him a good-night song.”

      “I think if you chimed in with backup, it would have helped.” Yeah, that isn’t fucking happening.

      I shift in bed and turn off the nightstand light. I turn to face her and catch her still sitting up, arms crossed, staring down the hallway.

      “Kinsley, he’s fine,” I say, drawing out fine. “Lie down.”

      “But—”

      “He’s staying here, isn’t he? He’s not with the other barking dogs? I allowed him to stay despite my number-one rule. Can’t that be enough for now? You can’t push me too much, Kinny,” I say, speaking my truth.

      And she listens, because she scoots down under the covers and faces me as well, both of us using our pillows to prop us up ever so slightly so we can see each other.

      “Am I pushing you?”

      I reach out and take her hand in mine, entwining our fingers together. “It’s just a lot, okay? I love how you want to change the world, it’s one of my favorite things about you, but I’m also used to a certain way of living, and it does not include a three-legged bloodhound sleeping in my room.”

      She nods. “I get it. I’m sorry.”

      With our connected hands, I tip her chin up. “I appreciate you trying to help me be a better person.”

      “Even if I push you too hard?”

      I nod. “Even if you push me too hard.”

      She lightly smiles and then yawns. “I’m tired. Getting a bloodhound to give you his best angles is not easy.”

      “Which reminds me, you’re going to get that suit dry-cleaned, right?”

      “No, that’s Herman’s suit now. You have ten in there. Do you really need one more?

      “I don’t have ten.”

      “Ten, two, whatever.” She shrugs and fuck I just want to kiss her when she does cute shit like that.

      “Herman can’t have that suit.”

      “Ugh, fine.” She closes her eyes and nuzzles into the pillow. “I’ll get it dry-cleaned, but I will say this, I bet Herman rocks that suit way better than you ever did.” She peeks one eye open and smiles.

      I just shake my head at her and close my eyes as well, happy and content that Kinsley is once again, in my bed, holding my hand. Do I want to lean forward and taste her lips again? Caress her gorgeous skin? Fuck. Yes. But holding her hand in my bed? Going to sleep with my girl in my bed? Fucking fantastic. I’ll take that any day.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        MADDOX

      

      

      

      All-Star breaks are never as long as you hope them to be. Four days. That’s it. That’s all we get and then we’re back to the grind of showing up at the ball field, getting a workout in, reviewing tapes, reading up on the opponent, basically going through the daily routine of preparing for a game. It gets monotonous after a while, and it’s why a lot of us break it up with charity work. That, and the desire to give back to the community, because that too is a privilege of the game.

      It’s why I’m at the Children’s Hospital with Cory Potter this morning.

      Cory has made it his mission to help clean up the stereotype surrounding the Rebels franchise, and he’s doing it one event at a time. He’s chosen to hang out at the Children’s Hospital, handing out Rebels gear, and he asked me to come with him. It was an easy yes.

      “Coach doesn’t care you’re going to miss pregame?”

      “As long as I’m there to take some BP, that’s all he cares about.” He looks me up and down as we quietly talk to each other while maneuvering through the stark, taupe walls. “Must be nice to be a pitcher, just lazing about all the time.”

      “Fuck you,” I whisper softly. “You know that’s not what we do.”

      “I know, but I like seeing you get all riled up about it.”

      “You’ve been hanging out with Jason for far too long.”

      We turn a corner and someone opens a door for us as we head into the children’s wing. “He is my brother-in-law after all, so I really don’t have a choice. That and he seems to have some unusual man crush on me, which makes it pretty difficult to shake him off.”

      “Right this way,” one of the assistants says, directing us into an empty family room. “We’re going to prepare some of the families. Hang tight for a second.”

      We both thank the girl and when the door clicks shut, Cory leans against the wall and asks, “How are things with Kinsley?”

      “Fine,” I answer, looking away.

      “Just fine? Right. The truth?”

      I scratch the side of my jaw and say, “With Natalie, you were friends, right?”

      He smiles. “Sort of, but not like best friends or anything like that. More acquaintances that had to room together.”

      I twist my lips to the side trying to figure out how to put this. “Kinsley and I have been best friends since we were five. I always thought she was beautiful, but never made a move because she was my Kinsley, my rock. I didn’t ever want to fuck that up. I needed her strength and friendship more than I needed to satisfy my dick.”

      “Understandable,” Cory replies, intent on listening to me.

      “So I always dated others girls and in high school, I had a serious relationship with a girl named Jamie. When things got twisted with her, Kinsley was there to pick up the pieces and I think that was one of the first moments I ever thought about kissing her.” Cory smiles. “Figured I was vulnerable and shit, so I never dove too deep into that gut instinct.”

      “Until she moved in with you.”

      “Exactly.” I breathe out heavily. “It didn’t take fucking long either. Immediately, I had that gut instinct again, the one that’s telling me to make a move, to tell her how I feel. But I don’t know how to cross that line, you know?”

      “You’re scared.”

      “Fucking terrified. What if she doesn’t want what I want? I don’t want to fuck up our friendship. Did you ever feel that way?”

      Cory shakes his head. “No, Natalie and I weren’t that good of friends. We were in different places in our life, but I can understand the fear of crossing that line. With Natalie, I didn’t want to cross the line over to intimacy because I knew if I did, I wouldn’t be able to stop from taking everything I wanted.”

      “What made you finally give in?”

      “She did,” he answers on a chuckle and a shake of his head. “The girl is fucking persistent. She knew what she wanted and she took it.”

      Damn . . .

      “From the look in your eyes, I’m going to assume that’s not what you wanted to hear,” Cory says, eyeing me.

      “Not really. I honestly think Kinsley is completely oblivious to my feelings.”

      “Have you told her how you feel?”

      “Fuck no,” I say quickly, making us both chuckle. “But I’ve been, you know, touching her in different ways, holding her. I mean, hell, we fall asleep in my bed every night, holding hands.”

      “Just holding hands? Dude, that’s friend-zone material.”

      “I know,” I groan while dragging my hands over my face. “Fuck, I know. But then yesterday, she brought home this dog—long story—and I told her he could stay with us for a bit and she fucking kissed me on the lips. Jumped up my body and kissed me on the lips.”

      “Oh damn, really?” Cory looks excited. “What did you do?”

      “Nothing. I was so shocked, I just stood there and before I could react, she hopped off me. I mean, what was I supposed to do, kiss her back, grip the nape of her neck so she couldn’t move, press her up against the wall and really take what I want?”

      “To name a few things.”

      I look down at the ground, feeling at a loss. “I don’t know, man. I’m really fucking terrified that she’s not feeling the same way and if I make a bold move, I might scare her away. I can’t lose her.”

      “Then make small moves.”

      “Small moves?”

      “Yeah, test the waters. See if you’re what she wants. Touch her differently here and there, gauge her reaction. Maybe instead of holding hands at night, pull her into little spoon position. Kiss her neck good night. Subtle fucking moves that are toeing the line but not completely crumbling over.”

      “Subtle moves.” I give it some thought. “I think I can do that.”

      Cory just laughs, a good hearty laugh while he stares at me in disbelief.

      “What?” I ask.

      “Never in a million years would I have guessed that Maddox Paige, the bad boy of baseball, is a fucking softy with a heart. Nor would I have ever bet that you would come to me for girl advice.”

      “You don’t need to rub that shit in.”

      Cory pushes off the wall and says, “After all the crap you put me through my first season with the Rebels, yeah, I’ll be rubbing it in.”

      Okay, I deserve that.
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        * * *

      

      Subtle things. It’s what I keep saying in my head over and over again as I walk down the hall to my apartment. Knowing Kinsley is home, I don’t bother checking the lock but open the door and find Kinsley and Herman sitting together on the couch, followed by Joan and who I’m going to assume is her husband sitting across from them. Everyone has a coffee cup in hand, while there’s a spread of breads on a tray in between them.

      What the fuck is happening?

      Immediately the hairs on the back of my neck rise as I slowly shut the door.

      There are strangers in my apartment. People I don’t know, invading my space.

      My home. What the actual fuck?

      “There you are.” Kinsley stands. “Congrats on the win. Linc pitched one hell of a game.” She takes me by the arm and leads me into the living room. “Maddox, you’ve met Joan, but I don’t believe you’ve met Melvin.”

      The curmudgeon glances up at me and then waves his big paw before turning back to a piece of bread he seems to be enjoying.

      “Uh, Kinsley, can I talk to you for a second?”

      “Yes, in a bit. Joan was just telling a story that has me on the edge of my seat. Sit down.”

      Kinsley yanks on my arm again and sits me next to Herman, who automatically rests his head on my thigh. Tense and very uncomfortable, I sit there, ramrod straight as I stare at two complete strangers, in my living room, my personal space. The only sacred space I have in Chicago. This is not okay.

      “So you were saying, Melvin was about to bungee jump blindfolded.”

      “Yes,” Joan says, setting her mug on the coffee table. “And as they were counting down to his plummet, he called out to me, that he loved me. It was the first time he ever said it.”

      “Ahhh.” Kinsley clutches her heart. “That’s so sweet.”

      “And then they pushed him right off.”

      “And what she’s failing to tell you, is that they didn’t push me off a cliff, they pushed me off the dock of my family’s lake. I splashed into the water rather than bungee jumped.”

      “What?” Kinsley asks, laughing hard. “You tricked him?”

      Joan nods with humor as I sit there completely lost. “The old fart—well, young at the time—refused to give in to his feelings, so I pretended to send him bungee jumping with friends, and they tricked him. He was so scared he wasn’t going to live, that he finally told me his feelings.”

      “Forced them right out of me,” Melvin says, taking another bite of the bread on his plate, obviously enjoying the flavors.

      “What an interesting story,” Kinsley says and nudges me. “Isn’t that interesting, Maddox?”

      “Uh, yeah,” I say automatically, my skin practically crawling from how uncomfortable I am.

      Joan must sense the tension building inside me, because after studying me for a few seconds, she pats her legs and says, “Well, we must be on our way. We have some more bread to make to take to the homeless shelters tomorrow. Thank you for taste-testing for us.”

      “Anytime,” Kinsley says, standing while Melvin helps Joan to her feet. She walks them over to the door, gives them both a hug and of course, Herman follows as well and they give him a pat. They wave to me, I awkwardly wave back, and then the door is shut. Kinsley turns to me, hands on her hips. “Maddox, could you be any ruder?”

      “What?” I ask, feeling so fucking confused. What just happened and why am I getting the wrath of Kinsley right now?

      “You were like a stone. They obviously left because you were stewing on the couch, barely breathing, just spouting steam from your ears.”

      “Because there were strangers in my apartment.”

      “They’re not strangers, they’re your neighbors.”

      “Which is a stranger to me.” I stand and try to calm myself as I say, “I don’t want people here I don’t know. I told you that.”

      “You met Joan in the hall. Melvin is her husband. He’s very kind.”

      “I don’t care if he’s kind or not. I don’t know him or really Joan for that matter.”

      “But I know them. Don’t you trust me?”

      I blow out a frustrated breath. “Of course I trust you, Kinsley. But this is my space, the one place I can go that is safe, away from fans, photographers, reporters. It’s rare when I even bring my friends back here.”

      “Why?”

      Herman ignores the both of us and hobbles over to his bed where he makes a disinterested sound and collapses on the cushion.

      “Why are you so closed off when it comes to your apartment?” she asks, interest, and also irritation in her voice.

      I let out a frustrated breath and stare down at the carpet, reminding myself that I’m trying to make small steps. But she’s pissing me off. Rules. I set rules for a goddamn reason, and it seems like she doesn’t care about stepping over all of them.

      “You out of anyone should know what a safe place means to me,” I say, softly. And when I look up, her face falls flat as she realizes what I said.

      Her hand covers her mouth, and she quickly rushes over to me. I can sense the onslaught of apologies coming and I really don’t want to hear them. That’s not what I want to do tonight. I want to start taking small steps toward an intimate relationship with her, not go through a round of apologies.

      And the thing is, she does know me, more than anyone. And she’d never intentionally do shit to annoy me. But she’s always been so much more inclusive of people than I have. Always tried to bring me into groups of friends that I really didn’t give a shit about. We haven’t spent enough time with each other over the last ten years to come across these idiosyncrasies, I guess. So, I have to forgive her. I am who I am, and she will eventually realize that I’m set in my ways. It keeps me sane.

      And I know she loves me.

      So before she can start apologizing, I say, “Please just check with me. I want you to be able to treat my apartment as yours and I get you’re a social person, but just check with me so I can prepare myself. Okay?”

      She nods and when she goes to hug me I stop her. Her frightened face stares up at me as I grip her chin with my forefinger and thumb. Softly, I say, “I don’t want to make this a thing. I don’t want to spend the night with you apologizing to me, because I know that’s what you will do.”

      She swallows hard. “Okay.”

      “Long fucking day. It’s late. I think we should take Herman out and then go to bed.”

      “You want to take Herman out?”

      “I don’t want you doing it yourself. This is a nice neighborhood, but still, making you walk a dog by yourself in the evening, is not something I’m about to do.”

      I walk over to the entryway, grab his leash, and hand it to her. She calls Herman over, I snag the keys, and we walk out of the apartment and lock up.

      The mood has shifted. She’s somber, upset, probably feeling a whole lot guilty. I want us to be able to have fun, so I can fucking flirt with this girl.

      We hop in the elevator and on the way down, I nudge her with my foot and say, “Are you going to have a sour look on your face for the rest of the night?”

      Her eyes shoot up to mine. “I don’t have a sour look on my face.”

      “You do. Your lips are pursed like you just had a bad lemon.” I impersonate the look and she quickly nudges me back.

      “I do not look like that.”

      “You totally do.” I keep doing the face and she laughs while playfully pushing me.

      “I do not have that face.”

      The elevator dings and opens, we both walk into the lobby of the building and then out to the quiet streets. I reach down and take her hand in mine and start to walk her around the block along with Herman.

      “Your hand is clammy,” I say, shaking it away and rubbing my hand on my thigh.

      “It is not.” She laughs and reaches for my hand.

      “No way.” I step away from her. “I don’t want your clam hand getting my palm all sweaty and gross.”

      Her eyes widen and a smirk crosses over her features. “I do not have clam hands.”

      “The clammiest hands if I ever did feel them. Didn’t think someone could sweat that much out of their hands, but you proved me wrong.”

      “You think you’re really funny, don’t you?” she asks as Herman stops to sniff a wad of gum on the sidewalk. “If you really want to hit me where it hurts, why don’t you tell me I smell like dog?”

      “I mean, now that you brought it up . . .”

      “Maddox,” she says sternly, causing me to roar with laughter as we continue down the sidewalk.

      “Come on, Kinny. Lighten up, babe. We’re cool, okay? I want to see that smile. Things have been . . . intense lately, and I just want to fucking have fun with you.”

      “Okay, but can I at least apologize first?”

      She pleads with me, those pitifully apologetic eyes of hers staring up at me. “You have five seconds.”

      She grabs me by the hand, stops me from moving, and offers me a one-armed hug. I return it.

      “I’m sorry I didn’t consider your need for privacy. I respect that. I wasn’t thinking.”

      “You’re forgiven. Now, let’s move on.” I wrap my arm around her and we start walking down the block again, Herman sniffing everything on the way. “So you watched the game?”

      “Yeah, bits and pieces. I wasn’t glued to it.”

      “You weren’t waiting to catch me on camera, hoping and praying I graced the television screen?”

      “Please. I have to look at you every night, you think I want to look at you on the television too?” she teases and I start to relax, knowing that everything will be okay, even though I lectured her back at the apartment.

      “You think I don’t know?”

      “Don’t know what?” she asks as Herman finds a patch of grass fitting to make his nightly deposit on.

      “Your obsession. I saw the inside flap of your suitcase, all the cut-out pictures of me with giant hearts around my head. Your secret is out, Kin.”

      She laughs so hard that it almost hurts my pride. Is it that preposterous to have a crush on me? I mean, I’m not full of myself by any means, but I’ve seen the way she’s looked at my body, how other women have looked at me. I’m a good-looking guy, not a hardship to ogle.

      “You know, the heavy laughter is hurting my man feelings.”

      She laughs even harder. And when Herman finishes his business, she cleans up after him and tosses away the evidence—one compromise I made with her, no dog shit in the apartment. So she uses biodegradable bags and takes care of the poop outside. Thankfully. For all I know, she’d want to start her own manure company with Herman as the face of the brand.

      As we walk back, she settles down and finally says, “I think your man feelings can survive.”

      I don’t think they can.

      We make it back to the apartment and get Herman settled before heading into the bedroom. Kinsley gets ready first, shutting the bathroom door behind her as I sit on my bed and stare at my phone.

      Debating if I should text for some advice or not, I cave in and shoot Cory a text.

      Maddox: Dude, I’m crashing and burning over here.

      Thankfully he texts back quickly.

      Cory: LOL. Sorry, but that’s funny.

      Maddox: Not helpful. She laughed really fucking hard when I teased about her having an obsession with me. That’s not a good sign.

      Cory: Laughing can be a good sign, because it could be a coverup for her actual feelings.

      Maddox: I don’t know. I feel like I’m pushing my luck here.

      Cory: Up to you, but remember when you told me I just need to fucking go for it with Natalie? I think it’s your turn, buddy.

      Maddox: I’m so not good at this shit. When I want to make a move, I make a move, but easing into it, so much fucking harder.

      Cory: I don’t envy you. Good luck.

      Maddox: That’s it? That’s all the advice you’re going to give me?

      Cory: Natalie is in lingerie, stroking my thigh. Yeah, that’s it. Night, man.

      I drop my phone on my nightstand and mutter, “Lucky bastard.”

      I could only imagine what I would do if Kinsley walked out of the bathroom in lingerie and started stroking my thigh. Pretty sure my head would pop off my neck while I aggressively shouted “Awooooga.”

      The door to the bathroom opens and I hopelessly hold my breath as she walks out in a pair of shorts and tank top, her regular nighttime garb, and even though I’ve seen the outfit many times, I will say this: it doesn’t get old to look at how tight her top clings to her torso and chest.

      “All yours, big guy. Or should I say . . . my obsession?” She laughs some more and I just roll my eyes, as I go to the bathroom to get ready. While brushing my teeth, I think about how I can make a small step tonight, how I can switch up the friend-zone routine that I’m currently stuck in.

      Holding hands and facing each other, that’s a change I can make, especially since Cory thought it was definite friend-zone material. Nerves bloom in my stomach from the thought of it, of spooning her, holding her close to me all night and breathing in her scent, soaking up her warmth, living in a world where I can hold her like that without any repercussions.

      But what if she pulls away?

      Do I fake insanity and go sleep with Herman?

      I guess there’s only one way to find out.

      I turn out the bathroom light, toss my clothes in the hamper, and head to the bed where Kinsley’s getting comfortable. I slip under the covers and gather courage as I turn toward her. She’s facing her nightstand, messing with her alarm on her phone. I prepare to make the move.

      Before she can turn over, that’s my window.

      She sets her phone on the nightstand—that’s it, move man, move—I sweep in behind her, loop my arm around her waist, and pull her into my chest.

      She startles, going stiff, and I hold my breath for what she’s going to say, for the rejection.

      It seems like minutes tick by as I wait for a response, and just when I’m about to release her because I’m afraid she’s catatonic, her body relaxes and she melts into me.

      Holy fuck.

      Cautiously, I let her settle in before I shift. She rests her head on her pillow and wiggles a little closer until her ass is pressed against my pelvis.

      Shit, maybe this wasn’t the best idea.

      I bite on my bottom lip as my neck strains, my mind going anywhere else but the feel of her soft butt cheeks sliding over my crotch.

      I take a few deep breaths and when I feel that I have things under control, I snuggle in closer, moving my head to hers where I breathe in her scent. Fucking delicious. I want this. More than anything. I want this.

      I hold back the sigh of relief and instead, clutch her tighter.

      She grips tightly to my arm wrapped around her and she quietly says, “Okay, if you spoon me like this, I might very well become obsessed with you.”

      I know exactly what I’ll be doing every fucking night.

      “Good night, babe.” I kiss the side of her head.

      She sighs and says, “Good night, Maddox.”
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        * * *

      

      “These late-night games are really cutting in on my time with you,” Kinsley says while sitting on my kitchen counter, sharing a bowl of popcorn with me.

      “Missing me, Kinny?”

      She shrugs. “Miss your grunting around the apartment. Complaining about something I changed.” She nods toward the sink. “You didn’t even notice the new dish soap I got you.”

      “Yeah, not something I would notice. Let me guess, it’s saving the world?”

      She nods. “The last dish soap you will ever use.”

      “Figures.”

      In the locker room, Cory asked me how last night went and when I told him I spooned with success, he laughed, gave me a high five, and said keep going. I have momentum, and I have to run with it. So that’s what I’m trying to do.

      She’s sitting on the counter, I’m standing right next to her, I could easily slip between her legs and hold her, but I have to figure out how to get there.

      “How was your day?”

      “Good. The rowdy bloodhounds are starting to cause a commotion. I’m glad Herman’s not there. I think he’d be a nervous wreck if he was. I keep him in my office and take him out for walks, away from the loud ones. He seems content.”

      “I hope you’re not falling for him.”

      “Me? Falling for an animal? Pishh.” She waves her hand in front of her but I know better.

      Standing tall, I hold my breath as I slowly reach out and part her legs, only to slide in between her at the counter. My hands fall to her waist and because of the counter height, we’re eye to eye, so I watch intently as she has a sharp inhale from my touch . . . but doesn’t move away.

      I’m in.

      Looking her in the eyes, I say, “It’s funny how you think you can lie to me. You once fell in love with a frog we found outside, and then you cried for days because you couldn’t find him again.”

      “Mr. Toady was a gentle soul. I didn’t want him to get hurt.”

      “It was a tiny frog, not a toad. You should know better, Kinny.”

      She rolls her eyes and then glances toward Herman. “He’s a good dog. I feel sad for him that he lost his best friend and has no idea why. I tell him all the time, but I know he doesn’t get it.”

      “Isn’t that how it is with all of the animals?” I ask, moving my hands to her thighs where my thumbs make gentle passes over her skin.

      She glances up at me through her lashes, and I can see the question in her eyes, wondering what I’m doing. But she doesn’t ask. She brings her attention back to her connected hands. “Herman is a little different. He was found four years ago, on the streets. His leg was all mangled, he was flea ridden, and was deathly skinny. His owner took him in, took him to a vet where they amputated his leg and brought him back to life. It was a long road of recovery, but he made it and he bonded with Mr. Klawson. He was the only human he ever trusted, and then four years later, his security blanket was taken away.” She shyly shrugs. “I have a heart for Herman.”

      Hell, after that story, I might have a heart for the dog as well.

      “It’s one of the reasons why I like you, Kin. You have such a beautiful soul for those who need it. Me being one of them.” I slide my thumbs under her shirt and tense, waiting for a reaction, but she doesn’t give me one. She reaches up and tugs on the brim of my hat before twisting it around so it’s backwards.

      “You act like I saved you, but I didn’t. Without you, I would have been lost through our childhood.”

      The pads of my thumbs caress her soft skin, and I feel myself getting lost in the smoothness, the motion of my touch, the way her breath catches when my thumbs run inward toward her navel. “You had Bradley there for a while,” I say, speaking of her high school boyfriend, who I couldn’t stand and who couldn’t stand me.

      Kinsley rolls her eyes and places her hands on my shoulders, slowly moving them closer and closer to my neck. “You and Bradley never got along, which I’m pretty sure is the reason he broke up with me.”

      I take a small step closer, my heart pounding so hard as her thumbs start to rub along my neck, gently, like she’s trying to slow down my pulse with the lightest of grazes. Little does she know, she’s making it skyrocket with every stroke.

      She’s touching me, she’s not backing away, she’s letting me feel her more intimately, and it’s causing my head to swim with hope, causing me to feel lightheaded with need. I want more.

      I want to reach all the way up her shirt, bring her head closer to mine, and taste her lips. That brief swipe of her lips against mine didn’t give me time to taste her, and God, I want to taste her. Everywhere.

      With her legs still spread, I pull her closer across the counter so she’s right up against my chest, our heads only a few inches apart. Her hands curl up so the curve of her thumb and forefinger cup the lobes of my ears and her fingers curl into the short strands of my hair. Slowly, the tips of her fingers massage the base of my head where my neck connects with my skull, and I swear to fuck, I could beat my leg up and down like a dog it feels so good.

      Licking my lips, I stare her down and say, “He broke up with you because he was intimidated by me.”

      “You’re so full of yourself.” She rolls her eyes but keeps her hands where they are, her legs wrapping around my waist where her heels rest just above my ass.

      Fuck, her warmth eats me whole as I try to think what to do next, how to get even closer, how to move this along without breaking the spell we have floating around us.

      “I’m not. He cornered me one day in the halls, two days before he broke up with you.” I slide my hands to her back where my fingers play dangerously with the waistband of her shorts. I stroke just above the band, painfully inching lower with each stroke but never crossing over.

      “What? Are you serious?  Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “We were already fighting because you didn’t like that I wasn’t getting along with him, and I didn’t think that would help the case.”

      She looks to the side, realization falling over her features. “I remember that. Bradley was the cause of one of our first big fights. What did he say to you?”

      “That he didn’t appreciate how close I was to you. He didn’t like that I would hug you, touch you. He thought I should back away, and I told them there was no way in fuck I was going to do that, and he could learn to deal with the fact that we are best friends. Apparently, he didn’t want to deal with it.”

      “Oh my God, you totally made him break up with me.”

      I shrug and move my fingers just under her waistband. “Not even fucking sorry about it.”

      She gives me a sly smile and pulls me in closer with her legs. “Jamie had a similar conversation with me. Cornered me our senior year in your house, told me to leave you alone or else she was going to break up with you.”

      I think back to my senior year, how Kinsley distanced herself, putting in a lot of work at the shelter rather than hang out with me as much.

      “You listened to her?”

      She nods. “Unlike you, you relationship ruiner, I stepped back, gave you guys your space.”

      I shake my head and softly say, “You should have stood your ground.”

      “I realize that now.” She rubs her thumb over my cheek. “Do you ever miss her?”

      “No,” I answer, looking her dead in the eyes. “I realized quickly she wasn’t genuine with me and that’s not someone I want to be with.” Slowly I move my hands back up her waist so they connect with her ribs. “I want someone who can be real with me, someone I don’t have to hide myself with.” I glide my hands even higher, pulling her shirt with me as she loops her arms around my neck, growing so close that I can feel the air supply shrink between us. My need for her is so damn strong that I’m moments from claiming her mouth. A few inches separate us from crossing that final line, and I’m desperate to make the leap even though my body vibrates with nerves. Nerves that creep up the back of your neck, sending your heart into a frenzy of panic.

      Looking between my eyes, she says, “I think you’ll find her one day. I just know it.”

      Mother.

      Fucker.

      My heart plummets. Doesn’t she get it?

      She’s the one I want, the girl that’s right for me.

      I can be myself with her. She cares for me on a deeper level, she gets me, and she understands my mood swings. I don’t have to reiterate my past with her, because she lived it, and I don’t have to play the get-to-know-me game because I’m pretty sure she knows more about me than I know about myself.

      Leaning forward, she places a chaste kiss on my cheek, and then detangles herself from me. She hops down from the counter and heads to the entryway, hooking Herman up to his leash.

      “I’ll be back.”

      “Wait,” I call out, trying to gain my strength to move forward when my hands are digging into the counter out of pure frustration. “I don’t want you going out there by yourself.”

      “I’ll be fine. Be right back.”

      Before I can stop her, she’s out of the apartment, giving me a goddamn moment to catch my breath. What an epic fail.

      She doesn’t want me.

      She. Doesn’t. Fucking. Want. Us.
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      I wish my best friend wasn’t Maddox.

      Because I need someone to talk to and Joan is the only person I know here, and she’s not the type of person I want to talk to about this.

      I’m lying in bed, staring at the ceiling, waiting for Maddox to get home. Their game went into extra innings, which they lost in the eleventh, and he’s getting home incredibly late. I already walked Herman and tucked him in, and now I’m trying to decide if I need to pretend I’m sleeping or lie awake for him.

      My mom, if she wasn’t so crazy about me moving back home, would be a great person to talk to, but if I told her about the weird feelings I’m having about Maddox, she’d most likely tell me it’s indigestion and if I went home, she’d help me take care of it.

      So instead, I’m lying here, staring, my heart in my throat as I think about last night in the kitchen. His hands were all over me and it felt amazing. So damn good that I nearly wept from the feel of his rough palms scraping along my skin. I couldn’t help it. I needed to return the touch. I had to be closer, to take in his scent, his masculinity, the strength in his shoulders, the thickness of his neck, the roughness of his jaw. He’s all male, and I’m addicted to discovering all new grown-up aspects about him.

      And when I had my body wrapped around him, my lungs barely taking in any air with how close he was to my mouth, how easy it would have been to kiss him, I knew I needed to back away. I was getting too close, crossing a line I’m not sure he wants to cross.

      The thing with Maddox is he’s always been so physical with me. Even when he was dating Jamie, he held my hand, touched my leg, kept me close to him because we were each other’s person—we still are—so even though from the outside it might seem like he’s making a move, I know it’s Maddox being Maddox. He might be tough on the exterior, but inside, he’s an unselfish human being looking to be loved. I hand it over it to him in any way possible. With ease.

      But now, I’m starting to feel things for him, heavy things, more than friendship things. Feelings you carry around in your heart, that imprint your brain, that ignite your soul.

      I’m falling in love with the man and that’s fucking terrifying. So terrifying that I’ve been crying about it for the last half hour. I never saw this coming, not in a million years.

      Yes, I love him, with all my heart, but it was the everlasting love that a friendship can only carry. I find him attractive of course, I would be a dumbass to not notice how good-looking Maddox is, but I’ve never acted on those feelings. But for some reason, since I moved in with him, seeing him in his personal space, it’s . . . hell, it’s changed me.

      Not to mention what I’ve put him through. He still loves me, and allows me to change his life, to alter his routine with a smile, with a hug, with open arms.

      He sees me for who I am, not for who he wants me to be. He doesn’t care that I’m insane and psychotic about the earth and animals; he embraces it.

      He relents. When I wanted to do good—give a safe space to a dog—despite him not wanting animals in his apartment, he gave in. He reasons. How Maddox reacted to Joan and Melvin’s surprise visit, gutted me. I’m not normally so thoughtless, and I knew not respecting Maddox’s need for privacy was so, so wrong. He’s always been a private person. I definitely stepped over the line on that one, yet . . . he didn’t shut me out, or even worse, kick me out. His gentleness, how he quietly explained what he’d reacted to . . . well, I didn’t deserve that.

      He’s patient.

      He speaks softly.

      God, I love him so much.

      Cue the tears. They crest over my eyes in a flood of emotion just as the front door unlocks.

      Oh fuck.

      I quickly wipe them away and turn from his side. He sent me a text message a while ago to let me know he was on his way home. I didn’t respond, just in case I wanted it to look like I was sleeping and thankfully I didn’t, because I’m faking it.

      I’m faking it so hard.

      From the other room, I hear him talk softly to Herman. “Hey, old man. She asleep? Hope you took care of her while I was gone.” I squeeze my eyes shut, allowing more tears to fall. “Have a good night, Herman.”

      Maddox’s feet fall down the hallway and I steel myself when he enters the room. The lights are out and the curtains are barely parted, letting in just a little light. I hear him stop for a few beats. Is he staring at me? Judging if I’m sleeping? I can feel his gaze on me. I’m that in tune with the man.

      On a heavy breath, he enters the bathroom where I hear him run the water for his toothbrush. I quickly wipe away at my tears again and take a deep breath. It’s going to be okay. Deep breaths and you will be fine.

      I take a few more breaths, attempting to rid myself of the shakiness in my limbs just before he turns the light off, and I hear him walk toward the bed.

      Will he spoon me like he did the other night?

      Last night he didn’t, and I’m not sure if it was because I scared him in the kitchen with how much I was touching him, caressing him. When I turned my back toward him, he didn’t reach for me, he didn’t pull me into his chest, and he didn’t hold me all night long. He didn’t even hold my hand.

      I missed it. I miss everything about his simple touch when we share the same bed, and it kept me wondering if I’d crossed that line.

      He slips under the covers and plugs his phone into his charger. When I feel him turn under the covers, I hold my breath, waiting for his large arm to slip around me, but when it doesn’t, my heart sinks once again.

      I totally fucked things up. That must be why he’s not holding me. I pushed things too far in the kitchen, even though he was the one to initiate the touching. It was him just being him. I slid my hands up his arm, over his shoulders and practically massaged his neck and face while taking in every texture of his features.

      This is why I need to keep my heart as far away from this man as possible. I’m breaking with every passing moment that he doesn’t return the love I carry for him. I’m certainly nothing like any of his harem, so it’s no surprise he can’t see me as anything other than his best friend. Maybe it’s time I start looking for a shared apartment somewhere. Maybe Marcy might know of someone I can ask. Maybe it’s time . . .
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        * * *

      

      “What the hell are you doing up?” Maddox asks, coming into the kitchen his eyes barely open as he stumbles toward the coffee pot.

      Once again, he’s in nothing but his boxer briefs, just like every other morning, but this time he looks even more sexy. I’m not sure if it’s from the attraction that’s growing deep within me, or if he just looks extra handsome this morning. But seeing him walk toward me causes my stomach to flip with nerves, especially when he passes by me, his hand sliding over my hip right before he grabs a mug and picks up the coffee pot and serves himself a cup.

      Turning and leaning against the counter, he brings the mug up to his chest and smiles at me.

      “What?”

      “Oh, nothing.” I shake my head and move away, but not before he catches my wrist and brings me against his chest. His bare, warm chest meets my cheek, and I’m pretty sure it’s the best thing I’ve ever felt. It takes everything in me not to rub my cheek back and forth over his thick chest. Because that would make me seem desperate.

      “Good morning, babe. I missed you yesterday.”

      “Good morning,” I say softly.

      He pulls away and lifts my chin. “Everything okay?”

      I give him a half-smile, as it’s all I can muster. “Everything is great.”

      He studies me. “Not buying it. What’s going on?” He sets his coffee down, lifts me by the waist and sits me on the counter, only to straddle me with his arms, staring at me.

      That was heavenly, being handled by him like that. I just want to make that known.

      “Nothing’s going on,” I say, reaching out and pushing his hair to the side.

      Hell, stop touching him, Kinsley. That’s what got you in trouble the first time. Hands to yourself at all times.

      “Then why are your eyes sad and rimmed with red?”

      Damn it, he really does know me way too well. Not wanting to tell him the truth, I say the first thing that comes to mind. “The shelter. I feel the pressure to find these amazing animals homes.”

      He studies me, for a few long, torturous seconds, those brilliant eyes of his digging into my very soul, trying to figure me out. And when he replies, I know he doesn’t believe me once again, but he drops it. “You will find them homes. I know you will.” He slides his hand up my thigh and it sends a wave of tingles straight to my core, hollowing me out with need for more. “Give yourself some time to get situated first. I know you’re Wonder Woman, but even she needed to take a second.”

      “Wonder Woman? Really? See, I always said you liked the brunettes with boobs.”

      “Pretty sure I like blondes with next to nothing in the boob department, babe.” Then he lifts up, winks, and walks away.

      What the . . .

      I swallow hard, my heart hammering as I watch his chiseled back and perfect rear retreat down the hall, each and every muscle working back and forth with each step.

      He did not just say that, did he?

      And did he mean it? Because he winked, and winking always means joking, right?

      I want to run up to him, pull on his arm, ask him what he meant by that, if he was joking or if he truly meant he liked me liked me.

      I press my hand to my forehead and let out a long sigh. When did this become so difficult? This is Maddox, I know him better than anyone else. I should be able to read him. But for some reason, I’m having a challenging time when it comes to this side of things. The romantic side, the flirting, the beyond intimate touching.

      Feeling resigned, I hop off the counter, set my mug down, and head down to the bedroom where Maddox is taking a shower. Heat invades my cheeks from the thought of him naked just one wall away—soaping his body, all the contours and divots. Does he . . . does he ever jack off in the shower?

      Of course he does, he’s a man.

      But how many times has he done it since I moved in? According to him, he hasn’t been seeing his “brothel” of women, but then again, I don’t know that for sure. He could be meeting up with them at some point.

      I shake my head. No. Maddox wouldn’t lie about that. If he’s not having sex, then he’s not. Which means, he’s most likely jacking off in the shower.

      I’m tempted to lean my ear against the door, listen carefully for any grunts, but that would be a total invasion of privacy and a detriment to my already wilting heart that’s crashing and tumbling for this man every second of the day.

      What would be best is if I get the hell out of here. According to the schedule, Maddox leaves tonight after their game and they head to the West Coast for two series, which means seven days away from him. Maybe that’s what I need. Seven days with just me and Herman.

      I can get my head on straight and maybe start thinking about possibly moving out, because that seems to be the problem. Living with him. I never lived with him before. And I never had thoughts about him like this either, so the sooner I move out, the sooner I can get things back to normal.

      Feeling positive about my new plan, I quickly change into a pair of lightweight cargo pants—perfect for working at an animal shelter—strap a bra around me—sigh—and throw on one of my favorite shirts of a cat holding a leg bone. It says, “I found this humorous.” Just knowing I have it on makes me chuckle.

      I don’t bother with makeup, because what’s the point? And I put on my shoes. I’m halfway through tying the second shoe when the bathroom door opens and Maddox steps out, wearing nothing but a low-slung towel around his waist. His hip divots stick out, and I see the faintest line of hair below his navel that disappears under his towel.

      His hair is dark like the night and wet, not dripping, but just wet enough to up his sexy level tenfold. The hair on his pecs is freshly shaved, giving new meaning to their definition, and his abs seem to be even more distinct than before. I’m not sure if it’s because he did a thirty-minute ab workout in the shower, or if it’s the water that’s making them shiny and enticing.

      When I catch his facial expression, his brow is pinched as he leans against the doorframe. “Leaving already?”

      “Oh yeah, want to get a jump-start on things.”

      “It’s barely six thirty.”

      Yup, that’s a jump-start all right. “Picking up bagels for the girls and some volunteers that are coming in.” Wasn’t planning on it, but now I am.

      “Okay.”

      I stand from the bed and pat my legs for no apparent reason other than I’m feeling incredibly awkward, and like I don’t know how to act around him.

      “So, uh, away trip. Arizona and California, huh? Ever been there?” I joke, but it comes off flat and not funny at all.

      He pushes off the doorframe and walks toward me, swagger in his every step.

      He takes my chin in his hand and says, “Are you going to miss me?”

      Unfortunately, more than you know.

      “Nah.” I wave my hand. “Herman and I will be celebrating, the whole house to ourselves without someone walking behind us, vacuuming and keeping the place spotless.”

      He smirks and brings me closer to his mouth and for a brief second, he holds me in place, our lips inches apart right before he diverts to my cheek and places a soft kiss there. When he pulls away, I’m left breathless and so aware of his body that it physically feels like a gut punch that I didn’t get to feel his lips on mine.

      “I’ll call you later. Have a good day, babe.”

      He heads back to the bathroom and for the love of God, I scramble to grab my things, hook Herman to his leash, and get the hell out of there.

      Air. I need air.
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        * * *

      

      “There’s something different about that cream cheese that I can’t quite place,” Marcy says as she wipes her mouth with a napkin. We’ve been busy this morning with some unfortunate poop incidents in three of the kennels. Thankfully, I got us all bodysuits to wear for those types of situations, so our work clothes were unharmed. Marcy was very happy for the purchase today.

      But we’re finally able to sit down and enjoy some bagels.

      “It’s vegan cream cheese.”

      “Ah.” Marcy nods. “That makes sense. It wasn’t bad, just different.”

      “You get used to it after a while. I bought the normal cream cheese but in plain. Sorry, I should have said something.”

      “No, that’s fine. I really like chives in my cream cheese, and that’s why I went for it. It was different, but I could see myself getting used to it. But for the volunteers, let’s make sure we label the container.” She chuckles.

      “Good idea. I’ll go get—”

      My words fall short as three very tall, very broad-shouldered men step into the lobby of the shelter. All wearing black Rebels shirts that cling to their chests. Two have their hair done, while the one I know is wearing a black Rebels hat, turning him into that dark, sinister character everyone knows on the TV screen.

      “Maddox,” I say on a labored breath. “Wh-what are you doing here?”

      “Hey babe,” he says, coming up to me and giving me a hug. He turns me to the guys behind him. “You remember Linc.” Lincoln pulls me into a hug as well. “And this is Jason Orson, our catcher.” And like a pinball, I bounce between the sturdy men as Jason hugs me as well.

      “I’ve heard so much about you.” Jason leans over to Lincoln and says, “She is fuck-hot.”

      My eyes widen as Lincoln says, “Told you.” He gives me a sly once-over and then winks, just as Maddox retrieves me back to his side.

      “Um . . . hello?” Marcy says. And when we all turn around, I see dazzled stars in her eyes as she takes in the brigade of hot baseball players.

      Unsure of what’s happening, I say, “Marcy, this is my friend Maddox and uh, his friends Lincoln and Jason.”

      “Your friend is Maddox Paige from the Chicago Rebels?” The poor lady looks like she’s about to faint.

      Being the kind soul that he is, Maddox walks up to Marcy and lends a hand. “Nice to meet you. Kinsley has told me so much about you and all the wonderful things you’re doing here at the shelter.” Just as he finishes, Herman comes up to him and nuzzles his nose against Maddox’s black jeans.

      Oh. Lord. As he squats down and scratches Herman behind the ears while saying, “Hey old man,” I think an ovary popped. Is that a thing? It’s got to be a thing . . .

      “It’s so wonderful to have you here.” Marcy brims with excitement. “Would you like a tour?”

      “Would love one,” Jason says. “And I’m feeling like a good cry today, so please tell me all the stories about the animals.” He takes Lincoln by the shoulder and moves him past me and Maddox.

      “I don’t want to cry,” Lincoln says, looking worried as he passes Maddox.

      But all Maddox says is, “Make sure you do some stories. Use the link I gave you for the swipe-up.”

      Marcy directs them through the doors toward the kennels, leaving me alone and dumbfounded with Maddox.

      Smiling, he says, “Hey.”

      “Uh . . . hey.”

      He stuffs his hands in his pockets and rocks on his heels, looking like the boy I grew up, not the man I’ve fallen in love with. “How are you?”

      “A little shocked, quite emotional, and incredibly happy.”

      “Good emotional?”

      “Very good emotional.” I take a step forward and wrap my arms around him. “I can’t believe you came to visit me.”

      “Not just visit you, babe.” He lifts my chin up. “We came to promote the shelter. Combined, we have over ten million followers on Instagram and we thought it would help if we walked through, talked about the shelter, and add a link to show where people can adopt and help.”

      Tears well in my eyes. “Seriously?”

      “Of course.” He wipes a stray tear. “Even though I might put up a stink about a lot of things, I still believe in what you believe in. This shelter means something to you, but also to me. Animals like Herman deserve to find forever homes.”

      My eyes light up. “Are you saying Herman found a forever home?”

      “No,” he says quickly and laughs. “Don’t even try.”

      “He loves you so much.”

      Maddox shakes his head in humor. “Why don’t you show me around?”

      Not pushing my luck, I say, “Right this way.” But he stops me, and takes my hand in his, linking our fingers together. Then he nods for us to continue. My heart can’t take this, any of this. The intimate hold, the way he’s looking at me, the fact that he’s here, with two of his friends to help the shelter. If I wasn’t already in love with him, I would be now.

      Marcy took the guys down cat row, so I veer in the other direction, showing him all the dog kennels. I introduce him to a few dogs, while he creates stories on his Instagram about every dog he meets. He speaks with such conviction, that if I followed him as a fan, I’d find a way to support the cause.

      Down the hall, I can hear Jason and Lincoln laughing with Marcy and if I were to guess, I’d say this is probably one of her best days to date—showing around hunky baseball players who have no qualms about sharing the shelter all over their social media.

      “This is my office,” I say, pointing to the small room that has furniture from the eighties barely held together. “There isn’t much, but I plan to decorate at some point.”

      Maddox peeks his head inside and nods. “Have any pictures of me in here?”

      “No.” I chuckle. “Do you want me to have a poster of you?”

      “Would add a lot to the space.” He winks and we keep moving on. I take him down cat row and show him how crowded this section is. Our dogs seem to be adopted a lot faster than our cats, which always makes me sad. Cats need love too.

      “Is this the main man?” Maddox asks, coming up to Chip’s window.

      “Yes. This is Chip. The longest resident.”

      “Reminds me of Grumpy Cat, with a sour look on his face and scary eyes.”

      “He’s a sweetheart though. I spend a few minutes a day with him and he comes right up to me, basks in some scratches behind the ears. He also likes to lick my finger.”

      “Lick your finger? Really?”

      “It’s an odd sensation that I seem to be addicted to.”

      Maddox just laughs. “You’re really fucking weird, but it’s why I love you.”

      “One of the many reasons.” I smile up at him as his hands fall to my hips and then slide up my sides.

      “One of many,” he sighs, right before reaching into his back pocket and handing me an envelope.

      “What’s this?” I hold it up.

      He nods at the envelope. “Open it.”

      Confused, I tear it open and immediately my throat tightens as I notice the check inside. And then a gasp escapes me when I see the amount of money with the shelter’s name attached to it. “Maddox, what—”

      “Spoke to some of the guys, and they all wanted to chip in to help the cause.”

      “This isn’t just chipping in, this is half a million dollars.”

      He shrugs. “I might have chipped in a little more. I want to help you make a difference and even though I can’t dedicate my time, I can promote the shelter and help with fixing up the place where it needs help.”

      “I can’t take this. It’s too much.”

      He wipes a tear away. “It’s not for you, Kin, it’s for the animals.”

      “But . . . why?” I ask, staring down at the check. “Why are you doing this?”

      “Isn’t it obvious?” he says, moving in closer so our bodies are rubbing against each other. “I love you, Kinny, and I would do anything to help you.” His hand cups my cheek. “I want you to be happy, and I know finding homes for these animals would bring you the most joy.”

      I nod, unable to speak.

      His other hand cups my cheek as well and he tilts my head back. To steady myself, I rest my hands against his chest and marvel in how strong and sturdy it is. I feel like my entire body is about to wilt.

      Tears stream down my cheeks and he keeps wiping them away, his eyes intent on mine. I watch as his tongue peeks out and wets his lips.

      His gaze falls to my mouth.

      I lick my lips.

      I can’t stop shaking.

      What is happening? “You’re so goddamn beautiful, do you know that?” he says, stealing every ounce of air from my lungs. “Even when you cry, you’re gorgeous. It makes it difficult to keep my hands off you, to keep my body away from yours. To hold back any longer.”

      I’m suffocated by his words, by his proximity, by the way he’s holding me so close. It feels like nothing else around us exists. My chest rises and falls in deep inhales and exhales, my pulse vibrates crazily, the beat of my heart holding an erratic rhythm that doesn’t make any sense other than it’s trying to tell me something.

      He is it.

      He’s the one.

      There will never be a man greater than the one holding you right now.

      Finally finding my voice, I say, “Hold back from what?”

      His thumb runs over my lip and he lowers his forehead to mine. His hands shake against my cheek, and it hits me like a ton of bricks, something I never expected from Maddox. He’s . . . nervous.

      His hesitancy, the unsteadiness of his voice, the shake in his grip. He’s nervous, which means . . . does he want to make a move but doesn’t know how to?

      Hell, I want to say all the signs are pointing in that direction. The touching, the way he’s been treating me, the cuddling. Does he want more?

      “Maddox?”

      “Yeah?” he breathes out.

      “Do you want to”—I swallow hard—“kiss me?”

      He steadily pulls away and looks me in the eyes. For a moment, I fear I read him wrong, but then his eyes flash down to my lips. “More than I’ve ever wanted anything in my life.”

      I almost don’t hear him over the noisy cadence of my thumping heart, but when my brain finally clears through the fog and makes sense of his answer, I find the nerve to say, “Then kiss me.”

      He tilts my mouth up with his hands and lowers down, pauses, and takes a deep breath, as if he’s soaking in this moment right before his lips fall on mine. It’s a light press at first—as if getting used to the idea that we’re kissing—but then he becomes firmer with his grip, his lips part, and the kiss turns into the kind of kiss that melts every bone in your body.

      One of his hands slides to the back of my neck and then tangles in my hair, holding me in place as he turns his head ever so slightly for a deeper, different angle. It shoots stars through my eyes and all my limbs, making me feel like I’m floating and if I don’t hold on to tight enough, I could take off right into the abyss.

      His lips work mine, his tongue barely peeking out, just for a tiny slide here and there. It’s what causes me to moan, causes me to lose all my senses as we kiss in the middle of my workplace. The intensity of his grip and the smell of his cologne mixes with a fierce lust that’s driving through my veins, attaching me to the man I’ve always thought of as a rock in my life, never a love interest. But now that he’s here, holding me in his arms, his lips pressed against mine, I know for damn certain, no one will ever match up to Maddox Paige.

      Ever.

      Finally, he pulls away and then rests his forehead on mine. Both of his hands fall to my neck as he breathes heavily.

      “Fuck,” he mutters. “I hope that was okay, because I’ve been wanting to do that for a while now.”

      “You have?” I ask, just as we hear feet coming our way. As if it’s my mother who’s going to catch us, I spring off Maddox and wipe at my mouth. He stares at me, a smile passing over his lips.

      “There you are,” Marcy says, turning the corner. “You will never believe this, but we have gained over two thousand followers on Instagram since these wonderful gentlemen showed up.”

      “Seriously?” I ask, still amazed that this is happening.

      “Yes, and they keep coming. I don’t think I could thank you guys enough for being here.”

      Lincoln looks toward the lobby and says, “I would love to stay and learn more, but we’re on borrowed time right now before fans swarm the shelter looking for us, and that’s not what I want this to be about. We should bounce, man.”

      Maddox nods. “And these boys have to get to the field to warm up.”

      “Sure, yeah.” I hold up the envelope. “Thank you, this . . .” I start to get teary-eyed again and Maddox gives me a quick hug before whispering in my ear.

      “I’ll call you later, Kinny.”

      I nod against his chest and then wave to Jason and Lincoln, watching as they barely fit down the hall together and retreat out the front door.

      Marcy turns toward me, hand on her heart as she says, “I think I had a heart attack back there when Lincoln gave me a hug. Sweet Lord, that man is attractive.”

      I nod and stare out toward the lobby while I hand Marcy the envelope.

      She opens it and the gasp that falls past her lips when she sees the number on the check will forever be imprinted in my brain. It’s a life-changing gasp, just like that was a life-changing kiss.
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        * * *

      

      Do you know what sucks about baseball? The schedule.

      I can see how players’ significant others get frustrated very quickly, because the players spend long hours at the field, come home late, and then leave just when things start to get good . . .

      I’m sitting in the couch, cross-legged, Herman’s head resting on my leg, and I’m watching Our Planet on Netflix, still trying to recover from watching the walruses falling off the edge of a rocky cliff, because there wasn’t enough room for all of them thanks to climate change. I sobbed watching them bounce down the cliffs to their death. Poor Herman thought I was having a mental breakdown, but I’ve manage to gain control of myself and even my emotions, despite the war raging inside of me . . . and not from the dying walruses, but from the man who decided to kiss me unlike any man has ever before and then take off for the West Coast.

      It’s past ten my time and I’m dying for my phone to ring, to see his face, to ask him what the hell that was about at the shelter, if he planned on doing it again, or if it was just a one-time thing.

      I really hope it wasn’t a one-time thing because his lips are perfection.

      Soft, not too wet and slippery, but just enough so that I could easily slide across them. He was firm with his pressure, intense with his hold, and I was stunned by how his body vibrated with need. For me. Truly, unlike any kiss I’ve ever experienced. I’m wondering if it was because the kiss was with Maddox, or if it was because of the friendship we’ve had for so long.

      Probably a combination of both.

      “Why isn’t he calling?” I ask Herman. “He should be there by now, right?” A horrible thought creeps into my head. Maybe he’s there and doesn’t want to call me, because he doesn’t want to disappoint me. Oh God, what if he thought I was a bad kisser and he’s trying to figure out a way to let me down easily? I mean, I know he did most of the work, but that’s because I was so caught off guard, in shock from what happened. “I can kiss better than that, I know I can,” I mutter defiantly. I lift up Herman’s large floppy ear and talk into it. “Do you think that’s what happened?” He pulls his head away and then rests against my leg again. “A lot of help you are. Don’t you have a secret man bond with him? He calls you old man. Do you share secrets? Can you tell me any of them? I’m the one who brought you here. He might be the final say if you stay—which I hope you do—but I’m still the one who made the initial step and brought you here. Sooo . . . anything you want to divulge? I’ll give you a—”

      My phone rings and I nearly leap off the couch to answer it. Maddox’s face appears on the screen and I gleefully shriek right before I answer the FaceTime call. Please don’t let this be a bad call, please don’t let this be a bad call.

      I accept the call and before I even say hello, I say, “I’m a better kisser than that. Way better, like worlds better. I was just nervous and jittery, and oh my God, you kissed me.” I press my hand to my forehead and try to hold back my smile, but I can’t. “You kissed me, Maddox.”

      He chuckles, the deep sound so rich on my ears that it makes me want to melt into the couch and become one with the cushion. “I know.”

      “You kissed me and left.”

      “I know.”

      I look down at my lap and ask, “If you were here right now, would you want to kiss me again?”

      “I would want to do a hell of a lot more than just kiss you, Kinsley.”

      My head snaps up, and I can’t help but read into the dark sultry look of his eyes. From the angle of him, I can see that he’s shirtless, his hair is disheveled, and he’s drawing something in his sketchbook.

      My teeth pull on my bottom lip as my mouth turns up in a smile.

      “Yeah?”

      “Fuck yeah.”

      “So my kiss was—”

      “Was a mistake on my end.” My heart sinks faster than a thirty-thousand-pound anchor. “Because I can’t kiss you again until I get back in a week.” With the hand that’s not holding the phone, but instead holding a pen, he pushes it through his thick hair and he sighs. “Fuck, I hate that I got a small taste of you and now have to be tortured from afar, knowing what it’s like to have your lips on mine but not have them for a whole week.”

      “Oh,” I say, feeling stupid for having a flash of vulnerability. “So you liked the kiss?”

      “A lot.”

      “And you would do it again?”

      “Yes,” he answers, his breathing picking up.

      “And you would do more than just kiss me? You would do more things . . . like move your hands all over my body.”

      “Yes,” he says, his voice growing darker.

      I nod. “Would you let me touch you?”

      “Wherever the fuck you wanted.”

      I shift, my body heating up from the thought of being able to explore his glorious body. Tracing my fingers over each muscle, each divot and perfectly sculpted part of his body, of every inked inch of his skin. My mind then falls to the idea of peeling his briefs down, exposing his cock, running my finger over the head, and then curving down the underside to his balls . . .

      “Hell, Kinny, what are you thinking about?”

      My eyes flash to him as my face heats up. “It’s too embarrassing.”

      “Tell me.”

      I shake my head. “No way, I still don’t know what any of this is. What this means. Is this a fling to you? An itch you needed to scratch?”

      His brows narrow. “Are you serious? Do you really think I’d risk our friendship, the single most important thing in my life, for a fling?”

      “Well . . .  no, but, our friendship is kind of at risk.”

      “Which is why I’ve battled with what to do for a while. I wasn’t sure if I wanted to even tempt fate, but I couldn’t keep my hands to myself. Every time you walk in a room, Kinsley, I need to touch you somehow. I realized pretty quickly that the feeling wasn’t simply friendship, it was more. I want more with you. I feel it deep in my soul that we’re supposed to be more than just friends, that you’re in my life for a bigger reason. I’ve been fighting with that reason, hoping it wasn’t the need pulsing through me every time I thought of you, but no matter how hard I tried to ignore the obvious, I couldn’t. These feelings aren’t going away, and I don’t want them to. I want you to be with me.”

      “I . . . I . . .” Hell, I’ve never had a romantic interest talk to me like this before. So open, so honest. But I shouldn’t expect anything less from Maddox. It’s how he was created. “I don’t know what to say.” I look away and try to gather my words. “I’m scared, Maddox.”

      “Scared in a good way or bad way? Because I’m scared too, babe. I’m terrified of the way I feel for you. It’s so strong. It feels like I can actually taste my need for you.”

      Gaining the courage I need, I look at him again and say, “I feel the same way. Like if I don’t see you in the morning, walking around in your boxer briefs, I might pass out from anticipation. If I don’t hold your hand at least once in a day, my day isn’t complete. If I don’t hear you tell me good night, I can’t get any sleep. With each day, I’ve become more and more dependent on our connection, of having you near me. And that’s what’s terrifying, because what if you realize you don’t want me to be around me anymore?”

      “That’s never going to happen,” he says with conviction. “Look at me.” My eyes snap up to him as he slowly repeats, “That’s never going to happen.”

      I nod but don’t answer right away. He says it’s never going to happen, but after one night of holding my hand, another of holding me close to his whole body, something changed and he didn’t touch me at all. I wouldn’t recover if he shut me out after we were in a relationship. But I can’t say that to him. I don’t know how. I study the sleekness of my phone, the eco-friendly, biodegradable phone case I purchased from an Instagram ad, never focusing on the face in the screen. This all seems too much, unreal, like a dream. Maddox wants more with me, an actual relationship. I never considered a romantic relationship with my best friend as an option, but slowly the thought of one has crept up on me.

      The fantasies I had about him are shameful.

      The staring I partook in, embarrassing.

      The love I fell in, unstoppable.

      And now that he’s telling me he feels the same way, it all feels like too much, like my life is about to explode and I’m going to lose everything.

      “Kinsley, look at me.”

      Another tear slips past my cheek, and I quickly wipe it away before I look at him. He’s sitting up, so intently focused on me that it feels like he’s sitting across from me rather than in another state.

      “Tell me what’s going on in that beautiful head of yours. I can see you thinking, processing. I want to be a part of it. Talk out loud. I don’t want you shrinking in on yourself and in return, shutting me out.”

      Giving myself something to do while I voice my concerns, I pet Herman, stroke his long ear, focus on the soft feel of his fur.

      “It feels like too much. These feelings I have, the reality that I could actually act on them, it doesn’t feel right.” I wet the corner of my lip that feels so dry. “Like at any minute, things are about to combust and explode, leaving me with nothing but a broken heart.”

      “Kinny, babe, that’s not going to happen.”

      “You don’t know that,” I reply quickly, with such fear in my voice that I feel it vibrate through my chest. This is totally unbelievable. Overwhelming. “You have no idea what the future holds. This could all blow up and—”

      “Or it could be the greatest thing to ever happen to you, to us. This relationship between us, this connection . . . it’s meant to be. I think we could grow it into something life-changing, but we need to give it a chance. Don’t give up before you even get started, because you could be giving up on your future.” I look away, tears streaming down my face from the emotions clogging my mind. “Kinsley.” I look back at him. “I love you.”

      I nod. “I love you, too.”

      “Then take a deep breath.” He waits for me and when I have my tears wiped away, I take a shaky breath. “Another one.” I repeat the breath. “Again.” I keep indulging in deep breaths until he finally says, “How’s Herman?”

      I laugh and snot bubbles out of my nose. It’s the least attractive thing I could possibly do at this moment, but I’m pretty sure Maddox has seen worse when it comes to me.

      “He’s moving in on your territory.”

      Maddox smiles as he leans back against his hotel bed. “Tell the old man he can have you for now, but when I get home, he better step aside.”

      “You might have to fight him for me.”

      “I’d fight anything, anybody if it means I get to have you.”

      My heart tightens, his words weirdly not taking me by surprise but instead making me feel comforted.

      “Do you feel better?” he asks.

      “I would be much better if you were actually here.”

      “Tell me about it.” He huffs out in frustration. “But hey, at least I can see your beautiful face. I’m happy with just talking, staring.”

      I tilt my head to the side. “Can I ask you a question?”

      “Shoot.”

      “Have you . . .” I pause, feeling like a teenager asking this question. But I’m curious. “Have you always had these feelings for me?”

      He doesn’t answer right away but plays with the strands of his hair as he considers his next words. “I think I have, but I never allowed myself to acknowledge them, if that makes sense.”

      “It does, because I’m thinking I’m the same way. I was thinking yesterday about how troublesome it was, being around you but not being able to actually feel you the way I want—”

      “And how’s that?”

      “Skin on skin,” I answer shyly. “Not just sex, because that feels more carnal to me. What I want to do with you, but on an intimate level, is feel your skin against mine. I want to know what it’s like to have you hold me through the night, not one barrier between us. I want to be able to sit on your lap and not worry if I’m crossing a line but allowed to enjoy you instead.”

      “Same, babe. Fucking same. I’m dying to get you naked, not just to bury myself between your legs in every fucking way possible, because I want to know how our bodies imprint on each other. I want to feel the slight swell of your hips without pants blocking the silky slope of your skin. I want to explore your curves, the intricate muscles that line your spine, play with your back dimples, and run my fingers over them. I want to slide my hand down your leg and then back up, spending time memorizing each curve and divot. And your tits, fuck, I want to worship them. Not just to turn you on, but to learn them. I want to draw you, naked, so fucking bad. I can see it in my mind, but I’ve never been able to translate it through paper—”

      “You draw me?”

      He pauses and then chuckles, pulling his hand down his face. “Kinsley, you see the notebook on the coffee table?” I glance down at the wood surface and spot one of his sketchbooks under a magazine—a magazine that he’s on the cover of. “Look through it.”

      I pick up the leather-bound book and flip it open. The first picture I see is of me, but it’s only half of my face, as the other half morphs into a field of flowers. I keep flipping, spotting picture after picture of my face, but never my body. Every picture is gorgeous though, intricate with his pen scratches, and very accurate, as if he was drawing from a picture. When I look up to speak to him, he’s holding his current sketchbook up and it’s a picture of me in a phone screen.

      “I draw you all the fucking time. From memory, I draw you. It soothes me, makes me feel like you’re near, protecting my heart, easing the tension that’s constantly building up in me.” He lowers the book and says, “I love you, Kinny, and I want all of you, every last inch of you.”

      I swallow hard, this conversation so heavy that it’s made my throat dry.

      “Tell me you feel the same. Tell me when I get back to Chicago, you’re going to welcome me home not just with your arms, but with your mouth, with those lips that are perfectly plump, that are permanently turned up at the corners. The mouth that I’ve fantasized about ever since you moved in.”

      I smooth my hand over Herman’s head and nod. “I will.”

      “Look at me when you answer. I need to know you mean it and that you’re not just appeasing my need over the phone.”

      My eyes flash to him. “When you get home, you will get my mouth. I can’t promise about the rest, but you can at least claim my mouth.”

      “Good enough for now.”
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      “Want to grab a beer?” Linc asks as we head into the lobby of the hotel.

      “No.” I breeze across the tiled floors and head straight to the elevator. We lost today, horribly. It was fucking embarrassing and sitting in the bullpen, watching it all happen, reminded me how we used to play two years ago, running around like we had no idea how to play the game. We could afford the loss, but I never like to think about it like that, especially since I’m pitching tomorrow. Defense better get their shit together before I take the mound, or I’m going to have a few choice words for them.

      “Are you sure? You look tense.”

      “I am.” I stab at the elevator button, just wanting to be in my room, on my phone. “We sucked today.”

      “Yeah, glad I wasn’t pitching. Feel bad for Thompson actually.” Linc pauses and asks, “Worried it’s going to carry over to tomorrow?”

      “Of course. When your defense has a game like that, wouldn’t you be worried?”

      “Yeah, but it’s no reason to skip out on a beer.”

      “It is when all I want to do is FaceTime with Kinsley.” The elevator finally parts and I hop in, Linc follows closely.

      “So that kiss. It’s developing into something?”

      “If I have anything to do with it, it will.”

      “Did you talk to her last night?”

      I nod and tap my foot, so fucking impatient. “Yeah, and she feels the same goddamn way but there’s hesitation on her end. She doesn’t want to lose me. It’s typical Kinsley. I knew she was going to react that way. She’s cautious and hell, I am too, I don’t want anything to fuck this up, but I also know if I try to keep ignoring how I feel about her, I’m never going to be able to focus on anything else. I’m giving in and it feels good, just wish I wasn’t on an away trip.”

      Linc laughs. “Yeah, poor timing, man.”

      The elevator doors part and we both exit, spotting a few cleat chasers in the hallway. How they know what floor we’re all on, I have no idea. And how they get up here is another anomaly. But I don’t indulge, never have, because they’re trappers— girls only in it for the wrong reason.

      I can’t say that much for my other teammates.

      “Maddox, do you want some company tonight?” one of them asks as I slip by her.

      “Nah, I’m good with my hand.”

      Linc snorts next to me as we continue to walk down the hall. “Shit, man. That was brutal.”

      “What the fuck ever, like I care.” Plus, it’s true. I’d have a hell of a better time with images of Kinsley in my head and my hand stroking my cock. Just the thought of it has me turned on, wondering if I should beat one out before I call her.

      The thought is fleeting as I realize I need to see her, hear her. I don’t think I’ll have a full breath until she answers the phone.

      I reach my door, pull my keycard from my back pocket, and then say, “See you tomorrow.”

      “Have a good night with your hand.” Linc laughs.

      “You too,” I spit back, and he laughs even harder, knowing it’s the truth.

      I make quick work of getting ready for bed, peeling my clothes off, brushing my teeth, and taking a piss before I fling my body onto the hotel mattress and call Kinsley.

      The phone rings a few times and then FaceTime kicks in and Kinsley’s face comes into view. The weirdest thing happens in that moment. As I see her after a long day, relief replaces the tension. As if the two tons sitting on my chest is finally lifted and I can function fully for the first time today.

      It’s late in Chicago and I’m grateful she even answered, so I don’t waste any time. “Hey babe.”

      “Hi.” She yawns. “Sorry, I took a little nap with Herman, but forgot to set my alarm to wake myself up before you called.”

      Guilt runs thick through my veins. It’s one in the morning there and I really shouldn’t be calling her, but I needed to see her. “Shit, I’m sorry, Kinsley. I can let you go so you can go back to sleep.” It’s an empty offer, and I really hope she doesn’t take me up on it.

      “Thanks, yeah, I should get back to bed.”

      Fuck.

      “Okay, yeah . . . sure.” I push my hand through my hair. “Have a good sleep.”

      She giggles and twists on the bed as she says, “I’m kidding, but the actual depressed look that crossed your features was really cute.”

      “Jesus.” I laugh. “Don’t do that shit. I really wanted to talk to you.”

      “I wanted to talk to you too, and it’s why I took a nap. But if I fall face first into dog poop tomorrow, that’s on you.”

      “Fair. I’ll take the blame, but if you can avoid falling face first into dog shit, I’d appreciate it.”

      “I’ll work on it.” She pauses and says, “So your team sucked tonight. I turned the game off once it was nine to zero.”

      “Yeah, not a great day on the field. The locker room was completely silent and when that happens, you know everyone is thinking about how they can turn their game around for the next day.”

      “So your manager doesn’t come into the locker room, screaming and yelling at you to pull your heads out of your asses? Like in the movies?”

      I chuckle and shake my head. “No. We’re all grown men. We don’t need a collective pep talk. That only happens when we’re in the playoffs. But right now, Coach only pulls us in if he needs to speak with us individually to tell us to get our shit together.”

      “Have you ever been pulled into his office?”

      “A few times, but more about fighting than anything. I had one season where I was constantly battling it out. I was getting fined left and right. Coach basically told me to take a chill pill, get laid—” The words fall out of my lips before I can stop them.

      Kinsley laughs and shakes her head. “You act like I don’t know you were a player before I moved in. I had your sex schedule memorized, Maddie.”

      “Yeah.” I look away, and then realize I should make sure she understands I haven’t run with that schedule since she moved in. “You know I haven’t—”

      “I know, Maddox,” she says softly. “I know.”

      Holding up my hand, I say, “My only lover as of recently.”

      She snorts and covers her mouth and right in this moment, it feels like we’re our old selves again. Like we didn’t have an awkward, tension-filled conversation last night that has changed everything in our relationship.

      “At least your lover is large and I’m sure has a firm grip.”

      “Very firm,” I answer on a smile.

      “Is that how you like it?” Kinsley asks, not shy like last night. She’s more engaged—not pulling away—and I’m not surprised, because when she has time to process things, she feels more at ease. “Firm?”

      “Every guy likes a firm hand job.”

      She shakes her head. “Not every guy.”

      I raise a brow. “Is there a story behind that comment?”

      “Joseph Mangal, junior year. He wanted me to me practically whisper my hand up and down his cock, which wasn’t very large at all. Not that I was a connoisseur on penis back then, or now for that matter, but I knew he was small, which made things hard because it felt like . . .” She thinks about it for a second and then chuckles to herself. “You know that Friends episode where Ross buys a sports car and all he wants to do is drive it, but it’s stuck between two cars? He tries to pull out and he keeps going back and forth quickly, reversing and going forward, but barely making any progress because there’s not enough room? Well, that’s what it felt like with Joseph: up, down, up, down, getting stopped before I even got started.”

      A howl of a laugh comes out of me as she demonstrates the short movement.

      “So then I thought, oh, I’ll just rub the head and twist it like I was undoing a bottle cap. Boy, did he like that and he actually grew a little bigger, but when I went to stroke him again, he stopped me and whispered, ‘Do it like your fingers are feathers.’ So then”—she shrugs—“I twiddled his dick, played it like a piano.”

      “It’s disturbing how well you remember a hand job from your junior year in high school.”

      “Trust me, if you were in my shoes, you’d remember it too. It was weird. I tested the piano playing on another guy and he thought I was fucking with him. He gave me the strangest look, so then I went back to doing the old yank and pull, which honestly, I’ve never been really into hand jobs.”

      Hope falls from her admission, especially after her going into detail about playing with the head of the cock. I immediately envisioned her doing that to me and it feeling—

      “I prefer blow jobs.”

      Err . . . what?

      I blink a few times.

      “I really like having a cock in my mouth. Is that weird?”

      Blinks more.

      “There’s just something about the power I gain when I have a penis in my mouth, because frankly, with one firm bite down, I could ruin a guy’s night.” More like life . . . but night’s fine. “He has to trust me to give him pleasure, to allow me to sweep my tongue up and down his length, to suck hard, only to let up and swirl my tongue around and around and around—”

      “I get it,” I say, my cock hard, my body thrumming

      She chuckles. “Why, Maddox, are you getting turned on?”

      “You know I am.” I shift to my side and prop the phone on the pillow next to me. “What happened to the shy girl from last night? You’re okay with talking freely about this shit now?” I free up my hand and shift my hard cock to the side, aching for more.

      “We’ve talked about all of this before, Maddox. Remember, I told you about my first orgasm ever in detail. The only difference is, you want me now.”

      “I’m pretty sure I’ve always wanted you, I’m just realizing it now.”

      “Well, just because you had an epiphany doesn’t mean I’m going to censor our conversations.”

      “I don’t even know why I assumed you would.” I smile and she laughs. “Please, tell me more about how you love blow jobs.”

      “Why, so you can picture me giving you one?”

      “Don’t need you describing it to picture it, babe. I’ve pictured it many times already.”

      Her eyes widen and then she whispers, as if she doesn’t want Herman to hear. “You’ve pictured me on my knees, in front of you, your cock shoved in my mouth?”

      Jesus Christ, she has zero filter.

      “I mean, one of many positions.”

      “What’s the one you think about the most?” She’s so serious, so interested, that it makes me want to tell her rather than tiptoe around it.

      This is new territory for us, but territory I think we need to jump in feet first, even if the water is cold.

      I scratch the side of my jaw. “The one I think about the most . . . probably where I’m lying on the bed, stark naked, cock jutted up against my stomach as you walk around the room, naked. Your nipples are hard, your flat stomach pulls my eyes toward your bare pussy, enticing me, making my mouth water, reminding me how goddamn lucky I am to have the privilege of seeing you in your beautiful skin.” She rolls down the bed and props the phone on the nightstand so her hands are free and are tucked under her head, as if I’m telling her a bedtime story. “You’re completely unaware of the effect you have on me, until you turn toward the bed to ask me a question. That’s when you spot me, turned on, lounging, and waiting for you.”

      She licks her lips.

      “You don’t jump on me right away. No, your eyes slowly peruse my body, like I’ve seen them do so many times since you moved in.” Her cheeks go pink. “But unlike every other time, you have complete access to all of me. You can put those thoughts into action. The lust in your eyes can turn into more, and that’s what propels you forward. There is no hitch in your movements, just sexy confidence as you dip a knee on the bed and then climb up between my legs.”

      Her breathing picks up, her eyes become heady and hell, every part of my body comes alive. The thought of her over me, on her knees, so real in my head, that it almost feels like she’s here, in my hotel room.

      “Your hands fall to my quads. They’re cold at first, causing my muscles to convulse under your touch, but you like it. You like how strong my legs are, as you rub them up and down, moving your thumbs inward, along my inner thighs, higher and higher until your thumbs skim my balls, causing my cock up to jut in the air with each pass. Pre-cum’s on the tip of my cock and it leaks onto my abs as you move higher and higher until your hands are on my stomach, on either side of my cock. You don’t instantly grip me. You rub your hands under where my cock rests. It twitches, it jumps for your touch, and I suck in a harsh breath when you lower your body to my center, until your small tits gently drag along my length, your taut nipples teasing the hard veins running along my cock.”

      “Jesus,” she whispers, squeezing her eyes shut.

      “You slide up and down, up and down until I feel like I’m about to explode, and that’s when you lower your mouth to my cock and lick the pre-cum off the tip, your eyes trained on me. I’m to the point of begging, pleading for those fuckable lips, until you finally give me what I want and take me into your warm, wet mouth. I slide with ease and I lean back, my hand tangling in your hair and that’s where the fantasy stops,.”

      “Right there?” she asks, sounding breathless. “You don’t come?”

      I shake my head. “In my head, no, in my hand, yes. I can’t get past that fucking moment before I come and when I try to envision what it’s like, to have your mouth on me, how you would suck me off, I can’t picture it. It just turns to gray.”

      She nods and then looks away for a few seconds before she whispers, “I’d tease you at first with my tongue. Running it up and down, all the way to the base. Then I’d slowly move back up to the head and circle then fall to the underside to flick and flick and flick, not touching you anywhere else, not sucking you in, not even considering doing anything else but teasing you with my tongue. You’d groan, you’d beg for more, but I wouldn’t move. I’d watch as you grow larger, as you leak with pleasure, as your cock gets so tight that every vein would be visible, enticing me to taunt every one of them with my tongue.

      “Fuck,” I groan, my body turned on, ready to reenact this entire fantasy. “When would you take me in your mouth?”

      “When you begged me to.”

      “I’m begging,” I say, as her cheeks grow even more red.

      She presses her hand against her forehead and lets out a shaky breath. “Umm, that got hot pretty fast.”

      “Don’t stop,” I say. “You can’t leave me hanging like that, Kinny. Tell me how you’d take me in your mouth.” I see her becoming self-conscious as if the spell she was under vanished, and she’s realized what she was saying. “Babe, it’s so hot, hearing you talking like that. Listening to you describe how you’d pleasure me. Fuck, I want more. I need more.”

      She blinks slowly and when she opens her eyes, she fixes on a façade and says, “After you begged me, I’d move my mouth to the tip and suck, pursing against the head, moving my lips around and around.” Jesus Christ. “And then I'd pull away again, only to take my hand and rest it at the bottom of your cock, the very base. I would squeeze so hard that your hips shoot up from the pleasure.”

      My chest rises and falls at a rapid rate as my hand itches to fall to my aching cock, to relieve some of the pain that’s building, searching for release. But I keep still, not wanting to touch myself when I’m on the phone with her, not sure if that’s moving too fast. Hell, this conversation has taken me by surprise, but then again I’m not going to complain.

      “Then I’d lower my mouth back down and slip you in slowly, swirling my tongue, then sucking, swirling and sucking. I’d repeat the process over and over again until your hips started to thrust into my mouth. That’s when I’d know you needed relief, when I know you’re at the brink, because you’d never fuck my mouth. You’d wait out the pleasure. You’d let me explore you, but there’d come a point where you couldn’t take it anymore and you would fuck my mouth.”

      “I want to fuck your mouth right now,” I say, the words sounding like a grunt more than anything. “How would you stop me?”

      “I wouldn’t. I’d encourage it. I’d open wide and take you deep in my throat, so deep that you see stars. So deep that you’d never know what pleasure was until you felt the back of my throat, until you felt me swallow against your cock.”

      “Motherfuck,” I say, my hand falling to my briefs where I slip it under my waistline and grip the base. Jesus, I’m wound up.

      “I would let you fuck my mouth until you came. Over and over and over again, you would thrust. My eyes would water but not from pain, from happiness. I would enjoy every second of it, of feeling how out of control you become and then when you finally come, when your body stiffens and your cock swells, I would suck so hard that you would black out. Your body would turn into nothing as you explode in my mouth with such a feral cry releasing from your lips, you’ll try to decipher if that was really you who made that sound.” She sits up on her elbow, the blanket slipping down, exposing her hard nipples. “And it would be you. I’d tell you, that sound that echoed off the walls, that sounded so salacious, like a roar from the jungle, that was you . . . all because of me.”

      “Jesus . . . fuck,” I say, my hand so tight on my dick that my legs start to curl up.

      She picks up the camera and says, “Okay, I’m going to bed.”

      And just like that, she acts as if she didn’t just bring me to the brink of orgasm. “I love you, Maddox. Good luck tomorrow.”

      Pained, I say. “Love you, babe. Good night.”

      She smiles a devilish smile, her eyes knowing exactly what I’m about to do when I hang up. “Good night, Maddox.”

      The screen goes blank and I roll to my back, shucking the covers off me. I rub my hand to the tip of my cock where I collect the pre-cum and slide it over my length, using it to guide my hand. I’m already hard as stone, my balls tight. It doesn’t take long until pleasure coils. Until I’m furiously pumping my cock, so hard so fast—Kinsley’s body, her tits, flashing through my mind. Her fucking incredible description doing its job. The vision of her tongue dancing over me, her body rubbing against mine, her sinful mouth swallowing me whole . . .

      “Ahhhhh, fuck,” I groan as my cock swells in my hand and I come all over my stomach. Spurt after spurt, wracking my body until I have nothing left.

      I drape my arm over my eyes and let out a deep breath. Christ, that felt good, better than any jack-off session I’ve had in a while. I think it’s because Kinsley brought me there first.

      I get out of bed, clean up, and try to settle my excitement just as I get a text.

      A picture from Kinsley.

      I’ve never unlocked my phone so fast, hoping it’s a naughty picture.

      Instead of a nude, or even a shot of her in lingerie, it’s her middle and index fingers—and they’re glistening and wet.

      It’s not what I’m expecting, but it’s almost more erotic.

      Kinsley: Hope you came just as hard as I did.

      I flop back on my pillow, my mind swirling with holy fuck and how the hell did I get so lucky.

      I send her back a text, a giant smile crossing my face the entire time.

      Maddox: Probably harder, babe. Probably harder.
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      “Hello?” Kinsley winces when she answers the phone, the nightstand light, clearly too bright for her.

      “I’m sorry it’s so late,” I say, shoulders drooping, my mood at an all-time high of irritation. We lost, but this time, it was on my watch. Any loss is going to piss me off, but when I add a loss to my record as a pitcher, I’m not fucking pleased, especially when I pitched one hell of a fucking game.

      “It’s okay,” she says, her voice sleepy. What I wouldn’t give to be climbing into bed with her right now, rather than trying to get comfortable against these stiff hotel sheets. “I’m sorry you lost.”

      “I don’t want to fucking talk about it,” I say, my irritation obvious. “Ugh, fuck, sorry. I don’t mean to snap at you.” I pinch my brow. “Maybe I should just call you tomorrow when I’m in a better mood.”

      “Or you can talk to me about something else,” she says, still sounding sleepy. That’s when I notice she’s not wearing a tank top.

      “Are you naked in my bed, Kinsley?”

      “Mmm . . . yeah. I wanted to feel the sheets against my body.” Her eyes open in a dream-like state. “They’re really nice, Maddox.”

      And just like that, my irritation vanishes and my curiosity grows . . . as well as other things.

      “Lower the sheet.”

      She smiles sleepily and shakes her head. “You wish.”

      “I do fucking wish. Let me see you, Kin.”

      “No.” She squirms under the sheet, moaning slightly. “Before you called, I was having a sex dream about you, and now I’m all wired with no one to take care of it.”

      “Let me,” I say swallowing hard.

      She shakes her head again. “No, I want our first time together to be in the same room, same bed, our bodies pressed against one another.” She shifts again and the sheets come close to falling down, exposing her breasts.

      “We can have fun at least.”

      “Has this become too sexual, too fast?” she asks.

      “You’re a sexual creature, you even said it yourself. You love sex, and that’s why you had your fling with Stan. It’s okay to be sexual, Kin.”

      “Didn’t say it wasn’t.” She hikes up the sheet and my hope of catching a peek diminishes. “I love my sexual freedom and how I don’t feel embarrassed about any act of sex.”

      “Hence the picture you sent me last night.”

      “Exactly.” She winks, her eyes opening a little more. “But with you, I think it could get carried away, and I don’t want to lose sight of what we’re trying to do.”

      “And what’s that?” I ask, wishing she would move again so I could catch a glimpse at the small swell of her breasts.

      “Building a relationship.”

      “We already have one, babe. The only thing we’re missing is the sex part.”

      “What about the dating?” she asks softly, and fuck do I feel like an idiot.

      “Shit.” I chuckle and press my palm to my eye. “Yeah, the dating.”

      She looks off to the side and presses her fist to her chin. I mentally take a picture of her like that, grab my notebook and pen and start sketching, wanting to capture this moment of her—naked in my bed, looking . . . reflective. Truly stunning.

      I make a quick outline of her body and then start filling it in with the features I know all too well.

      “That’s what I’m worried about, Maddox. That this will all be sex for you, when this is so much more for me.”

      My pen pauses as I stare at Kinsley though the phone. “Seriously, Kin?”

      “Yes,” she answers. From the look in her eyes I can tell she’s dead serious, and it stings that she thinks that of me. Yeah, I like sex, so does every other red-blooded male out there. But that doesn’t mean I’m going to be an asshole who never takes her out.

      Looks like I need to make things perfectly clear, let her know exactly where I stand when it comes to us.

      “Kinsley, I’m going to say this once and only once, because I can’t keep coming back to this. You either accept what I have to say, or we forget this ever happened, okay?” She rolls her teeth over her lip and nods. “I want to fuck you, yes. I want to fuck you so goddamn badly that the need pumps through my veins whenever I hear your name. But that strong desire doesn’t take away from the center of all of this. I want you to be my girlfriend. I want you to be more than just my best friend, which means I will take you out. We will date, we will do all the boyfriend/girlfriend-type things. I might be rusty, but I know one thing for sure: I’m not only in this for incredibly good sex. I’m in this for the good, the bad, and the naughty.” She chuckles and nods. “So, here’s what I’m going to do. I’m going to put the ball in your court when it comes to the physical side of things. I will kiss you, make out with you, hold you, touch you, all of the above-the-clothes stuff, but when it comes to the act of intercourse with one another, that’s on you. You’re the lead.”

      “But—”

      “I’ll let you know in some way how you make me feel, how I want you, how I think you’re the most gorgeous woman I’ve ever seen, but I will never push further than taking your mouth with mine. I’m going to follow your lead. You hold the power, Kin.”

      “But why?” she asks, a cute crease to her brow.

      “Why? Because I love being with you any way I can be. To show you that I’m not claiming you as mine just so we can have sex. Kin, the way I’ve treated you, taking you out to restaurants that suit you, holding your hand whenever I’ve seen an opportunity, kisses good night, eagerly coming home to your hugs . . . that’s who we already are. You said that you’ve longed for my touch each morning, well, so have I. Having you as my girlfriend will in some ways, just extend our physical connection. I think . . . in my heart, I’d already claimed you as mine.”

      “And what happens when I finally want to cross the physical line? Are you going to deny me?”

      That makes me laugh. “Not a chance. I’m so attracted to you, so every inch you give me, I’ll worship.”

      “Well . . . you sure know how to make a girl’s heart sing.”

      “Only yours, Kin.” And I now realize, that I’ve been only Kinsley Howard’s for a very long time. And I fucking love that.
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        * * *

      

      Maddox: How’s Herman?

      Kinsley: I knew you cared about him.

      Maddox: Just checking to make sure he hasn’t shit in the apartment.

      Kinsley: How dare you insult his character like that.

      Maddox: He’s old, that means more accidents.

      Kinsley: Have faith in the old—oh no, he literally just shit on the rug.

      Maddox: Are you fucking serious?

      Kinsley: No. And I hope you had a minor heart attack, as you deserve it. This dog is a saint.

      Maddox: I think I prefer our FaceTime conversations over text messages.

      Kinsley: Yeah, well even though I miss you like crazy, this girl needs some sleep tonight.

      Maddox: What’s your night going to be like? Are you going to watch the game?

      Kinsley: I’ll have it on in the background, not as much fun to watch if you’re not pitching. But . . . do you have a second to chat, I want to tell you something big.

      I stand from my locker and go to one of the back offices where we’re allowed to take private phone calls when we’re just messing around, getting ready for the game. I dial her number quickly and she answers it on one ring.

      “Are you allowed to call me?”

      I chuckle and say, “You would be surprised the kind of leniency we get. What’s going on; everything okay?”

      “Yeah, everything is great actually. I wanted to call you and tell you something really . . .” Her voice gets choked up and even though I can’t see her, I know she’s starting to cry.

      “Kinsley, what’s going on?”

      “I’m sorry. I’m trying not to get emotional, but I can’t help it. I’m so happy.”

      Relief washes over me as I lean back in one of the cold, hard chairs in the office. “Okay, so happy emotion.”

      “Very happy.” She takes a deep breath. “The other day, when you, Lincoln, and Jason came to the shelter, we were inundated with follows on Instagram, which was out-of-this-world amazing. Our name is out there. Gaining support.” She sniffs. “So, I can’t thank you enough.”

      “That’s fucking awesome, babe. You’re welcome.”

      “But something happened today that nearly brought me to my knees.”

      “And?”

      “Chip was adopted,” she says on a squeak.

      “Chip, as in . . . Chip the cat, the longest resident of the shelter?”

      “Yes,” she says, a sob quickly following. Speaking through her tears, she continues, “An older man came in yesterday, told us his daughter, who follows Lincoln on social media, told him all about the shelter and how there was an orange cat who looked like he needed a home. Apparently, this gentleman just lost his cat to feline leukemia and was looking for a new friend. He came in this morning and inquired about the longest resident in the shelter. I brought him over to Chip and”—she hiccups on a sob and my heart reaches out to this woman, falling for her more and more. Her soul is so beautiful, caring so much for these animals—“they hit it off immediately. Chip was purring, the gentleman was all smiles. We are running a background check, but if all goes well, Chip will have a new home tomorrow night. Can you believe it?”

      “That’s fucking great, Kin,” I say, meaning it sincerely. I know how much this means to her, which in return means a lot to me. “I’m glad we could help out in a small way.”

      “A small way?” She laughs. “Maddox, you coming to the shelter, it was a game changer for us. Not only are we able to expand the facility with the donation, but we’ve had more people come in looking to adopt than ever before just this week alone. We’ve also had more intake inquiries. Marcy was saying if we keep going at this rate, we might be able to hire another full-time employee.”

      “I’m happy to hear it, babe. Anything you need, you let me know. You can always rely on me to support you one hundred percent.” And I’d never deny her. God, I can’t imagine ever not loving this woman.

      She sighs. “You are too good to me.”

      “You’re too good to me,” I counter.

      She chuckles. “Three more days.”

      “Three more days.”

      “Are you going to kiss me?”

      “Fuck yeah.”

      “Are you going to snuggle with me?”

      “Wouldn’t have it any other way.”

      There’s a smile in her voice when she asks, “Are you going to let Herman give you a welcome-home kiss?”

      “Let’s not get too out of control.”

      She chuckles and the sound fills me with life. “I’ll let you go. I’ll talk to you tomorrow. Love you.”

      “Love you, Kinsley.”
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      Knock. Knock.

      I glance up at the door as Herman lifts his head.

      The game is on in the background, I have a bowl of popcorn in front of me, and a strawberry sparkling water waiting to be cracked open. I’m ready for my last night alone until Maddox gets home.

      “Who do you think that is?” I ask Herman, as I stand and walk over to the door, expecting Joan. When I open the door, two women, who look vaguely familiar, are standing before me.

      Where do I know them from?

      “Kinsley?” one of them asks.

      “Um, yes,” I say, hoping they’re not Maddox’s old flings or from “the brothel.” One does have dark hair and big boobs.

      “It’s so great to meet you.” The dark hair girl swoops me into a hug. “I’m Dottie, Jason Orson’s wife. And this is Natalie, Cory’s fiancée.”

      “Oh wow, hi,” I say, taking Natalie into a hug as well. “Please, come in.”

      I right my tank top and make sure my shorts are straight as well.

      “She is really hot,” Natalie says to Dottie who gives me a slow once-over. “I can see why the boys are saying Maddox is completely head over heels.”

      My cheeks flame as I shut the door and pull on the hem of my tank. “Uh, thank you. If I knew you were coming over, I would have put something a little more appropriate on.”

      “Please, if I had your boobs, I’d be wearing the same thing.” She turns to Natalie. “Can you imagine a life without a bra and not having your boobs feel like they’re sagging to the ground?”

      Natalie looks at me and says, “You’re lucky, girl. Show off those ladies.”

      I chuckle and motion to the living room. “I was just watching the game and eating some popcorn, can I get you guys a drink?”

      “I would love whatever you’re having,” Dottie says, setting her purse on the ground near the entryway and then walking into the living room. Natalie follows suit.

      “Same for me.” They both make themselves comfortable on the couch while I get their drinks, feeling a little awkward.

      I mean . . . why are they here? Did Maddox send them here? I’m not complaining, because it would be great to make some new friends, someone who’s younger than fifty at least. I quickly grab them drinks and then take them into the living room where they’re discussing Lincoln, who is on the mound tonight.

      “He is such an idiot when it comes to dating,” Dottie says, giving me a smile while I hand her the drink.

      “Thank you,” Natalie says and then adds, “I’m just glad he stopped going after the cleat chasers. Cory said they were fucking with his head.”

      “Cleat chasers?” I ask, jumping right into the conversation as if we’ve been doing this for a while.

      “Yeah, real classy women,” Dottie says with a roll of her eyes. “They stalk out the hotel, find out what floor the guys are on and then roam the hallways, purses full of condoms, legs ready to be spread in any position asked.”

      “Ew, really?”

      Natalie nods. “Yeah. Easy access for the guys who want it. Frankly, it’s disgusting, if you ask me. Apparently, last year Lincoln had sex with a few of them until Maddox and Jason had a conversation with him about not indulging in cheap thrills, but to look for someone who’s going to make him happy. Which according to Jason, there is someone special in his life, but Maddox is the only one who knows about her.”

      “Interesting.”

      Dottie nods. “Rumor has it he’s been on again off again with a girl but something always goes wrong. Timing hasn’t ever worked out for them. I thought it was maybe too much pressure.”

      “Pressure?” I ask, feeling like I’m getting smacked in the face with a load of information I wasn’t expecting. Hell, I was just going to eat popcorn with Herman—who is snoring by the way, great guard dog he is—and watch the boys play, hoping to catch glimpses of Maddox.

      “The boys are gone a lot, as I think you’ve noticed already. There’s a lot of shady business that goes on in those hotels. If you find a good man, he tucks himself away at night. But it’s the guys who hang out in the lobby, the ones who go to the bar not just once, but every night. Those are the guys you have to look out for.”

      “Like Marcus.” Natalie shakes her head.

      “Wait.” I hold up my hand. “Marcus Gomez? The family man?”

      Dottie nods. “Yeah. He’s apparently been cheating on his wife for a while now. The boys just found out; it’s why they don’t really hang out with him anymore.”

      “Yeah, Cory was close with him, but the moment he saw Marcus with another woman on one of their away trips, Cory took a step back. He didn’t want to be associated with him.”

      “But they have kids,” I say, feeling horrified for his wife.

      “Apparently that didn’t matter.” Natalie sighs. “I still feel sad about it. Marcus had a hand in getting Cory and me back together. And who knows, maybe there are two sides to every story, but all we know is the boys avoid him. Which by the way”—Natalie holds up her drink and Dottie’s holds hers up too. So I join—“to a new friendship.”

      We all cheers and take a sip. “Not that I’m angry you guys are here, but . . . why are you here?”

      They both laugh and Dottie takes the lead. “Ready for some gossip?”

      “As if we haven’t already opened with that,” Natalie says.

      “True.” Dottie turns toward me and says, “Jason told me that Maddox was talking to him about you the other day, how he worries when he’s gone because you don’t really have anyone in Chicago other than the people you work with. Maddox wondered if Natalie and I would make friends with you.”

      I feel my cheeks flush and Natalie catches it because she quickly says, “Don’t be embarrassed. It’s really sweet. Maddox wants to make sure you’re taken care of. Trust me, it’s good to make some friends who know what you’re going through. Being a baseball spouse is not easy.”

      “How long have you two been together?” Dottie asks. “When Jason told me Maddox had a girl, I was a little stunned to be honest. He’s always been a little darker, a little more closed off.”

      “Yeah, the dark horse of the group.”

      “Always a different girl—” Natalie knocks Dottie in the leg.

      “Don’t say things like that to her.”

      “Oh shit, I’m sorry.” Dottie clasps her hands over her mouth. “I swear, I’m not that mean girl who makes you worry about your man. Jason said Maddox is so lost in you. You have nothing to worry about.”

      I feel like a pinball, being shoved around every which way. These two seem like a lot of fun, but also exhausting. Then again, this is how Maddox must feel around me, being tossed back and forth from topic to topic.

      “Maddox and I are not technically together.”

      The color in both their faces drain and Natalie is the first to speak. “Oh shit. Did we just expose Maddox?”

      “Jason made it seem like you guys were together. He didn’t say that Maddox’s feelings were a secret. I am going to kill him.”

      I chuckle and shake my head. “Please don’t kill Jason, he’s such a sweet man. And I do know about Maddox’s feelings. We’ve known each other since we were five. Best friends, neighbors, we grew up together. We know everything about one another. I got a job opportunity that I was going to turn down because I couldn’t afford the housing here, and he offered to let me stay with him. From there, things got intense quickly. Before they left for their away trip, he kissed me.” My heart sighs from remembering the moment. “He kissed me and left.”

      “Oh, that devil of a man,” Natalie says, but both girls lean in to my story.

      “Tell me about it. We talked that night once they got to the hotel and he basically laid it all out on the table.” I clasp my hands together, trying to contain the excitement I have over the prospect of Maddox coming back tomorrow and wanting to take things another step further.

      “You guys are so going to have sex tomorrow, aren’t you?” Dottie asks, a giant smirk on her face.

      I shake my head. “No, he’s a sexual creature—”

      “Ah, so he told you about all the women.” Natalie nods. “Yeah, Cory said he was a bit of a player.”

      I swallow hard, knowing this is true. But he also had a long-term girlfriend . . . that broke his heart. He hasn’t had a relationship since then. Should I be concerned?

      “Yes, we’re both sexual creatures actually,” I say, not wanting to show any insecurity. Dottie and Natalie are here on the best of intentions, I know this. They might be quite open, which in the long run is what I’m looking for in a friendship, but it’s also a lot at first, especially since I haven’t seen Maddox since he left the shelter. “I didn’t want the start of us to be all about sex, so he gave me control.”

      “As in . . . he’s not going to try to fuck you until you give him the go ahead?” Dottie asks. I nod and she clasps her hand over her heart. “That’s really hot actually.”

      “It is.” Natalie leans back and says, “Cory held out on me.”

      “Jason did the same.” Dottie sips her drink. “It was really annoying, being the one tortured.”

      “Yeah, it got ridiculous.” Natalie points at me. “Make sure you make him wait for a while. If not for you, for us.” We all laugh. “These boys love to tease us and now we have a little power in our hands to tease back, if not our own guy, one of their own.”

      “You could still tease them now.”

      Dottie shakes her head. “Oh, the threats are there, but it’s all talk. Trust me when I say the day you get thoroughly fucked by a Rebel, is the day sex will never be the same.”

      “She is so right,” Natalie says, sighing and looking to the ceiling. “I thought I knew what sex was until Cory came around.”

      Leaning in, Dottie says, “She’s also soon to be married to the biggest penis on the team.”

      Natalie smirks, still staring at the ceiling. “It’s so big.”

      I flush, my mind going to Maddox, wondering how big he is. I’d be shocked if he wasn’t at least the biggest I’ve ever had. He’s tall, has large hands and feet, and is broad. He has all the signs for a big member.

      Coming back to the group, Natalie says, “I heard Maddox is big though.” She winks at me.

      “Cory told you that?”

      “No, Jason,” Dottie cuts in. She rolls her eyes. “He is a man-child. Has mentioned many penises, especially Cory’s.”

      Natalie nods. “My brother has an obsession with my fiancé. I’m okay with it.”

      “He also mentioned Maddox has some . . . jewelry, if you know what I mean.”

      “What?” I say, sitting taller. “Like . . . he has a piercing on his penis?”

      Dottie quickly holds her hands up. “I’m not one hundred percent sure, but Jason mumbled something about it and how it’s badass and fits Maddox perfectly. Jason could never pull it off. He’s too sensitive.”

      “Is it a Prince Albert?” I ask, getting far too excited. My legs clench together from the mere thought that Maddox is pierced.

      Dottie and Natalie exchange glances and then look back at me. “Natalie, I think our new friend here is a freak in the sheets.”

      Natalie motions her finger over me. “Oh yeah, total freak. Which will come in handy, because she can teach us some new things to surprise our men with.”

      “Easily,” I say on a laugh. “Stick with me, ladies. I’ll teach you all the things.”
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        * * *

      

      Maddox: On our way home tomorrow. Because of storms, we’re not flying out tonight.

      Kinsley: Ugh, why does Mother Nature hate me? I’m so kind to Her.

      Maddox: Missing me?

      Kinsley: Like crazy. I was willing to get no sleep just so I could welcome you home.

      Maddox: I’m disappointed too, babe.

      Kinsley: Dottie and Natalie came over tonight. Heard you were worried about me.

      Maddox: I don’t want you to be lonely.

      Kinsley: I have Joan.

      Maddox: I don’t want you to navigate this baseball world alone. Natalie and Dottie are great.

      Kinsley: They are.

      Maddox: What did you talk about?

      Kinsley: We can talk about it tomorrow. I’m working from home, volunteers are managing the shelter tomorrow, so I don’t have to go in.

      Maddox: So I don’t have to wait until you get off work to see you?

      Kinsley: Nope. Kind of wish you came home after a day game, but I get it.

      Maddox: Jason practically wept into Cory’s arms when he realized we weren’t headed out tonight. Are the storms bad?

      I glance out the window where rain is pelting the glass, lightning flaring in the distance with a constant rumble of thunder. Yeah, they’re bad. Dottie and Natalie left just at the right time when it started to rain.

      Kinsley: Let’s just say Herman is hiding under the table, not happy with what’s happening outside.

      Maddox: Hell, that makes me feel for him.

      Kinsley: Just admit it, you love him.

      Maddox: Not so much, but I did find out there’s a dog pee area off the parking garage.

      Kinsley: Oh, we use it. Don’t you worry.

      Maddox: Good, didn’t want you having to go out in the storm.

      Kinsley: So concerned all the time. You know I’m a big girl and can handle myself, right?

      Maddox: And you know that I care about you more than anything in my life, and I’ll always try to protect you, right?

      Kinsley: Don’t make me sigh over you. You’re giving me heart eyes.

      Maddox: Good.
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        * * *

      

      “What is taking him so damn long?” I ask Herman who is resting on the couch, wearing a Rebels shirt that I got for him, in the hopes of winning Maddox over even more. If I do say so myself, he looks adorable in it.

      Just at that moment, I hear footsteps fall down the hallway and my heart stills as keys fall into the lock and the door opens.

      A wave of lust hits me when Maddox steps through the door in pair of black jeans, a white shirt, and his hair styled in that messy, sexy way only he can pull off. His scruff is thick and his eyes are clear as ever, as he shuts the door behind him and sets his bag on the ground in the entryway.

      “Get the fuck over here,” he says, his voice piercing me as I stand and rush over to him.

      I fling my body at his and he catches me in the air, only to spin us both around and pin me against the door. His hands fly up to my cheeks where he grips me tightly and presses his mouth against mine, as if I’m the one giving him air and he needs it immediately.

      Hungry and demanding, his mouth works over mine, pulling and teasing, pressing and prodding. His tongue sweeps across my lips, asking for entry. I don’t give it right away, giving him short, tight kisses and when he growls against me, his hand flying to the door in frustration, I smile and open my mouth, granting him access.

      When my tongue caresses his, he moans out loud and shifts both of us, while one of his hands falls to my backside, holding me tightly. At first, his grip is so tight that it shoots a piercing pain through my side but it quickly subsides when I realize just how amazing it feels to have a man claim me the way Maddox is.

      A heady sensation takes over as Maddox moves his lips across mine, to my jaw and then down my neck for a few brief seconds before he moves back up, ravishing my mouth like a man unhinged. The hunger in his kisses starts to slow down and instead of the fury from moments ago, his kisses turn slow, languid, purposeful with every swipe.

      It’s drugging. That’s the only way to describe it. I feel like I’m floating away with every swipe, every press of his mouth to mine. Soft, featherlight, I can’t feel anything but the way his mouth intimately connects with mine.

      I moan into his mouth, as my hands tangle in the short strands of his hair as I try to dig in deeper, glue my body to his, become one. And just as I feel like I might not be able to get any closer to him, Maddox pulls away and takes a deep breath.

      His eyes are heavy, his smile lazy, and he looks completely satisfied . . . just from a kiss.

      “Hey.”

      “Hey.” I smile and then chuckle, burying my head in his shoulder.

      He carries me to the couch where he sits down, keeping me on his lap. Hands on my thighs, he says, “Why are you laughing?”

      “This just seems so surreal.” I lift up from his shoulder and caress his jaw. “I get to touch you, kiss you and not worry that I’m crossing a line.” I study the curve of his jaw. “I was so worried.”

      “Worried?” His brow creases. “About?”

      “That I was . . . you know, letting all my cards show. That you weren’t feeling the same way.”

      “Seriously?” He laughs and pushes his hand through his hair. “Kinsley, I was practically dying every time you walked into a room. I couldn’t take it anymore, not being able to be with you the way I wanted, but I thought I should ease into it. So I touched you more, hoping you didn’t push me away.”

      I sit back and consider the change in how we interacted: him pulling me onto his lap; him standing between my legs, touching me, holding me. He had been more intimate than normal.

      “I thought maybe I was looking too far into things, because of my feelings.” I chuckle and place my hands on his chest, running my fingers along his pecs. “Apparently, I was reading you just right.”

      “You were.” He rubs my thighs. “Fuck, I’m happy, Kin.”

      “Me too.” I smile, feeling a blush creep up my cheeks. “This doesn’t feel weird?”

      He shakes his head. “No, babe, this feels right.”
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        * * *

      

      “You’re fucking cute, you know that?” Maddox asks as he leans against the bathroom counter, while I finish brushing my teeth.

      We spent the rest of the day cuddling, making out, eating, working, making out some more. Flirting . . . and of course so much making out. My stomach has tumbled so much from his touch today that I actually feel slightly queasy from all the tossing and turning. But not queasy enough to stop from making out with him some more.

      I spit my toothpaste, rinse my mouth, and dry it.

      “Why do you say that?” I ask, leaning my hip against the counter as well.

      His eyes zip down my body and then back up. “Tank top and underwear, that’s it?”

      “Yeah?” I shrug. “You wear less.”

      “Just cute that you dropped the shorts now that we’re you know . . .”

      His words trail off and I cross my arms over my chest, staring him down. “Now that we’re what, Maddox?”

      “Now that we’re, you know”—he closes the space between us, grips my hips, and smiles down at me—“dating.”

      I chuckle at the awkwardness in his voice. “Say that with a little more pain, it will make me feel better.”

      He laughs too and blows out a heavy breath. “Sorry, this is just different for me. I haven’t dated anyone since Jamie.”

      His comment sparks a thought in my head, something that’s been ticking in the back of my mind, something the girls said to me.

      Taking his hand in mine, I lead him to the bed where I sit him down and then climb on top of his lap.

      “If you want me to behave, this is not the way to do it,” he says, his hands falling to my backside, pulling me in even closer. The fabric between us is so thin that I can already feel him between my legs and good God, he’s right. This is not the ideal position to be sitting in when we’re both just wearing underwear.

      Ignoring the growing desire from feeling him semi-hard beneath me, I trace the tattoos on his chest. “I have something to ask you and I don’t want you to get mad.”

      “You know that’s a sure-fire way to get me mad, right? When you tell me not to get mad? Because whatever you’re about to say is most likely going to make me mad.”

      “I know.” I lean forward and press a kiss to his neck, then his jaw, followed by his lips. He groans when I pull away. “But I need to ask you this because as you so painfully said in the bathroom, we’re dating. Therefore, we need to get everything out in the open, right?”

      “Or we can keep everything closed off, talk about nothing, and just fuck.”

      “When would that ever happen?”

      He shrugs, looking like the teenager I knew way back when. “Thought I’d give it a shot.”

      “It was a cute attempt, but that would never happen. I’m all about being open and honest with each other, which brings me to my question.”

      “That I’m not supposed to get mad at.”

      “Exactly.” I press a quick kiss to his lips, which pulls a smile from him. “So I was talking with Dottie and Natalie—”

      “I can already tell I’m not going to like what you have to say if it has to do with gossip.”

      “Hey, you told them to come hang out with me.”

      “I know, but that was before I thought of all the things they’d tell you.”

      My brows raise in question. “Are you hiding things from me, Maddox?”

      “No. But you know how that shit goes. They put an idea in your head and then it’s all you can think about.”

      “Well, yes, that might have happened, but I just want to clear things up, and then I’ll never ask about it again.”

      “Okay,” he says with resignation. “Hit me.”

      “Cleat chasers.” He rolls his eyes. “Were they at your hotels this past away trip?”

      “They’re at the hotels every trip.”

      “Have you ever, you know, taken one back to your hotel room?”

      He tips my chin up to look him in the eyes. “Are you asking if I took a girl back to my room this past week?”

      “No.” I shake my head. “I know you wouldn’t do that to me.”

      His grip on my backside grows tighter and I can feel him start to get angry from the suggestion. I wince.

      “Kinsley, that’s fucked up.”

      “I’m not accusing you of anything, I just . . . I don’t know. I want to know what your routine is.”

      He runs his tongue over his teeth and then pushes a strand of my hair behind my ear, only to cup my cheek. “This past week, I was focused on getting back to my room so I could talk to you. I didn’t even acknowledge the presence of cleat chasers in the hallways. Ever since you moved to Chicago, my focus has been on you. I haven’t wanted anyone but you, and I can’t stop fucking drawing you either, which tells me one thing—you’re consuming me.” My cheeks burn with embarrassment of my question, and with excitement from his confession. “Have I hooked up with a cleat chaser before? Stupidly, yes, but that was when I was fresh in the majors and didn’t know what the fuck I was doing. I’d just wanted sex. Are there guys on the team who indulge every night? Yeah, but I’m not one of them. Never have been. I had a regular routine when it came to sex, one that I’m not super proud of, but it was mindless for me, something to expel the energy built up inside me. Like you and Stan. But that all changed the minute you stepped foot in this apartment.” He drags his thumb over my lip and says, “You don’t ever have to worry about me cheating on you, Kinsley. It’s never going to happen. I know how good I’ve got it. Plus”—he takes a deep breath and looks away—“I know how it feels to be cheated on. If I’m not happy, I’ll tell you. I won’t ever go behind your back to find someone else.”

      I brush my fingers through his hair and around his ear. “I’m sorry I even brought it up,” I say, feeling guilty I let the thought pass through my mind. I should have known better, especially because of Jamie.

      “Don’t apologize. I understand this journey is going to be hard, but we need to trust each other.”

      “I trust you. I really do,” I say quickly. “I guess I was just curious, that’s all.”

      “Curiosity is okay, not believing me is not.”

      “I believe you.”

      He nods and moves his hands up my sides, dragging my shirt with him so his thumbs rest on my ribcage. “You better. Are you good, now?”

      I nod. “Very good.”

      “Does that mean I get to take your shirt off?”

      I laugh and shake my head. “No, it doesn’t.”

      “Can I cop a feel?”

      “No.”

      He rests his head against the headboard, takes a deep breath and then looks at me again. “Make out?”

      “Yes, we can make out, but I feel like I should get off your lap.”

      He holds me still. “No, stay. Move your hips when we make out. I heard that’s the new way of doing things.”

      “Oh my God.” I push at his chest, as he laughs and captures me just as I roll off him. He pins me against the mattress, hands at my side. “That is not the new way, Maddox, that’s dry-humping.”

      “Nothing wrong with dry-humping,” he says, moving his pelvis on top of mine where I can feel his length. “Clothes are on, so it’s just friction.” He leans down and presses a kiss along my neck, turning me on. “Friction never hurt anyone.”

      Shamelessly I spread my legs, letting his pelvis fall right on mine.

      “What happened to letting me have all the power?”

      His tongue runs along my jaw and then up to my ear where he nibbles on the lobe. “Tell me to stop then.”

      If only I could.

      It’s not that easy though. I want him more than air itself. I want to feel him all over my body. I want his hands on my breasts, on my stomach, on my pussy. I want to know what it feels like to have him drag his tongue along my skin, his hot, wet tongue firing up every nerve. I want to see him naked, stretched out on this bed, shameless with his hands behind his head, his body submitting to me. I want to know if his cock is pierced—if it’s what I think it is—if he can hit my G-spot and make me come so hard, I’ll never be the same.

      But I also don’t want to lose what we’re trying to accomplish . . . dating.

      “You’re thinking too much,” he whispers as his mouth floats over mine.

      A war builds in my head. I want to feel him, but I also want to stay reserved, but with every pass of his mouth over mine, my resolve falters until I hear myself say, “Kissing only. No touching. Dry-humping is allowed.”

      He chuckles against my cheek. “You sure know how to make things interesting.”

      “Can’t handle it, Maddox?”

      “Oh, I can fucking handle it.” He lifts off me and asks, “What about clothes?”

      “They stay on.”

      He nods. “All right, challenge accepted.” With his knee, he spreads my legs even farther and says, “Don’t move your legs, keep them spread.”

      His voice changes—it becomes darker. More throaty. More . . . commanding. Sexy.

      He laces our fingers together and he holds my hands on either side of my head as he lowers his mouth down to mine while his knees fall between my spread legs, not touching me, just hovering.

      I want to glance down, to see his erection, but it’s next to impossible when his tongue thrusts inside my mouth and starts claiming me. He’s greedy, hungry, not holding back as he swipes, dips, and caresses my mouth with his tongue. I try to keep up, but it’s hard when I’m fighting with every sensation of his touch that’s doing a damn fine job overtaking my thoughts. I get lost in his feel, in the command and strength of his body. How can he keep so still, but shoot off fireworks through my veins with only the use of his mouth?

      Nothing else.

      He holds true to his word.

      No touching, kissing only, and clothes on, and yet, my pussy is throbbing with need, my legs shake with desire, as pleasure starts to pool in my center, building and building to the point that I can feel the thrum of my clit, begging for more, twitching my legs, sending my entire system into overdrive.

      “God, I need your cock on me,” I say in between kisses.

      “Turned on?” he asks.

      “So much.” Being spread like this, my underwear becoming wet with each pass of his mouth over mine, the cool air shocking me, combined with his hot mouth. It almost feels like too much, too many sensations pulling and tugging through me, wanting me to go left, right, feel the beat of my pulse, the pound of my heart.

      “Ask for it, Kin. Ask for my cock.”

      Yes. He can talk dirty in my ear any freaking day.

      I nip at his bottom lip and tug on it. “Give me your cock, Maddox.”

      He pauses, his eyes heady as he lets my words sink in, words I never thought I’d utter, but words that slipped off my tongue easily. Words I’m relieved I could finally say.

      Keeping his eyes on mine, our lips parted for a few moments, he lowers his pelvis to mine and dips his cock just lightly against my parted center.

      A hiss escapes my lips from the featherlike pressure on my clit. “You’re so hard,” I say, as he presses down again, this time adding a slight wave to the movement so his cock rolls up against my clit. “Jesus, Maddox.”

      “Want more?”

      “Yes. God, yes.”

      “Mmm . . . too bad you’ll have to wait a little bit longer.” He lifts his hips and begins to work my mouth once again. This time, he’s light with his kisses. Not hungry, not demanding, just exploratory.

      It’s torture, feeling him briefly only to be teased with his mouth again. And because he has my hands pinned down, I can’t move to touch him, feel him, encourage him to give me more. All I have is my mouth and even at that, when I try to apply more pressure, he pulls away.

      “Give in, Kinsley. I’m in charge, so stop trying to get more.”

      “You’re torturing me.”

      “This is what you wanted.”

      “No—” His hips fall against mine again. “More, Maddox.”

      He dips again and rolls.

      Dips and rolls. Barely touching me, just enough to cause my clit to erupt with need.

      Uncomfortable pressure starts to build, pressure that needs immediate relief, but from the way he stays away from me, I’m not going to feel that relief anytime soon.

      “Fuck, Maddox,” I say as his lips fall to my neck, along my collarbone. He pauses, and I watch as his eyes fall to my breasts, my nipples so hard that they’re mere nubs poking against my shirt.

      With a look of passion in his eyes, he lowers his chest to mine where he gently rubs his bare chest against my hard nipples, just the tips grazing his skin. The sensation is too much, it shoots my hips up toward his as a feral cry falls past my lips.

      “Are your tits sensitive, Kinsley?”

      “So sensitive.”

      “Could I make you come by just rubbing them?”

      “Something to try on another day. Right now, I want your cock.”

      “You’re the boss,” he whispers before taking my mouth and lowering his hips all the way down to mine.

      He doesn’t take his time, he doesn’t caress me, or pretend to hold back.

      No, he claims my mouth like there are twenty men coming after it, and his hips rock over mine with exquisite rhythm.

      He’s large, long, unlike any cock I’ve felt before. And the way he moves his hips, rocking over my clit, rubbing and smoothing . . . God, it’s igniting a flame in me, setting it off like a wildfire in my veins, digging deep to my bones and every muscle in my body.

      “Fuck me,” I say when his mouth falls to my ear. “I’m throbbing, Maddox. I’m throbbing so hard, I can feel it all the way to my toes.”

      “Shit,” he mutters as his pace picks up. “Fuck, I can feel how wet you are.”

      “So hot, Maddox. Please don’t . . . ahhh,” I scream as he swivels his hips.

      The need to touch him, to feel him, to move my hands is overwhelming and frustrating all at the same time, and combined with the orgasm that’s building and building between my legs, has tears filling my eyes.

      Pulling up, he stares down at our connection, so I do the same. And I’m granted with the sight of his defined abs rolling over and over, digging his hips into mine. The V in his pelvis, the bulge rubbing against me, the way his pecs fire up and the sweat that caresses his skin, it’s all too much. The first spark of my orgasm is set off.

      “Fuck, Maddox. I’m going to come.”

      “Let me hear it then.”

      He moves faster. His hips flying so fast that my core turns numb, my spine coils where the pressure builds. My vision blurs, blacks. My head thrashes to the side and on one last thrust, my orgasm spikes through my body, shooting my spine straight and my chest high as my legs tighten around Maddox’s hips.

      “Yes,” I wail. “God, yes, Maddox.”

      He grunts something unintelligible and then buries his head in my shoulder as he bites down and comes. His hips flying fast and then stilling, the guttural sound that comes out of his mouth, so damn sexy.

      “Fuuuck,” he drawls out on a heavy breath and then kisses the side of my neck. He releases my hands, and I’m finally able to touch him. His back is sweaty, his skin like an inferno, and when he lifts up to look at me, I see the pleasure and strain he went through. For me.

      I cup his cheek and say, “I feel like that’s something we should have done back in high school.”

      He chuckles and nods. “Yeah, probably. I guess just making up for lost time, huh?”

      “Did you ever want to do that with me in high school?”

      He shakes his head. “I wouldn’t allow myself to think about you like that.”

      “Me either.”

      He rubs his thumb over my bottom lip, his eyes intent on my mouth. “But now, I’m taking full advantage of being yours.”

      “I hope so.” I smile into his kiss and let him do just that.
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      I feel like a doof.

      I have the biggest smile on my face, and I can’t seem to wipe it off no matter how hard I try.

      I guess that’s what happens when you finally give in to feelings you’ve been carrying around for years. You become a giddy schoolboy.

      “Good morning,” Kinsley says, walking into the living room, wearing her typical work pants and animal-loving shirt. Her hair is half pinned back, and she looks fresh. I also don’t miss the smile that’s spread across her face as well.

      Mornings are one of my favorite times with her, when I get to see her in the light from the sunrise, still catch a little bit of sleep in her eyes and share a cup of coffee with her before we go our separate ways for the day. Even though it’s a tragic hour for her to be awake, and she can be grumpy at times, I still love it.

      “Good morning,” I say, holding out a cup of coffee to her that she takes with ease and leans against the counter across from me.

      Together, we sip our coffee, staring at each other, smiles stretching out for miles.

      Breaking the silence, I say, “You look like you got dry-humped last night.”

      She snorts and pulls her mug away before wiping her nose. “Oh my God, why, Maddox?”

      I chuckle. “Seemed like a fun thing to say. And it’s true. You look happier.”

      “So do you, but I’m happy because you’re home, not because you drove your dick on top of me like a horny teenager.”

      “I haven’t done that in God knows how long, and I’m kind of addicted to it now.”

      “I noticed, when you came at me again last night, but had me ride you instead.”

      “Admit it, that was hot.”

      Her smiles grows even larger from over the rim of her mug. “It was.”

      “Maybe we stick to dry-humping, as we seem to have a good grasp on that.”

      “Is that what you really want? To never fuck me, feel my pussy clench around your cock, tease and pluck my nipples until I come from foreplay?”

      I stand there, my briefs growing tight, my upper lip starting to sweat from the thought of having her like that.

      Her eyes drop to my briefs and then back to my eyes. “I’m guessing you do.”

      Unashamed, I set my cup down, place both hands on the counter behind me and allow her to get an unobstructed view. “Guess what happens when you turn me on?”

      “I have to take care of it for you?” she asks with a roll to her eyes.

      “That, or you have to watch me take care of it.” I reach down into my briefs and grip my cock, hard, allowing myself to grow as I stare at her, as my eyes wander up and down her body, mainly pausing at her breasts.

      I get harder, the more I take her in, the more I envision her mouth falling to my cock and taking me inside her wet heat.

      I watch as she stares, as she sets her cup down, and as she starts to move toward me. Still in my briefs, not revealing anything, she reaches to where my hand is and says, “Let go.”

      I remove my hand, my breath heavy with anticipation as I await her next move. I don’t know what it’s going to be, but I have a feeling from the lust in her eyes I’m going to like it no matter what.

      Her hands fall to my hips and slip under the waistband of my boxer briefs. She slides them down over the globe of my ass as she steps closer, my erection pressing against her. She glides her fingers inward, further and further until they press along my crack.

      “What are you doing?” I ask, my voice coming out husky and turned on.

      “Spread your legs for me.”

      I do as she says, and that’s when she slides her hand all the way down until she reaches a spot that has never been touched before.

      Instead of shying away, I relax and let her tease me. With her first pass, she glances up at me, but I don’t flinch. I blow out a much-needed breath and relax. Her eyes sharpen with passion as she passes again.

      When I don’t tell her to move away, she spreads me with one hand and then circles me with her finger and then gently tips in and out. I hiss out a response as I feel myself grow even more. With no lube, she doesn’t do much, just teases me.

      “Do you like that?”

      “A lot,” I answer, open about everything sexual.

      “No one has let me touch them here, but I’ve always wanted to.”

      “Do whatever the fuck you want to my body, Kin. As long as it’s you, I don’t care what happens.”

      She bites down on her lower lip, excitement brimming in her eyes. “You would let me do anything?”

      “Why the fuck not? I trust you.”

      Stepping away, she looks wild as she says, “Lie down, I’ll be right back.”

      “On the tile?”

      “Yup.”

      As she starts to walk away, I call out, “You don’t have to do anything, Kin. I can take care of my dick in the shower. I don’t want you to feel like I pressured you.”

      She looks over her shoulder with a smile as she retreats to the bedroom. “Trust me, if I thought you were pressuring me, I’d let you know. I’m good with anticipation but also having fun in the meantime.”

      Hell . . . me too.

      I lie down on the tile, not adjusting one damn thing, but wait for my girl instead.

      I hear a buzzing sound before I see her come into view, but when she passes by the counter, holding a very thin vibrator and lube, I have a feeling my morning is about to get a whole hell of a lot better.

      Still fully clothed, she kneels to the side of me and says, “I am going to have so much fun watching you come, right here on the kitchen floor.”

      Jesus Christ, when I thought about sex with Kinsley, I never considered her coming at me with a vibrator and lube, but hell am I happy about it.

      I’m adventurous in bed, I’ll do pretty much anything, but I’ve never found someone who wants to explore with me. I’ve done a few things here and there, but nothing that tapped into my unconventional, adventurous spirit. Until my girl, Kinsley.

      She sets the vibrator and the lube down and then grips my boxer briefs, pulling them all the way off my body, causing my cock to spring up toward my stomach. It’s the first time she’s seeing my cock and I watch as she takes me in. Her eyes widen briefly before they become heady and full of desire.

      Gingerly she reaches out and grips the top of my cock, her thumb rubbing over the tip.

      “Reverse Prince Albert piercing,” she says on an almost sigh, like it’s the best thing she’s ever seen. “God, I think I just came seeing this.” Her thumb rubs over the piercing, her gaze intense as she licks her lips. She glances up at me. “This is really fucking hot, Maddox.”

      “It’s hotter when it’s inside of you.”

      She swallows what seems like a giant lump of need, takes a deep breath, and her legs clench together. My girl is turned on, just from the sight of my cock. If that doesn’t swell my chest with pride, I don’t know what does.

      After clearing her throat, she removes her hand and says, “Spread your legs.” I do as she says and she climbs between me while lubing up the vibrator. When she’s done, she looks down at me and says, “Don’t touch a damn thing on your body, do you understand? Hands behind your head at all times.”

      I nod, my cock twitching between us. “Hands behind my head. Got it.”

      She lowers the vibrator and pushes against my ass. “Breathe and relax.” She reaches out and strokes the tip of my penis, causing me to relax right away as she slips the vibrator inside. It feels fucking weird at first and then she switches on the vibrator and . . .

      Holy.

      Mother.

      Fucker.

      “Ahhh, fucking hell.” I squeeze my eyes shut as vibrations hit this one spot I’ve never felt before.

      I glance down to see Kinsley staring at my dick, so turned on that I glance to see what she’s looking at as well. My cock is jutting upward, strained. The veins in the length pop, the tip of my cock wet with pre-cum.

      “How does that feel?” she asks.

      “So . . . fucking . . . good,” I say in between short breaths.

      Fuck, it feels amazing. My entire body thrums, and she’s not even touching my cock. She keeps one hand on the vibrator, the other one on my thigh. I wish she was naked, I wish she didn’t have to go to work or that I have to go to the ball field today. I wish we could spend endless hours together, in bed, holding each other, hell, going on a date.

      But this is what we get right now—a quick release of lust before she has to take off for work.

      “Your body is amazing,” she whispers. “Hard, sculpted, thick with muscle, the kind of muscle you only see in magazines, never in person.” Her voice is soft, enticing. “Your legs are powerful, feeling them twitch under my hand is exquisite.” Her thumb rubs over my inner thigh and I feel my cock grow even harder. “And your dick, God, Maddox. Not only is it huge . . .” She starts to move the vibrator, stroking something inside of me that shoots my upper half off the ground—

      “Holy shit.” She eyes me and stops. Realizing my mistake, I lie back down and put my hands behind my head. She begins stroking again and I squeeze my eyes shut, gripping the back of my neck so tight that I feel like I’m going to pop my head off. Fuck, what is she doing? How does she know to do that? “I can’t feel my goddamn legs.”

      “Not only is your cock huge, but the head is perfect. All I want is to take you into my mouth, swirl your piercing with my tongue, and suck on the tip until you come from head stimulation and nothing else.”

      “Shit, Kinsley,” I breathe. I feel like I’m losing all control of my body. With every stroke, it feels like she’s melting my spine, one vertebra at a time. She’s not touching my cock, but it feels like she is, but better.

      She stops the movement, pulls the vibrator out a little so I feel at a loss internally. Her thumb grazes my balls as she switches off the vibrator. My cock dips and bobs between us, my chest rises and falls with need as pre-cum drips down my length.

      “How close are you, Maddox?”

      “I don’t . . .” I swallow. “I don’t even know. I can barely feel anything besides the pressure in my cock, in my balls.”

      She takes my balls in her hand and massages them, running her thumb along the underside until she hits my perineum.

      “Oh fuck,” I shout just as she turns the vibrator on and moves it up again. This time moving it around in circles.

      Stars shoot through my eyes. Everything turns into a blur of dark. My chest heaves off the ground as the build up at the base of my spine spirals out of control. My cock swells to the point of delicious pain, until I explode with euphoric pleasure.

      “Motherfucker,” I scream, feeling the strain in my neck, the sharp contraction of my thighs against her touch, the pull and tug that wars between my body as the most explosive orgasm of my life ricochets through my body.

      I come up my stomach, my balls tightening and releasing while spurt after spurt falls across my skin.

      My breath takes over as she turns off the vibrator and releases it from me, only to turn it back on and rub it over my balls, and up and down my dick, pulling every last drop from me until my hand drapes over my eyes. I feel like I can’t move.

      That’s where I stay as I hear her move around me. The faucet turns on and off and I feel her kneel next to me where she lowers her mouth to mine, surprising me with her lips. A warm cloth glides along my stomach, cleaning me up. It’s soothing, the warm towel combined with her gentle mouth, the type of aftercare I’ve delivered before, but never received.

      When she pulls away, she presses her hand to my chest and says, “I have to get to work. What time do you get done tonight?”

      I groan, really hating life right now. “Late.”

      “I’ll wait up.” She presses another kiss to my lips. “Later, Maddie.”

      She stands so casually, as if she didn’t just blow my mind. “Kinsley.” I sit up as she looks down at me.

      “Hmm?” she asks, her eyes lazy. And holy shit. My girl looks like she’s in ecstasy, as if I just treated her to the orgasm of her life.

      “Come sit on my face.”

      With a wink she says, “You’re not going to get that lucky today. Have a good day.”

      She collects Herman and walks out the door, leaving me naked and alone with the vibrator and lube, completely spent, and wondering how the hell I’m ever going to return the favor. Because, Jesus. Fuck. Never in my life . . . God. I had no idea my Kinsley could so something so fucking sexy. So fucking hot. I will repay that favor. Again and again and again.
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        * * *

      

      I’ve never raced home as fast as I did tonight.

      Cory and Jason were even making fun of me because I was a maniac in the locker room, showering and drying off, slipping on my clothes, and then rushing out the door.

      I want to get home to my girl. After what happened on the kitchen floor this morning, I don’t want any time wasted.

      When we were getting ready for the game, I asked Linc if he had ever had a vibrator shoved up his ass and he said no. When I told him what Kinsley did to me this morning, he was shocked at first, but then green with jealousy. He asked how it felt, if I came hard, if it was weird. I basically told him the only thing better than that orgasm was if Kinsley was on top of me. I have never felt pleasure like that before. It’s as if she got inside my bones and rattled them to the very core.

      And she didn’t even fucking touch my cock. It grew on its own. It strained on its own. It searched for more and more until I couldn’t take the pressure building in my balls, in my tailbone, and I exploded. Fuck, I can still feel the pleasure rippling through me from the tips of my toes to the top of my head.

      Itchy to hold her in my arms again, I open the door to the apartment and find Kinsley on the couch with Herman resting on her leg. She’s reading a book and looks adorable in her little pink shorts and matching bedtime top.

      When she looks up, a huge smile crosses her face. She sets her book down and runs up to me. She leaps into my arms and wraps her legs around my waist.

      “You’re home.” She kisses me gently, slowly despite her fast approach. Her lips seal over mine, sucking, gliding. Her mouth parts, her tongue searches out mine, and I move against the door, leaning for support as her tongue caresses mine. When she breaks our connection, she smiles brightly and says, “You came home faster than I expected.”

      I grip her ass and give it a squeeze. “Sprinted out of the locker room.”

      She winces and curls into me a little tighter. “Well, maybe you can just hold me tonight?”

      “Are you okay?” I ask, walking her over to the couch.

      When we sit down, she stays on my lap and rests her head on my shoulder. “Yeah, got my period today.” She glances up at me. “Sorry, closed for business and not feeling too great.”

      “Oh shit, do you need anything?” I ask, not really sure what to do in this moment. Jamie never let me know when she had her period. I didn’t have a sister or a mom growing up, so my knowledge about a female menstrual cycle is derived from movies and TV shows.

      So, as you can imagine, not much.

      “Just rub my back and hold me.”

      “You don’t need any pickles or anything?”

      “What?” She chuckles, looking up at me. “I think that’s for pregnant ladies. For periods, it’s usually chocolate.”

      “Oh, yeah.” I laugh. “Should I get you some chocolate?”

      “No.” She shakes her head. “Just hold me.”

      I nod against her head, press a light kiss to her temple, and hold her close. “You give me the greatest fucking climax of my life and leave me, naked and spent on the kitchen floor, with thoughts on how I can reciprocate, only to end up with getting your period. How is that fair?”

      “My uterus is a nasty wench,” she replies and then reaches out to the side. “I picked up your mail for you while you were gone. This was in there.” She waves a navy-blue envelope at me before sitting up. “It’s from your brother.”

      I still.

      I glance at the envelope and immediately feel a cold sweat break out on the nape of my neck. I know exactly what that is and want nothing to do with it.

      I take the envelope from her and toss it on the coffee table, not caring to open it.

      “Maddox, that’s clearly a wedding invitation.”

      “Yeah, I know.” I try to bring her back down to my chest, but she stiff-arms me and leans to grab the envelope.

      “Why aren’t you opening it? And why didn’t you tell me your brother was getting married?”

      “We don’t talk. There’s nothing to say. I’m not involved in his life, he’s not involved in mine.”

      “What do you mean?” Kinsley asks, sitting taller now, but still slouched over. I can tell she’s in pain, but she’s also trying to get to the bottom of something she shouldn’t. Stubborn girl. “You’re his brother, you should always be involved in each other’s lives.”

      “Well, we’re not, okay?”

      “Maddox—”

      “Drop it, Kinsley,” I say with a stern tone. Her eyes widen in shock and I rub my palm over her leg. “Just drop it, okay?”

      I watch as her eyes search mine, as her mind runs a mile a minute, weighing the pros and cons. Kinsley never just lets something go, especially when she feels like she needs to dig in and make it her personal project to make things better. I can see her going that way with this and I need to put an end to it before it even begins.

      “I’m serious, Kinsley, let it go.”

      Her hand plays with the collar of my shirt as she looks away. She bites down on the corner of her lip and she takes a deep breath before asking, “How long has this been going on?”

      “Long enough to not try to repair it at this point.”

      “If he’s sending you a wedding invitation, doesn’t that mean he’s trying to make amends?”

      “Obligation probably,” I answer. “That or he doesn’t want to be alone on his wedding day, so he’s inviting the last piece of family he has.”

      “Which is probably what he’s doing. I wouldn’t want to get married without family. You lost your parents, so he probably wants you by his side.”

      “Kinsley.” I take a deep breath and force her to look me in the eyes. “Drop it. Do you understand? This is not something we are talking about, ever.”

      “But—”

      I set her to the side and stand abruptly. Rage starting to spike deep within me. Why can’t she just fucking listen to me?

      I grab the envelope and make my way to the bedroom where I stuff the invite in my nightstand and then sit on the bed. Hands in my hair, I try to calm my racing heart. Christ. The last thing I want right now is to face the mess that is my relationship with my brother. Not after what he did to me. There’s no coming back from that. I’ve put him behind me, and the fact that he’s even reaching out now is a slap to the face, especially after I told him to never contact me again.

      “Maddox, talk to me.” Kinsley is at the doorway, looking nervous but also not backing down. It’s never fucking easy with her when it comes to feelings. She always forces me to talk. It’s been like that since we’re kids, and I’ve always given in.

      Not this time.

      Head tilted, I keep my hand in my hair when I say, “You’re a fixer, you’re pushy, I get that, Kinsley, but this feud with my brother, it’s not yours to touch. It’s not yours to fix, and I need you to understand that.”

      “I do, but I also—”

      “You’re not getting it,” I shout and stand at the same time. “There is no discussion. There are no buts. I’m asking you to let this go. You should respect me enough to do that. I’ve handled everything you’ve thrown my way since you’ve moved in here—all the changes, all the interruptions in my day-to-day routine—so I’m asking you to let this go. You might think you know what’s best for me, and at times, you probably do, but this is not one of those times.”

      She twists her hands together in front of her, looking meek and sorry all at the same time. Her slouched shoulders and defeated posture touches my wall of anger.

      “Do you understand?” I ask, keeping firm with my voice.

      She nods. “I understand.”

      “You’re going to drop it?”

      She glances up, her eyes watery. “If that’s what you want. Then, yes, I’ll drop it.”

      “Thank you.” I hold out my hand, and she slowly walks over to me. When our hands connect, I pull her down on the bed with me and roll her to her back where I prop myself up so I can stare at her. I place my hand on her stomach and hold it firmly in place. “Thank you,” I repeat.

      She nods, her eyes sad, and I know some of the emotions are due to her period. At least that’s what I’m hoping. “Will you tell me one day, when you’re ready?” she asks.

      I smooth her hair behind her ear, unsure of how to say no. I don’t want to insult her. This has nothing to do with her, but more to do with not wanting to talk about the situation.

      “Maddox,” she says, sniffing. “You tell me everything. Why don’t I know about this, and are you going to stop now that we’re a thing?”

      I smooth my hand over her shoulder and talk softly, trying to eliminate the anger in my voice. “This isn’t about you and not wanting to share things with you. It’s about not wanting to share anything about my relationship with my brother, ever.”

      She nods and looks away. She swipes at her eyes. “I understand.” She sniffs softly and says, “I should get ready for bed. Herman already went out.” She tries to slide underneath me but I stop her.

      “Kinsley, don’t be mad.”

      “I’m not mad, Maddox,” she answers, but I don’t believe her. She escapes from my hold and walks to the bathroom where she starts to brush her teeth. She might not be mad, but her mood has shifted drastically, and not in my favor.

      I come up behind her, grab my toothbrush and start brushing my teeth as well, the entire time, keeping my eyes on her in the mirror. Tears brim and fall over her already tear-stained cheeks and she quickly wipes at her eyes before spitting in the sink. Setting her toothbrush down, she goes to the toilet room where I hear her sniffle and go to the bathroom, and then she heads straight to bed where she tucks herself in on her side.

      Yeah, not in my favor at all.

      I rinse and go to the bathroom as well before turning off all the lights, making sure Herman is tucked away. I lock up and then I crawl under the covers, my nerves shot, my mood shifted from anger to almost panic.

      I scoot in close to her and bring my palm to her stomach where I pull her in close to my body. She’s not stiff, she doesn’t resist, but she doesn’t melt into me like she usually does.

      “Hey.” I kiss her neck, worry brewing in the pit of my stomach. “Do you still love me?”

      She sighs and turns in my arms where she loops her hand around the back of my neck. “I’ll always love you, Maddox.”

      I press my forehead against hers, feeling the weight of our disagreement hit me harder than expected. Navigating this new territory with Kinsley seems foreign, unfamiliar, despite the amount of years we’ve known each other. The only way I know how to act in this moment is honest. So that’s what I do. “It hurts too much,” I say. “To talk about it.”

      “It’s fine, Maddox,” she replies softly.

      “When someone says it’s fine, it’s not fine.”

      She sighs and moves her thumb over my skin, the caress so simple, but comforting at the same time. “I’m not going to lie and say I feel great about you not telling me about your life, especially the things that hurt you the most, but I’m also not going to beat a dead horse. You don’t want to share, so that’s it.” She shrugs and fuck, her resignation hurts more than anger. “Maybe one day you will. Until then, I’ll just keep loving you.” She lifts up and presses her lips to mine before turning back in my arms and allowing me to pull her in closer.

      And that’s the end of the conversation. But oddly, it doesn’t feel like the end.

      As we lie there, I can’t help but think how I’m letting her down. She says she isn’t upset, but it still feels like she is. I hurt her. There’s no doubt in my mind about that, but honestly at this point, I wouldn’t even know where to begin. For so many years I’ve kept this from her, and I can’t see any value in dredging up the horrible truth.
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        * * *

      

      Lincoln: Don’t judge me, but I ordered a vibrator last night. Thanks to Prime, I’ll have it in two days.

      I snort and shake my head before taking a sip of coffee and then texting my idiot friend back.

      Maddox: Hope you got a lot of lube.

      Lincoln: Already stocked up on it. I want to hit the man G-spot. I want to come without even touching my dick.

      Maddox: Too early, man. Too fucking early.

      Lincoln: It’s all I can think about. Think Kinsley would want to try it on me?

      Maddox: You can fuck off with that comment.

      Lincoln: So you’re really serious then? No chance at getting a shot with the prostate milker?

      Maddox: Do not fucking call her that.

      Lincoln: But dude . . . she totally milked your prostate.

      Maddox: That’s the last fucking time I tell you something like that.

      Footsteps sound down the hall and I lift my gaze from my phone to spot Kinsley, fresh from her shower, ready for work.

      “How are you feeling?” I ask her, knowing she was up late last night battling cramps. She smelled like peppermint oil after she went to the bathroom at two in the morning. She said it helps. I took her word for it and pulled her in even closer.

      “Okay,” she says, walking slowly and then pausing halfway down the hall and holding on to the wall. She winces, takes a deep breath, and then keeps moving.

      Concerned, I set my mug down and go to her. “Babe, are you sure? You don’t look good.”

      “Fine. I just need to walk.”

      “Uh, it looks like you can barely walk right now. Do you really think you’re going to walk to work?”

      She nods and gets Herman ready. “Exercise helps the cramps. Once I get moving, it will be better.”

      “I can be ready in five. I can drive you.”

      Shaking her head, she says, “No. I’ll walk.”

      I study her and grip the back of my neck as I say, “You’re not trying to avoid me after last night, are you?”

      “No. I promise.” She grips Herman’s leash but moves over to me where she rests her hand on my chest and kisses the bottom of my jaw. “Your birthday is coming up. What do you want to do?”

      Still feeling like there’s a slight disconnect, I try to shake it off when I say, “Nothing big. I just want to hang with you . . . and Herman I guess.”

      “There needs to be a celebration. We need to have a party, or at least go out.”

      “No party.” I shake my head. “Just you and me, Kin.”

      She pouts and tugs on my waistband. “You just want to cash in on birthday sex.”

      “I mean . . . I’m not going to be mad about it,” I answer on a smile, feeling a little relief from the teasing tone in her voice.

      “We’ll see.” She lifts up on her toes and gives me another kiss, but not on my lips. “Good luck tonight.”

      She starts to take off when I stop her at the door, my hand pressed against the wood. “Wait.” I feel desperate, like I need to say something about last night, because even though I can sense a lighter tone in her mood, there’s an awkward breath between us. “I’m . . . I’m sorry, Kinsley . . . about last night.”

      She lifts up and pats my cheek. “We’re good, Maddox. See you tonight.”

      On that, she takes off out the door with Herman, leaving me to think that we’re really not good. I know her, I know when she’s upset or something is bothering her, and Kinsley just left with a weight of worry on her shoulders.

      “Fuck,” I mutter, pulling on my hair. I stare off at the door for a few seconds before moving to the bedroom. She’s upset, disappointed, not entirely happy with me, if she was, she would have at least kissed me on the lips. She’s not one to intentionally be malicious or resentful, as she tries to love with all of her heart. Subconsciously, I know she’s upset and is showing it with her distance.

      I head back to the bedroom where I sit on the edge of the bed and stare down at the nightstand.

      All of this over a stupid wedding invitation.

      Slowly, I reach to the drawer pull and ease it out just enough for me to be able to grab the navy-blue envelope that started this rift between me and my girl.

      The handwriting is familiar, sending a bolt of anger straight through my veins, pulling and tugging on them, like lightning slashing through me. Jaw clenched, I open the back and pull out the invitation. Random cards fall to the ground, but I don’t bother to pick them up because I have no intention of RSVPing.

      Taking a deep breath, I flip over the ivory and navy-blue card and focus in on the cursive print that’s almost too difficult to read.

      But despite the loopy cursive, there is something I can read clear as day . . .

      You are cordially invited to the wedding of Manny Paige and Jamie Woodard.
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      “Kinsley, are you okay?”

      I shut the door to the bathroom and hold my stomach for a few beats before nodding. “Good.” But not really, it feels like my uterus has decided to create a battle zone for my ovaries to duke it out, to see which one is the best egg producer.

      Marcy studies me, disbelief in her face. Slowly she crosses her arms and says, “You just threw up again, didn’t you?”

      I tried to keep it down, but Lord knows, these walls are thin.

      “It’s fine.” I press my hand to my chest, taking a deep breath. “I’m fine. Happens every month. It will be okay. But do you mind if I sit down for a second? I’ll help with the kennels in a few, just need to catch my breath.”

      “You need to go home.”

      I shake my head—slowly. “We’re short on volunteers today. It’s fine, I just need—”

      The door whooshes open and Marcy and I both look toward the entrance where a tall figure with broad shoulders stands. I don’t have to connect with the face to know exactly who it is, holding a box of chocolate.

      Oh my heart.

      Last night wasn’t exactly what I had envisioned. I thought maybe we could cuddle and talk about whatever, but instead, Maddox shut down on me, for the first time since I can remember. He didn’t just shut me down, but he refused to even speak of what happened with him and Manny. To say I was surprised is an understatement. I was caught off guard, insulted, and disappointed. I thought going into this relationship we weren’t going to hold anything back, that we were going to be open and honest, just like our friendship—at least what I thought our friendship was. And yes, I’ll get over it, the fact that he doesn’t want to tell me, but it’s not going to be the same with him. I feel like there will always be this wall around us, probably until he’s willing to completely open up with me.

      The not bitter side of me knows he’ll share at some point, that he won’t be able to keep it in forever and I need to be patient. But the bitter side of me wishes he trusted me enough to tell me now. The bitter side of me also stays focused on all the changes I’ve made to his life. He didn’t say he loved it, but that he’s put up with it. Maybe like he puts up with me?

      “Hi, Marcy,” Maddox says, walking up to her and giving her a quick hug. I watch Marcy’s entire face light up just as another wave of cramps hits me harder than the last. My empty stomach rolls and I take a deep breath, steadying myself against the wall.

      Maddox’s eyes narrow as he quickly comes up to me. He brushes his hand over my clammy forehead, and I’m sure I look like hell with a lack of color in my face. “Kinsley, what’s going on?”

      Marcy drops her heart eyes for a second and says, “She’s been throwing up all morning, very nauseas from her cramps.”

      “Kinsley,” Maddox growls and takes me by the hand, guiding me to a chair where I bend over and take a few deep breaths, trying to work through the pain. “I told you, you didn’t look good this morning.” His large hand goes to my back as he bends down to look me in the eye. “What can I do?”

      “Nothing,” I say just as Marcy steps in.

      “Take her home. She needs some rest, some fluids, and some pain medicine.”

      I shake my head. “I don’t take medicine.”

      “Sweetie”—Marcy lowers so we’re eye to eye—“I understand your holistic approach to life, but sometimes, our bodies need a little more help. You need to realize that.”

      “But . . . the kennels.”

      “I’ll take care of it,” Maddox says.

      “You need to take care of her,” Marcy counters. “I can handle them.”

      Maddox stands and says, “I know some kids who can come in and help, part of a community service program. They’re pretty awesome. I’ll give their group a call.”

      “Maddox, that would be wonderful. Thank you.”

      “Of course.” Maddox bends down again and speaks softly. “Can you stand? Or do you want me to carry you?”

      I shake my head quickly. “I can walk, just grab Herman.”

      It feels like a dizzy wave of motions as we gather my things, Herman, and make our way out to Maddox’s car where he helps buckle me in, as well as Herman. The car ride back to the apartment is silent, but what doesn’t change is Maddox’s grip on my thigh, the concern etched in his brow, and his inability to stop checking on me.

      The walk back up to the apartment feels like a mile, but once we make it, Maddox curls me up into his chest and carries me down the hall to our bedroom where he lays me in bed. He moves around the room, bringing me peppermint oil, a trashcan, heating pad, and then finally some toast with peanut butter and some pain medicine.

      It takes me a while to be able to fill my stomach, but once I do, I take the pain medication and then rest my head on the pillow, curling into the heating pad and wishing for this day to be over. The cramps never last the full extent of my period, nor do I bleed very long either, just the first two days. And they’re not always this bad. Seems to come in waves.

      Maddox slips under the covers with me, and when he molds himself to my body, he provides such soothing warmth to my back. He’s just wearing a pair of boxer briefs. Confused, I ask, “Don’t you have to go to the stadium?”

      He kisses my shoulder and says, “Not going in. Talked to Coach, told him there’s an emergency here that I have to tend to.”

      “You can do that?”

      “Yeah. You know when they say a player has a strained big toe? He’s usually dealing with an emergency at home. We’re humans, the team recognizes that and gives us the time we need, as long as we don’t take advantage of it.”

      “You don’t have to stay here,” I say, feeling bad that he’s not heading in. I know he doesn’t have to pitch today, but there’s still so much he does as a pitcher, and I would hate for him to mess up that routine for me.

      “I do, Kinsley. I need to be here for you, to make sure you’re okay. Don’t push me away.” His voice becomes a bit strangled, startling me.

      I slowly spin in his arms to look him in the eyes, and that’s when I see fear. Watery, scared eyes, an expression I haven’t seen in a very long time.

      Even quieter, he says, “Please don’t push me away.”

      And just like that, from those five, fear-filled words, my heart sinks. Any anger or resentment I felt is gone.

      His hand falls to my face where he gently rubs my temple with his fingertips. “I love you, Kinsley.”

      “I love you, too, Maddox.”

      He shakes his head, swallows, and then flashes his blue eyes at me, a confession heavy on his mind. “No, Kinsley, I’m in love with you. I’m so fucking in love with you that I can’t think of anything else most of the day. Even when I’m pitching, you’re on my mind. And I’m sorry about last night, I really fucking am. It’s a fucked-up situation and I’m trying to work my way around it. I will share it with you, I promise. I will share everything. Just don’t shut me out.” He kisses my forehead and from where I’m lying, I can feel his anxiety, his fear.

      “Maddox.” I stroke his hair as he holds me tight, not wanting to let go, to make eye contact. “Maddox,” I repeat, trying to raise his head. On a shaky breath, he lifts. “I’m in love with you, too, so much that I think it hurt more than anything last night that you didn’t want to share, when I’m having these massively strong feelings for you.” I search his eyes. “I’m sorry if I scared you, but I’m not going anywhere. I’m not shutting you out. You’re my best friend . . . my man.”

      He nods and lets out a sigh of relief. “You’re my girl.”

      “Good.” I reach up and kiss him on the lips. Such a simple act but it makes him cling to me even tighter.

      “You didn’t give me your lips this morning. I was fucking terrified I really messed up, that you were pulling away.”

      “No,” I say, trying to soothe his disheartened soul. “I was just trying to get out of the apartment before you could tell how much pain I was in, because I knew you wouldn’t allow me to go to work.”

      “You’re damn right, I wouldn’t. I’m glad I came in to see you out of sheer desperation.”

      “That’s why you were there, to get a hug?”

      “Needed one before I went into the stadium.” He rubs his nose along my cheek, his warm body pressing against me, making me feel better by the second. I’m not sure if it’s his warmth, or the distraction of having him on top of me, but whatever it is, it’s taking away the pain and replacing it with something else: love. “I was sick, I needed to make sure we were okay. Fighting with you feels worse than any punch my dad tossed my way. I always need you to love me, to want me, be happy with me.”

      I bring his mouth to mine where I lightly press a kiss to his lips, marveling in how gentle he can be, even when I can feel his body thrumming with need. “It’s going to take a whole hell of a lot more than last night to shake me away from you.”

      “Promise?”

      “Promise.” I rub my palm over his firm pecs and say, “Can I lay on your chest?”

      “You don’t even have to ask.” He rolls to his back and loops his arm around my shoulders, pulling me in close where he holds me tightly and snuggles me close.

      “I love you,” he whispers.

      “I love you, too,” I say on a contented sigh. It’s going to take some time to navigate through this new territory, but I know with persistence and strength in our connection, we can make it happen. We can make us happen, despite the baggage we’re carrying around. And also . . . because Maddox Paige is in love with me.
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        * * *

      

      “Hey Mom,” I say, feeling incredibly nervous.

      “Oh, I’m so glad you answered. We’ve been playing phone tag for a bit.”

      “Yeah, sorry about that. Things have been a little crazy over here but loving the job. Did you get my care package?”

      “I did. The picture of the three-legged dog was just adorable. He looks so handsome in a suit. What’s his name again?”

      “Herman. He’s very sweet. I’ve become quite fond of him,” I say, as I stroke one of his long ears. “He’s a nice companion when Maddox is away.”

      “Is that often?” I can sense the worry in my mom’s voice, so I keep my answer simple.

      “Not too much. I’ve made some friends, and we’re going out to eat tomorrow night.”

      “They’re not drug dealers, are they?”

      “What?” I stare down at the phone for a second before bringing it back up to my ear. “Why would you ask that?”

      “You never know. The nicest people could be peddling and you’d have no idea.”

      “They are not peddling drugs, Mom. They’re actually in relationships with two of Maddox’s teammates—Cory Potter and Jason Orson.”

      “Oh, well that’s nice. Did Maddox introduce you?”

      “Yeah, sort of. He told the boys to have the girls introduce themselves. They surprised me one night at the apartment. It felt like we’d known each other for a long time. I like them a lot. We’re also going to go to Maddox’s game in two nights, which should be a lot of fun.”

      “Uh-huh.” And those two words clue me in on my mom’s displeasure. She doesn’t have to say much, but the tone . . . she’s about to lay in on me with questions. “It seems like you’re spending a lot of time in Maddox’s world.”

      Yup, just what I thought.

      Growing up, she wasn’t a huge fan of Maddox. Not because of who he was as a person, but because of his parents. Word spreads fast in a small town, and it was no secret that the Paige family had a lot of issues. Everyone knew Marco Paige, Maddox’s dad, drank heavily. They knew his wife left him with two boys to raise, and they knew he was caught more times at the bar than being a dad. My mom was worried I was going to get hurt and encouraged me to hang out with anyone other than Maddox. But I stood my ground. He was my best friend, and I wasn’t going anywhere.

      Even though I’ve seen his anger directed at me twice since I’ve been here, and both times I’ve been shocked . . . and surprised. He’s never shown that volatile anger with me. Only toward his dad.

      Regardless, I’m still not going anywhere, even with that tone in her voice.

      “My entire life has been spent in Maddox’s world, Mom.”

      “Which is why I’m not entirely happy you’re in Chicago. You were doing great when he was far away. He’s a Paige, Kinsley. They’re violent people. Have you seen him on the field? He’s a menace and takes after his dad. I can see it in his eyes. I really think you should come home, or at least sperate yourself from the man, I don’t want you—”

      “We’re dating,” I say, not wanting to hear her speak ill about Maddox anymore. She doesn’t know him like I know him.

      “Excuse me?” my mom asks, her voice full of shock.

      “We’re dating, Mom. And not only are we dating, but we’re in love.” I pause and take a deep breath. “I love him so much. In fact, I’ve loved him for a long time.”

      There’s silence on the other end of the phone. I didn’t expect anything less. I probably just brought my mom’s worst fears to reality and letting that sink in is going to take some time.

      “I moved to Chicago for me, to start a new chapter in my life, one that offered me independence and challenge. I wasn’t expecting to fall in love, especially with Maddox. He’s my best friend, I would never want to do anything to jeopardize that. But I—”

      “Does he love you, or is he just using you for sex?” The bitter tone she uses reminds me exactly why I needed to move out of the house. I love my mom and I know she loves me, but she also always wants to control my life. Part of me wonders if it’s because her relationship with my dad seems practically dead, as if they’ve accepted they can’t do better, but don’t want to do better for each other either, so she focused all her efforts on me.

      Taking a calming breath, knowing this is a lot for my mom, I say, “He loves me, dearly. He takes care of me, and we haven’t had sex, Mom. I told him I wanted to hold off and build on the relationship without the physical aspect. He’s respected that and has showered me with love.”

      More silence.

      I can practically see her pursed lips, the look of concern flashing across her features.

      “He has a troubled past,” she finally says, pointing out the obvious.

      “A past that I lived through. A past that grew him as a man. You can’t possibly judge him for the actions of his parents.”

      “I’m not judging him. I’m worried. I’ve seen his anger and violence on the field, so you cannot tell me some of Marco Paige doesn’t live on in his son. He wasn’t taught what love was, so how could he possibly love you the way you deserve?”

      Growing more irritated, I say, “He knows what love is because I showed him unconditional love our entire childhood. Our relationship runs deep, deeper than you even know, and I would ask you to refrain from insulting him. He’s the man I love, Mom. The man I see myself spending the rest of my life with. He gets me, and he doesn’t try to change me and my annoying earth-friendly ways. He accepts me for who I am, every part of me, and I accept him.”

      She’s silent again, the pulsing static grating on my nerves. “He’s going to hurt you. I love you, sweetie, but he’s going to hurt you and when he does, I won’t be here telling you I told you so. I’ll be here with open arms, ready to fix that beautiful heart of yours.”

      I sigh and close my eyes, wishing desperately my mom would not only understand me, but pick up a hobby, something to get her off my back.

      “Okay, Mom. I’ve got to go. I’ll call you later in the week.”

      “I love you, Kinsley.”

      I roll my eyes, hating her cheery voice as she says those words so casually, as if she didn’t just pee all over my happiness. “Love you too, Mom.”

      I hang up and toss my phone to the side only to grab the remote and turn on the TV to the Rebels game. Herman perks up for a second and then sighs and rests his head on my leg.

      I stroke his ear and say, “He won’t hurt me. He won’t hurt us. He loves us too much.”

      The camera pans to a shot of Maddox and Lincoln in the bullpen, laughing at something. His smile sends a shiver straight up my spine. It’s beautiful, organic, a smile that can bring any woman to her knees. I love seeing that smile, because it’s the same smile I grew up with, the same smile that greeted me in the halls of our school, the same smile that mischievously peeked through my window when he was looking for a training buddy, and the same smile I received whenever I tried to save another animal in town.

      I fell in love with that smile and thankfully, that smile has fallen in love with me.
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        * * *

      

      “Are you awake?” Maddox’s voice quietly whispers through the still night air.

      I’ve been tucked away in bed since nine, turning the TV off when the Rebels had a good lead. Not getting much sleep when I had cramps, I wanted to catch up a little.

      Blinking a few times, I roll over in bed to find Maddox’s figure draped in the moonlight, still wearing his clothes from the stadium, but freshly showered even though he didn’t play.

      “I’m awake,” I mumble.

      “Baby,” he says softly, coming over to the bed where he takes a seat, and rests his hand on my hip. “I didn’t mean to wake you.”

      “I wanted you to. I always want you to wake me when you get home.” I rub my eye and smile up at him sleepily.

      He rubs his hand over my hip and up my back. “You look so fucking cuddleable right now. Give me a few seconds to strip down and brush my teeth. Keep the sheets warm, okay?”

      “I can do that.”

      He leans down and I catch a whiff of his soap, the smell fresh and enticing. He places a soft kiss on my forehead and whispers, “Be right back.”

      Even though my eyes are sleepy, I keep them open so I can watch him strip down to his boxer briefs. Corded muscles wrap around his shoulder blades and travel down his back to his ass where they ripple as he shifts from side to side. His tattoos are wrapped around his entire torso, depicting him as a life-like canvas of images he’s drawn in the past. I know what some of them mean, but not all of them, something I’d like to find out one day.

      The swagger in his step when he walks to the bathroom, makes my stomach bottom out just knowing he’s mine, all mine. He picks up his bamboo toothbrush, pops a toothpaste tablet in his mouth, and starts brushing. He stares into the mirror for a few seconds before turning toward the bedroom and leaning on the doorframe, his eyes trained on me.

      He smiles and says through a foamy mouth, “You just staring at me over there.”

      “Yup.”

      He chuckles. “Like what you see?”

      “I wouldn’t be in your bed if I didn’t.”

      “Our bed, babe. Our bed.”

      He spits in the sink, rinses, and then turns off the light only to walk over to the bed and slip under the covers. “Get over here, beautiful,” he says, tugging on my body and pulling me in close.

      I sigh as my head rests on his chest and his arm wraps me in a tight embrace. My hand falls to his warm skin and I clutch him. I’m truly happy.

      There was a time in my life where I lived by my mom’s opinion. I thought she knew the right answer to everything but as I grew up, I started to realize maybe she didn’t always have my best interest at heart, but hers instead. She doesn’t want me being in a relationship with Maddox, not because of the man he is, but because of the distance it puts between us.

      “You’re quiet, clingy . . . should I be worried?”

      Is it weird that he knows me so well that he can pinpoint from my silence that something might be wrong? Or is it so right?

      “No,” I sigh and kiss his chest. “Just talked to my mom today. I, uh . . . I told her we were dating.”

      His hand that is wrapped around me slowly draws circles over my lower back. “From the sound of your voice, I’m guessing that didn’t go well.”

      “Not really,” I answer honestly. “She has her concerns.”

      Even though he’s holding me tightly and cuddling closely, I feel how he tenses. I sense his fear.

      He clears his throat. “Yeah? What kind of concerns?”

      I don’t want to tell him because I don’t want to hurt him, but if I don’t, then that would mean I encourage holding back information between the two of us. That would totally negate my argument from the other night. If I want this to work with us, then I need to be candid—open and honest about everything.

      “Concerns that you’re going to . . . break my heart.”

      “What?” he asks, shifting so we’re both resting our heads on his pillow. His hand stays on my hip, while his concerned eyes search mine. “You don’t believe that, do you?”

      I shake my head quickly. “No. I don’t. I told her you love me—”

      “I do,” he says, almost desperately. “I love you so damn much, Kinsley.” He brings the hand from my hip to cup my face. “Fuck, I love you. I would never hurt you, never intentionally at least. I might fuck up here and there, but I would never break your heart.” His voice drops softer, pleading. “I need you, Kin. I can’t even fathom what it would be like if I lost you, if I lost us. It’s not an image I want to conjure in my mind. It hurts too much to even consider.” His eyes flutter shut and then open, connecting with mine. “Please tell me you feel the same way.”

      “I do.” I scoot in closer, wishing I could take away the worry in his brow, the fear in his eyes.

      “Do you?” he asks. His question isn’t a challenge but near a plea for the truth. How could he even doubt the love I have for him?

      “Maddox—”

      “Hold on.” He takes a deep breath and then says, “I’ve known you since we were five, Kinny. I’ve observed your relationship with your mom. I’ve envied it. You two are close and yes, she drives you crazy and she’s overprotective most of the time, but she loves you, truly loves you. She’s been your guiding light for so long.” He rubs his hand up my side and under my shirt as he gathers his words. “I know you’re your own woman, but I would hate for her to influence you in any way when it comes to us. I can’t possibly be an ideal choice for her when it comes to someone who dates her daughter, and I—”

      I press my fingers to his lips to quiet him. “You have nothing to worry about, Maddox.” I smooth my hand over his cheek and he leans into my touch. “You act like you’re the one who needs me in this relationship, but what you need to realize is I need you just as much. My mom gave me her opinion, I heard her out, and then I brushed it off. There is nothing anyone can say that would tear me away from you.” I lean forward and press my forehead to his. “I know you, Maddox, to your very core. I’ve seen the ups and downs, I’ve lived them, and through them, I’ve been by your side, and you’ve been by mine. The bond we have is unlike anything I’ve ever experienced, and the lust that we share, it feels like it’s growing by the minute. We are meant to be together, and I’ll be damned if I let anyone try to convince me otherwise.”

      He swallows hard and glides his hand all the way up to the back of my neck, holding me in place. His lips reach out and graze mine. It’s a whisper of a kiss, more of an appreciation than anything. A quiet thank-you.

      “Promise?”

      I nod against his head. “Promise.”

      He closes the last bit of space between us, tilts my jaw up with his thumb, and his lips descend to mine where he kisses me passionately, desperation in every press of his lips. His hand grips the back of my neck and jaw tightly, his legs intertwine with mine, and his body moves slightly on top of mine, but not all the way, just enough to give me a sense of protection.

      Maddox might look like a rebel on the outside, and he might act like one on the baseball field, but in real life, when he’s with me, he’s nothing but loving, protective . . . a broken man looking for someone to love him.

      I’m that girl.

      I will love him.

      I will love him so freaking hard.

      And the best part? I know he’ll do the same.
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      “Can you even hear anything through these floppy ears?” Maddox’s voice travels down the hallway as I hear him talk to Herman. He’s keeping his voice low, but I’m also keeping quiet as I finish getting dressed for the day. “Such an old man. You should be wearing a bow tie every day. How come your girl isn’t dressing you up?” He chuckles. “Wait, no, that’s my girl. But I guess I’ll be nice and share since you look so pathetic with these jowls hanging off your face. She can be our girl.”

      I smile to myself and I’m about to walk out into the living room when I hear him say, “Think she’ll stick around? Stick with me? I know she said she would, but I don’t know, man. I have this feeling, in the pit of my stomach, that she’s too good, that all of this is too good to be true. I’m just waiting for the ball to drop and when it does, fuck.” He lets out a long sigh. “She’ll take you, she’ll take her love, she’ll take every comfort I’ve ever had in my entire life. And I don’t think that’s something I will survive.”

      I press my hand to my chest, my pulse racing, my lungs feeling like they’re working three times harder to bring air in.

      How could he possibly think that? Why doesn’t he see his worth?

      Why doesn’t he see how much I truly, and desperately love him?

      I walk out into the living room, just in time to see Maddox squatting down in front of Herman and giving him a good pet. The sight of this tattooed, rebel of a man, acting like a total gush bear with a dog, tightens my heart even more.

      “Getting in some guy time?” I ask, arms folded, leaning against the hallway entrance.

      He gives Herman one more scratch and stands. He’s wearing a pair of shorts that hang incredibly low on his narrow hips, showing off the waistband of his boxer briefs. No shirt, hair a total mess, and a sleepy look in his eyes.

      So hot.

      After scratching his chest, he walks up to me and places his hands on my hips. “Good morning.” He leans forward and presses a kiss to the side of my neck. “How are you feeling?”

      I lean into his hold, looping my arms around his neck where I hold him tight. His lips travel up my neck to my jaw and back down again. I tilt my head to the side, giving him better access, loving the feel of his mouth against my freshly showered skin.

      “Feeling much better. My period usually only lasts two days. It’s a rough two days, but thankfully it’s over.”

      “Yeah?” he asks, bringing his lips to my jaw and then slides them over my mouth where his minty breath ignites something deep inside me.

      “Yeah.” I sigh into his hold and smooth my hands down his bare chest where I can feel the beat of his heart. “I wish our schedules matched up better. I feel like I barely get to spend time with you.”

      “Trust me, I know. I think about it all the time. I haven’t been able to take you out on a date and it’s killing me.” I lift away so I can look him in the eyes.

      “You don’t have to take me out. Keeping me in works just fine.” I wink and he groans, sliding his hands up my back and curling himself into the crook of my neck.

      “Are you sure you want to go out with the guys after the game?”

      Maddox has a day game today and the girls and I are meeting up. Marcy was very sweet to give me the time off, knowing I’ll make it up this weekend when I go in to check on the animals, like I always do. Tonight, we’re all going out together. Not sure where yet, that’s up to the boys, but I’m excited about it because it’s been a while since I’ve been out in a group.

      And even though Maddox sounds tortured about spending time with other people, I know the buildup I have planned for tonight is going to blow his mind.

      “Positive.” I chastely kiss his lips and he groans again.

      “Fine.” He runs his hands back down to my hips and takes a step away, putting a foot of distance between us. “Want some coffee?”

      I give his arms a squeeze and head to the kitchen. “I’m just going to grab a protein bar and some fruit and be on my way so I can get into the shelter early since I’m leaving early.”

      Maddox leans against the bar of the kitchen and watches me move around. “Life would be easier if you weren’t trying to save every animal on the planet, then I would have you all to myself.”

      “Are you saying you want me at your beck and call?” I ask over my shoulder.

      “I’m glad you finally realize that.”

      I chuckle and load up a container with some of the fruit I cut up last night. “And if I were at your beck and call, how would I afford my plant-based protein bars?” I hold one up and he just shakes his head.

      “You realize I make millions a year, right? Like, I have so much fucking money I could quit right now and still not spend it all in a lifetime.” He stretches his hands over his head, his muscles flexing as he moves side to side, enticing me, making me consider being at his beck and call. “I’ll buy you all the plant-based protein bars you want, baby.”

      Tearing my eyes off his chest, I say, “It’s funny how you think I would actually use your money.”

      I finish putting everything in my bag and then walk over to him where he snags my wrist and wraps his arms around my waist. “Someday you will.”

      “You think so?” I ask, my hand falling to his chest where I can feel his heart pound wildly, the rhythmic thump, thump a comfort.

      When I glance up into his eyes, I catch an ounce of vulnerability run through them, a slight tilt to his brow. I think back to his conversation with Herman I overheard. He slowly smooths his hands over my arms to near the juncture of my neck and shoulders. “You’re my forever, Kin. Of course I want to support you.”

      Now my heart is the one beating wildly. “You really think that?”

      “Don’t you?” he asks, swallowing hard.

      “Yes, of course,” I say quickly. “I just . . . I don’t know.” I look away and take a deep breath. “I really never thought we’d get this. I’ve had my crushing moments on you throughout the years, but I guess . . . it’s just hard to believe you feel this way about me. We’re new, but yet we’re not.”

      “Yeah, I can understand that,” he says, looking away.

      I press my finger to his cheek and force him to look at me again. “You’re my forever, too, Maddie.”

      He smirks, a teasing glint returning to his eye. “Just had to add that Maddie in there, didn’t you?”

      “Always.” I reach up on my tippy-toes and place a kiss to his lips. “I’ll catch you later, stud.”

      He chuckles, a rumbly sound that brings an instant smile to my face. “Now that’s a nickname I can get on board with.”

      I leash up Herman and turn toward him. “I’m sure. Good luck today. I’ll be rooting for you.”

      “Better be.” He winks and leans against the counter.

      I hold back a sigh, as pure perfection stands a few feet away. Ink wrapped and corded around his torso and down his arms, hip divots just above his waistband, sleepy eyes, mussed hair. He’s drool worthy, and I would give anything to spend a few more minutes staring at him. But work calls.

      “Love you, Maddox.”

      He smirks. “Love you, Kinny.”

      And I take off, Herman at my side, counting down the minutes until I get to see him pitch today.
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        * * *

      

      “That’s so hot,” Dottie says next to me.

      “What is?” I ask, my eyes trained on Maddox on the mound, unable to look away.

      “The way he stares down the batters. I love Jason, more than anything, but whenever Maddox is on the mound, I get this fluttery feeling in my stomach.”

      Natalie leans forward, beer in hand and says, “I do too. I think it’s the whole bad-boy vibe and the tattoos.”

      “Not to mention the intense look in his eyes and the neck tattoo. It’s as if the ink purposefully carves his jaw to look sharper, more intimidating.”

      “Yes.” Natalie nods and points. “The jaw and the neck tattoo, that does something special to his look. Do you get the flutters when you look at him?” Natalie asks me.

      Keeping my eyes trained on him, I say, “Every time.”

      Dottie grips the armrests and says, “Oh God, look at her, she’s infatuated.”

      Natalie leans forward again and studies me while sipping her beer. “She’s in love. Simple as that.”

      “I am,” I sigh, and lean back in the hard stadium chair. We have good seats over the first base dugout, but they aren’t cushioned seats, so by the sixth inning, I can already feel my ass start to hurt.

      But how could I not be in love? Apart from everything I see, when we’re in our apartment, alone, with our history between us, seeing him on the mound—his intensity so palpable—it’s hard not to fall in love with the man.

      And he’s so captivating to watch, especially in person.

      The smooth intake of his breath.

      The calm but confident persona.

      The concentration in his gaze.

      The power in his legs.

      And then there’s the slow way he looks up from his glove and down at the batter, barely a lift of his head, just enough to catch his brilliantly beautiful eyes under the brim of his black hat.

      He sets his hands, glances up one last time, and then powers off the mound, lunging forward and throwing the ball right into the catcher’s mitt, the batter given no chance.

      Strike three.

      The umpire clocks the batter out and the inning is over. I stand and cheer boisterously with the rest of the crowd. They love Maddox. He’s a Rebel favorite for many reasons, but the biggest reason, apart from his phenomenal skill, is his loyalty.

      Head tilted down, glove poised at his side, he walks over the field, stepping right on the foul line like he always does, not caring about the superstition of hopping over it. And as he makes his way back to the dugout below me, his sexy swagger keeps me positively riveted. I gulp, because . . . Maddox. Then he slowly lifts his head and makes eye contact with me. There’s a slight smirk to his grin, and when he winks, I nearly fall into my chair in lust.

      Lord, have mercy.

      “Oh, dear God. That. Wink,” Dottie says breathlessly. “I think my ovaries just combusted.”

      Natalie fans her face. “Um . . . hawt. Like exponentially. A bad-boy wink. Like he knows what he’s going to be doing to you tonight.”

      I sure hope so. I didn’t wear this uncomfortable underwear for no reason.

      Dottie leans in and whispers, “Have you found out yet, about the . . . piercing?”

      I smile wickedly. “I did.”

      “And . . .” Natalie asks, leaning in as well.

      “Let’s just say it’s so much better than I expected.”

      “Wow . . . just . . . wow,” Natalie says while shaking her head. “How does it feel inside you?”

      “Don’t know. We haven’t had sex yet.”

      “What?” Dottie snaps. “Are you insane? The man is a walking sex machine and you haven’t done it yet? How is that possible?”

      I shrug. “Taking it slow, got my period, road trips. You guys know.”

      Natalie nods her head. “So what does that mean for tonight?”

      “It means, you guys better not keep us out long, because I have plans for me and my man.”

      “Damn right you do.” Dottie holds up her beer and I hold up my water. We clink and drink.

      Yup, I better get all of Maddox tonight . . . it’s time.
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        * * *

      

      “Why have I never seen this skirt before?” Maddox whispers into my ear as he sits on a stool that overlooks the two bowling lanes we acquired. I’m standing between his legs, his arms looped around me, holding me close.

      After a solid win for the boys, we waited for them by the locker room and were greeted with strong hugs and endless kisses. Then we broke off in our respective vehicles—I bitched about Maddox’s gas guzzler the entire time—and met at the bowling alley where Dottie reserved two VIP lanes where no one can bother us. We’re served endless food and drinks. The perfect night.

      We chose to play guys versus girls and we’re surprisingly holding our own, thanks to Jason sucking it up for the guys.

      I loop my arms around Maddox’s neck and say, “I’ve had it for a while, but figured this was the perfect time to wear it.”

      “To bowling, where I can also see your cute little ass poke out from the bottom when you toss the ball?” he asks, his hand sliding across my bare back.

      “Have you been looking?”

      “Uh, yeah, babe. Kind of hard not to fucking stare at you right now.”

      I chuckle, knowing my outfit did just the trick. I chose a Maddox Paige T-shirt jersey, which was made for a child, and that I cut the bottom off so my midriff is showing. No bra, because honestly, why? And I made sure my hair was extra curly and voluptuous today. I paired the outfit with some cute red Keds and called it a day.

      “Well, now you know how I felt watching you on the mound tonight. That look you give the batter before you throw the ball does funny things to me.”

      “Funny things, huh?” His hand slides under my shirt and up my back. “What kind of things?”

      I play with the fabric on his chest and say, “You know, the sexual things.” He chuckles and I can feel the rumble of his laugh against my hand.

      “I like sexual things.” He draws a lazy circle on my back with his thumb. “Are you thinking about—”

      “Paige, you’re up,” Jason calls out. “Stop fondling your lady friend and come roll another strike.”

      Maddox sighs heavily. “And you thought going out with friends was a good idea.” He stands from the stool, presses a kiss to my lips, and says, “I could think of so many more things that are better than bowling with Jason and Cory.”

      “Want to place a little bet of our own to make things interesting?”

      “Maddox, you’re uuuuup,” Jason drags out.

      “Give me a goddamn second,” Maddox snaps and returns to me. “What kind of bet?” His eyes darken and narrow, clearly interested.

      Playing with his shirt, I lean in and stand on my toes, trying to reach his ear as I say, “If your team wins, you get to do whatever you want to me tonight, but if my team wins, I’m in charge.”

      His chest rises and falls more rapidly against my palm and when I pull away, I notice the clench in his jaw, the desire in his eyes.

      “Done,” he says and then walks past me, but I grab his hand before he can get too far away. He glances over his shoulder down at our connection, a question in his brow. “Kiss good luck?”

      He smirks and leans in, gripping my chin. “You’re going to need it.” He presses a chaste kiss across my lips and then walks up to his boys.

      I watch as he grips both of their shoulders and talks to them as if he’s their coach. “Listen up, boys, sex is on the line here. I need you two to pull your shit together and get some strikes, because that fine piece of vegan ass over there just made a bet with me I can’t lose.” When everyone looks at me, I roll my eyes and go over to the girls who both stand behind me, a wall of girl power.

      “What was the bet?” Jason asks, looking far too excited.

      “Not getting into details, but let’s just say I need to win.”

      Cory grips Maddox’s shoulder as well and says, “I’ve got you, because I have a bet going on as well with Natalie, and even though if I lose I still win, I really want to beat her.”

      “What? You have a bet too?” Jason looks over at Dottie. “Babe, why don’t we have a bet going on?”

      “Because you cry when you lose,” Dottie says with a smirk.

      Jason’s eyes narrow. “I don’t cry.” Dottie snorts. “I don’t,” he says with more conviction and stands, clearly ready to win for the men. “We are going to win, and when we do, you’re going to have to put my balls in your mouth like I’ve been asking for the last few weeks.”

      I snort. Natalie cringes.

      Dottie stands there with her hands on her hips, challenging. “I told you I don’t like how small your nutsac is, it freaks me out.”

      “It is not—” Jason’s temper rises and then he takes a deep breath. Speaking through clenched teeth, he says, “You know damn well I have big balls, so don’t even. And if you want to get into specifics, why don’t we talk about your labia.”

      “That’s enough. Fuck,” Maddox says, gripping his hair and looking pained. I think we’re all pained. Nutsac and labia talk isn’t necessarily bowling talk.

      “There is nothing wrong with my labia,” Dottie defends, staring daggers at Jason.

      “No, there isn’t, but we can still talk about it.”

      “Or we can fucking bowl. Christ.” Maddox pushes past Jason, who won’t break eye contact with Dottie and in that moment, as Maddox steps up, picks his ball, and starts to wind up, I can’t help but fall slightly in love with Jason and Dottie’s relationship. The give and take, the repartee, the heat building between them. It’s fun to watch, and also makes me yearn for so much more with Maddox. Before we started our . . . well, dating, I would have said that we had the same confidence in each other. We had verbal sparring down to an art. But that was before I realized how . . . vulnerable Maddox is. How much he fears that he’ll somehow break what we have or that I’ll walk away. And even though he neglected our monthly calls on occasion, knowing how much I was in his mind from his sketchbook made me feel secure. So how do I help him feel the same way with me?

      “Strike, baby,” Maddox says, picking me up and swinging me around.

      What?

      I was so busy staring at Jason and Dottie, I didn’t pay attention to Maddox. Did he really just get another strike? I look over his shoulder and sure enough, there it is, a strike and a giant turkey dancing across the screen.

      Three strikes in a row.

      I need to pick up my game.

      “Scared?” he whispers.

      “Pfft, of course not.” I look up at my score and cringe. “I’m just getting warmed up.” I pat him on the chest and walk over to the girls. Keeping my voice low, I say, “Listen up, ladies, I’m going to need you to use your feminine ways to distract these men. I don’t want to lose this bet. I have plans of playing with a penis piercing tonight.”

      Natalie’s eyes widen and she looks over at the boys who are joking about something, Maddox looking cocky and sure of himself. “My brother. He can’t hit any pins to save his life. He’s the weakest link.”

      Dottie glances at the boys as well and says, “I hate to agree since he’s my husband, but yes, he sucks. We need to take him down, and I think with a little flashing of cleavage we could take Cory down as well. He’s desperate for your attention, Natalie, and he hasn’t taken his eyes off you. But, Maddox.” Dottie shakes her head. “The boy is focused. There is no stopping him. So we must take down the other two. Our girl wants to play with a penis piercing, and we’re going to make it happen.” Dottie lifts her shirt and ties it to the side, exposing midriff. Natalie does the same and fluffs her hair, only to undo her shorts and fold down the top, exposing more skin.

      “Oh, good idea,” Dottie says, doing the same. When they stand up, they are showing way more skin than before, and I smile to myself.

      We all face the boys, whose eyes are narrowed in on their respective girls. Maddox has a smirk on his face, as if he understands exactly what I’m doing.

      Shaking his head, he knocks both guys in the chest and says, “You’re better than that, boys. Shirts off. We can play their game.”

      And just like that, all three men take their shirts off, exposing an expanse of rock-hard muscles. Abs and pecs and muscles I’ve never seen before are flashed under the bowling lights in our private lanes.

      Biceps for days.

      Low-hanging jeans for months.

      Gorgeous, cocky smirks for years.

      But the one that’s giving me the most butterflies is the guy covered in tattoos, his chest thick, his forearms flexing, and his hands in his pockets, giving me the cockiest look I’ve ever seen, showcasing his strong jawline, giving me a front-row view to the sexiest man I’ve ever seen.

      Damn it.

      I turn back to the girls and say, “Anyone want to bowl topless?”
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        * * *

      

      “Are you going to sulk all night?”

      Maddox hangs up Herman’s leash after taking him out to go to the bathroom and then he locks up the apartment.

      I’m sitting on the edge of the couch, arms crossed, a pout to my lip. “The shirts off was really a low point for you.”

      He laughs hard and walks up to me, taking my hands in his. “That was a low point? This coming from the girl who hiked her skirt up, forcing the men to turn around so we didn’t see your bare ass while you bowled?”

      “The denim was getting in the way of my stride.”

      “Okay.” He pulls me down the hall and into the bedroom where he leads me to the bathroom and hands me my toothbrush. In silence we brush our teeth, not saying anything to each other but just working around each other getting ready for bed.

      He doesn’t say anything.

      Doesn’t touch me.

      Barely even looks at me, so when he goes to the closet to remove his clothes, I feel more confused than ever. After I spit out my toothpaste and rinse, I follow him into the closet where I catch him peeling his shirt off for the second time tonight.

      Really, his body is so unfair.

      He starts to walk past me, but when he stops, presses a brief peck across my cheek and then moves to the bedroom.

      What is going on in that head of his?

      Does he even want to have sex with me tonight? From his casual attitude and lack of touching, I’m guessing no. But he won the bet, which means he can do anything to me tonight. Is he not cashing in?

      Growing irritated with his aloofness, I strip off my shirt and skirt and toss them in the hamper, leaving me completely bare besides the red thong I’m wearing. Maddox has never seen this much of me but tonight, I’m changing that. I switch off the closet light and walk into the bedroom where he’s sitting on the edge of the bed, plugging in his phone, only the light from his nightstand illuminating the room in a soft glow.

      When he looks up and spots me topless walking over to my side of the bed, I see his eyes narrow, but he still doesn’t say anything. His eyes track me as I move through the room, plug my phone in as well that I snagged off the dresser, and then snuggle up under the covers, facing him.

      He gets under the covers, but lies facing up, eyes cast toward the ceiling, hand behind his head.

      And then . . . silence.

      What game is he playing?

      I am freaking topless in bed with him, wearing just a thong, clearly ready to start all the sexual touching, and he’s not even looking my way.

      Annoyed, I reach out and place my hand on his chest where I caress his nipple, circling around and around as my eyes focus on the thin sheet that’s covering his bottom half. I watch as it starts to rise, which means he’s playing hard to get.

      Ready to play his game, I scoot in closer and glide my hand up and down his chest. The whole time he remains almost unaffected, and if there was no bulge I’d think he’s made of stone.

      “You pitched so well tonight,” I say quietly, seductively, at least I try.

      “I felt good out there,” he answers, his voice smooth. “Felt even better bowling tonight.”

      “Why’s that?”

      He finally turns his head and smiles at me. “The entire time you’ve been here, I feel like you’ve kept me just slightly off balance, but tonight . . .” He smiles even larger. “Tonight, I was the one who threw you for a loop.”

      Truth. I was beside myself watching him with his buddies, shirt off, laughing and having a good time. I’ve never seen him sexier.

      “You didn’t throw me for a loop, I was just . . . distracted, that’s all.”

      He shifts to his side, facing me now, one hand under his pillow, the other reaching out to me and shifting my arm to the side, exposing my breasts. He licks his lips and then slowly drags one of his fingers over my nipple. Immediately my legs clench together, as a dull throb starts to thrum.

      “What distracted you?” he asks. He pinches my nipple, pulling a gasp past my lips as my back arches into his touch. He lets up and then rolls my nipple between his fingers, and the callouses on his fingers over my sensitive nub, the firm, confident grip . . . it’s one of the most satisfying feelings I’ve ever felt.

      Consuming.

      So simple, but so consuming.

      “Uh . . . what?”

      He chuckles, that heady laugh like a fresh breath of air to my lungs. “What distracted you while we were bowling?”

      “Oh,” I sigh, as his palm starts to massage my small breast. It barely fills his hand. I glance down to watch his tattooed hand kneading my soft flesh, and it’s so sexy. Losing track of what’s going on, I say, “Why are we talking?”

      More laughter, but this time it’s more clipped, gruff, as his hand slides away from my breast and down my side to my thong. His hand slips under the elastic waistband and he grips my ass, pulling me closer. “I won the bet. I want to talk.”

      “You want to talk?” I ask, my eyes nearly bulging out of their sockets as I try not to lose all self-control.

      “Yeah, let’s talk.”

      I’m about to protest when he sits up and leans against the headboard and then pulls me up on top of his lap. A large smile crosses his face as his head leans against the headboard, and his hands slip under the string of my thong and fall to my backside.

      Topless and turned on, I shift on his lap where I feel his hard erection beneath me. I center myself just right so when I start to rock on top of him, it eases some of the pressure already building.

      “Talk to me,” he says, not stopping me from moving on top of him, but slowing me down.

      I press my hands to his chest and look him in the eyes. They’re lazy, almost unfocused, enjoying the moment. “What do you want to talk about?”

      “Tell me what you like.”

      “You know what I like,” I say, feeling his long, hard ridge, rub against my soft center. That feels so good. “I like recycling cans, animals with human names, lavender soap scrubbed in all my areas—”

      “No, Kinny.” He smirks. It’s wicked. “What do you like in bed?”

      “Oh.” My cheeks burn feverously as I stop my hips. “That was stupid of me.”

      “No, it was fucking adorable.” He encourages me to move again, so I do, and this time I feel so much more aware.

      “What do I like?” I bite on my bottom lip and bring my hips almost to his stomach and then ease back. “I like everything. There really isn’t anything I haven’t done.” I wince. “Does that freak you out?”

      He slowly shakes his head. “No, it excites me.” He stills me and says, “Lift up for a second.” I do and he slips his boxers off and when I lower back down, the sensation of his bare cock between us sends a wave of lust straight to my core. “I want to know what you really like. What. You. Need.”

      His hands float up to my breasts. He covers both of them and then slowly pulls at my nipples. My head falls back and I gasp.

      “Are your tits sensitive, Kinsley?”

      “So sensitive,” I answer on another gasp, when he pinches.

      “What happens when I roll your nipple between my fingers? What do you feel?”

      Taking a deep breath as he does exactly what he’s saying, I steady my hands on his shoulders and I say, “It’s like this bolt of lightning that zips through my body, turning on every nerve ending I possess. It’s consuming and invigorating.” I look him in the eyes. “Because it’s you. Feeling you hold me, your touch, your sigh against me, it’s a thousand times better than any guy before you. Because it’s you, Maddox. It’s because I’m madly in love with you. It’s because I can’t imagine myself with anyone else . . . ever.”

      His hands stop, mid pinch, and he shifts me off his lap. My heart plummets to the floor, my worry ratcheting up as if I said something wrong, but when he reaches for my thong and pulls it off me, I relax into the mattress and watch as he lowers his body over mine and presses his chest against mine. His arms hold him up on either side of my head.

      One of his thumbs barely caresses my cheek as he says, “I’m so far fucking gone where you’re concerned, Kinsley. I think I always have been. I never gave myself away, not even with Jamie, because I always knew this is where I would end up, with you, my love, my soul . . . my home.” He lowers his forehead so it touches mine, and my hands glide up to his cheeks where I grip him tightly. I spread my legs enough to feel his cock fall between them.

      “Then kiss me, Maddox. Make love to me.”

      Eyes searching mine, he doesn’t move at first, just stares at me as I wait breathlessly for his touch. A pattern forms from both our heartbeats—my rhythm heavier, faster than his—yet they still fit together perfectly.

      His eyes close and his head tilts to the side so slowly that I feel like I might pass out from the wait of his lips as his nose grazes along my cheek, down to my jaw, to the crook of my neck where he inhales deeply. He presses a soft kiss to my collarbone and then trails his lips back up my neck to my chin, across my jaw and to my ear where he pauses and whispers, “I love you, Kinny.”

      The light whisper of his voice and the promise of his words cause goosebumps to erupt all over my skin. Maddox works his way back to my mouth and captures my lips with his.

      Slow, almost leisurely, Maddox takes his time, his mouth opening in cadence with mine, but slowing me down to almost a snail’s pace as we close, then open together. His lower half starts to move against mine, his cock playing with my entrance but never giving me exactly what I want. A rock of his hips, enough to make my nipples go hard, my legs to fall open wider, and for all my pleasure to instantly meet between my legs.

      His tongue swipes into my mouth as he barely lifts his upper body off mine, where he possessively grips my jaw with his hand his thumb under my chin angling me up as he dives his tongues further into my mouth, his hips driving into me the same time, his rigid length sliding along my center.

      “Ohh,” I moan into his mouth, as he repeats the movement, his cock sliding right along my slit. “God, yes.”

      It’s all I can say before he captures my mouth again, his grip on my jaw growing tighter, as if he’s preventing me from saying anything, but rather letting it build at the base of my throat as his mouth devours mine.

      Carefully.

      With passion.

      With pleasure.

      I’ve never been kissed like this before, so well-thought-out, as if he knows precisely what to do, like there’s a blueprint to my mouth and he’s working his way around it until I’m a pile of mush beneath him.

      His tongue swipes against mine, his lips suck on my bottom lip.

      They nibble.

      I groan.

      They pull.

      I shift beneath him.

      His hips rock faster.

      I bring my legs up to his chest and he presses down on them, spreading them wider, exposing me to the air, to his pumps, to the slap of his skin against mine.

      And he’s still not inside me. As he continues to rock, I feel the cool metal of his piercing rub against me, the thickness of his cock getting me ready, and the smooth strokes of his hips preparing my body with a tidal wave of heat that’s collecting at the base of my stomach, ready to spring forward and shoot through my body.

      My body tightens up, my legs start to tingle, and my head falls back as I feel the beginnings of my orgasm start to take over.

      “I’m going to—”

      Maddox pulls away and sits back on his heels. Both hands go to the back of his neck as he stares down at me with a wicked smile on his face, his muscles rippling under the moonlight.

      I sit up on my elbows, my lungs sucking in air. “You stopped.”

      He nods. “I don’t want you coming yet.”

      I press my lips together and take a deep breath. “Okay, what do you want?”

      “Suck my cock, Kinsley.”

      It’s not a demand. It’s a plea from the throaty tone in his voice and the desperation in his eyes. He doesn’t have to ask me twice. For too many minutes to count, I hovered over his incredible cock in the kitchen days ago. How I wanted to bend lower and take him into my mouth. To suck an orgasm out of him. And now with the offer to taste him?

      “How do you want me? Hands and knees?”

      His eyes darken even more and he nods as he gets off the bed and stands at the edge, the perfect height for me. I get up on all fours and scoot toward the end of the bed where I reach out and take the base of his cock in my hands.

      I start with my tongue, licking up one side as I glance up at Maddox. His eyes squeeze shut and I hear him sigh as both hands go to my hair, keeping it out of the way so he can watch me.

      I lick the other side and then swirl around the head, to the top where I play with the small hole, only to float back down the underside, along a very sensitive vein that causes him to suck in harshly. He spreads his legs wider and then leans over, keeping one hand in my hair, and the other glides down the slope of my back, to my ass, where he plays with my hole for a few seconds before swiping down to my arousal. His closeness gives me better access to his balls so I lean my head to the side and bring them into my mouth, sucking gently, but just enough to drive him crazy and cause him to mumble.

      “Fuck, yes, baby. Keep that up.”

      Contorting my body so my ass is up in the air, but the upper half of my body is twisted so I can reach his balls, I squeeze his cock and start to pump while sucking a little harder on his balls.

      “Yes, don’t be shy. Suck them hard, babe.”

      My bet is that Maddox has a high tolerance for pain, and given his tattoos, I could almost assume he gets high off pain, so I squeeze his cock even harder and bring all the blood to the tip where I hold it there, using my index finger and thumb like a vise and then I pull on his balls.

      He grunts something intelligible and falters, his body falling forward before he sucks in a harsh breath.

      “Jesus, fuck.”

      Releasing his balls, I lap my tongue back up his shaft, let go of the head, and quickly bring him into my mouth, moving past my gag reflux, taking him deep. Anything he was doing to pleasure me has completely stopped. He’s holding on to my hips now, letting me devour him. His moans and grunts and pleas are music to my ears.

      One hand on his thighs, I feel them start to tense and I know . . . he’s about to come.
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      Don’t fucking come.

      Not right now.

      Not with your dick so deep in her throat.

      But it feels so fucking good, I can’t find the willpower to stop. I can’t . . . pull away.

      My balls tense and fuck, I’m about to push past the line of no return when she pulls away and sits back on her heels. Looking me dead in the eyes, she licks her lips, like she just had the best popsicle of her life, and smiles . . .

      “Fuck . . . you,” I say in a teasing tone that causes her to laugh. She pushes her spunky hair to the side and scoots back on the bed. It’s already fun, so I can’t even fucking imagine what it will be like once I get inside of her.

      “Treat others how you would like to be treated, Maddox.” She stands on the bed and unsure of what her next move is, I grab both her legs and flip her to her back.

      Before she can ask what I’m doing, I bring her legs over my shoulders and lower my mouth down to her inner thigh where I kiss her. Her head falls back to the mattress and her arm drapes over her eyes.

      “Hell, you’re going to torture me, aren’t you?”

      I don’t answer. I concentrate on teasing her in circles. Moving my lips up and around her thighs, creating a pattern with soft, featherlike kisses. Goosebumps spread over her legs, her pelvis tips up as I get closer to her pussy but never actually touch her there. Not yet. I want to drive her crazy first and from the look of her breasts rising and falling so quickly, I’d say I’ve brought her there.

      When she was fucking me with her mouth, her evil yet beautiful mouth, I tested how wet she was and fuck, she was drenched. My fingers slid through her easily, it was hot, even hotter when she tried to move along my hand.

      I’ve never been with a girl like Kinsley before. So open about sex, not shy in the slightest, and wanting everything just like I do. My sexual spirit, counterpart, the person that was made specifically for me.

      “Maddox, Christ, I’m going to come with you just kissing my thighs,” she says on a strained moan.

      “Are you throbbing, baby?”

      She nods and groans when I kiss her pubic bone and move farther south, right above her slit where I kiss her. She’s smooth, waxed, and she smells like goddamn heaven. I reach up and spread her with two fingers.

      Her breath catches, her little nipples poke up toward the ceiling, and my mouth waters just thinking about sucking them again. I’ve always wanted to know what her tits look like, and seeing them at this angle, just the slightest mound on her chest, fuck, I like them so much.

      Perfect.

      She’s so fucking perfect.

      Unable to control myself, her tits my new favorite plaything, I smooth my other hand up her side and take one of her nipples between my fingers as I press my tongue against her soaked clit.

      “Oh mother . . . fucker,” she cries out, her back arching off the mattress, one hand falling to the stands of my hair where she pulls hard.

      I twist her nipple, loving how I can be rough with her, which seems to turn her on more. From appearance alone, you’d never think this little pixie of a woman would be a freak in bed, but she is, and she’s all fucking mine.

      Keeping pressure on her nipple, I roll my tongue over her clit, quickly addicted to the way the nub feels against my tongue, how it hardens, how her legs squeeze my head, how she sounds when she’s completely lost in the feeling of her impending orgasm.

      “There, yes, right there, Maddox. Oh my God, you’re good at this. You’re so good.”

      My balls tighten. The rub of my cock against the mattress is starting to get me off—that’s how hard I am right now—so instead of finishing her off like this, I pull away.

      “No, please. I need to finish. Maddox.”

      “I need inside of you. Now.” I hold my cock to her entrance and ask, “Are you on birth control?”

      “Yes.” She nods.

      “Damn.” I smile as I ease my cock inside of her. “I was hoping you weren’t.” I wink and her legs spread wider, opening up.

      “Are you saying you want a baby with me?” Her arms wrap around my neck, bringing me closer.

      “Kinsley, I want everything with you,” I say, bringing my mouth to hers as I rock slowly inside her. Small thrusts in and out, taking her inch by inch. The deeper I go, the tighter her grip grows on me until I’m just past halfway and she pulls away from my mouth, her eyes wide, her face in disbelief.

      “Want all of me, baby?”

      “That’s not all of you?”

      I chuckle and take both her hands in mine, linking out fingers. I lock them against the mattress, holding her in place . . . and thrust all the way in. Normally I wouldn’t be so hard, but this is Kinsley. I know she can take it, and I know she wants it.

      “God, yes,” she cries, her voice so full of emotion, it almost sounds like she’s crying. “Oh my God, Maddox.” Her eyes flutter open and they smile up at me, turning lazy, heady, like she’s ready to go for the ride of her life. “I want to feel it all.”

      I can make that happen. I roll to my back, taking her with me, placing her on top. The minute she settles, her hands fall to my pecs where she grips them tightly, her thumbs passing over my nipples.

      Hell . . .

      “Pinch them,” I say through clenched teeth.

      Not taking one second to fumble around, she grips both my nipples and pinches them . . . hard.

      A hiss escapes me as she lifts up on my cock and slides back down. It isn’t fast. It’s more torturous for both of us, but it’s the perfect speed to drive us both crazy with need. I want to move her faster, I want to roll her back over and fuck her hard, but I give her, her moment.

      I put both hands behind my head and let her ride me, let her take control, give us both incredible pleasure. And she does just that.

      “Your piercing. It’s doing crazy things to me.”

      “You feel it?”

      “So much. It’s . . . oh God.” She squeezes her eyes shut, swiveling her hips as she falls down on my lap. “It’s a sensation I’ve never felt before.” Her eyes connect with mine. “You’ve ruined me.”

      “Good,” I grunt out when she pinches my nipple so hard, I feel a shot of lust go straight to my cock. I swear it grows another inch.

      And I swear she feels it, because the sound that escapes her lips is so goddamn sexy and desperate.

      “You need to get off.”

      “So bad,” she answers.

      I reach over to her nightstand—thankfully we’re close to her side—grabbing the vibrator she keeps in there. Turning it on, I bring it to her clit and she immediately pauses her hips as her mouth falls open and her back arches back.

      Her hands release my nipples, the vibrations shocking my goddamn world too as little spasms take her over, her vagina clutching my cock tight, to the point that it almost feels like I can’t breathe.

      Her hands fall behind her, to my legs, as she thrusts her clit toward me. I want to stick my finger in her ass, make her feel so full that she’s unable to breathe but at this angle I can’t reach her, so this will have to do.

      “Yes, yes, yes,” she chants, her body convulsing, her tits bouncing, her pussy clenching and just when I think she’s about to come, I pull the vibrator away, flip her to her knees, and settle behind her. Her head falls forward, her ass sticking up in the air, her body tired, pleading. Ready. “I can’t. I need release.”

      “I’m about to give it to you, baby.”

      I quickly put some lube on my finger from the nightstand, stick it inside her, and bring the vibrator to her front.

      “Oh Jesus . . . Christ,” she says, gripping the sheets tightly, staying still as I pound into her, feeling the vibration hit me all the way in my balls.

      Hell, I’m not going to last long, not when her pussy is already choking my cock. Not when she’s on the edge, ready to fall over. But I try.

      I slow my pace, going so goddamn slow that I can feel every morsel of breath float into my lungs and then back out. It’s like time has come to a standstill. Nothing else around us matters besides the pressure building in our cores.

      I squeeze her ass, holding on to it tight, as I thrust into her, one centimeter at a time. She thrums beneath me and twists just enough so I can see her pretty face. From her position, she quietly mouths, “I love you.”

      And that’s my undoing.

      “Hell, Kinsley.” I drop the vibrator, unable to hold it there any longer, grip both sides of her ass, and pulse into her. “You feel amazing.”

      “You’re so good,” she says, reaching under her and bringing the vibrator back to our connection. “This is so good, Maddox. Oh my God, this is good.”

      Shit.

      I pump harder, my stomach bottoming out, as white-hot pleasure erupts all around me.

      “Kinsley, baby, I’m going to—”

      My words are cut off as a feral scream leaves Kinsley’s mouth, and her pussy constricts around my cock so tight that I can’t breathe. My name falls off her lips. She convulses in my arms as she rides out one of the sexiest orgasms I’ve ever seen.

      “Ahhh, fuck,” I moan, as my orgasm rips through me. Mind-shattering pleasure.

      I hover above her, motionless, spilling into her. Has an orgasm ever lasted this long? Ever been this good? When I meet her hazy eyes, I know my answer.

      No.

      It will never be like this with anyone else.

      And the second she pulls me down to her lips and presses the softest kiss to my mouth, I confirm the thought that has been playing around in my head ever since we started dating: not only am I completely and utterly infatuated with this girl, but I know for certain, there is no way in hell I’ll ever be able to be the same without her by my side.

      She’s my person.

      My everything.

      My heart and soul.

      And I will do just about anything to keep her as mine . . . anything.

      “I love you, Kinny.” I kiss her back as she falls flat on the bed, exhausted.

      I catch her smile from the side. “I love you, Maddie.”

      I lay on top of her and hold her tightly, moving her hair to the side so I get a clear view of the side of her face. I press light kisses on her cheek and temple and whisper, “There is no way in hell I will ever get enough of you. Not after that.”

      She attempts to roll over, so I lift up, giving her enough space to do so. When she’s settled, I lie back down and stare at her. Her hand goes to my damp hair and plays with it. God, I love when she does that. “I foresee us doing that a few times a night, every night.”

      “Especially since I go out on a road trip right after my birthday.”

      “Oh, we can have birthday sex.” Her eyes light up. “Birthday sex is the best because it means I get to tie you up.”

      I quirk a brow. “How is that a thing?”

      She cutely shrugs. “I just came up with it. Do you not want me to run my mouth over your entire body?”

      “You’re allowed to do whatever you want to my body.” I kiss the side of her cheek and bring my mouth to the crook of her neck. She tilts her head, giving me amazing access. She sighs and sifts her hand through my hair.

      “Can I ask you a question?”

      “Ask me anything, babe,” I answer, hoping she’s ready for round two soon.

      “Does pain transfer to pleasure for you?”

      I pause and look up at her. “What kind of pain?”

      “Well, it just seemed like you really liked it when I pinched your nipples.”

      “So did you,” I say on a chuckle.

      “Yes, but you got really hard when I did it.”

      I shrug. “I’ve always liked it rougher. But I wouldn’t say I seek pain. Like if you were to whip me, I’d ask you what the hell you thought you were doing.”

      She chuckles and nods. “Okay, that’s fair, but if I were to yank on your balls, you’d be okay with that?”

      “Do you not remember what we just did? Babe, you were pulling on them as if they were low-hanging fruit.”

      “What if I did it harder?”

      “I’d tell you if it was too much. I will always tell you and I’d expect the same from you. I’ve had a few partners who didn’t really get into the rough stuff, and I made them tell me if it was ever too much.” I rub my finger over her collarbone. “I really love that we’re on the same page when it comes to pleasure. It feels like we can push each other.”

      “It does.” She shyly smiles. “Does that mean I can wear a strap-on and fuck you from behind.”

      My face drops and nerves shoot up my spine. “That’s where I draw the line.”

      “Damn.” She laughs. “I was really hoping I could drill you and slap your ass while doing it.”

      “The only drilling will be with my dick, got it? And if you like ass slapping, you should have said something. I was itching to smack your ass.”

      “If you did, you would have gotten me off so quick. Stan used to spank me like—”

      “Can we not talk about Stan? Unless you want me to talk about one of the girls I used to fuck.”

      “By all means, I’m actually quite curious. Were they screamers? Did they fake moan? What were their boobs like, flopping around in your face. Do you like floppy boobs?”

      Christ.

      I drag my hand over my face and say, “I was actually more turned on by your mosquito bites.”

      Her eyes widen in shock as her mouth curves up in humor. “Oh my God, they are not mosquito bites.” She covers her chest and I quickly remove her arm.

      “No, they’re not. They’re fucking perfect. Soft, just enough roundness to fill my palm, and your nipples. Shit, babe. They’re so tiny and they peak perfectly. Your tits might be small, but they are by far, the sexiest pair I’ve ever seen.”

      “Better than floppy tits?”

      I chuckle and press a kiss to the tip of her nipple. “A thousand times better than floppy tits.” Then, I pull her nipple into my mouth and suck hard. Her back arches off the bed and once again, her legs spread.

      My dick hardens, and it seems like round two is going to come a lot faster than I was expecting.
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        * * *

      

      “You’re staring,” Kinsley says over her cup of coffee.

      “So? You’re mine to stare at,” I answer, leaning back in my chair at the dining table, coffee in front of me.

      “Is that how you see it?” she asks, breaking off a piece of the fresh banana bread she made for us this morning. We finally have a morning to hang out with each other, given the weekend and my night game tonight. We slept in, and then Kinsley made banana bread, wearing only my Rebels shirt. I watched her the entire time, helped her stir, and while it baked, I ate her out on the kitchen counter. I think poor Herman was scarred, because he went into our bedroom.

      “Yup.” I lift my mug to my lips and spread the other arm. “Feel free to take in what’s yours.”

      “You’re just trying to get me to suck you off again.”

      Oh yeah, we did that too. And I’ll be honest, Kinsley gives the best head I’ve ever had. And that’s not just because I’m head over dick in love with the girl, but because she has some kind of magical mouth that had me coming in less than two minutes.

      Embarrassing but so worth it.

      “I’m not opposed to the idea.” I take a sip of my coffee.

      She scoffs. “Of course you’re not.” She stands from her chair and walks over to me. I push out just far enough from the table to give her room to sit on my lap, which she does, draping her hands on my shoulder.

      “We’re going to have to pace ourselves.”

      “Why’s that?” I ask as she takes my mug from me and shares my coffee.

      “We don’t want to get a rash or anything.”

      My brow creases. “What kind of rash are you talking about?” I glance down her body and then back up. “Should I be concerned?”

      “No.” She laughs. “I’m all clear . . . of that sort of thing. But like . . . crotch burn.”

      “Not helping your case. Nothing should burn down there.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Like chafing. That’s what I meant. Chafing.”

      “Oh.” I chuckle. “I mean, if I chafe because my dick is inside you too many times, I’m almost certain I’m not going to care, because . . . my dick was inside of you.”

      “You are such a guy.” She hands me the mug and I down the rest, only to set the mug behind her and grip her waist.

      “Good thing, right? Since you seem to like the dick so much.”

      “No shame in that.” She shifts on my lap. I know she’s not wearing underwear because I slipped it off in the kitchen, so I glide my hands up her thighs to her hipbones.

      “None at all.” I smooth my hands up her sides, dragging the shirt with her, but she stops me and gives me a look.

      “I don’t think so, mister. We have things to talk about.”

      “Uh, do you really think we’re going to talk when you’re on my lap with no underwear? The only thing we’re about to talk about is what position you want to play around with. I’m thinking about taking you over the couch right now.”

      Pulsing into her from behind seems to be my favorite position so far, because of the way her back arches and her pert little ass sticks up in the air, almost as if she’s begging.

      “I’m serious, Maddox.”

      “So am I.” I drag my shirt over her head and expose her beautiful, naked body.

      Hell, her breasts are perky, with tight nipples from the cool morning air. Her skin is soft and smells like a combination of me and her soap. Along her collarbone, breasts, and up and down her neck are bite marks and red spots from my scruff and neediness.

      “Maddox.” She pauses my hands from roaming up to her breasts.

      “Hmm?” I ask, keeping my eyes on her chest.

      She tilts my chin up with her fingers and says, “I need you to focus for a few minutes and then you can do whatever you want to me, okay?” She rocks her hips over my erection, and that gathers my attention.”

      “How many minutes?”

      “As long as it takes to talk about what I want to talk about.”

      “Am I allowed to kiss you while we’re talking?”

      “No. I need your full focus.”

      “Can I play with your nipples.”

      “No.”

      “Press my thumb to your clit?”

      “No.”

      “Maybe slip my finger down your ass crack?”

      “Maddox,” she scolds, causing me to laugh.

      “Okay, fine.” I lean back in my chair and place both hands behind my neck to try to keep myself in check. “I’m listening but make it quick, woman, I want inside your pussy . . . now.”

      Her cheeks turn pink, but that’s the only indication that she’s turned on. Keeping her hands on my shoulders, she says, “About your birthday.”

      “Glad you asked. All I want is you naked, a cake . . . spread over your naked body, and for you to have two cherries on each nipple while you sing happy birthday to me.” I wink. “I’m a simple man.”

      “That’s not simple, and I’m not spreading any cake on my body unless it’s vegan.”

      “I can get on board with that. Okay, since that’s settled, let’s move over to the couch.” I grip her tightly and stand from the chair. Her legs suction around me and I feel my dick poking her in the ass as I uncomfortably make it to the living room.

      Laughing, she says, “I’m not finished.”

      I plop her on the couch and release my cock as I push my shorts to the ground. I grip the base and clench my jaw together from the relief of my hand.

      “Let me help you finish then.” I flip her to her stomach and position her over the arm of the couch and come up behind her. I tease her entrance with the tip of my cock and groan when I feel how wet she is. “Babe, you’re so goddamn ready for me.”

      She twists and sits on the couch just as I’m about to enter her. “I said I’m not done talking.”

      Ready to protest, she grabs my cock and starts fisting me while her other hand rolls my balls gently.

      Ahh, hell.

      “Fuck, Kinsley. Do you really think I’m going to pay attention now?”

      “Yes.” She pumps me hard, using her thumb to circle the tip when she moves up my shaft. “I want to throw you a party.”

      “No party,” I say through clenched teeth, eyes shut. My body’s already humming and ready to release—that’s how pathetic I am when it comes to this girl. She stops and holds me. Glancing down, I ask, “Uh, babe, what are you doing?”

      Her thumb plays with the sensitive part just underneath the head. “I’m waiting for you to agree to the party. That’s what I’m doing.”

      “Seriously?” When I go to move away, her grip on me tightens, stopping me from going anywhere. She literally has me by the balls and I think she planned this all along. “Kinsley.”

      “Just hear me out.” She bats her eyelashes, and I know instantly that I’m going to give in to whatever she wants. Not only because I want to make her happy, but because that one look will be my undoing every goddamn time. “I love you, Maddox, and I love how you brought me into your life, introduced me to your friends, and this world we share together now. A world I’ve never had before, or at least, one that I lost when you moved away.” My heart sinks. I’m no longer worried about my dick and balls in her hands as I take a seat next to her and once again pull her onto my lap.

      “Kinny.” I lift her chin up but she shakes her head and presses her hands to my chest.

      “No, I don’t want this to be a sad moment, but a happy one. I’ve cherished this time with you so much, Maddox. I feel so lucky that I took that job, because it brought me back to you.” She smiles and one of her thumbs rubs over my nipple. “I want to celebrate that. It will just be us and a few friends at the bar. I’ll even get you a regular cake. Please?”

      I rub her thighs and lean my head against the back of the couch as I smile up at her. “You’re going to make it damn hard to say no to you for the rest of our lives, you realize that?”

      The corners of her lips turn up and she flings her body forward, hugging me tightly. I kiss the side of her neck and she giggles as my hands run down to her ass where I give it a squeeze. “Rest of our lives, huh?” she asks, her breath tickling my shoulder as I work my mouth up her neck and then to her jaw.

      “You’re stuck with me, babe.”

      “I think it’s the other way around.” She lifts off me for a second. “You’re stuck with me.” Then she lifts up, positions my cock at her entrance, and sits all the way down.

      “Ah, fuck, Kinsley,” I groan, my head falling back again as she moves her hips over mine. “Baby, we’re so good at this.”

      And that’s the truth. It’s never felt this good. This right. This real.

      Having Kinsley as mine feels like the universe is finally allowing me to be happy. I simply hadn’t known that a part of me was incomplete. When Lincoln prattled on about love making such a difference with Potter and Orson, I scoffed. But I get it. The connection I experienced once a month, the ease to talk about anything, the openness, the support . . . the honesty. The joy. I now have that every day. No more façades. She’s not the only one that has benefitted from this world she feels I gave her. She brought our world to me. My friends love her. I love her.

      There is nothing more perfect than Kinsley in my arms, being able to call her my girl, and keeping her as mine . . . for the rest of my life.
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        * * *

      

      “Let me guess, you’re drawing Kinsley,” Lincoln says, sitting next to me on the couch in the locker room as we wait out a rain delay.

      I glance up at him and bring my notebook closer to my chest. “Maybe,” I answer, even though everyone in the locker room knows damn well I’m drawing Kinsley, but this time, she’s with Herman.

      “Dude, you are so far gone with this girl, especially if you’re letting her throw you a birthday party.”

      I make a scratch across my paper, trying to replicate the wave in her hair. “Ah, she’s all right.”

      “Bullshit.” Linc laughs hard as Jason joins us, a water bottle in one hand, a protein bar in the other.

      “Do I look fat?” Jason asks.

      “What?” I ask, looking up from my sketch.

      “I think I’ve gained that marriage weight, you know?”

      “You know, I was going to mention a little chunk on you,” Lincoln says with an evil grin.

      Great.

      Now we’re going to deal with hysterics.

      “Seriously?” Jason asks, standing from his chair and lifting his shirt, showing off a six-pack.

      Shaking my head, I go back to my sketch and say, “Yeah, a real heifer.”

      “You’re not fat,” Cory says in an annoyed tone, joining the circle. “Jesus, Jason.”

      Jason takes a seat. “My pants feel tight. Every time I squat, I swear they’re going to rip in the back.”

      I curl my lips together, holding back my smile.

      “Dottie doesn’t think I’ve gained weight. She said I looked shredded this morning while she was bouncing on top of me.”

      “Details not needed,” Cory says.

      “I don’t understand.” Jason plays with the open flap of his baseball pants. “I had to undo these because they were cutting into my stomach.”

      Lincoln turns away, covering his mouth.

      “I haven’t changed my diet. I mean, sure, okay, I eat pussy more now, but that doesn’t have any calories.”

      “Jesus . . . Christ,” Cory mumbles, dragging his hand over his face. “Will you just tell him already?” Cory begs.

      “Tell me what?” Jason looks around, confusion written all over his face.

      I bury my head in my drawing while Lincoln pulls his shirt over his mouth to hide his laughing.

      “Tell me . . . what?” Jason asks, sitting taller now.

      Cory huffs under his breath and says, “The pitching staff has been slowly switching your pants out for smaller ones. I think they reached their limit today if you’re about to split the seams.”

      “What?” Jason roars out of his chair, peels his pants off his body, leaving him in just a pair of white boxer briefs as he looks at the tag. His eyes narrow and then his head slowly lifts up. “You mother . . . fuckers.”

      I can’t hold it back anymore and neither can Lincoln. We both bust out laughing, our heads falling back as we roar.

      Jason throws the pants at us that we bat away and he flops back in his seat, sinking into the cushions with a plop. “I can’t believe you made me question my figure; you know how hard I work on it.”

      Linc wipes at his eyes and says, “God, I’ve been waiting for this day. It’s felt like torture, but it paid off so well.”

      I reach over and we pound fists. “Totally worth it.”

      “Oh, just you wait,” Jason says, pointing at me. “I am going to make a spectacle at your birthday party tomorrow night.”

      “How is that any different than what you always do?” I ask, going back to my drawing and focusing on the curve of Kinsley’s smile, missing her, wishing I was curled up with her on the couch rather than sitting in a locker room full of testosterone.

      “I’ll make it even worse. I’ll . . . I’ll, hell, I’ll make out with you.”

      I shrug. “Okay, just wear ChapStick.”

      “I would pay good money to see you two make out,” Linc says, shaking his head.

      “That’s not creepy at all,” I say with a pointed look.

      Cutting in, Cory says, “I didn’t think you wanted a party.”

      “Kinsley’s idea. Couldn’t say no.” I highlight her eyes, adding an extra layer of black to her eyelashes.

      “She has him wrapped around her finger,” Linc says, pointing out the obvious.

      “I’m in love, what can I say?” It comes so easily, telling the guys I’m in love, as if I’ve always been this open and honest. I know a lot of it has to do with Kinsley and her easing this ball of tension that’s been twisting and turning in my chest for years.

      “I’m impressed,” Cory says, the wise one of the group. “You’re not even going to deny the fact that you’re whipped.”

      “As if any of you aren’t,” I counter.

      Linc raises his hand. “I’m not.”

      “Please,” Jason scoffs. “What about that girl you told me about last night. You were practically drooling just at the thought of her.”

      Cory smirks. “Have a crush on a girl, Linc?”

      “What? No,” Linc lies through his teeth. I’ve known the guy since the minors, and he’s been infatuated with this girl since college. “Just a friend . . . with benefits, but we haven’t talked in a while. It’s nothing.”

      “Anyway, he’s proposing soon, I can see it in his eyes,” Jason says.

      “You couldn’t be more wrong,” Linc says and then thumbs toward me. “If anyone is proposing soon. It’s this guy.”

      Jason and Cory both lift their brows in question. I shrug and continue to focus on the picture in front of me. “Wouldn’t be opposed to ring shopping.”

      “Oh damn.” Jason fans his face. “You just lit me up inside. Can I help pick out the ring?”

      Serious, I stare Jason in the eyes and say, “No.”
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        * * *

      

      “Herman, stay, don’t move,” Kinsley whispers. “No, no, come back. Herman . . . Herman.” She groans in frustration, sets something down on the bed, and pads off down the hall. I keep my eyes closed because whatever she’s planning, I don’t want to spoil it. “Herman, it’s Daddy’s birthday, which means you need to give him your present yourself.”

      Daddy? Uh . . . not sure about that.

      Unless Kinsley is calling me Daddy, then I can get on board.

      “Now sit and be a good boy.” Herman snorts and I hear him lie on the ground. “That will have to do,” Kinsley sighs and then steps closer to the bed where she starts to rub my bare back.

      It’s Sunday, the day before we leave for a road trip, and of course, my birthday. Kinsley went to bed giddy last night with everything she has “planned.” Frankly, I’m nervous. I haven’t been doted on for my birthday ever since . . . well, ever since I left Woodland. Ever since I left Kinsley behind. Every year she always sent care packages and called. But actually having someone fawn over me like I know Kinsley is going to do, will be different.

      “Hey you, wake—”

      I roll over and snag her, bringing her down onto the bed with me and trapping her to the mattress, my body hovering above her.

      “Good morning, babe.”

      Her eyes narrow. “Were you awake this whole time?”

      “Maybe.” I smile and look down at Herman whose ears are pooling around his head. “Don’t call me Daddy to the dog.”

      Her cheeks redden. “I don’t call you that. Herman does. I don’t have the heart to tell him differently.”

      I roll my eyes and bring my mouth to her neck where I start kissing her. Already hard, I start to nudge her legs open when she stops me.

      “Hold on, we’ll get to that.”

      I glance down at my dick and then back up at her. “Babe, my cock is ready.”

      “Yes, I see that . . . and feel it. But just give me a few seconds, okay?” She holds up her fingers and I nod, because once again, I’ll give her anything she wants.

      On a heavy sigh, I let her roll away, and I lie back on the mattress, my cock aching. Standing again, she tightens the strap on the green silk robe she’s wearing and she spreads her arms out to the side. “Happy birthday, Maddox.”

      Despite my erection, I place both arms behind my head and smile at her. “Thanks, babe.”

      “Herman and I got you presents and we’d like you to open them. Can you sit up?”

      Doing as I’m told, I shift my body so I’m leaning against the headboard and my legs are stretched out in front of me. Kinsley hands me a present in a bag and says, “This is from Herman.”

      I look down at the floor and ask, “You got this for me, old man?” I reach into the bag and pull out a squeezable baseball. Chuckling, I squeeze it a few times but he does nothing. “Wow, he’s so overjoyed, we should calm him down.” I reach into the bag one more time and pull out a picture frame of Herman in my suit, with that droopy face of his looking beyond pathetic.”

      “It’s for your locker. Herman wanted you to remember him when you’re out there, getting ready to be the best daddy you can be.”

      Jesus Christ.

      “Why do I have a feeling Herman is never going back to the shelter?”

      Kinsley bends down to pet the old guy on the head and covers his ears. “How could you say a thing like that after he gave you such thoughtful gifts?”

      “My apologies.” I hold up my hands and set the gifts on the nightstand. “I wasn’t aware he was a permanent resident.”

      Kinsley rolls her eyes. “Who are you kidding? The minute he walked into this apartment, you knew he wasn’t walking back out.”

      Truth.

      “Denial can do funny things to you.” I reach down and pet Herman on the head. “Thanks, old man. I’ll hang the picture in my locker, just for you. Never say Daddy never did anything for you.”

      “Best friends,” Kinsley says with her hands clasped in front of her.

      I settle back on the bed and nod at her. “What’s your present? Is it you naked?”

      Kinsley picks up the other gift on the bed and holds the flat present to her chest. “Now buying you something is hard because you’re rich and can get whatever you want. So I put some thought into this.”

      “Babe, I just need you. That’s all I want.”

      “I know, but I still wanted to give you something. I hope you don’t think it’s stupid.”

      She hands me the gift and I open it up while saying, “Trust me, I won’t think it’s—” I stare down at the sketch pad and charcoal and then back up at her just in time to see her drop her robe to the ground, leaving her completely naked. “You said you always wanted to draw me naked, so, here you go.”

      I swallow hard, my eyes roaming her body, my fingers itching to pick up the charcoal. Yes, my dick might be hard and I might want to bury my head between her legs and make her come until she’s screaming my name, but that’s nothing compared to the need I have right now to draw her.

      “Seriously?”

      She nods. “Seriously.” She goes to the bedroom door, gently ushers Herman to the living room, and then shuts the door. “Where do you want me?” she asks, not looking the slightest bit insecure.

      My mind is spinning with ideas. I’ve thought about this moment so many times in my head ever since she moved in, and I keep coming back to this one pose.

      “On the ground,” I say in a gruff voice. “Looking up at me, as if I’m getting ready to spread your legs and enter you.”

      I watch as her chest starts to rise and fall more quickly.

      “Next to the bed?”

      I nod and throw down the comforter and a pillow to make her more comfortable. When she’s on the ground facing up, I get her in position, bending her knees and twisting her legs together. I drape an arm over her stomach and the other I position near her mouth and say, “Lightly pull on the corner of your lip with your finger. Yes, just like that.” I step away and stare down, my fucking fantasies coming true. “Fuck, baby, you’re perfect.”

      Sitting back on the edge of the bed, I open the notebook, grab a piece of charcoal, an aesthetic I’ve worked with before—but only when I’m home because of the mess I make on my fingers—and start sketching the curves of her body, focusing on the outline first.

      She doesn’t move, but stares at me intently as I sculpt and mold her body on paper. My fingers fly across the white space, streaking it in black, smudging the dark marks into lighter gray, swooping, curving . . .

      My mind goes blank as time disappears, leaving me with nothing but my beautiful girl staring up at me, and my hands making magic that no one will ever see. It’s for my pleasure only. I watch as her eyes grow heady, her chest expanding at a more rapid rate. I feel my crotch stir from her taut nipples, and even though I’m lost in the moment, it doesn’t stop my body from becoming more aroused.

      I swoop the charcoal around the paper, creating her breast and then I focus on her nipple, staring intently at her and then back at the page. I try to make the point as distinct as possible given it’s one of my favorite parts of her body. And then I move up to her lips, replicating the fullness. Her nose, how it has a perfect slope, and then her eyes, heady and yearning. And that’s where I stop. My hand pauses, my eyes connect with hers. We stay like that for a few breaths until I move the sketch off my lap and toss the charcoal to the side as well. I fall to the floor, on top of her, and she welcomes me with open arms. My mouth descends, and I capture her lips in one fell swoop.

      Her legs spread beneath me, and I lift up long enough to enter her. Once I’m inside, I push into her . . . slowly. I twist my hips, and she meets my thrust with her own. When we collide, it feels like goddamn magic.

      I push off the floor with my left hand and I bring my mouth to her breasts where I lap at them, pinch them, letting my charcoal-coated fingers mark up her porcelain skin.

      “Yes, Maddox,” she says in a breathless tone as her hips rock faster. “I feel all of you, every last inch.”

      “You’re perfect,” I mumble. “You’re so goddamn perfect for me.”

      I move back up to her mouth where I dive my tongue deep inside and tangle with hers. Sparks shoot through the backs of my eyes when I feel her clamp around me when I thrust in. I groan into her mouth and say, “Again, baby.”

      When I thrust, she clenches, and I nearly see God Himself.

      “Fuck. More, baby, every time.”

      I pound into her and she squeezes. I lift so I can watch our connection, so I can see me going in and out of her, observing her arousal coating my cock, see her pussy glisten in the early morning light. It’s sexy as fuck and when I make eye contact with her again, I can see she’s just as turned on from the sight.

      “I want you deeper,” I say, while I flip us over again, her on top.

      Her head falls back as my hands reach up to her tits. I squeeze them hard, causing her to fall forward, her hands bracing my chest. She gets on her feet, takes my hands in hers for stability, and starts squatting low over my cock, giving me a wide-open view of her pussy, and the perfect depth I was looking for.

      “Fucking hell, yes, Kinny. More, baby, more.”

      She bounces harder, her teeth rolling over her bottom lip, her blonde hair floating side to side, her tits jostling with her movements. So goddamn sexy.

      “Oh God, Maddox.” Her teeth pull at her bottom lip as I feel her tense, her pussy starts to contract around me, and she cries out as she spasms above me. My eyes are glued to her reaction as she continues to impale herself over my dick. It takes a few short seconds before my balls tighten, my skin crawls with pleasure, and a rocket is shot through me, ecstasy hitting me harder than I expected.

      “Oh . . . fuck,” I grunt while coming.

      “Yes,” she moans, then slows down and collapses on top of me. Our sweaty bodies press together, our breath mixes, as we both get our breath back. “Oh my God,” she whispers against my neck. “Maddox, that was intense.”

      “It was,” I admit. “I, uh, got lost back there, drawing you. It wasn’t until I saw your eyes that I was snapped back into real life and realized I needed you in that moment.”

      She draws small circles on my chest as she talks. “You have no idea how incredibly sexy you are when you draw. The intensity in your eyes, the concentration, it reminds me of you being on the mound, but in a different, more creative way. I was dying for you to touch me, but I didn’t want to break your concentration.” She kisses my chest.

      “You could have. I always want you to tell me when you want me.”

      She presses one more kiss to my chest and sits up. “Would it be okay if I asked you to join me in the shower?”

      My lips curve into a smile. “I can’t think of a better follow-up birthday present.”
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      “You look really fucking good, Kinsley,” Maddox says as he holds my hand and tries to delay our arrival at the bar.

      After the game—which was a day game thankfully—Maddox came home, we had another bout of birthday shower sex, and then I got ready while he pawed at me the entire time. I dressed up more than usual, putting on a tight-fitting yellow dress, and layering on the mascara to make my eyes pop. I curled my hair into soft waves, and then topped the look off with some pink lipstick that looks amazing with my complexion.

      We pat Herman on the head, told him we’d be home later, and then we head to the bar where everyone is waiting for us.

      “Stop delaying.”

      He pulls on my hand again as we stand outside the bar. “It’s not too late. We can go back home and Netflix and chill.” He wiggles his brows.

      I curl into him and rest my hand on his chest. Pressing a kiss to his jaw, I say, “You’re going to have to give my vagina a rest. A few hours, okay?”

      “Do you need me to nurse it back to health? Because I’m good at that too.”

      “You’re hopeless.” I kiss him one more time and drag his grumbling ass into the bar. Luckily, they closed off the back for our group of friends, so when we arrive, they all shout happy birthday, loud enough for the patrons who frequent the bar to shout the same.

      Maddox gives everyone a quick wave and then shakes hands with his friends and offers hugs to their girls. I kept the invite list small, only the people I know, which means Jason and Dottie are here, along with Cory and Natalie and the single guy of the night, Lincoln.

      Once the hellos are out of the way, Cory hands Maddox a beer while Natalie gives me a vodka and cranberry. We all hold our drinks up and Cory says, “To our boy Maddox, the true rebel of the group.”

      We clink our drinks and take sips. Maddox squeezes in closer to me, holding me around the waist and not letting me stray too far.

      “Dig in,” I say to the group, motioning to the food ready to be eaten.

      “Thank Christ,” Jason says, grabbing a plate and picking at a few buffalo wings. Maddox sits back on his stool and brings me in even closer.

      Whispering, he says, “Babe, is there food for you?”

      “Of course.” I turn to him and press my lips to his. “Waffle fries, carrots, and celery. All the essentials.”

      He doesn’t look too happy though. “We could go somewhere else, a place that serves more vegan-friendly things.”

      I shake my head. “No, this is your bar. This is where you’re comfortable with the guys. I want to be here with you and our friends.” When he still doesn’t smile, I say, “Plus I stashed away a vegan cupcake for myself so I can eat cake too.”

      He sighs and presses his mouth to my neck. “Fine.”

      “She’s not going to run away, you know,” Jason says, coming up to us, his plate full, a piece of celery in his mouth. “I made potato salad, so you should go get some.” He glances at me. “There’s eggs in it.”

      “Don’t worry about me.” I wave him off. “I’m sure it’s really good.”

      “Best you’ll ever have.”

      From behind him, I spot Natalie shaking her head and mouthing she makes the best. I turn into Maddox and chuckle into his shoulder, remembering the conversation we girls had during one of the games where we discussed Jason’s potato salad and how Natalie’s is better. Dottie didn’t admit to it being better, but I could see it in her eyes—she prefers Natalie’s.

      Maddox’s hand glides up and down my back and I revel in the feel of him, in the smell of his cologne, in being able to be affectionate with him not only daily, but also in public. I like that we have friends, that we can have moments like this, gatherings. It’s something I didn’t have when I was still living in our hometown, something I truly craved.

      Slightly overwhelmed, I press my lips to Maddox’s ear and say, “I’m really happy.”

      His grip on my back intensifies and he whispers back, “Me too, Kinny. Thank you for everything.”

      I pull back and place a gentle kiss on his lips just as Dottie clears her throat and asks, “What did you get Maddox for his birthday?”

      Turning toward the group, I say, “I let him draw me naked.”

      Jason snorts potato salad while Lincoln, who just walked up with a waffle fry in his mouth, coughs it out.

      “Jesus, Kin.” Maddox chuckles next to me.

      “What?” I shrug. “That’s what I gave you.”

      Jason wipes potato salad from his nose and Dottie gives him a drink. When he’s cleaned up, he says, “How come you never let me draw you naked?” I think he’s talking to Dottie, when I see him make eye contact with Cory, his man crush.

      Cory rolls his eyes. “Because you can’t draw worth shit, and because I don’t particularly enjoy posing naked for my brother-in-law, despite how much he tries to catch me naked in the locker room.”

      “Jason, self-respect,” Dottie chastises with a smile.

      “Babe, you need to see his penis.” Jason mouths, “huge.”

      And I know there’s truth to that because the girls and I have talked . . . in detail.

      “Can we go one goddamn day without you referring to my penis?”

      Jason shakes his head. “Impossible.”

      Turning to Maddox, I ask, “Want me to get you a plate of food?”

      “Nah, I can.” He stands from his stool and says, “I’ll grab you one though. Keep my seat warm.” He places another kiss on my cheek and then takes off toward the food, leaving me with our friends.

      They’re all smiling at me like fools.

      I smile back.

      It’s weird, but comforting at the same time.

      “Thanks for coming, you guys. I know he didn’t want this party, but I appreciate you coming out anyway, especially after having a game today.”

      “Anything for Maddox,” Cory says. “The man is one of the reasons Natalie and I are together right now.”

      Natalie cuddles into Cory and nods. “Yeah, he helped Cory through a rough time. We’re both thankful for him.”

      “We met back in the minors,” Lincoln adds. “And even though we went different ways for a short period, he always made sure to check in with me. He was there when I needed him the most. I would do anything for the guy.”

      “He helped me with a rash I had on the backs of my knees,” Jason says around his mouthful of potato salad. “He creamed me up real nice and made sure I was okay after every game. Really knows how to take care of his catcher.”

      Everyone’s brows are pinched together besides Dottie’s, who just shakes her head and chuckles to herself. What would it be like to married to Jason Orson? An adventure, that’s for sure.

      “He’s the best guy I know,” I say, watching him put together two plates, one for me, one for him. “I would do anything for him . . . anything.”
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        * * *

      

      “Give us the dirt. We want an embarrassing Maddox story,” Jason says, as we’re all sitting around in a circle, our respective partners holding us while Lincoln clutches his beer bottle to his chest, saying it is his one, true love.

      “Yeah, something from his childhood, something good,” Lincoln says.

      I glance back at Maddox who has a brow lifted in my direction. “Ah, I couldn’t do that on his birthday.”

      “Fine,” Lincoln says. “Maddox, tell us an embarrassing story about Kinsley.”

      Maddox full-on smirks and says, “Now that I can do.”

      “Hey.” I playfully elbow him, but he wraps his arms tighter around me so I can’t move.

      “Back in high school, our girl Kinsley here had this favorite pair of white shorts.”

      “Oh my God, I hate you so much.” I cover my face with my hands and he laughs.

      “I like the sounds of this already,” Jason says.

      Continuing, Maddox says, “And she wore them to every game I pitched because she claimed they were good luck.”

      “They were good luck,” I say. “You never lost a game when I wore them. That’s dedication as a friend.”

      “Anyway,” Maddox says, with such a perfect smile on his face that makes me want to take him back to our apartment and do wicked things. “I was out on the mound. There was a runner on first, we had two outs, and all I could here was Kinsley cheering me on, screaming my name, pretty much causing a ruckus in the stands like she normally did when there were two outs.”

      “It always made him pitch harder.”

      “Sure, babe.” He kisses my head and chuckles some more. “So, I strike the poor sucker out at the plate and start to walk off the field. Kinsley is out of her mind excited, jumping up and down, and that’s when I see it . . .” I cover my face. “The entire crotch of her white shorts is red.”

      Dottie and Natalie both gasp and clutch their chests, while the boys wince. “Oh shit,” Jason says, intent on the story while sipping his beer.

      “Yeah, and being her best friend, I knew I had to say something to her. As I drew closer, I realized there were red streaks on her legs too. To say I was starting to grow concerned was an understatement. I had never seen anything like it before. Unsure if she was hemorrhaging or something, I told my coach I had to go to the bathroom but instead, I crawled under the stands and poked Kinsley in the back.”

      “Startled me so bad I almost flung my snow cone at the bald guy in front of me.”

      “I asked her to meet me behind the stands, which she quickly did. When she walked up to me completely oblivious and clearly concerned, I told her that her shorts were red.”

      “No.” Kinsley shakes her head. “You said, ‘uh, Kinsley, I think you have some kind of female stuff on your shorts.’”

      “Female stuff.” Jason slaps his knee. “Oh, classic awkward teenager talk.”

      “I was so uncomfortable and felt terrible, especially since it was streaking down her legs. When she glanced down, she gasped and then . . . laughed so hard she fell to the ground, red crotch out in the open and everything. And that’s when I saw it.”

      “Her vagina?” Jason asked. Dottie swatted at him.

      “Why would you ask that?”

      “I mean, it’s kind of obvious given where the story is headed.”

      Maddox shakes his head. “No, it’s when I see the red snow cone in her hand, the red covering her lips and tongue, and realized, she wasn’t bleeding, she was a fucking slob while eating a snow cone and got it all over herself.”

      “I am such an enthusiastic cheerer, it dripped all over me without noticing.”

      The circle erupts in laughter and Maddox and I join them.

      “Needless to say, I gave her the spare pair of baseball pants in my bag, and we walked home together, her pants sagging off her, mine caked in dirt from the game.”

      “Remember the picture we took?” I ask. “I should have my mom send those to me, they would be fun to look through.”

      “It would be interesting to see Maddox without his tattoos,” Cory says.

      “Oh, I have pictures of that,” Lincoln says. “He wasn’t fully covered in the minors, just a bicep tattoo at that point. What was it of . . .”

      “A frog,” I say on a snort.

      “Seriously?” Cory asks.

      “He was obsessed, so obsessed that—”

      “Okay, thanks for coming, everyone,” Maddox says, standing from his chair. “I’ll see you on the plane tomorrow.” He tries to get me to move with him, but I stay put as everyone tells him to sit down.

      “You told them the snow cone story, so the least you can do is sit through the lily pad.”

      “The lily pad? This sounds promising,” Jason says, setting his empty beer bottle to the side.

      I wait for permission from Maddox and once he sighs and relents, I smile widely. “So he was obsessed with frogs. When I tried to keep them, he got mad at me, telling me they needed to live their lives out in the wild.”

      “It’s true, they did.”

      “Anyway, my mom took us to the botanical gardens one day. It was a city day, which meant we got to eat someplace fun and do an activity. Well, this time it was the botanical gardens. I begged my mom to invite Maddox. My mom wanted it to be a family outing but she finally relented.”

      “Something she regretted after,” Maddox says, laughing to himself.

      “Oh hell,” Lincoln says, looking all too giddy.

      “Come to find out, botanical gardens wasn’t too interesting to two eight-year-olds,” I continue.

      “You were eight?” Jason asks.

      I nod. And Maddox says, “Please keep that age in mind while she tells you this story. I wasn’t in high school or anything.”

      “My mom and dad were on a walking tour, and Maddox and I decided to hang back a bit, because honestly, at the time, we couldn’t care less about the types of exotic flowers we weren’t supposed to touch. Anyway, we were talking about stupid stuff, things I can’t even remember, important life questions like, do you think frogs poop?”

      “Ah, the classics,” Jason sighs.

      “As we were shooting questions back and forth, we stumbled upon a pond. And there were giant lily pads covering the surface.”

      “Oh Jesus,” Cory says, shaking his head, probably understanding where this is going.

      “And of course, Maddox asked, do you think I could hop on the lily pad like a frog? I said no, because it wouldn’t be able to hold him up.”

      “Oh Jesus, is right,” Natalie says next to Cory, while Jason is already giggling.

      “Maddox took that as a challenge to prove me wrong of course, so he squatted down like a frog and started hopping around, saying ribbit.”

      “No, he didn’t,” Lincoln says on an outburst.

      “Unfortunately, I did,” Maddox answers.

      “It was four hops and then he took off right into the pond, making a Maddox-shaped hole into one of the lily pads. The splash grabbed everyone’s attention, and let’s just say it was a silent, wet walk back to the car for Maddox.”

      He scratches the side of his jaw as everyone laughs. “Not my finest decision, and there were plenty unfavorable moments to follow after that one.”

      “It’s shocking my mom let us hang out after that.”

      “Yeah, she already kept a close eye on her. Hence why she’s not a super fan of us being together.”

      “She’s not?” Dottie asks.

      “She’s indifferent. I think she’s more upset about the idea of me never going home and staying in Chicago rather than actually—” Maddox stiffens behind me. I look up at him and immediately notice the tension in his jaw. Trailing off, I say, “Being in a relationship. Hey, what’s wrong?”

      “Are you fucking kidding me, Kinsley?”

      “What?” He pushes me off him and stands from his chair just as someone approaches the back of the bar.

      The light from the bar is dim so I can’t make out who it is, until he comes closer and when he does, my heart sinks. I feel like I’m going to throw up.

      “What the fuck are you doing here?” Maddox growls.

      “Can’t miss out on the birthday celebration,” Manny, Maddox’s brother says. “Happy birthday, brother.” Maddox doesn’t say anything. He just stands there, shoulders tense, fists clenched.

      Fear washes over me from what might happen and Jason and the boys must notice, because they quickly stand and back up Maddox, blocking my view. All I can hear is their exchange.

      “Wasn’t sure if you got the wedding invite. Thought I’d hand deliver it.” An envelope falls to the ground.

      “I got it.” Oh God. Maddox’s fury is palpable. What the hell is he doing here?

      “Not going to RSVP then?” Manny asks, malice in his voice. For two people who have a rift, you’d think Manny would at least sound more . . . apologetic. But there is no apology in his voice, no understanding. It’s almost as if he showed up here to poke the bear, to torment.

      “I suggest you get the fuck out of here before I do it for you.”

      Manny laughs, and I see him take a step back. “I’m going to take that as a not attending. What is it? You still in love with her?”

      Still in love with who?

      My pulse is hammering so hard, it’s almost painful. What the hell is going on?

      “Fuck off,” Maddox answers. Not the response I was expecting. Call me crazy, but I was definitely hoping he’d say, no, I’m in love with Kinsley, or at least maybe he’s moved on from whoever this person—

      “Jamie gives her best, by the way.”

      All the blood drains from my face as my mind starts to connect the dots . . .

      Jamie.

      Manny.

      The invitation.

      The secrecy.

      Is Manny getting married to Jamie? Maddox’s only other girlfriend, the girl who left him in the minors?

      Maddox cocks his fist back only for the boys to hold on to him from behind. I startle backward, as do the other girls, while Jason moves forward and presses his hand to Manny’s chest. Jason might be a teddy bear goofball, but the man is a beast. Broad, tall, and built like a semi-truck. I would never mess with him, and it looks like Manny sees that too.

      “I suggest you leave,” Jason says angrily.

      Manny holds his hands up and takes another step back. “Fine by me. Just thought I would check in.” Looking behind the men, Manny spots me and gives me a nod. “Good to see you, Kinsley.” And then he takes off just as quickly as he came in.

      Hand to heart, I try to catch my breath as the boys let Maddox go. His shoulders are heaving and when he looks behind him and makes eye contact with me, gone is the love, the adoration. In its place is undiluted fury. The anger I’ve seen when Maddox is on the field, ready to get in a fight.

      The unguarded and chilling anger I saw in his father’s eyes many, many times.

      Oh God. Maddie . . . I can’t stop shaking, but I move toward— “I told you to stay out of this,” he yells.

      Wait . . . what?

      “I told you to give me goddamn time. You couldn’t do that, could you?”

      Our friends slowly back away and fade into the background as embarrassment and hurt creep up the back of my neck.

      “No, you’re Kinsley, and you do whatever the hell you want.” He drags his hands through his hair and then breathes out a heavy sigh. “Fuck,” he shouts, startling me backward even more. He’s brimming with rage. It’s rolling off him so fast that I’m nervous what might happen if I take a step forward, if I try to talk to him.

      But before I can attempt to do so, he grunts something under his breath and takes off out of the bar.

      Tears threaten to fall. What do I do? How do I approach this? How to talk to him?

      “What did you do?” Jason asks me just as Dottie steps in, hand to his chest.

      “Jason, don’t. This isn’t our business.”

      I look around at our friends, or at least what I thought were our friends. Judgment sears their faces along with disappointment.

      “I . . . it wasn’t . . .” I choke down a sob and quickly wipe at my eyes.

      “Maybe . . . you should go,” Lincoln says, setting his beer bottle down and crossing his arms over his chest.

      And that’s when I see it: the closed off-expressions from the guys, the brick walls being built to not only protect them, but to probably protect Maddox. The only person who isn’t looking at me as if I just broke their friend is Natalie. Instead, there’s sorrow in her eyes, almost as if she wants to reach out and give me hug.

      “Kinsley,” Jason says and then nods at the door.

      Okay, I get the hint.

      More tears stream down my face, as I give them a slight shake of my head. I back away, hands twisted in front of me, and then slowly make my way out of the bar. I almost half expect to walk outside to Maddox and Manny fighting, but when I look to the left and right, all I see is an empty street.

      Defeated, I head back home, head hanging low, my gut twisting and my mind racing. What do I say? How do I prove to him that I had nothing to do with this?
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        * * *

      

      All the lights in the apartment are off when I arrive home, besides one.

      The bedroom.

      I kick off my heels and squat down to Herman, who makes a small whining noise in the back of his throat as he presses his head into my hand.

      “Is he back there?” I whisper just as I hear a zipper being pulled on. “I guess he is.” I scratch Herman behind the ears to gather some courage and then stand to make my way back to the bedroom.

      I proceed with caution, unsure what I’ll find, but when I cross the threshold of the bedroom, I wasn’t expecting to see what’s on the bed.

      Maddox’s suitcase.

      No. No, he can’t leave like this. No.

      Shirtless, Maddox comes from the closet and shoves some T-shirts into the suitcase just as I move forward. He looks to the side, spotting me, but doesn’t stop. He goes back to the closet and continues to fill the suitcase.

      The tension is almost unbearable, the fury falling off him in waves is agonizing, and I don’t think I’ve ever been more nervous in my life.

      When he returns into the room, I try to put my hand on his but he steps away. “Maddox,” I say on a choked sob. “Please talk to me.”

      He pauses, hands resting on his suitcase as he looks down at what he’s packed. “What is there to talk about? You do whatever the hell you want, Kinsley. There’s no point in talking.”

      “Are you blaming me for Manny showing up?”

      His head tilts to the side, his eyes dark and dangerous, and that’s when I spot the open bottle of whiskey on his nightstand. He’s been drinking even more than when we were at the bar.

      “Are you denying it?” Before I can answer, he continues, “Ever since you got here, you’ve taken everything you wanted. You’ve changed everything in my apartment, trading out all my products for environmentally friendly shit. You changed my balcony into a landfill, you invited people over when I specifically told you not to, you brought a fucking dog in the house when I requested no animals, and you put on a fucking birthday party when I didn’t even want one.” His voice rises. “I didn’t want a fucking party, Kinsley. Are you hearing it now, or is it still going in one ear and out the other, like everything else I’ve told you?”

      “Maddox. I was trying—”

      “You were being your mom.” I reel back as if he slapped me.

      “Excuse me?”

      “Always meddling, always thinking you know what’s right. Guess what, Kinsley, we might have known each other since we were five, but I’m a grown man now, and you don’t know everything about me. Before you came here, I was doing just fine. I had my routine, I had my schedule of women, I was happy . . . content. And then you showed up.”

      “I didn’t just show up,” I shoot back. “You invited me.”

      He drags his hand over his face and reaches for the bottle of whiskey. He takes a gulp and then looks me in the eyes and says, “Yeah, that was a mistake.”

      Blood begins to pound in my temples as my heart shatters, piece by piece falling to the ground in a heap of humiliation and despair.

      He can’t possibly mean that. Right?

      My lip trembles and my mind whirls, trying to come up with something to say, anything, but every time my mouth goes to open, my throat tenses up and I can’t get a word out, not without sobbing through it.

      “You know, I’ve put up with a lot of your shit since you moved in. I’ve dealt with your idiotic lifestyle of trying to save the world. I’ve endured your ridiculous food choices and your useless toothpaste and bamboo bullshit you have all over the apartment. I’ve dealt with your three-legged dog that needs to leave this apartment. His time is up.” Tears flood my cheeks. “I’ve even held my cool when you’ve invaded my privacy in every which way despite me asking you not to, and when I told you to leave me alone about my brother, I expected you to do that.” He zips up his suitcase. “But you couldn’t, could you? You had to stick your nose where it didn’t fucking belong.” Maddox sets the suitcase on the floor and asks, “What were you expecting to get from inviting him? That we were going to magically make up? That I was going to see him and offer him a mending embrace?” Maddox shakes his head. “He slept with my girlfriend the first month I was away in the minors, Kinsley. Happy? There is no coming back from that.” He pushes past me, knocking my shoulder in the process and sending me to the side. I quickly catch my balance and chase after him.

      “I didn’t invite him,” I say before Maddox can get too far.

      Laughing with the bottle of whiskey up to his lips, he shakes his head. “Yeah, okay. You’re going to have to do a better job at lying.”

      “Maddox, I didn’t.”

      He just rolls his eyes and takes one more swig before setting the bottle on the counter. He slips his shoes on and I go up to him, putting my hand on his back. “Don’t go. We need to talk—”

      He knocks my hand away, throwing me off balance, sending me to the floor. And for a brief second, I catch a sense of recognition pass over his eyes as he looks at me on the ground. But it’s a fleeting look, because just as quickly as it arrives, it disappears. “We don’t need to talk. I need to get the fuck out of here.”

      This can’t be happening.

      “Where are you going?”

      “Why do you care?”

      I get back on my feet and try to hold my ground, even though my legs are shaking, and unease eats me alive. “Because you’re drunk. Because you’re my boyfriend. Because I want to make sure you’re okay.”

      “Boyfriend.” He laughs and shakes his head.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I take another step forward but when his angry eyes hit me hard, I don’t move another foot.

      “It means we’re done, Kinsley. We never should have gotten involved in the first place.”

      “What . . . what are you talking about?” I choke on my tears as I try to find my words. “Maddox, I swear, I didn’t invite him. I don’t know how he knew where we were, but I swear—”

      “Just shut the fuck up, Kinsley. Jesus.” He pushes his hand through his hair, the tension in his forearm startling as his muscles ripple. “I’m done,” he says with such finality that my jaw shakes so hard. I clench my mouth together so he doesn’t see it. “I’m fucking done. You have a week to get the fuck out of my apartment. Get the fuck out of my life.”

      He wheels his suitcase out the door and slams it.

      Bang.

      I fall to the floor, completely and utterly devastated.

      Get the fuck out of my life.

      Oh God.

      I can’t feel my heart. I can’t feel anything except agony.

      We’re done.
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      “Okay, how much did you drink last night?” Lincoln asks, plopping down next to me on the airplane.

      I tip my hat over my eyes and grumble, “Enough for the both of us.”

      “I tried texting you this morning. Since I didn’t hear back from you, I assumed you were figuring things out with Kinsley.” Quieter, he asks, “What happened, man?”

      I curve the bill of my hat with both hands and take a deep breath. “Honestly, I don’t fucking know.” My throat chokes up on me as I say, “I think I broke up with her.”

      “You think?”

      “From the lack of correspondence this morning, I’m assuming I did.” I take a deep breath, trying to remember how many drinks I had last night. I was drinking beer, then there were shots, lots of shots because of Jason, then we ate some more food, then stories . . . then Manny.

      Fuck.

      “Wait, she didn’t stay at the apartment last night?”

      I shake my head. “I didn’t. Went to a hotel.” I take a deep breath and lift my water bottle to my mouth where I take a sip of water. Flashes of last night keep popping up in my memory.

      Manny’s arrogant grin.

      Instigating trouble . . . some things never change.

      The bottle of whiskey.

      The look on Kinsley’s face when she saw me packing.

      The tears . . . Fuck, the tears.

      Her denial, the denial that seemed so goddamn sincere that thinking about it right now twists my stomach into knots.

      The words I said.

      “You invited me here.”

      Yeah, that was a mistake.

      I squeeze my eyes shut, wincing as bile forms in my throat.

      Her on the ground from me pushing her hand away.

      The distress in her eyes.

      I swallow hard, breathing through my nose.

      “Dude, are you okay?” Lincoln asks.

      I shake my head just as I reach for one of the barf bags and empty the contents of my stomach inside. My stomach retches, my chest heaves, and I grip the bag like it’s my only lifeline left in this world.

      What the fuck have I done?
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        * * *

      

      “Are you feeling better?” Lincoln asks, setting a bag of SmartPop in front of me and a water bottle.

      I uncap the bottle and take a large sip. “As good as I can be,” I answer, looking out the window.

      “Want to talk about it?”

      “Not really?”

      Lincoln leans his head back in his chair and says, “Have you heard from Kinsley?”

      “I thought we weren’t talking about it.”

      “You know that was a lie.”

      “Really don’t feel like gabbing right now.”

      “We’re gabbing?” Jason’s head pops up from the seats in front of us. “I’m in. Dottie refused to get naked last night, and she said it was because of you.”

      “Me?” I point at myself. “Why me?”

      Cory sits up from the seat as well—I had no idea those guys were sitting there—and he says, “Natalie was pissed at me too.”

      “Why?”

      “Apparently we should have stayed out of your business last night. Kinsley . . . well, she didn’t look too well,” Cory says, pulling on the back of his neck. “Hell, now that I think about it, she looked ashen.”

      Jason rubs his palm over his forehead. “Yeah, I wasn’t really nice, and I feel bad about it.”

      “Hold up.” I adjust my posture in my seat so I’m more upright. “You feel bad for her? Did you not see what happened last night?”

      “We saw it,” Lincoln says. “But you’re not explaining anything. We assumed Kinsley invited Manny to the party last night. Is that what happened?”

      “Yes,” I say, even though there’s the smallest inkling in the back of my head that maybe that wasn’t the case. “I . . . hell, Manny is getting married to my ex. She cheated on me with him when I left for the minors. It was shitty, and I haven’t told anyone besides Linc. I was embarrassed, pissed, humiliated, so I never mentioned it. Even to Kinsley, and I tell her everything. They sent me a wedding invite, probably just to rub it in, and Kinsley saw it. She tried to get me to talk about it and I refused. I wasn’t ready. Well, she fucking meddles, in everything, and he just happens to show up at the birthday party last night that she threw. Seems too fucking coincidental.” The anger I was feeling last night returns deep in the pit of my stomach, sending a signal to all my muscles to tense up.

      The things I said last night . . . they hold a heavier weight to them now. There was a valid reason for them and I’m connecting the dots again.

      “She went behind my back to try and fix something she never had the right to get involved with,” I say, finding justification the more I talk. “And it caught up to her last night.” I look out the window. “It’s over.”

      “You broke up with her?” Jason asks, his voice sounding sad.

      “Yeah.” I press my lips together, thinking back to what I said to her. “Told her she had a week to get out of the apartment.”

      “Dude,” Cory says, almost like he’s about to lecture me. “That’s harsh.”

      “What am I supposed to do? Live with her? After everything that went down?” I shake my head. “Doesn’t work that way.”

      “She’s your best friend,” Cory says. “You’re a different guy with her. She makes you happy.”

      “Made me happy.” I lift my hat and push my hand through my unruly hair. “I’m over it. Just . . . let it go. I am.”

      I can feel their stares, as if they don’t believe me and hell, I don’t believe myself, but at this point, the best thing I can do is try to forget . . . forget everything.
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        * * *

      

      “Bullshit,” I scream and throw my arms up in the air, pacing the bullpen now.

      “Dude, calm down,” Lincoln says.

      Pointing toward the field, I say, “The umpire is choking us out there. Ramon is throwing his goddamn ass off and he’s not getting one call.”

      “Stomping around isn’t going to help.”

      “So you’re just going to sit back and do nothing? Tell Jason to miss a pitch. Let it knock the ump in the chest and get him to wake up.”

      “Maddox, dude. We’re winning.”

      “It doesn’t fucking matter.” I can feel my face turning red and my skin crawling with the need to do something, to lash out, to release this anger.

      “Hey.” Lincoln stands from the bullpen bench and presses his hand to my chest. “Maddox, you need to—”

      I push him out of the way, sending him into the fence behind him. “Don’t fucking touch me.”

      “Fight, fight, fight,” a fan starts chanting above us.

      Not thinking twice, I flip him off, and then grip the top of my hat and walk away, knowing the cameras caught every bit of that, and the announcers on TV are talking about the “altercation.”

      To get away from everyone, I go to the bathroom in the bullpen and shut the door. I grip the sink in front of me and look up at the mirror. Dark circles drown out the color of my eyes, my face looks pale, and sharp whiskers coat my whole face.

      I look like shit.

      I expected to hear from Kinsley yesterday. Maybe a text, or even a phone call—because that’s who she is—and she doesn’t let anything go.

      But she’s been radio silent.

      And I get it, why would she contact me after I told her she had a week to leave the apartment, after the things I said to her? And why would I want her to contact me in the first place? She overstepped big time. She’s been overstepping ever since she moved in, and I’ve brushed everything off. But this, this was crossing a line. I told her to stay out of it. I told her to drop it.

      And she didn’t.

      I bite my bottom lip.

      Or did she . . .

      “Fuck,” I yell into the small cinderblock bathroom and then spin around and kick the door. It flings open revealing Lincoln standing on the other side, arms crossed, a not-too happy look on his face.

      Sighing, I lean against the wall and sink to the floor, burying my head in my hands, letting the anger overwhelm me, only for it to start to fade through deep breaths. But even when it fades, it’s not fully gone. It’s simmering. Ready to explode.
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        * * *

      

      “Not drawing?” Cory asks, next to me.

      I lean back in the chair that’s facing my locker so I don’t have to look at the rest of the team. I want to stay in my own zone, my own world.

      “No,” I answer, gripping a baseball in my hands.

      “You always draw before a game.”

      “Yeah, well I’m not fucking drawing today, okay?” I snap, startling Cory.

      My phone lights up in my lap and my stomach drops as I check to see who the text is from. When I see it’s Chipotle telling me about free delivery, I nearly pick my phone up and chuck it against my locker wall.

      Two days and nothing.

      Not even a sorry.

      Not even a check-in to see if I’m okay. Fuck, I’m the one who was blasted by the past. Where’s the goddamn sympathy?

      “It’s better to talk it out, you know,” Cory says.

      “Fuck off,” I respond, slouching further in my chair.

      “That’s how this is going to be?” Cory asks, his voice unwavering. “Because I remember a time when you were in my business.”

      “Because you’re the one who fucked up and needed a kick in the ass.”

      “And you don’t believe you fucked up in this situation?”

      I raise a brow in his direction. “Seriously? You were there, how could you say that?”

      Cory shakes his head and looks to the side. I study him. There’s something he’s not saying, something he’s holding back.

      I sit taller in my chair and swivel to face him. “What are you not telling me?”

      He grips the back of his neck and asks, “Did she say she invited your brother?”

      “No, she denied it. But how the hell else would he have known?”

      From his locker, Cory grabs his phone, and taps away on it. “Natalie’s been cold toward me since that night, saying there was no way she could imagine Kinsley doing something like that. She sent me this screenshot today.”

      Cory hands me his phone. It’s an Instagram post by someone I don’t know. The post is a picture of all of us at the bar. I’m holding Kinsley close to my chest and we’re both laughing. Just the sight of her in that yellow dress twists at my heart, reminds me of seeing her on the ground, fear in her eyes. I did that.

      The pain from that night comes rushing back, kicking up my pulse and constricting my lungs.

      “They tagged the bar,” Cory says.

      “Okay, that doesn’t mean—”

      “Look at the next picture.”

      I scroll over to the next picture and my heart sinks. All color drains from my face, I’m guessing. Circled in red is a comment from a Manny_Paige_56 that says, “Coming for you, bro.”

      “Holy fuck.” I press my hand to my forehead and dive my fingers through my hair. “Holy . . . fuck.” I lean back in the chair, as the room starts to spin around me. “Fuck, fuck, fuck.” I toss Cory his phone back, and I dig into my locker for mine.

      Regret slams me in the chest as I clasp my phone in my palm.

      A shudder of helplessness eats at me, as I haphazardly navigate through my phone to find Kinsley’s name.

      And my blood roars through my veins as humiliation grabs hold of my heart.

      Fuck.

      What have I done?

      What the fuck have I done?

      I press call on her name and bring the phone to my ear, my foot bouncing on the floor, perspiration filling my brow.

      “Answer, answer, answer,” I whisper on repeat as an acute sense of loss starts to creep up my neck.

      With every ring that goes unanswered, I feel my entire future drift further and further away. When the call goes to voicemail, I listen to her sweet voice asking people to leave a message and to make sure they’re recycling. Bile rises in my throat, and I tamp it down as the beep sounds off in my ear.

      “Babe, Kinsley, it’s . . . it’s me. I . . . fuck, I need to talk to you.” I bury my head in my hand. “I’m sorry. Fuck, I’m so sorry. Please just call me back.”

      I hang up and stare at my phone. Trying to figure out what she might be doing. Did she already move out?

      Jesus Christ, did she go back to her parents’ house?

      It’s not like she had anywhere else to go.

      I claw at my hair now, pulling on it as worry wracks through me. Not only did I push her—physically pushed her—I left her with no other option to leave everything. Her job . . . she has nowhere to go.

      Christ.

      I quickly text her.

      Maddox: Kinsley, please call me. I’m so sorry. I fucked up and hell, I just need to talk to you. Please call or text.

      I set my phone down on my lap and steeple my hands together, resting my chin on my fingers as I take deep breaths.

      How could I have been so blind, so deaf to her explanation?

      I think back to my birthday night, the worry in her eyes, the confusion, and then when I accused her . . . the hurt. I didn’t want to believe it. I wanted to see her as the culprit, the one who was wrong.

      The one who made horrible conclusions.

      She did nothing wrong and when she tried to tell me, when she tried to explain, I didn’t listen.

      “Fucking hell,” I mutter just as my phone beeps with a text.

      I unlock my phone at lightning speed.

      It’s from her. Thank God.

      Kinsley: I’m out of the apartment. I left the key with the doorman. I’m done too.

      Oh fuck.

      I stumble through replying, my mind whirling, my heart cracking into a million pieces. I fucked up so bad, so fucking bad. All I can think about is if we’ll be able to get through this.

      Maddox: Kinsley, I’m sorry. Please, go back to the apartment. We can talk through this.

      I push send and feel her slip further away, as if she’s falling out of my grasp, and I can’t seem to hold on.

      Kinsley: You made it quite clear that inviting me here was a mistake. Message received.

      I type back so fast my fingers can’t seem to catch up with my brain.

      Maddox: I was drunk. I was an idiot. I . . . fuck, Kinny, I said some stupid shit. Please. Please tell me I can fix this.

      As the dots appear, I don’t breathe. I don’t move. My future weighs heavily on what she says next.

      Kinsley: You made yourself clear when you left without talking to me, telling me to shut up, breaking up with me, and then ordering me to leave your place. You broke my heart, Maddox. You broke it into irreparable pieces.

      “Fuck,” I say, tears starting to well in my eyes.

      Maddox: Please call me.

      When she doesn’t respond, I call her myself and when she doesn’t answer, I text her again.

      Maddox: Kinsley, Jesus, please just talk to me. Tonight, after the game, please just hear me out.

      No response.

      Maddox: Baby, please. I’m begging you.

      Nothing.

      Maddox: Kinny . . . babe. Please, I need you. I’m so fucking sorry.

      Still nothing. And when we’re told to hit the field and I check my phone one last time and see no response, I know . . .

      I fucking know it’s over.

      Irreparable pieces, that’s what my entire life has been. A broken man burst into irreparable pieces and the only person who came close to making me whole again, I just pushed out of my life with one cruel assumption.
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        * * *

      

      “Stop fucking babying me,” I say to Lincoln, pushing him away and then stumbling into the wall of the hallway just as we step off the elevator to our floor.

      “I wouldn’t baby you if you acted like a goddamn adult.”

      “Fuck off,” I say, straightening up, but seeing two hallways in front of me. If only the alcohol would help me forget the pain coursing through my veins.

      “Wish I could,” Lincoln mumbles under his breath, as I push past him and down the hall where I spot two girls—I think there’s two—waiting near our doors.

      “Hey boys, good game,” the blonde says.

      “Another win in the books,” the redhead adds.

      They’re both barely covered by their dresses. Their hair and makeup are done to the extreme. They have cleat chasers written all over them.

      “Are you looking for some company tonight?” I pause, and check out the blonde, giving her a slow scan from head to toe. Then I look over at the redhead, taking in her ample breasts and brown eyes. Different enough that I could escape for just a night.

      I nod at the redhead and say, “Room twelve fourteen.” Her eyes light up and she starts to walk toward me when Lincoln cuts in, hand to my chest.

      “Are you out of your fucking mind?”

      I glance down at his hand and then back at him. “Unless you want to get physical, I suggest you take your hand off me.”

      “No.” Lincoln doesn’t back down.

      “Move,” I say, tasting the whiskey on my tongue.

      Lincoln leans in closer and says, “If you take that girl back to your room, expect to never see Kinsley again . . . ever. There is no returning from that.”

      “She’s already told me our relationship is irreparable. Doesn’t fucking matter.” I push past him, my shoulder bumping into his as I walk up to the redhead and slip my arm around her waist, guiding her down the hallway.

      She smells of cheap perfume, and there are fake tan streaks on her legs, but at this point, it doesn’t fucking matter. I just need to get lost, to let my mind forget about Kinsley for one goddamn second.

      “Maddox.” My shoulder is pulled back and when I turn around, all I see is a fist coming at my face.

      And that’s the last thing I remember before I black out.
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        * * *

      

      “You got him good,” I hear Cory say.

      “That’s makeup worthy.” Jason’s voice rings through my hotel room, his mouth stuffed with something.

      “Some of my finest work,” Lincoln says just before I’m poked in the ass with something. “Wake up, sunshine.”

      I grumble something I can’t even make out and then shield my eyes as I turn over in bed. My jeans are still on, as well as my shirt from last night. My face is aching with pain I’m welcoming at the moment, and my retinas nearly melt into my eye sockets from the sun shining through the hotel windows.

      “What . . . the . . . fuck?” I ask, shielding my face and trying to sit up as my mouth feels like it’s full of cotton and my head spins like I’m on a Tilt-A-Whirl.

      “I would keep a six-foot radius from the beast, boys,” Lincoln says, waving a bat in front of me. “Boy didn’t brush his teeth last night. I’m sure his breath could peel the skin off your face.”

      I sit up and rub my eye, except that’s the eye that’s throbbing. “Ahhh, shit,” I cry out, gripping my head.

      “Yeah, you have a shiner. I suggest you wear some makeup today on the mound.”

      Fuck, am I really pitching today? All the days on this away trip have melted together.

      “We brought you food,” Jason says. “Not going to lie, dug into the croissants and jam while you were drooling on your pillow.”

      I pinch the bridge of my nose and take a deep breath. “If this is an intervention, I’m not interested.”

      “Not an intervention,” Lincoln says, handing me a drink concoction that I can only assume is a hangover cure. I take it down in one large gulp and let the immediate shiver rock up my spine as I cough a few times, the burning in the back of my throat unexpected. “Threw in a little extra Tabasco sauce for being an idiot last night.”

      I stand from the bed and all three guys take a step back. I wobble on my feet and steady my breath as I try to make my way to the bathroom.

      “If that’s it, I’m taking a piss and a long-ass shower.”

      “That’s not it,” Cory says. “You’re going to be followed religiously until we get home, so you don’t make a dumb mistake like you almost did last night.”

      “Drinking too much?” I scoff. “I’ll be fine on the mound.”

      “We’re not talking about pitching,” Jason says, a serious tone to his voice. “Dude, you almost took a girl back to your room.”

      I pause, my pursuit to the bathroom on hold as I turn toward them. “What?”

      “Christ,” Lincoln says, head dropping back. “Maddox, you’re drinking is out of fucking control if you can’t remember that. Cleat chasers in the hall. You were steps away from taking one into your hotel room. The reason you have a black eye is because I punched you. It was the only way I knew how to stop you.”

      I mull it over.

      What would I have done if I woke up this morning with a random girl in my bed?

      I shake my head. What the fuck would it have mattered?

      I’m done too. You broke my heart, Maddox. You broke it into irreparable pieces.

      Once Kinsley’s made up her mind about something, there’s no changing it. She’s tenacious. She’s so fucking strong-willed. I’ve known that for over twenty years, because in all that time, no matter what, she’s stayed by my side. My friend. My . . . everything. So, no matter what . . . she won’t change her mind now. And I hurt her physically. I saw her fear . . . of me. I’m done too. She’s done. It’s over.

      It’s all over.

      “Stay out of my business,” I say, before going into my bathroom and slamming the door. I turn the fan on to drown out their voices and lean against the sink, facing the mirror.

      Once again, I stare down my refection. My eyes look even more sunken than before, now decorated in black and blue. Well, one of them is, and there seems to be no life to my face, as if overnight someone sucked any last ounce of my soul from my body, leaving me with a shell of a body.

      Sick of my reflection, I flip on the shower, strip down, and then lean over the toilet, relieving myself as I lean against the wall in front of me.

      Shit, I’m in pain.

      I’m in no mood to pitch.

      And I can feel a storm brewing over my head, ready to explode.

      There’s a good chance it’s going to explode tonight, on the mound.
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        * * *

      

      My mind is blank.

      Completely blank.

      The crowd erupts in cheers as we enter the third inning. I’ve given up two hits, no runs, and I’ve already pegged two guys. One by accident, one on purpose, because I fucking felt like it.

      We’re up by two runs thanks to Cory’s massive bomb over the fence.

      And even though I should be in the zone right now, I should be feeling good, going to my tunnel vision, I can’t focus.

      I don’t see anything in my mind like I normally do.

      There are no pictures of Kinsley laughing with that gorgeous smile. There are no images of Kinsley cuddled up on the couch with Herman. And the drawing I committed to memory of her naked, lying across my floor? It’s unreachable. I can’t focus on it, I can’t . . . fuck, I can’t remember it.

      It’s driving me crazy.

      Because there’s one image I keep picturing, one that’s haunting me over and over again.

      Kinsley, in a yellow dress, on the floor, tears in her eyes . . . after I pushed her to the ground.

      It churns my gut.

      Heightens my self-loathing.

      Ramps up my anger to the point that all I’m seeing is red. Red everywhere.

      Batters are mere shadows, waiting for my wrath.

      The fans are taunting, ramping up the rage pulsing through my veins.

      And the alcohol I can still taste on my tongue from the shot I took before I walked out on the field, a ruthless reminder of how the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree.

      The emotions, the fury, the loss of the best thing that ever happened to me? It’s colliding at once into a giant burst that pounds at the back of my eyes, throbs through what’s left of my soul. It’s building and building and building.

      I need the release.

      I need the pain.

      I need to forget.

      Staring Jason down, I set my hands, wind my arm back, and plunge forward off the mound, plunking the batter dead in the arm.

      His bat is thrown.

      “You want a piece of me,” he yells, and immediate relief washes over me as I go through the motions.

      I toss my glove as he charges.

      And when he reaches me, we tackle to each other. I hold my ground, punching him directly in the head. The crack of my fist to his jaw feels like an immense release I’ve been holding on to. When he pummels me in the ribs, I welcome the ripple of pain.

      Fuck . . . finally.

      This was exactly what I needed.

      Just keep hitting me.

      I deserve it all.

      And then I can forget.

      Forget it all.

      Whack.
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      “Thank you for helping me move my things, Marcy,” I say as I set my bag down on the kitchen counter of my new living situation. “I really didn’t have a lot to move.”

      “I know, but it’s never fun to move things yourself. And I wanted to make sure you were settled.”

      I glance around the three-bedroom apartment I’ll be staying in for the next two months, counting my lucky stars. After Maddox shook me to my core, I went into work the next day, tried my hardest to keep it together, but failed miserably. Marcy found me crying in the corner of an empty kennel, clutching a broom to my chest. It was a low point for me. She helped me off the floor, took me to her office, and asked me what was going on. I then proceeded to have verbal diarrhea and tell her everything that happened with Maddox, how he ordered me to leave his apartment, and if I didn’t find a place to live soon, I’d have to leave the shelter. She patted my hand and said we’d figure something out.

      That day, I packed up and moved into a pet-friendly hotel for a few days, something that bit into my savings, but I had to get out of Maddox’s apartment, away from his scent, from the memories, from all his things that kept triggering my empty heart to feel again. After two days at the hotel, Marcy told me about a foster parent who’s been wanting to spend time with their grandbabies in Germany—military family—but hasn’t been able to find someone to take care of the animals. Marcy offered up my help, given I needed a place to sleep, and I’m clearly good with animals.

      And to be honest, it feels like an oasis from the mental anguish and absolute heartbreak I’ve been suffering through the last few days. Serene, with white walls and splashes of moss green, the apartment is beautifully decorated, giving me spa-like vibes. It has a beautiful view of Lake Michigan and it’s right across from a cute dog park called Wiggley Field, with plenty of walking trails.

      For the first time in days, I can take a small breath and not feel like I’m slowly dying inside.

      And the dogs I’m watching? Total dolls. Two chihuahuas named Taco and Bella, who unfortunately lost their parents in a car accident. They’re a little skittish, but they’ve taken to Herman immediately, hence the three of them snuggling on a dog bed together. I think of taking a picture of all three of them, one chihuahua under one of Herman’s floppy ears.

      “How are you doing?” Marcy asks.

      I refill the dogs’ water and shrug. “Not great. I try not to think about it, distract myself with other things.” Like dog photo shoot ideas.

      “You know you can talk about it with me. I might be your boss, but I’m a human as well. I can tell when someone’s hurting.”

      And just like that, tears start to well in my eyes. I’ve never been able to hold back emotions. I’ve always worn them on my sleeve, and even though I want to look like I’m brave right now, all I can think about is how I’ve hit rock bottom.

      I walk over to the couch and sit down, taking a tissue from the box on the coffee table to dab at my eyes. Marcy joins me and quietly waits for me.

      “I’m . . . I’m.” I hiccup a sob and try to control my breathing. Even in, even out. “I’m just so incredibly sad.”

      “Oh honey.” Marcy pulls me into a hug and rubs my back.

      “I don’t mean to cry on you,” I say, but not letting go of the embrace, one I desperately needed. “But I’ve never felt so alone. I lost my best friend, and that hurts more than anything because he was the one I would lean on during times like this. He was the person I called when my heart was broken, when I was feeling like I couldn’t control this downward spiral, and he always helped me through it. But I can’t call him now. I can’t seek out his comfort.”

      “I can understand that completely.” She continues to rub my back. “Losing that lifeline of communication almost feels like a death.”

      “Exactly.” I pull away and wipe at my tears. Glancing down at my lap, I say, “I loved him so much, more than life itself, and I would have done anything for that man.” I shake my head. “And he just pushed me away, without a fleeting glance. Gone. Done. Get out of my life. He was so . . . cruel.”

      More tears flood my cheeks and I dab at them with the tissue.

      Marcy takes my hand in hers and with a caring tone, she asks, “Any other texts? Phone calls?”

      I shake my head. “No, but then again, it’s not like I continued the line of communication after his last texts. And honestly, I couldn’t bear to talk to him at this point. It’s as if he took over twenty years of friendship and unapologetically and ruthlessly threw it away, as if it didn’t matter. He . . .” Destroyed me. “He hurt me.”

      “Oh Kinsley, I’m so sorry. If you need some time off, I would be happy to—”

      I shake my head. “No, I need to be with the animals. I need to keep busy.”

      She nods and looks off to the side. “I know I shouldn’t mention it, but did you happen to catch the game last night?”

      “The Rebels game?” I shake my head. “Watching baseball isn’t on my priority list right now.”

      She nods and continues to look away.

      “What happened?”

      “Maddox was pitching last night, and he was tossed out of the game by the third inning.” My gut twists. “He pegged three batters, the third one charged the mound. Benches cleared. The announcers said they had never seen Maddox pitch like that before, as if he was completely out of control.” Marcy stands and says, “I know you’re in pain and your heart has been broken, but it doesn’t seem like you’re the only one. I’m not saying you should get back together with him, or even hear him out. I’m just letting you know, you’re not alone.”

      I give her a sad smile and nod. “Thank you.”

      “Okay, I’m going to head out. If you need anything else, let me know. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      Once Marcy is gone, I take a seat back on the couch and stare out the window, Marcy’s words running through my mind. Maddox completely out of control. From the desperation in his texts and his voicemail, I think I know what she’s talking about. I saw the same kind of spiral after he and Jamie broke up. I never knew what happened between them, but now I know.

      Herman comes up to me and rests his head on my leg as tears start to fall again. I drag his long, velvety ears through my fingers and debate looking for clips of Maddox’s game last night. I’m trying to make this a clean break; it’s why I moved out as quickly as I could because I didn’t want to hang around, wallowing in the loss of not only the love of my life, but my best friend too.

      But my curiosity piques and there’s no stopping me, despite the deep ache in my heart and the voice in the back of my head telling me this is a bad idea.

      I type out Maddox Paige fight into my phone browser and my results are flooded with fights from the past, but the top one is from yesterday. On a deep breath, I click on it. The title of the article says “Paige Beans Three, Tossed by Third.”

      My pulse picks up. He hit three guys? That’s very unlike him.

      I play the video and the camera focuses on Maddox. His face is scruffy, his eyes are sunken, and the usual intensity on the mound is absent.

      He winds up, delivers the pitch, plunking the batter in the arm. My breath catches as the batter tosses the bat and charges toward the mound. Maddox doesn’t even flinch, almost like he’s welcoming the fight. He tosses his glove and throws the first punch, directly to the batter’s chin. The batter reels back and Maddox goes after him, taking a punch directly to the ribs. They roll around for no more than a few seconds before their teammates reach them and pull them apart. Maddox’s hat fell off his head, his hair is wild as he yells at the other team, despite Jason holding him back from behind.

      I press pause and put my phone face down, unable to watch it anymore.

      It’s too painful, seeing him like that.

      The anger in his eyes, the fight in his fists. It’s the same look I saw from his father when he attacked Maddox. It’s the same look of anger I saw the night of his birthday, when everything went down.

      Terrifying.

      Not the man I grew to love.

      He’s a man I’ve grown to be afraid of.
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        * * *

      

      “I can finish up the last cages, why don’t you go home?” I say to Marcy, who’s been hovering over me all day, making sure I’m okay and not sobbing in a corner somewhere.

      Thankfully, I’ve been able to hold it together all day.

      Maybe because I’ve fallen into a state of numbness.

      After watching Maddox’s fight two more times last night before I went to bed, I fell into this state of existing but not feeling. It was as if my last viewing stole any emotion I had left, leaving me as an empty vessel.

      That’s how I’ve been working through the motions today, empty.

      “I can help. I have nowhere to be.”

      “Marcy,” I sigh. “I’m fine, okay? You don’t have to baby me.”

      “I’m not babying you, Kinsley . . . I’m being a friend. It seems like you need one now more than ever.” She’s not wrong. I’ve lost the only other two female friends I had here. I hate recalling the looks on their faces.

      I give her a soft smile and nod, knowing Marcy isn’t one to be told what to do; she does as she pleases.

      “I’m glad you decided to stay,” Marcy says. “I would hate to have seen you go. You’ve done so much for the shelter and we’re so close to closing in on this partnership. Once we do, I’ll be giving you quite the raise.”

      I wave her off. “Don’t worry about me. I’m resourceful, plus, I’d rather live in a canoe under the Michigan Avenue Bridge than go back home. My mom would never let me live it down or let me move away ever again.”

      “Protective?”

      “You have no idea. And she wasn’t too keen on the idea of me dating Maddox in the first place.” My voice catches as I recall what my mom told me would happen. God, how I hate she was right.

      Marcy says, “Let me guess, your mom said he was going to hurt you?”

      “Something like that.”

      “I probably would have said the same thing to my daughter. Maddox Paige has a giant heart. It’s easy to see in the way he’s cared for you and his love for everything you love, but he’s also tortured. I’m sure something you know more about than anyone else. When you see such anguish in someone’s eyes, you always fear what they could possibly do, not physically, but mentally.”

      I nod, her words sinking in.

      “He, uh, he didn’t have the best childhood growing up.”

      Marcy nods as she finishes sweeping the kennel. I follow up with our disinfectant and mop. “It’s obvious he’s tormented by something. But you were always an outlet for him, weren’t you?”

      “He came to me to escape, to find joy.”

      She nods again and then hands me paper towels as she sprays down the PVC dog bed. We took out the cushions already, rotating them with clean ones.

      “Well, it’s unfortunate, falling in love with someone who’s been hurt in their childhood. It presents problems as a partner that we have to try to sift through, adjust to, and unfortunately, we’re the ones who get hurt.”

      “We?”

      Crossing her arms, Marcy nods. “Yes, my ex-husband was abused as a child. It led to some dark times in our marriage. He projected his fears onto me, making our life exponentially harder, and when I begged him to try to get help to go to therapy, he refused. Those dark moments became darker and darker until I couldn’t live in the world he was creating for us anymore, and I had to leave for my own emotional safety.” Marcy walks up to me, hand on my shoulder and says, “There’s only so much we can do for them, Kinsley. Ultimately, it’s up to them to want to make a change. If they want to keep living in the same mindset they’ve become used to, that’s their choice. Only the strong ones will rise to the challenge of overcoming their horrific past, and live life not in fear of what they’ve become numb to, but rather in what they can experience. Find joy in.”

      “Do you think Maddox is living in fear?” I ask, feeling my throat close with emotion I didn’t think I still possessed.

      Marcy shrugs. “Not sure if it’s fear or if he’s letting his past control his future. Given how he hurt you, I’m going to guess it’s the latter. And if that’s the case, it’s up to him to want more for his life.”

      I finish wiping down the bed, my mind whirling.

      “Would you take him back?” Marcy asks softly.

      I glance over my shoulder, recognizing the soft caring features of her face. She reminds me of my mom—when she’s not being overly protective and driving me nuts—when she’s actively listening.

      I shake my head. “I don’t think so. I don’t believe there’s any way to come back from what happened.”

      On a sigh, Marcy hands me a clean mattress and I place it on the pipe bed. “Such a shame, you two were made for each other. I could see it just from the few chances I got to witness you interact. It was true love.”

      My lip trembles, my heart feeling like it’s being shocked back to life.

      True love . . . hell, I thought that’s what we had too.
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        * * *

      

      “Can I get you anything from the deli?” Marcy asks. “A bagel, a . . . piece of lettuce?”

      Chuckling, I hold up my lunch pail and say, “I’m good, thanks.”

      “Not even a drink? I know you like those fruit smoothies they have. You know what, I’m just going to get you one.”

      “Marcy.”

      She waves me off. “On me. I’ll be back.” She takes off, leaving me alone in the shelter with my pathetic lunch of hummus and cut-up veggies. I didn’t have enough energy to pack anything else this morning.

      I glance at my phone, as it lights up with a text from my mom, asking how I’m doing. I ignore it but not before noticing the date on my phone.

      The boys are home.

      The Rebels are back in town, which means Maddox and I are in the same city again. We have been for the last twenty or so hours, which means if he was serious about wanting to talk to me, he would have done so already. Maybe the love we shared was more one-sided. He spoke with such passion, but when it came down to it, he did things to us I never would have done, which tells me one thing: I clung to our relationship more than he did.

      The door to the shelter opens and I quickly remove my feet from the desk to look more professional only to see two familiar faces come into view.

      “Kinsley,” Dottie says, spotting me and coming up to me, pulling me into a hug I wasn’t expecting. Natalie follows closely behind her and holds me so tight that tears start to well once again. I had no idea how lonely I was really feeing until this moment. “I’m so sorry,” Dottie says, her voice choked up.

      I’ve gotten to know Dottie pretty well and if there is one thing I know, it’s that she doesn’t get emotional. Jason does. So to hear the heavy sorrow in her voice, she’s being truly sincere.

      “Me too,” Natalie says as they both pull away. “I’m sorry I didn’t come sooner.”

      “Wh-why are you sorry?” I ask as they take a seat across from me.

      “Because, we should have come to your side sooner. We should have stuck up for you quicker, and never have let the boys treat you the way they did at the birthday party,” Dottie says. “I feel awful. I was just caught off guard and knowing what I know about Maddox, I just . . . I don’t know. I felt for him in that moment and didn’t think about the entire situation.”

      “I put Cory in his place, right away,” Natalie says. “He has been on my shit list, and I made sure to show him just how wrong him and the boys were.”

      “What do you mean?” I ask, feeling relief wash over me. That moment, at the party, when Maddox was yelling at me, and I was told to leave, I’ve never felt more judged, never felt more rejected. It was a low moment in my life that will live with me for a long time.

      “Well, I did some snooping, because there was no way you would have invited Maddox’s brother. You don’t have an unkind bone in your body. I did notice people taking pictures of us, so when Cory was in the bathroom, I went up to one of the guys and asked him what his Instagram handle was. I saw him recording stories and getting shots of us in the background. I told him I wanted to slide into his DMs.” I chuckle. “He obliged, the horny idiot, and that night, I found him. Manny found out where Maddox was because the douche tagged the bar location. Manny commented on his post.”

      “Yeah, I figured it might have been something like that,” I say, moving a carrot through my hummus.

      “I sent the screenshot to everyone who was there that night and made them all feel incredibly guilty.”

      Dottie raises her hand. “Including me.”

      “It’s fine,” I say. “It’s over now. There’s really no need to apologize.” At least now I know why Maddox changed his tune.

      “Yes, there is,” Dottie says with conviction. “We’re friends, Kinsley, and we, well, mostly me, fucked up. And I’m sorry.”

      “But that’s only half the reason why we’re here.” Natalie takes a deep breath. “The boys are home.”

      “Yeah, I know.”

      “Have you seen Maddox?” Dottie asks with hope.

      I shake my head. “I’m sure you heard, but I moved out like he demanded. I haven’t seen or spoken to him for a few days.”

      Dottie and Natalie exchange glances.

      Twisting her hands in her lap, Natalie says nervously, “That’s the thing, Kinsley, he’s, uh . . . he’s not doing well.”

      I hold back my reaction, swallowing the despair that wants to bubble out of me.

      “Cory said he can’t get him to stop drinking. Lincoln has been staying with him, to make sure he doesn’t overdo it. The boys are going to start rotating who is watching over him, because they’re that worried about him.” My lip trembles. Softly, Natalie says, “He got in a fight with Cory in the locker room, started to throw punches, and Jason had to lock him down. He’s out of control.”

      I look away, a tear cascading over my lid. I quickly wipe it away and say, “Why are you telling me this?”

      Stepping in, Dottie says, “We thought . . . maybe—”

      “He broke me.” I shake my head. “Pushed me out of his life, treated me as if I meant nothing to him. I’ve put up with a lot of his bullshit throughout the years, but this . . . this was so much more. This was final.”

      Dottie looks down at her hands while Natalie slowly nods. “Well, we’d still like to hang out with you. We value your friendship even though we screwed it up.”

      “I appreciate that,” I say, that emptiness creeping through me again. “I’m just, I don’t know . . . I’m just trying to figure things out right now.”

      “We get it,” Dottie says and they both stand. “Before we leave, I do want to tell you something Jason told me.” I don’t want to hear this, I know I don’t, but I can’t seem to get the words out. “Last night, Maddox told Lincoln how in love he was with you. How he would do anything to get you back, if only he could find the courage to do so.” More tears. “Lincoln told him to call you and Maddox shook his head, just about to pass out, he said, ‘No, she was my courage. How could I possibly call her . . . without her?’”

      If I had any heart left to rip, it would be torn into pieces right now, floating down to the floor to a heap of sorrow.
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        * * *

      

      A whining sound wakes me up and I quickly get up from bed. Herman’s nudging me with his nose, the sound he’s making new, causing concern.

      “Do you need to go to the bathroom?” I ask. He refuses to sleep on the bed with me, so I’m talking to him as he sits on the floor, staring up at me.

      He scratches the nightstand and I look over at my lit-up phone. Three missed calls.

      Oh God.

      My mind immediately jumps to my parents and if they’re okay. It’s one in the morning and the only reason someone would be calling at this hour is because something is wrong. And my phone is on silent.

      I quickly unlock my phone only to find the three missed calls from Maddox.

      My heart leaps in my chest, stealing all the air from my lungs. Blood pounding in my head, the thump so loud it almost drowns out my ability to hear my own thoughts as I stare down at the missed calls.

      No voicemails.

      No texts.

      If it was important, he’d text, right?

      Say something like call me now?

      What if it was Lincoln, or one of the boys trying to contact me because they’re watching over him and something went wrong?

      My finger hovers over his name, debating whether I should call him, when my phone buzzes in my hand again, Maddox’s face popping up on the screen. Pins and needles pierce me, releasing numbing sensations as I stare at the phone.

      Answer.

      Answer it, my brain says, but my fingers don’t move.

      It buzzes and buzzes and then finally . . .

      My finger presses the green button and my hand shakes as I bring the phone to my ear.

      “Hello?” I say, my voice hoarse and full of nerves.

      “Kinsley?” Maddox’s voice says in a gruff tone.

      “Yes,” I say, unsure how to handle this call.

      “You answered,” he says, and that’s when I realize he’s slurring his words.

      I lean my head back on my pillow, staring at the ceiling, looking for strength. If I hang up, it could result in more drinking, but I don’t think I can handle a drunk call.

      “Are you there?”

      “Yes,” I say, shutting my eyes, wishing I never answered the call.

      “Baby . . . I miss you.” His voice thick, like it’s trying to wade through water.

      “Maddox, what do you want?” I ask, pressing my hand to my forehead.

      “You. I want you.” He sighs heavily. “No, I need you.”

      “Maddox, I can’t do this.”

      “Please don’t hang up,” he says quickly, breathlessly. “Please, Kinny . . . I just, fuck, I need to hear your voice. I’m so . . . I’m so goddamn lost without you.” His voice’s so sad that it sounds like he’s crying, which in return brings tears to my eyes. “I’m sorry. I’m so damn sorry.”

      He’s slurring so badly, I almost don’t understand what he’s saying, and I’m worried he’s at his place by himself.

      “Are you alone?” I ask.

      “Are you asking if I’ve fucked anyone?”

      “What? No,” I answer, offended.

      “Because I haven’t. I haven’t fucked one person.”

      “Congratulations,” I say, painfully. “Look, is Linc there?”

      “Yeah, on the couch. But I can kick him out. Come back to me, babe . . . please.”

      Linc is there, and hopefully took all the alcohol away for the night. “It’s late, Maddox. I need—”

      “Don’t hang up. Listen . . .” He pauses, his breathing heavy. “I just . . . can you . . . fuck . . . come back to me, Kinny? Come . . . back.”

      Tears are streaming and I choke back a sob. I can’t stay on this phone call any longer and listen to his sad voice. I can’t stand listening to his pleading or the desperation lacing every word.

      “I’ve got to go,” I say quickly. “Good night.” And before I can stop myself, I hang up and turn off my phone only to roll over in bed, clutch my pillow, and cry myself back to sleep.
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        MADDOX

      

      

      

      
        
        One Week Later

      

      

      

      The apartment is silent, the air still, and the only glint of light in my bedroom is from my phone, shining back at me, tempting me.

      I lift the secret bottle of whiskey stored under my bed to my lips, welcoming the burning sensation down my throat. It feels good, almost as good as the bruise on my jaw from another fight I created.

      Seventh inning, benches cleared again, Trevor Donald threw his bat at me, I hopped over it, and we tackled each other. He got a good shot on my jaw and I plowed him in the side. When I was ripped away from him, Jason shoved me into the dugout and back into the locker room. I could tell from the look in his eyes, he was done.

      And since he’s not here tonight, during his “shift”, I know he is done.

      Of course, I’m not alone though. Trusty Lincoln is out on the couch.

      They should all do themselves a favor and leave me the fuck alone, because this incessant babysitting is doing nothing but pissing me off even more.

      I tilt the bottle back, sucking down another swig and then rest it on my leg.

      I miss her.

      Fuck, I miss her so much.

      And the worst part of all of this, I knew I was going to fuck it up. I knew deep in the pit of my stomach, that what I had with Kinsley was too good to be true, and I didn’t deserve it, that there was no way I would be able to keep her for myself.

      I was right.

      The first chance I got, I sabotaged the entire thing and now . . . fuck, now I’m so goddamn lost, I don’t know what to do.

      I lean my head against the headboard of my bed and close my eyes. The room spins instantly so I open them and take shallow breaths, my emotions starting to build up again, like they do every night, but this time, they feel stronger.

      Maybe it was because for the first time since I became a Rebel, I was called into my manager’s office. I was berated, yelled at, told to get my shit together, and when I came back here, I thought how I could possibly do that? My initial reaction was to call Kinsley to ask for help. To use her as a guiding light out of this tailspin that doesn’t seem to stop—only growing more daunting by the minute.

      Because I’m a masochist, I go to the pictures app on my phone and open the folder that’s marked Kinsley. My guts twist the moment her beautiful face comes on screen.

      I drag my hand down my face, pain building so much in my throat that it feels like I can’t breathe, as if there’s only a millimeter of space for air to pass through.

      The misery of that night haunts me.

      Taunts me.

      Has buried itself so deep within my bones that every time I move, I feel the pain I put between us.

      I can taste it.

      I flip to the next picture. It’s of the both of us. I’m squeezing her tight, pressing a kiss to her cheek, and she has the sweetest smile on my face. Joy. It’s the only way to describe the picture—unfiltered joy.

      Fuck, how could I have been so stupid? So rash? So harsh to judge without listening?

      I kicked her out of my life without an explanation, leaving nothing but raw sores on a broken heart.

      I flip to the next picture.

      Kinsley and Herman.

      I lift the bottle, take a large gulp, as I stare down at the two things that became the most important things in my life. My girl . . . and my dog.

      Are they even still here, in Chicago?

      Did they move back to Woodland?

      Did Kinsley have to give Herman up?

      Did she have to quit her job?

      Fucking . . . hell.

      I exit out of the photos and go to my contacts, before I can stop myself, I press call.

      Bringing the phone to my ear, I silently pray that she answers. I have no idea what time it is, and I know the last time I called her, I couldn’t recall a damn thing I said to her. I heard her voice, and that’s all I needed.

      “Pick up,” I whisper, my leg bouncing on my mattress. “Please pick up.”

      The phone rings one more time and I hold my breath just as I hear a soft, “Hello?”

      Relief floods through me, easing the ball of tension that was churning at the base of my skull. “Kinny, baby,” I say softly.

      “Maddox, it’s . . . it’s two in the morning.”

      I wince and set my bottle on the nightstand. Tomorrow will be brutal, that’s for damn sure.

      “I’m sorry. I just, hell, I miss you.”

      She sighs, and I hear the shuffle of her sheets.

      Before she can say something, I quickly add, “Are you still in Chicago?”

      She doesn’t answer right away, and I check my phone to make sure she didn’t hang up on me. Thankfully she hasn’t, so I wait patiently.

      “Yes,” she finally says and just the thought that she’s still here, in the same city, gives me relief.

      “Where?”

      “It doesn’t matter, Maddox. We shouldn’t even be talking right now.”

      Feeling her pull away, I say, “You’re my best friend, Kinsley.”

      “Then you should have never treated me the way you did,” she says, her voice sad. “Please stop calling, you’re making this harder than it already is.”

      She’s going to hang up, so I say the first thing on my mind. “I’m lost.” I swallow hard. “Kinsley, I’m so fucking lost without you.”

      “I’m sorry, Maddox, but that isn’t my problem anymore. You took away my chance to care for you when you told me to get out of your life. Good night.”

      And then the phone goes dead.

      I slouch down in my bed, my hand covering my eyes, as I feel the first bout of wetness cascade down my cheek.

      Fuck.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        One Week Later

      

      

      

      “Give me your phone.”

      “Fuck off,” I say, clutching it to my chest.

      Lincoln stands over me, his hair rumpled and a mess, wearing only a pair of shorts and looking less than pleased.

      “Maddox, I’m not kidding. Give it to me.”

      “Come any closer and I will fight you.”

      Lincoln pushes both hands through his hair, irritation running through his body. “When are you going to get over this? We need you, man. You’re not just hurting yourself, but you’re hurting the team. Coach is about ready to put you on suspension. We can’t afford another loss from you . . . or another fight.”

      “The fans like it,” I say, rubbing my hand over my sore jaw.

      “You’re facing multiple fines and suspensions. Maddox, everything you worked for is about to fall apart. I don’t know how to fix this.”

      “It’s not yours to fix.” I reach for the bottle of whiskey under my bed, completely forgetting that Lincoln doesn’t know about it. When he spots it in my hand, he moves so quick, my drunk ass can’t counter the swipe of his hand. The bottle is snatched and then chucked across my room, hitting the wall and crashing down it.

      “Fuck,” Lincoln shouts. “You’re not just hurting yourself. You’re hurting your goddamn team, a team that’s stood behind you for years. Before you throw that all away because you fucked up, think about everyone else you’re hurting.” He walks off and slams the door to my bedroom.

      I stare at the door, the darkness of the night making the room feel empty, contained, almost like a jail cell. Every night, after we’re released from the locker room, I take off on my motorcycle, throwing caution to the wind and zipping around Chicago, just to feel something, anything. But when I return to my apartment, all I feel is emptiness. I retire for the night in the bedroom. Cory or Lincoln will come in at some point and check on me. Cory won’t stay anymore, Lincoln will. Jason has given up completely.

      I glance at my phone, plug in my passcode, and then open up my photos again. This time, I stare at a screenshot of Kinsley, one I took because I’d planned to draw it later and wanted to be accurate. Her shin is resting on her crossed forearms and she has a smirk spread across her lips that felt so original to her that I didn’t want to forget it.

      Honestly, I can’t remember the last time I opened a sketchbook and . . . no, wait, I can.

      My eyes connect to the sketchbook Kinsley gave me for her my birthday. I don’t dare flip it open to look at the drawing, the only drawing on those smooth white sheets of paper.

      Kinsley stretched beneath me, her eyes focused on me as I moved my hand across the white paper, streaking it in black to resemble the goddess below me. It was a moment in time that I will never forget, a moment that will always haunt me, knowing what I carelessly tossed away.

      I pull on my hair, the strands longer than normal, as well as the scruff on my face. A full beard now that’s untrimmed and undermanaged. The fans love it, the marketing team taking advantage, making shirts with my profile and a beard now. They’re marketing my goddamn pain.

      Because it’s been a week and I’m past desperate, I lie farther down on my bed and open up my recent call list. I don’t even hover over her name, I just call.

      It rings three times before she picks up.

      “Hello?”

      “Hey Kinsley,” I say, grateful that she picks up.

      “Maddox, please stop calling me.”

      “I can’t,” I say, hearing my own suffering in my voice. “I can’t stop calling, no matter how hard I try. I still crave your voice.”

      She sighs heavily. “Don’t make me block your number.”

      I sit up straight, my heart rate picking up at a rapid rate. “Don’t say that. Fuck, Kinsley, don’t fucking say that.”

      “What’s the point of these calls? You’re drunk, you’re a mess, why would I want to talk to you?”

      I rub my hand over my mouth and look to the side, trying to figure out an answer to her question.

      “Not that I’m keeping tabs, because I’m truly trying to forget at this point, but I’ve seen your fights, I’ve seen the anger pooling around you, sitting stagnant. Why would I want anything to do with that? I have zero interest in being reminded of your father.”

      Like a stake to my heart, she strikes hard.

      “I’m not my father.”

      “Really? Because you sure are acting like it,” she says, her voice growing stronger by the second. “You’re not the man I fell in love with, nor are you the man I came to rely on. You’re a shadow of him. And all for what? Because your girlfriend cheated on you over five years ago? Close to ten? Are you really going to let your past eat you whole like that, Maddox?”

      “She cheated on me with my brother,” I say through clenched teeth.

      “And you’re still angry about it. Do you know what that tells me?” she asks. “It tells me that you never got over her, that you possibly might still love her.”

      “I never loved her.”

      “You might think that, but it’s not what I see.”

      “Kinsley,” I say, my voice tired, my will breaking. “I love you. I didn’t know what love was until you.”

      “Is that so?” she asks, laughter in her voice. “Please explain how that love translated on your birthday?” I’m silent, no response. I have none. “That’s what I thought.” She blows out a heavy breath. “How many drinks have you had tonight?”

      “Five beers. Lincoln smashed my whiskey bottle against the wall.”

      “So you’re able to comprehend what I’m about to say to you.”

      “Please don’t do this,” I say, feeling the end coming close. “Please just work this out with me.”

      “Maddox.” She takes a deep breath. “It’s over. I suggest you move on, because I have zero interest in being with a man who treats a woman like you did on your birthday. I have zero interest in a guy who would rather pick fights out on the field and with his teammates than show his hard work and dedication to the sport. And I have zero interest in a man who would rather drown his nights in bottles of alcohol, like his father, rather than work through his demons.”

      “You’re not letting me work on it. You’re shutting me out.”

      “Hurts . . . doesn’t it?” The bitter tone in her voice is shocking. “Call again, and I block your number. Good night, Maddox.”

      The line goes dead, and I have the sudden urge to punch a wall.

      Instead, I toss my phone to the ground and go to my bathroom where I flip on the shower to scalding hot. I want it to melt off my skin, because at least the water will burn enough to minimize the pain.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        One Week Later

      

      

      

      “Good game,” Lincoln says, passing me in the showers.

      I nod and head into the locker room, the burn of the shower doing nothing for me. I pitched seven shutout innings, one of the better games I’ve pitched in a while, given my track record of clearing benches lately. Not only did I see the appreciation on my teammates’ faces, but I also saw the ease in my manger’s eyes, almost as if he was relieved he didn’t have to say anything to me.

      When I come up to my locker, I see my sketch pad and pen and briefly consider picking it up, but when I go back to the game and try to conjure up images in my head, I only see one thing. It’s not anything I want to draw.

      Kinsley in her gorgeous yellow dress, on the ground, tear-stained cheeks, and a look of horror on her face.

      It was on replay, over and over again, while my body pitched on autopilot.

      I can’t remember a damn thing that happened in the game. I don’t know what I pitched, who I pitched to, or what they hit. All I know is that after each inning, I stepped into the dugout, and draped a towel over my head until it was my time to head back out.

      My teammates left me alone.

      Jason didn’t bother to tell me jokes.

      And when it was time to go ice my arm, all my manager had to do was give me a nod toward the locker room. I knew my time on the field was done.

      With my towel secured around my waist, I walk up to my locker and sit down in the chair provided for us. Resting my forearms on my quads, I clasp my hands together and stare at the ground.

      I’m fucking wrecked.

      Pitching today took more energy out of me than any other game, and it was because I was trying to pull it together, fighting the demons eating me alive, telling me what a failure I am.

      “Want to talk?” Cory says to my right.

      “Does it look like I want to talk?”

      “Nope,” he answers.

      At least he’s observant. I sit up and reach for my boxer briefs when Cory pins me with his hand to my chest.

      I glance down at his hand and then back up at him. There’s no humor in his eyes, no light banter. He’s all business. “Remember when I was going through that shit with the fans and the media, after I foolishly broke up with Natalie?”

      “Don’t turn this into a thing. It’s completely different.”

      “It’s not,” he answers. “It’s really fucking not. We both destroyed the best thing that happened to us. Now I’ve let you have your time to sulk. I’ve given you weeks to try and pull this together on your own, but you’re failing miserably.”

      “Wow, great pep talk.” I push his hand away, but he returns it, unwavering.

      “This isn’t over for you. She might say it is, but it’s not. The love you two shared, you don’t get over that in a few weeks. That shit sticks to you, clings around your bones, buries itself in your marrow.” Looking me square in the eyes, he says, “You wouldn’t let me give up, so to hell if I let you. It’s time you clean yourself up, sober the fuck up, and win your girl back.”

      “I unfortunately agree,” Jason says, leaning against my locker, arms crossed. “Even though you’re an asshole, I think there’s some good left in you. Plus, Linc’s trying to make things work with his girl now, and you’re making that hard.”

      “I never asked him to stay with me.”

      “And he would never leave you alone, not in the state you’re in,” Cory counters. “We’re weeks away from playoffs, dude. We have a fighting chance at this, and to hell if we’re going to go into it without your girl cheering you on.”

      I shake my head. “She threatened to block my number if I call her one more time.” Saying it out loud makes it that much more embarrassing.

      “That’s what happens when you drunk-dial people in the middle of the night. You piss them off.” Jason shakes his head. “Do you not know what romance even is?”

      “My father was an abusive alcoholic, so I didn’t really have an example.”

      Cory stares me in the eyes when he says, “Then don’t you think we should break the cycle? Do you want to be like your father, or do you want to rise above him, be better, be the man Kinsley deserves?”

      Hell . . .

      “She’s done with me.”

      “She’s done with the man you are now,” Jason says. “She’s not done with the man she fell in love with. Trust me on this. When Dottie broke my heart, lied to me, no matter how hard I tried, I still loved her. I couldn’t put that behind me. You need to work at it.”

      Annoyed, I cross my arms over my chest and say, “Okay, if you two think you’re so smart, how do you think I go about doing it?”

      “Sobering up would be job number one,” Cory says.

      “Not fighting would be job number two,” Jason says, holding up his fingers.

      “And coming up with a plan would be job number three,” Lincoln says, coming up behind me, “and I have just the idea.”
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        KINSLEY

      

      

      

      
        
        One Week Later

      

      

      

      “Do you ever smile?” I ask Herman, as he stares up at me while I eat my breakfast. “I know, I know . . . you miss him.”

      I miss him, too.

      Even though I don’t want to admit it, I do miss him. But that’s bound to happen. He was my everything, my person, and to cut him out of my life so suddenly, so completely . . . nothing alleviates that unabating pain. I just wish Herman wasn’t extra mopey about it. Makes things worse.

      “I guess not,” I answer for myself and then turn back to my computer, where I’ve been working on my new campaign with the city of Chicago, to try to bring more awareness to the shelter, by using pictures of our animals on flags for light poles all around the city parks, especially the animal-friendly ones.

      The door to the shelter rings and I glance up from my desk for a second, only for my heart to leap into my throat.

      Maddox.

      Here.

      Oh God.

      Freshly shaven, dressed in black from head to toe, and wearing a black baseball cap.

      And he looks good.

      Really freaking good.

      Herman spots him right away and quickly—as quickly as Herman moves—trots over to him and buries his head into Maddox’s arms.

      Traitor.

      “Hey old man. How are you?”

      I study Maddox, looking for any signs of being under the influence, but when he looks up at me, eyes clear, I know he hasn’t been drinking.

      Maddox stands and sticks his hands in his pockets as Herman stays close to him, looking utterly pathetic. I see how it is.

      “Hey Kinny,” he says, looking shy and adorable, and for a second, I forget why I’m not speaking to him.

      “What are you doing here?”

      He lifts his hat up and pushes his hand through his hair before placing his hat back on his head. “I came to volunteer.”

      “What?”

      “Ah, there you are,” Marcy says, coming up behind me. “I’m glad you were able to make it in today, Maddox. If you come this way, I’ll show you where we need you.”

      “Sure thing.” He gives me a side smile and then takes off, Herman following closely behind him.

      What the . . .

      I turn to see Maddox’s retreating back, his jeans snug, his shoulder blades tenting the back of his shirt. My heart aches from the sight, pounding faster than before from being in the same building as him, but my brain quickly reminds me of what he did, what he said.

      Stuck in place, I watch Marcy take him to cat row, where she hands him a pooper scooper and a bag. He’s on sifting duty. After a few instructions, he gives her a devilish smile and then she makes her way back to her office, ignoring my staring.

      Does she really think she’s getting back to work without an explanation?

      Hell no.

      I slip into her office and shut the door behind me.

      “What the hell is going on?”

      Marcy acts casual, moving her mouse around on her desk. “What are you referring to?”

      “Marcy,” I snap, causing her to look at me. “You know exactly what I’m referring to. Why is Maddox here?”

      “Oh, that.” She smiles and goes back to her computer. “He contacted me a few days ago. Said he wants to put in some time at the shelter, to help out.”

      Looking behind my back to make sure he’s not standing at the door, looking at us through the glass window, I whisper, “You know he’s doing this to get close to me, right?”

      “Oh yes, I know.” She types away at her computer.

      “And you’re . . . just going to let him do that?”

      “Yup.”

      “Marcy.” I stomp my foot. “You’re supposed to be on my side.”

      She stops typing and folds her hands in front of her. “And I am on your side. But I also know a good letter when I read one, and his email to me was both heartfelt and heartbreaking. Someone needs to give this boy a second chance. If you won’t, I will.”

      “He . . . uh, he wrote you an email?”

      “Yes, and no, you can’t read it.”

      “I wasn’t going to ask to read it,” I say in a defensive tone, even though I am DYING to read it.

      “Mm hmm,” Marcy says, giving me a smooth once-over. She knows me too well already. “Now if you don’t mind, I have some work to get done.”

      “Yeah, sure, so do I.” I reach for her office door. “Just so I’m aware who’s in and out of the shelter, how often does he plan on volunteering? If this like a one-time thing or—”

      “As often as his schedule will allow. Now please, let me get back to my work.” The corner of her lips tilt up as I leave her office. I have a feeling the distance I’ve been trying to keep has just been diminished.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Two Days Later

      

      

      

      “Would you be able to get me another tub of litter?” I ask Deborah, one of our long-time volunteers.

      “Of course. I’ll be right back.”

      “Thanks.” I wipe my nose with my forearm, keeping my hands as far away from my face as possible. My main job at the shelter is community outreach and finding homes for these precious animals, but I also love helping out in the kennels as well, getting my hands dirty, so to speak. And when we’re short on volunteers for the day, it doesn’t hurt that I know how to clean the kennels properly, feed the animals their medications—for those who have them—and spend some quality love time with them.

      On slower volunteer days, I’ll take my laptop with me from kennel to kennel and simply sit with them so they have some human contact.

      “Here you go,” says a deep, familiar voice.

      I quickly turn to see Maddox standing over me, tub of litter in hand, looking handsome as ever in his signature black again.

      “I can pour it for you.”

      “Oh, um, no, that’s okay. I can . . . um, I can do it. You can set the litter down.”

      “Okay.” He sets the tub down and stuffs his hands in his pockets, but doesn’t move.

      Please leave. “Uh, you can go back to what you were doing.”

      When did he even get here?

      He thumbs toward the offices and says, “Marcy needed Deborah’s help, so she asked me to switch and come help you.”

      Sure, Marcy needed Deborah’s help. I don’t believe that for a second.

      “Well, I got this under control, so no need to—”

      “I’ll start on the next one.” He goes to the travel carriers, grabs one, and gently opens the kennel to Miss Fennel’s dwellings, a ten-year-old tabby who recently lost her owner due to old age. “Come here, pretty girl,” he coos, and hell, just hearing him talk sweetly to a cat puts a little crack in the wall I’ve erected around my heart. “I’m going to change everything out for you, make it nice and fresh in here.”

      Okay, he doesn’t need to talk to the cat. That’s just making everything worse.

      Trying to focus on what I’m doing and not having him here, in person, a few feet away, I tear open the cat litter and refill the litter box, the dust flying up toward my face. I hold my breath and when there’s enough in the pan, I step away and set the tub down, letting the air clear out.

      Being this close to Maddox, I half expect him to try to strike up a conversation, say something, anything, but when I look over at him, he’s busy cleaning out the kennel, paying extra attention to detail and wiping down everything.

      “Almost done, sweet girl. I’m just going to change out your litter and get you a fresh blanket.”

      If Marcy is trying to break down my defenses, she’s doing one hell of a job.

      “Sorry to bother you, but where are the fresh blankets?” Maddox asks.

      When I look up at him, connect with the deep blue of his eyes, I nearly start crying. There’s so much depth in those eyes, so much pain, so much hurt, so much need to do the right thing. Ever since I’ve known Maddox, he’s always straddled the line of falling down the path of his father, or rising above and being the person I know he can be—a man with a great heart, a joking soul, and an unfaltering passion for the things and people he truly loves.

      I see that man, right now, staring down at me . . . asking me where the clean blankets are.

      Blinking away tears, I say, “Uh, the red cabinet over there, top shelf.”

      “Thanks, Kinny.” My nickname feels like a dagger to my heart.

      I finish up the kennel I’m working on and then place Daphne, a cat that looks very much like a lemur, back in her kennel. I watch as she spins around on her fresh blanket and takes a seat, only to lift one leg up and lick her private area.

      Lovely.

      There are two kennels left, and I’m not sure I have it in me to stay in cat row with him, in these close confines, and not lose myself mentally. “I need to wash my hands and check in on some emails. Would it be okay if you clean out the other two kennels?”

      “Not a problem,” he says, with a side smile and then goes back to work, as if there isn’t this giant elephant in the room.

      “Okay. Thanks.”

      “Sure.” As I start to walk away, he says, “By the way, you look really good, Kinsley.”

      Yup, abort. Abort.

      I don’t answer him. I walk away as quickly as I can, trying not to let his words brand me for the day, but as I’m eating lunch later, Herman at my side, all I can hear is that sultry voice washing over me, repeating over and over . . . you look really good, Kinsley.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Three Days Later

      

      

      

      “She’s such a sweet cat.” I give Miss Fennel one more pet and then clasp my hands together. “And she’s a lucky girl to be going to such a loving home. Send us updates and pictures.”

      “We will,” says the mom of Bernice, the little girl who’s adopting Miss Fennel. “And thank you again.”

      I give them a wave and watch them walk out the door, our fifth adoption this week, leaving us with only seven animals currently in our shelter and the possibility of more intake. We have enough room to even take on more animals currently in kill shelters. Marcy has been working with the director at a local shelter, trying to get some of the animals on “death row” to be moved over here.

      “The look on Bernice’s face,” Marcy says next to me, holding her heart. “Did you see the bows she made for Miss Fennel’s collar?”

      I nod. “I did. So precious. That little girl is going to give Miss Fennel such a wonderful second half of her life.”

      “She is.” Marcy sighs and says, “I got off the phone with the kill shelter. They’re transferring seven dogs and three cats.”

      “Seriously?” I ask.

      Marcy nods. “A few have some medical needs, but thanks to the donations that have been pouring in along with the adoptions, we’ll have plenty of money to cover the costs.”

      “That’s so exciting,” I say. I needed this good news.

      “We can thank Maddox and his friends for all their help too . . . and you. The combination of you working together has brought unprecedented awareness to the shelter. Bernice’s mom was telling me she’s a huge Rebels fan, and when she saw Maddox post about Miss Fennel the other day, she knew she had to bring her daughter in.”

      “Maddox posted about Miss Fennel?”

      “Do you not follow him on Instagram?”

      “Uh, are you forgetting he broke my heart? Trying to ignore all aspects of him.”

      Marcy smiles. “Well, I suggest you check it out on your lunch break.” She winks and starts to walk away. “Oh, and players from the baseball academy will be here later. They’re building the new office furniture.”

      “What new office furniture?” I ask, completely confused.

      “Didn’t I tell you? Maddox has a friend who works for an office supply company. They donated all new furniture and supplies. It’s in the back. Since the Rebels are out of town right now, he’s sending over some volunteers to build and move all the furniture. I’ll be staying late with them, so no need to worry about it.”

      I stare at her.

      She stares back.

      I put my hands on my hips.

      Her smirk grows wider.

      “You can’t be on his side,” I finally say.

      “Sweetie, I’m not on anyone’s side.”

      I point at her. “You’re favoring him.”

      “I’m not favoring anyone. I see a man who’s trying to make a difference, show a change in his life, and I’m acknowledging the effort.”

      “He’s doing this to get me back.”

      “He’s doing this because he’s in love with you, and he would do anything to be close to you. Even if that means picking up animal feces just so he can catch a glimpse of you every few days. Sometimes we have to look past our guarded veils and see reality for what it is, Kinsley.” She gives me a soft smile and retreats to her office.

      With a heavier heart than before, I go back to my office as well and open my emails, but as they all blur together, I keep thinking about what Marcy said . . . do you follow him on Instagram?

      I do, but I haven’t checked it in a long time out of fear to see what he might be doing.

      I glance down at my phone, tempted to check . . .

      No.

      I take a deep breath. I will not be sucked in.
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        * * *

      

      “I’m only doing this because I can see how sad you are, and you’re desperate to see the man you’ve come to love. I get it. Breakups are hard on pets too. So, this is just for you,” I say to Herman as I curl up on the sofa and unlock my phone.

      I spent all day keeping myself busy. I even stayed late to check out the new white furniture that’s so beautiful and makes us look so professional rather than a rundown shop trying to make a difference. When I got home, I took care of the dogs, went on an extra-long walk, fed them, fed myself, cleaned, took a shower . . . and now it’s only eight o’clock and I have nothing else to do. My mind immediately went back to Instagram.

      Thank you, Marcy.

      I said no, no, no, but then . . . oh poor Herman. I could tell he was missing Maddox, so I told him just this once I’d show him pictures to help him through this hard time.

      This has nothing to do with my curiosity and everything to do with Herman.

      “Now only a few pictures, okay?” I ask Herman whose head is resting next to my leg but couldn’t care less what I’m doing.

      Thanks a lot, man.

      I open Instagram and the first picture that comes up is of Maddox and Miss Fennel. Of course. He’s smiling with the cat, looking too adorable it hurts. And the caption talks about how Miss Fennel is up for adoption along with more animals at the shelter he volunteers at and to come adopt.

      There’s a glint in his eye, a happiness in his smile, almost as if he’s been lifted from his demons and he’s living a hopeful . . . peace-filled life.

      I click on his profile picture, forgetting all about showing Herman, and convince myself that I’m not going to show him because he might be jealous from seeing Maddox with other animals.

      Slowly I scroll through his posts, seeing one animal after the other from the shelter, all adopted.

      Fritz.

      Harmony.

      Gary.

      Oreo.

      Marvin.

      Miss Fennel.

      They’re all there, in his feed, and now they have homes.

      I’m . . . I’m floored.

      Tears well in my eyes as overwhelming sensations of regret and anger stir inside of me. Regret for what happened between us, and anger for how he treated me. They swirl together, colliding and clashing, making me feel so utterly confused. I pull up my messages and type out a text before I can stop myself.

      Kinsley: Miss Fennel was adopted today.

      I press send and then drop my phone to my lap, letting out a loud hiccup of a sob as my cluttered, tumultuous emotions hit me at once.

      I swore it was over, that I would never speak to him again. But here I am, texting him, because a piece of me sees him trying, acknowledges his effort, and feels for the boy I grew up with. The damaged, broken boy seeking for anyone to care about him, to love him. And no matter how hard I try, I can’t ignore that boy. Because if I were to be truly honest, that was the boy I fell in love with, many, many years ago.

      The boy who slept with a cow for me.

      The boy who let me borrow his baseball pants, so it didn’t look like I got my period while wearing my lucky white shorts.

      The boy who, without even blinking an eye, told me to move in with him so I could pursue my dream job.

      He has a brilliant heart and even though he broke mine, shattered it into a million pieces, it almost feels like slowly, but surely, he’s putting me back together, one crooked, endearing smile, and one adoption at a time.

      My phone buzzes on my lap and when I see it’s a text from him, my heart nearly leaps out of my chest.

      “Oh God,” I whisper, sucking in a large gulp of air, preparing myself. This is it. There’s no returning after this.

      If I answer this text, I won’t be able to ignore him any longer.

      Then again, have I ever ignored him? I picked up his phone calls, just to hear his voice. I’ve checked on him when he’s been volunteering, and shamelessly, I’ve even watched a few games recently, claiming it to be background noise when in reality, I was hoping for one glimpse.

      I pick up my phone and unlock it.

      Maddox: She was? That makes me so fucking happy. Thank you, Kinny, for telling me.

      Oh Christ.

      I can hear his voice.

      I can see the excitement in his eyes.

      I can practically smell his cologne, as if he was sitting right next to me, arm around me, holding me close.

      Kinsley: Yeah, to a little girl named Bernice. They happen to be Rebels fans.

      Maddox: Then Miss Fennel is in the company of good people.

      I chuckle and wipe at my nose with a tissue from the side table.

      Kinsley: Thank you for the furniture as well.

      Maddox: Ah, yeah, sure. No problem. I meant to get that to you a while back, but kind of lost track of everything.

      Kinsley: You didn’t have to do that. We were okay with what we had.

      Maddox: Yeah, but now you won’t get splinters from your furniture.

      Kinsley: I guess not.

      Maddox: Well, I’m glad you liked it. Not sure if Marcy told you, but we’re on an eleven-day road trip, so I won’t be in for a bit. Once I get back, I’ll be in to help out. I’ll bring some the guys too.

      Kinsley: You don’t have to do that . . . and you don’t have to keep volunteering.

      Maddox: I want to. Please . . . don’t take this away from me, Kinsley.

      Oh God. I gasp and quickly type him back.

      Kinsley: I’m not taking it away from you. I just don’t want you to feel obligated, that’s all.

      Maddox: Volunteering gives me the opportunity to see Herman . . . and you. I promise I’m not trying to make you uncomfortable or force you into anything you don’t want. I just . . . fuck, I just need to be close.

      I press my hand to my mouth as tears fall, reading his text a few times, the blurriness in my eyes making it hard. Harsh realization hits me out of nowhere. I need him to be close too, but I’m also scared. Scared of what would happen if I let him get too close. Would I be able to withstand having him in my life again? Part of me feels like I’m not truly living without him by my side. The other part worries about the damage he could do, if I did let him back in again and he hurt me.

      There would be no coming back from that.

      But despite that, the reason I’m crying, the reason I’m overly emotional, is because all I can picture is that boy with the floppy hair, the crooked smile, and the sharp blue eyes, thanking me once again for letting him stay at my house another night. I can feel the warmth of his hug, the feel of his lips pressed against the top of my head. It’s the driving force behind my fingers as I text him back.

      Kinsley: You can keep volunteering, Maddox.

      Maddox: Thank you, Kinsley.

      I sink down into the couch, put my phone to the side, and curl into Herman. I spoon him from behind and hold him for the rest of the night, until I fall asleep and wake up the next morning, a kink in my neck, and bloodshot eyes.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Two Days Later

      

      

      

      Knock. Knock.

      I look up from my computer and see Marcy standing in the doorway, holding a package. “A carrier just brought this to the office. It’s for . . . Herman.”

      “Herman?” I ask, a pinch to my brow. And then I realize. I don’t have to think about who it’s from to know the sender.

      Marcy sets the package on my desk and winks.

      She is so favoring Maddox. I don’t care what she says.

      Once she’s gone, I take a pair of scissors and open the package, only to bring it to the floor for Herman to look at. He barely lifts his head when I show him the package, and then just lies back down again.

      “Your excitement is overwhelming,” I say as I pull back the sides of the carboard box, revealing a letter on top. Familiar handwriting. Yup, it’s from Maddox. I pick up the letter and read it out loud.

      “Hey old man,

      I realized out of all those intimate conversations we had on our walks, I said I’d get you some Rebels gear and then never did. I was a little preoccupied with your mom. But I’m making it up to you now. I have a game tonight. Think you can ask your mom to help you put on this gear and send me a pic? I’d be grateful. Hashtag Rebel at heart.

      Love, Daddy (because apparently, that’s what you call me).

      P.S. Kinsley, thanks for helping the old man out with his gear. There’s also a little something in the box for you.” I stare down at the note and then back at Herman. “He’s hitting me precisely in the feels, and he knows it.”

      I set the letter on the desk and move the tissue paper out of the way to reveal a T-shirt jersey with Maddox’s last name and number on the back. When I pull it out, I realize it’s made for a dog, and I nearly pass out from how adorable it is. Underneath it is a Rebels dog collar and bandana.

      “Oh, you’re going to be so handsome.” When I reach the bottom, I spot a drawing. It’s of me and Herman. I’m holding up his ear and laughing while Herman’s droopy face stares straight ahead. Scribbled in his signature art stamp is Maddox’s name.

      “Oh God,” I whisper, bringing it closer and taking in the strokes on the paper, running my fingers over the ink, knowing each scratch of his pen had purpose.

      I reach for my phone and text him quickly before I lose the nerve.

      Kinsley: Got the package. Thank you. The picture . . . well, it means a lot to me, so thank you.

      He types back immediately, most likely just hanging out in the locker room, getting ready for the game.

      Maddox: You’re welcome. Just started drawing again, had a bit of a drought there for a while. It was the first thing I drew since . . . well, in a while. How does our man look?

      Our man.

      It all feels so . . . normal, talking to Maddox like this, referring to Herman as ours. It’s confusing, but . . . addicting.

      Kinsley: I haven’t put everything on him yet, but when I do, I’ll send you a pic.

      Maddox: Thank you. Think you’ll turn the game on for him?

      Kinsley: I can.

      Maddox: Cool. Thanks, Kinny.

      Kinsley: Of course.

      I set my phone down and go back to work, my heart beating faster than before as I finish out my day. When we get home, I put Herman in his new gear and I nearly die laughing. He’s decked out in Rebels gear but still has the same bored look on his face, as if he couldn’t care less. I take a picture of him and then send it to Maddox.

      Kinsley: #Thrilled

      The game doesn’t start for an hour, which means Maddox is probably fueling up with some food right now.

      Maddox: Oh fuck, you’re going to have to split time with this guy as screensaver and wallpaper on my phone. That’s the best pic ever.

      I’m still his wallpaper on his phone? Joy erupts inside me. Maybe I wasn’t a throwaway for him. Maybe he’s truly sorry for what happened and regretful. Maybe he’s believing in himself and accepting that his past doesn’t have to dictate his future.

      Maybe, just maybe he did love me as much as I loved him . . . love him.

      Kinsley: I think it might be the best thing I’ve ever seen.

      Maddox: Second-best thing in my mind. I think you know the first.

      Oh God, he’s flirting, and I don’t think I’m strong enough to survive it.

      Divert, divert.

      Kinsley: Are you ready for the game tonight? Not quite sure where you are in the playoff race.

      Maddox: Ready. We just need four more wins to clinch our division. Hoping one of those games is tonight. I’m feeling the spin off the seams pretty well.

      Kinsley: That’s good. Well . . . good luck.

      Maddox: Thanks, Kinny. Have a good night and thanks for letting Herman watch the game.

      Kinsley: Of course.
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        * * *

      

      Letting Herman watch the game. Yeah right.

      I’m still reeling over last night’s game and the three to zero win for the Rebels. Maddox dominated on the mound, throwing a shutout for nine innings. He was untouchable. The announcers could not stop talking about his spin, the velocity, his intensity, and focus. He was interviewed earlier in the day where he addressed his recent fights, and they showed it during the game. He was open and unwavering in his interview, letting the fans know that he was in a dark place that he wasn’t proud of. He let his past demons control his present actions, and it was a version of himself he was disgusted with. He admitted to getting in fights with teammates, to abusing alcohol to help him cope, and it took him a few weeks to realize that he was not only hurting himself, but his teammates, fans, and loved ones.

      The confession was heartbreaking and while I watched it, I felt my broken heart start to piece itself back together every time he looked at the camera. It almost felt like he was talking directly to me.

      He thanked Cory, Lincoln, and Jason on camera for helping him get straight and for keeping an eye on him. He said he was focused on getting his life straight, even if it’s not the same as before. If it’s a semblance of what he had, he’d be happy.

      The announcers cut back to the game and spoke highly of Maddox, of his work ethic, and loyalty to the team.

      Before I knew it, I was glued to the TV, watching every pitch, memorizing his every movement, and by the fourth inning, I finally saw it.

      It took me a bit, but when I saw it, I broke down into a pile of emotion, on the floor of the apartment.

      On his glove, over the thumb, was the quarter-sized baseball patch I gave him back in middle school. He sewed it onto his glove and when he pitched, he rubbed his hand over it before every batter. I hadn’t seen it since the minors, and I wasn’t sure if he was allowed to have a patch in the majors, but there it was, clear as day. And before every batter he faced, he rubbed it.

      Back in middle school, after the first game with the patch, he threw a no-hitter. He said it was me who gave him good luck. So he made it a point to make sure I was with him through every batter.

      That signal, that momentary touch of the patch, it meant . . . everything. It means he hasn’t thrown me away.

      It’s why I drop my things off at my desk and go straight to Marcy’s office without even turning on my computer.

      She spots me and says, “Good morning. Did you catch the game—”

      “I need the email, Marcy. I need to see it.”

      “What email?”

      “You know what email.” I fold my arms over my chest. “I’m not kidding, I need to see it.”

      “And why exactly do you need to see it?”

      “Because even though Maddox Paige broke my heart, I’m still desperately in love with him and I need to know what he said to you, so I can prepare my heart for when he returns to Chicago.”

      The grin that tilts up the corners of Marcy’s mouth is borderline annoying. Without saying a word, she pushes from her desk, opens one of her drawers, and pulls out a printed piece of paper.

      She doesn’t hold it out. “Are you sure you want to read this?”

      I bite my bottom lip and nod. “I’m sure.”

      “Okay. Just so you know, if you need the day off after reading this, I completely understand.”

      I snatch the paper from her and say, “Well, that’s not reassuring.”

      “It’s one of the most beautifully broken things I’ve ever read. Good luck.” She turns to her computer, and I return to my office where I shut the door, sit in my chair, and turn my back to the world.

      On a deep breath, I hold out the paper and start reading.

      Hello Marcy,

      Sorry to approach you like this, but figured it might be the only way I could get in contact with you without getting slaughtered.

      As you probably already know, I fucked up—excuse my language—but if there’s ever a time to use harsh language, it’s now. I fucked up and I fucked up badly. I made a horrible assumption about Kinsley, one I should never have assumed about her, because she’s been nothing but the guiding light in my life. I might not have known it from the first day I met her, but over the years I came to realize, Kinsley was put into my life as a guardian angel, the person who was meant to hold my hand during the tough times and be my cheerleader during the joyful times. She’s my person, the only constant in my fucked-up and broken life.

      And I threw it away like a goddamn moron. You don’t need to know the details. All you need to know is that I’m a battered, regretful man looking for a handout.

      No, not looking. Begging.

      I’m probably not your favorite person at this point and there truly is no reason why you would help me out, but I’m desperate to see her, to hear her voice, to be a part of even the smallest minute of her life. I want to show her that I am the kind, loyal man she knows I can be. I want to prove to her that the man she saw that night, the one who told her to leave, the man who vehemently broke her heart, was a fleeting memory that will die that day and never appear again. I would do anything, and I mean anything, to make sure she knows how much I love her, respect her, and adore her.

      You probably know this already, but you lucked out when it came to hiring Kinsley. Hard-working, with a heart of gold, she will do just about anything to save an animal. She’s thoughtful and intelligent. She’s funny, and she can brighten anyone’s day with one small smirk. She’s light on a rainy day, and she’s joy in a dark moment. She’s my person.

      My everything.

      And even though I majorly fucked up, I’m still desperate. Despite trying to give her space, it’s impossible. I need to see my girl, be near her, make sure she’s going to be okay. I’m not asking for forever. I’m asking for right now.

      So, I’m here, begging you, despite what you might feel about me, would you grant me permission to volunteer at the shelter?

      Let me just show her through a small act of helping with the thing she loves so dearly, that I’m not the monster I left her thinking that I am.

      I would be eternally grateful.

      Thank you for your time, Marcy.

      Sincerely,

      Maddox

      I suck back a deep breath and rest my head against my chair, looking at the ceiling.

      Fuck . . .

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        MADDOX

      

      

      

      I stare at the hotel wall, my sketchpad on my lap, a pen in my hand, and a completed picture of Kinsley on the bright white paper.

      One more day, and then I’ll be home.

      Hell, how I wish I could go straight into her arms, how I could beg her for her forgiveness, kiss her lips, fucking hold her and never let go.

      But that’s not my reality.

      I have moments with her. Small text conversations that lack any sort of substance and feel more like a polite conversation with a co-worker rather than an intimate conversation with my girl.

      The boys warned me it would take time, that after what I did, what I said, I can’t simply snap a finger and make it go away. I have to make small gestures that build over time, gestures that break down the protective wall she’s most likely put up where I’m concerned.

      And I’ve seen progress, at least that’s what I hope it is. It’s nothing like it used to be, and when I compliment her or try to flirt, she quickly diverts the conversation to something else. It’s painful. So fucking painful that—

      Bling.

      My phone lights up on the nightstand and I reach for it faster than I care to admit. It’s past ten in Chicago, so when I see her name on the screen, I can’t help but worry if everything’s okay.

      Kinsley: Hey.

      Just that one word puts butterflies in my stomach. I try to calm the pulsing nerves as I type her back.

      Maddox: Hey Kinny.

      Kinsley: I read your email to Marcy.

      Oh fuck.

      Oh . . . fuck.

      I push my pen and paper to the side, and stare down at my phone, unsure how to answer. She read the whole thing?

      Of course she read the whole thing? There’s no way she stopped.

      Shit. Is she pissed or happy? I study her two texts. There’s no indication of either way, and now I feel like a sitting duck, waiting to see if I’m going to lose everything that I’ve worked for.

      I blow out a heavy breath and text her back.

      Maddox: Marcy shared that with you?

      Kinsley: She didn’t at first. But I saw the patch on your glove . . .

      Maddox: Yeah. I, uh, I’ve always had it on the inside, but it felt wrong. I needed it to be more obvious, to remind me why I was doing what I was doing. Fulfilling a lifelong dream, something I worked tirelessly for. Throwing it away with fights was being counterproductive to everything I’d ever worked toward.

      I bite my bottom lip, hoping for the best.

      Maddox: And I needed you there with me.

      I hold my breath, waiting as the dots appear on the screen. I pray her reaction isn’t going to brush me off, that maybe, just maybe, she’ll allow me back into her life, even if it’s small increments for now.

      Kinsley: It was hard, seeing it on your glove.

      Fuck. I squeeze my eyes shut.

      Maddox: Um, I can remove it, if it’s too hard for you.

      Kinsley: No, I just thought I’d tell you that I noticed it . . . and that I read your email.

      Maddox: Yeah, I’m sorry about emailing her. I didn’t mean to go behind your back. I guess I was just desperate.

      Kinsley: The things you said . . . they cut deep.

      If I had a paper bag, I’d be breathing into it right now. I feel my entire happiness riding on a fine line. I’ve been able to maintain a sober lifestyle as I’ve attempted to slowly win this girl back, but I swear, one step back from her could send me into another tailspin. I’m not mentally recovered, not sure if I ever will be, and these last couple weeks have been a testament to my mental strength. Not sure how much is left inside of me.

      Maddox: Listen, I’m sorry, Kinsley. I didn’t mean for you to see that email. It was stupid of me.

      I press send and then grip my forehead, pushing my hand back and forth, my body thrumming with so much anxiety that I feel like I might puke.

      She finally texts back and when I read it, I feel a bout of emotional respite fill me up so fast that I can’t do anything but wheeze out a sigh of relief.

      Kinsley: It was beautiful.

      Holy.

      Shit.

      So, what is this? Is she reaching out? Is she possibly giving me a second chance?

      Before I can ask any questions, she types out another response.

      Kinsley: I’m tired, I need to go to bed, but thought I’d let you know. Have a safe flight home tomorrow. Good night, Maddox.

      Maddox: Good night, Kinny.

      “I love you. So fucking much,” I mumble.

      I set the phone down and grab the sketchbook and pen. I flip over the page, and I allow my thoughts to fade away, as I draw a very familiar slope of a nose, the tiniest smattering of hope taking hold in my stomach.
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        * * *

      

      “So is this one of those moments where we do a choreographed dance and then hold out a sign that says I love you, Kinsley?” Jason asks as we walk toward the front doors of the shelter.

      I pause on the street and look him up and down. “Did we practice a dance?”

      “No,” he answers. “But I’m a fast learner. Show me the steps.”

      “There is no dance, you moron,” I shout, taking out my anxiety on Jason. “Shit, sorry. I don’t mean to yell. I’m nervous.”

      Jason grips my shoulder. “It will be fine. We read the texts, and it looks like you’re winning her back.”

      Cory nods. “Yeah, man. Things are positive.”

      “Ditto,” Lincoln says.

      “Okay, are you guys ready? And remember, please don’t embarrass me.”

      “We would never.” Jason winks as I open the door to the shelter.

      We’re instantly greeted by the smell of fresh paint. I look around the space, not a single dog barking, not a single sound besides the light clacking of a keyboard.

      The entire space has been redone, new paint, new moldings, new floor. It’s light and airy, with a more modern vibe. On the wall they have a brand-new logo painted in mint green and black, and there’s a receptionist desk with a new phone system to greet us . . . but with no one to answer.

      “Wow, it looks amazing in here,” Cory says, taking it all in. “Dude, it this what our donation did?”

      “I have no—”

      “It is,” Marcy says, stepping out from her office, a giant smile on her face. “Hello, Maddox. Boys.”

      We all wave and say in unison, “Hi, Marcy.”

      “I guess I forgot to message you. We’re in day two of renovations. The crew has worked very quickly thankfully, but we have our animals at some posh overnight kennels right now until the paint fumes air out. We used the natural paint, but of course, there’s always fumes, and we wanted to be cautious. The animals will be returning tomorrow though.”

      “Oh cool.” Hands in my pockets, I look around the space and say, “It looks great in here, Marcy.”

      She glances around as well, happiness easy to spot in her posture and the way her eyes light up. “You know, I started this non-profit ten years ago. I started it from my home, taking in animals from those who were terminally ill. When we finally got a space, I always said I’d fix it up, but the more years went by, the more that idea dwindled and even though I hate to admit it, people do judge a book by its cover. I think the way we present ourselves matters. A welcoming reception area, state-of-the-art kennels . . . it gives off a positive vibe I’ve always wanted for the space. It sheds a bright light on these beautiful animals.” She clasps her hands together. “And I have Kinsley to thank, as she brought in all of this, not just your donations, but others as well. She’s portrayed these animals as joyful rather than depressed. She’s made a huge shift for this shelter, and I couldn’t be more grateful to have her on staff.”

      Pride puffs my chest. My girl is something special. Then again, I knew that from the start.

      “She’s pretty amazing,” I say.

      “She is.”

      I glance over at her office. “Is she . . . here?”

      Marcy shakes her head and my hope to see her today completely diminishes. Fuck. “She’s at home. I gave her the day off.”

      “Sure, yeah, that makes sense.” I glance back at the boys and then ask, “Do you need our help with anything?”

      “I do actually. Kinsley forgot the medicine for Taco, one of the Chihuahuas she’s been watching. She asked me to take it over when I stop by for lunch, but I have some things to finish up. Think you can take it to her?”

      I eye her, seeing right through her guise and in this moment, I don’t think I could love Marcy more. “Yeah, of course. I don’t know her address though.”

      “Don’t worry, I’ll give you all the information you need.”

      After a quick tour of the new things in the office—my favorite thing being the picture I drew for Kinsley of her and Herman, framed and hung up—Marcy hands me the medication and the information I need to find my girl and we leave with a parting hug.

      Outside the shelter, Jason asks, “Dude, this is your moment. Quick, let’s come up with a dance routine and a song you can sing her. Something with a little pop to it.”

      “We are not singing a song.” I look at the address, still in disbelief that I know where she is. “I’m going on my own.”

      “Are you going to make a grand gesture?” Cory asks. “Do the big I’m sorry?”

      Three pairs of eyes meet mine and I shrug. “Not sure. We’ll see.”
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      Marcy: Be over in a few. Did the food come?

      I read Marcy’s text and look at the brown bag of food.

      Kinsley: It did. It smells divine.

      I open up the bag and put the food on the table, keeping everything in its respective containers so they don’t get cold. I finish up, just as there’s a knock at the door.

      Taco and Bella sound off from their beds, but don’t move and after three barks, they’re already about done and lying back down. Herman couldn’t care less that someone’s at the door.

      What great guard dogs.

      I open the door while saying, “You’re lucky I didn’t eat—” but my words die off when I see Maddox standing on the other side of the door, wearing a plain white shirt, his signature black jeans, and his hair styled in his signature messy way to the side.

      Jesus, hold my heart. I don’t think it can take it.

      “Hey,” he says softly, and instantly my legs draw together from the soothing tone of his voice.

      “Maddox, What, uh . . . what are you doing here?”

      He holds up a box of medication. “Marcy couldn’t make it, so she sent me.”

      Oh Marcy, I’m beginning to think she’s a hopeless romantic.

      I take the medication. “Thank you for bringing it by. I could have gone down to get it, you didn’t have to make the trip.”

      “I was there to volunteer, I didn’t mind. The place looks great, by the way.”

      “It does. We’re very excited about it.”

      We stand there, staring at each other, an awkward air starting to build.

      “Well, I guess I’ll head out.” He takes a step back, and this weird sensation hits me.

      With that one step, fear pricks at the back of my neck, fear that if I don’t invite him in, I might not see him again.

      “Want to come in?” I ask quickly. “I’m sure Herman would like to say hi, and I have all this food to eat that Marcy ordered.” I stare at the ground. “I wouldn’t mind the company.”

      When I glance up at him, he nods. “I’d love to.”

      I step to the side and let him in, quietly shutting the door behind him. I watch him take in the moderate space and when he spots Herman, he squats down and pats his leg. “Hey old man.” Herman perks up and hobbles over to Maddox, resting his heavy head in Maddox’s hands. “This collar looks good on you.” Maddox scratches Herman’s ears and then presses a kiss to the top of his head.

      I turn away so I don’t lose it emotionally. It’s hard enough being in the same space as him, but seeing Maddox love on Herman, that’s my undoing.

      “Can I get you anything to drink?” I ask, pulling two cups from the cupboard.

      “Water’s fine.” I feel him walk into the kitchen and when I turn toward him, he’s leaning against the wall, his eyes scanning my body, heating me from the inside out. “Want me to grab some plates?”

      “Uh, I got them.” I hand him the glasses of water. “You can take these to the table.”

      He does that and while I grab the plates, I take calming, steady breaths. I can do this.

      I don’t know exactly what “this” is, but I can do this.

      I take plates and silverware to the table and take a seat. Instead of sitting across from me, Maddox sits next to me at the square table.

      “It’s, uh, Indian and all vegan. I hope that’s okay.”

      “It’s great.”

      I pick up the first to-go container and start putting scoops of food on my plate, only to pass them over to Maddox. In silence, we fill our plates, working together, acting far too polite that it makes things more awkward.

      Our forks clank against our plates as we dig in. The dogs are lying together on their beds, and since the sliding glass door is open that leads to the balcony, there’s a light breeze swirling around us, carrying the smell of food in circles.

      We’re both halfway through our plates before we say anything and when we do, it’s me who breaks first. “I’ve been wanting to try this restaurant for a while.”

      “It’s good,” Maddox says, taking down another swig of water, only to get up and refill his glass. I know he’s lying, because he’s washing away the food way too quickly after he takes a bite. But it’s cute that he’s trying.

      “Is that why you keep drinking water after every bite?”

      He looks down at his food and pushes some tofu masala to the side and says, “The rice was good and the coconut chickpeas.”

      “Not a fan of the masala?”

      “It’s different.” He chuckles and takes down another large gulp of water.

      “You don’t have to finish it.”

      He lets out a long breath and leans back in his chair. “Thank you.”

      He lulls his head to the side and keeps his eyes trained on me. It’s both intimidating and thrilling.

      I take my last bite and then wipe my face with my napkin. I lean back in my chair as well and drink my water, only for him to start chuckling.

      “What?” I ask. “Do I have something on my face?”

      He shakes his head. “No.”

      “Then what is it?”

      He sets his water glass on the table and clasps his hands together. “I don’t think I’ve ever been this awkward with you in my entire life, nor have you ever been this silent.”

      I pull my feet up on my chair and hug my knees. “Yeah,” I sigh, unsure of what I want to say.

      “I get it,” he says. “I blew everything. And I know it’s the last thing you probably want to talk about, but I owe you an apology and not a drunk one, not one through a text, but a true, heartfelt apology in person. He pushes his chair out so he can turn it to face me. He bends at the waist and clasps his hands together again. He looks me dead in the eyes and he says, “What I did to you, what I said, it’s unforgiveable. I know this. It was harsh and not the man I ever want to be. There’s no excuse for my behavior that night, and I’m so ashamed. Ashamed, regretful, and frankly sick to my stomach that I’d treat someone so important to me like that.” He looks down at the floor and his voice grows tense. “The more I reflect on that night, the more I see my dad in my head, rather than my own face and it”—he takes a deep breath—“it’s sickening.” He reaches out and takes my hand in his. Eyes trained on mine, he rubs his thumb over my knuckles and says, “I’m so fucking sorry, Kinsley. I’m sorry for jumping to conclusions, for not hearing you out, for causing you such horrible pain, for kicking you out of my apartment and life, and for scaring you, like my dad used to do.” He shakes his head. “I’m so fucking sorry.”

      I . . . I don’t know what to say. His apology impacts me in a way I wasn’t expecting. I’m not emotional, but rather, grateful. Grateful that Maddox has the wherewithal to understand that night, to know how it gutted me. How it wasn’t just what he said, but how he said it, his demeanor . . . his rage. He definitely gets it. And from the devastation in his eyes, his apology is serious and genuine.

      “Shit, I’m sorry,” Maddox says, pulling his hand away and pushing it through his hair. “I never should have said anything. I just thought . . . hell, I don’t know what I thought.”

      He stands and pushes his chair in.

      Oh God, he must be taking my silence as not forgiving him, not wanting to talk about this.

      “Thanks for lunch, Kinsley.” He pulls on his neck and then takes off toward the door.

      Wait.

      I trip out of my chair and fall to the ground just as Maddox opens the door to the apartment. When he hears me fall, he’s instantly back at my side, helping me up.

      “Are you okay?”

      I nod and catch my breath, my heart pounding so fast that it feels like I might have a heart attack. “Don’t leave,” I say, my breath heavy. “Stay.”

      “Okay,” he says, lifting us both to our feet. He shuts the door, and I take his hand in mine and walk us over to the couch where we both sit.

      I keep hold of his hand while I find the courage to speak.

      When I finally look up at him, I say, “You broke me, Maddox.”

      He nods. “I know. I broke us. I broke our friendship, our love. I made it impossible for you to ever trust me again with your heart.” I hear the tightness in his voice, the regret, the fear. And when his eyes connect with mine again, I see how much pain he’s been feeling, which is possibly more than mine. “You are special, Kinsley. I’ve always felt like you were too special for me. Like somehow, I would wake up one morning and realize, the girl next door who saved me, would only be an illusion, a fantasy to help me escape the abuse of my father. But you weren’t.” His voice falters. “You were real, so fucking real and it scared me. That I somehow lucked out to have this special person in my life, watching over me, taking care of me, cheering me on, and I had nothing to give in return. I was waiting for the moment for it all to fall apart. I knew it was too good to be true and at some point, I’d drop the ball. I was self-sabotaging, preparing for that moment and when I thought it happened, I lived it, breathed it, let the worst part of me take over me. I let myself fall into the shoes of my father, and I treated you so fucking terribly that I will never forgive myself. I can understand if you never forgive me either.” He gives me a soft smile and says, “I wish I could say that I’m here to win you back, but honestly, I know that’s a far cry from reality. I’m here, just hoping that when you look at me, you don’t see the monster you saw the night of my birthday. I don’t want you to remember me as that . . . but rather someone who has always cared about what you care about, someone who supports you, and someone who will forever and always love you.”

      That does me in. The tears tip over.

      “Babe, please don’t cry,” he says, wiping away the dewy drops. “Please don’t cry.”

      But it doesn’t work. More tears fall, and this consuming pressure builds in my chest, straining my lungs, and making me feel lightheaded.

      My heart aches, not for myself, but for the man sitting in front of me. I ache for his childhood, for the loss of his mother, the loss of his father, who had been loving at one point. I ache for the damaged soul begging for someone to understand him, for someone to appreciate him for who he is. I ache for his love, his loyalty, his protection.

      He might have hurt me, but he’s been hurt worse. His demons have eaten him alive, his past has swallowed him whole, and he’s so desperately trying to break the cycle, trying to change, that I can so clearly see it in his eyes.

      He needs to know how much I care for him.

      He needs someone to be there for him through the good and especially through the bad.

      He needs someone to stick around and hold his hand when he isn’t seeing clearly.

      And he needs someone to love him. To truly and fully love him.

      Reaching out, I press my hand to his cheek. “You’re mine, Maddox. No matter how hard I tried to put distance between us, I couldn’t. I couldn’t push you out of my head, and I couldn’t even attempt to push you out of my heart.” His eyes squeeze shut, and I take that moment to push him back on the couch and straddle his lap. His eyes shoot open and his hands fall to my hips. “I love you, Maddox. I’m hopelessly infatuated with you and that will never change. You’re mine . . . forever, no matter how hard you try to push me away. You’re mine.”

      “Fuck,” he says, his eyes welling and his hands coming to my cheeks. “Fuck, baby. I love you. I fucking love you so damn much.”

      Clutching him tightly, I bring our tear-soaked faces together and press my lips to his, pulling a huge sigh of relief from him. I feel him relax beneath me, as if from the simple press of our lips, the built-up tension in his body is relieved.

      His hands travel up my back, to my shoulders, and then to my cheeks, where he holds my forehead against his, his body heaving.

      “Kinsley, please tell me you’ll be my girl again, that I didn’t fuck this up. This is for real and I’m not dreaming it.”

      “This is for real, Maddox. I’m yours . . . forever.”

      “Jesus Christ, I’m lucky.”

      And with that, he slips his hand behind my neck and holds me in place as his lips crash down on mine.

      There’s no other way to describe this moment other than pure joy.

      Even though we had to paddle through a horrendous time of darkness, I know coming out of it, we’re going to be stronger than ever. Not only is he the love of my life, but he’s my best friend, my person, my soul mate, the person in this world who was specifically made for me. And nothing is going to change that.
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      “Are you nervous?” Lincoln asks, walking up to me.

      “What do you think?”

      Lincoln gives me a slow once-over. “Honestly, I have no idea. You have this weird calm about you that’s throwing me off.”

      I rub my hands together and look around the shelter. Herman is dressed up in my tux, our friends are surrounding us, and there are zero decorations. Kinsley thinks decorations contribute unnecessary waste into the landfill because we never reuse them, but I did make a generic sign that says happy birthday that can be reused, so there’s a little something. And I made it out of fabric and fabric paint so it will last a long time. I told all our friends that it’s the signature birthday banner for the group now.

      I rock back on my heels and say, “A little nervous.”

      “Dude,” Jason says coming up next to me. “Herman in a tux is a nice touch. I’ve taken at least twenty pictures with him and can foresee at least ten more. He has that brooding look down. Dog’s got game, I see the lady dogs giving him the eye. Like, ‘oh, over here, Herman, bring those fine three legs over here.’”

      “Why did I invite you?”

      “Couldn’t be sure,” Jason says, taking a sip of his drink. “Could. Not. Be. Sure.”

      “She’s almost here,” Marcy says, holding her phone up.

      Kinsley has no idea we’re here. Last night we were in Arizona, battling it out in the first round of playoffs. We barely squeaked by to the next round with a one to zero game. It went extra innings and was a fucking battle, but our rookie, Houston Marrow, worked his magic in the eleventh. Single up the middle, stolen base to second. And Cory popped a can of corn between center and right that he took a gamble on not being caught and booked it to home. We held Arizona in the bottom of the eleventh and claimed victory. We came home last night, and since Kinsley is still staying with the foster care dogs for at least another week—fucking torture—I didn’t tell her we were home. I’ve been begging her to come back and live with me, but she’s been adamant about staying with the dogs, even though I said she could bring them over to our place. There’s also no sex in her temporary apartment, because she said it would feel disrespectful.

      To say I’ve been antsy is an understatement, but I have doggysitters for tonight, and I plan on taking my girl back to our place.

      “Quiet, quiet,” Marcy says as she switches off the light to the shelter. Herman comes up to me in his tailored suit. Yes, I got it tailored for him. Took him on a day off and was judged harshly by a local tailor, but I got the suit to fit him properly. He nudges my hand and I pet him behind the ear. Marcy took Herman last night and brought him in this morning, claiming an early morning appointment for his mandatory checkup, and since Kinsley is watching Taco and Bella, Marcy said she’d take care of it. All foster dogs must be checked to make sure they’re healthy and thriving, so Kinsley didn’t even bat an eyelash.

      Through the front window, she appears. She has her ear pods in, and she’s staring down at her phone.

      Perfect.

      The minute she opens the door to the shelter and Marcy flips on the lights, we all shout, “Surprise.”

      Her phone flies out of her hand.

      She tumbles back against the door.

      And her hand clutches her heart as she looks up at all of us.

      I quickly walk up to her and clutch her to my chest. I remove her ear pods, stick them in my pocket, and whisper, “Happy birthday, baby.”

      She’s nervously laughing and clutching on to me. “Oh my God, I think I peed myself.”

      I chuckle and kiss the side of her head. “Do you need to go to the bathroom?”

      She shakes her head and I pick up her phone, sticking that in my pocket as well. I reveal her to our friends and they quickly pull her into hugs, offering her up happy birthdays. I watch as that beautiful smile of hers shines, so excited to have our friends and family here.

      I called her mom up, offered to fly her down here, but she couldn’t make it happen with her schedule, but she’ll be here this weekend to spend some quality time with Kinsley while I’m out of town. She’s still cautious about my relationship with Kinsley, but I also believe she’s starting to trust me with her daughter’s heart. Trust in me. Thankfully, Kinsley never told her mom what happened. She relied on Marcy for advice, and I couldn’t be more grateful for that decision. If Kinsley’s mom knew what went down, there’s no way in hell I’d be dating her daughter again.

      Once the hugs are done, I pull Kinsey into my side and say, “Before we get to the food, I’d like to bring Herman up here.” I squat down and call him over. He hobbles up to us, and Kinsley squeals as she squats as well.

      “My handsome boy, you look so dapper.”

      “He wanted to dress up for your birthday, but I told him he needed to get his suit fitted if he was going to be walking around in it.”

      “I’m going to need about a million pictures of this,” she says while rubbing Herman behind the ears.

      “We will get to pictures, but first your present.”

      “I told you, you didn’t need to get me anything,” she says.

      But I don’t listen. I take her hand and have her stand with me. “Marcy, will you do the honors?”

      She smiles and has tears in her eyes as she walks up to us with a folder. “Everything is in here, we just need one final signature.”

      “Here’s a pen,” Jason says, from out of nowhere. I take it from him and hand it to Kinsley who looks so confused.

      Then I part open the folder and I hear her gasp, and then quickly look up at me.

      “Happy adoption day, babe. We just need your signature and Herman is ours.”

      “Are you serious right now?”

      I nod. “Dead serious. I couldn’t imagine a better scenario than us three being a family.”

      Happy tears stream down her face as she signs the paper and everyone cheers. Marcy takes the paperwork from me and Kinsley jumps up into my arms, legs wrapped around my waist, and kisses me deeply. Our friends cheer around us and when she pulls away, our foreheads connected, she says, “This is the best gift you could ever give me.”

      I could think of some other gifts that would be better, one that sparkles, but we’ll get there.

      “I’m glad you like it.”

      She climbs down and then hugs Herman. “You’re officially ours, buddy. Are you excited?”

      Zero emotion in his face as he just stares at Kinsley, jowls drooping, unfazed.

      Looking to our friends, she announces, “He’s overjoyed.”

      We all laugh, and then we spend the next five minutes taking pictures as a new family of three.
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        * * *

      

      “I owe Marcy so much in life,” I say as Kinsley strips off her shirt, revealing her perfect breasts, breasts that I haven’t fucking seen in weeks. Hell, more than weeks.

      Because she’s a saint, Marcy’s watching Taco and Bella tonight so Kinsley and Herman could spend the night at our place. We tucked Herman in, each gave him a kiss on the head, and then retired to the bedroom where Kinsley made me strip down for her and then sit on the bed.

      She didn’t even have to strip down for me to get a hard-on. The minute I took my clothes off, I was showing my excitement.

      Giving me a show, she slowly peels her thong off and tosses it to the side. Goddamn, she’s gorgeous.

      “I’m pretty sure Marcy is my fairy godmother,” Kinsley says, climbing on the bed and then onto my lap. My dick falls right against her pussy and she wastes no time rocking over it.

      A sharp hiss escapes me as I say, “What do you want, baby?”

      Hands on her hips, I help rock her back and forth.

      “Everything,” she says. “I want everything with you.”

      “Everything?” I ask, a raise to my brow. “Does that mean you’re going to move in with me . . . again?”

      “Do you want me to?”

      “If I had it my way, you’d be here now, with Taco and Bella.”

      She chuckles and runs her hands up my chest. “They’re skittish, so I don’t want to change their environment one more time.”

      “I know. But you get what I mean.”

      She nods and then bites her bottom lip. “Would you ever want to make this official? Between us?”

      “Like marriage?”

      “Yeah, like marriage.”

      Why the hell does she look so nervous asking that question? I’d think it’s pretty obvious at this point what I want.

      I want normal.

      I want the cliché.

      I want what I didn’t have growing up: a loving household, a silly marriage with my best friend, kids, pets . . . I want it all.

      With my index finger, I tilt her chin up and say, “Baby, I want everything. I want you, forever. I want kids. I want a house with a backyard where I can teach our kids how to play ball. I want to bitch about picking up dog shit on a Saturday morning, and I want to be able to crawl into bed with you every night, knowing I’m the luckiest man in the world to have you by my side.”

      “You do?”

      I nod. “I really fucking do.”

      “So”—she draws a finger over my chest—“does that mean you’ll propose at some point?”

      “That’s usually how it works.” I chuckle. “Why? Fishing for a proposal?”

      “No.” She smiles and circles my nipple with the tip of her finger. “Just making sure we’re on the same page, that’s all.”

      “Admit it.” I squeeze her side. “You’re desperate to marry me.”

      She rolls her eyes and scoffs, “You’re so full of yourself.”

      I flip her to her back and hover above her. Spreading her legs with my knee, I lower my cock to her entrance and push in. We both let out a satisfied moan, and when our eyes connect there’s a promise that passes between the both of us.

      Growing serious, I thrust into her while I say, “It will happen, baby. I’ll make you my wife, but for now, I’m going to relish having you back in my life.”

      She smiles up at me. “I can be happy with that for now.”

      

      Do you want to find out what the future holds for Maddox and Kinsley? Click HERE
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      It isn’t in my nature to cry over burnt ham, but here I am, tearing up like a jackass, because the meal I’ve been reluctantly slaving over for the past four hours is two shades away from charred dust.

      I had it all planned out. The timing was right, the recipes perfected, the table decorated with impeccably folded napkins that impersonated angelic swans, and polished silver that I scrubbed for an hour until I could see my balls in the reflection. Nothing says polished silverware like a spoon that gives you a clear upside-down view of your gonads.

      But even with countless hours of preparing this feast, naked as the day I was born with only an apron to cover my man-loins, I still ended up with a scorched ham doused in fire extinguisher agent because somehow, the damn thing caught on fire.

      Imagine this, a grown-ass man—no, not just a grown-ass man, but a man at the fresh age of twenty-eight, built like a linebacker with buttocks you can bounce rocks off . . . thanks to squatting for a living—dancing around the kitchen on his twinkle toes, arms flailing with pink and white potholders attached to his hands, screaming like a banshee, as flames light up the Jenn-Air double oven where the brown sugar and pineapple ham resided.

      Are you seeing it?

      Add the imagery of said man naked, dick and balls harmoniously bouncing in panic while the apron his “girlfriend” got him that says Eat my food, Lick my dick, unravels in the fit to unleash the fire extinguisher.

      That was me . . . a minute ago.

      Frantic, screaming, and all in all losing any last shred of my man card I had left.

      It’s why I’m currently weeping like a nitwit into the flaps of my apron, wondering where I went wrong.

      If we’re going to be honest with each other—and I would like to establish honesty with you—I’ll admit, I’ve always leaned toward the sensitive side. You know, the cuddly grizzly bear. Big and intimidating but a fucking gooey butterball heart on the inside.

      Tell me a love story. I’ll listen the crap out of it.

      The Bachelor? Why yes, that’s one of my favorite shows.

      Do I smile when sharing a candlelit dinner with myself, followed by a nice long soak in a bubble bath while Enya—the fucking goddess of all voices—plays in the background? I sure as shit do.

      But if some ignorant asswipe gets in my face on the ball field, stirring up trouble, I’m the first to lay a fist across his jaw and the first to be thrown out of a game.

      And I’m not even sorry about it.

      People are arriving in an hour. I’m vulnerable as fuck with my bare ass resting against the cold white-oak floor of my girl’s apartment, while a lonely tear streams down my freshly shaven cheek. I have no main dish, and the apartment smells like burnt rabbit turd.

      Why am I in this hopeless predicament?

      Because of one person.

      One single person who flipped my life upside down.

      A bombshell in a suit, a ravenous sex-fiend in the sheets, a classy and sophisticated tight-ass in the boardroom. She’s a knockout who’s always on my mind. She’s the girl you do things for, that you never thought you’d ever do . . .

      Like cook a fancy-as-fuck four-course meal for her and her business associates while practicing interesting conversational starters to ensure the night flows smoothly.

      Back in college, I might have been referred to as the mother hen of the boys. I might have cooked at least two meals a week for the guys in the loft, and yeah, I was the ironing wizard, the one everyone turned to, to get out the most stubborn wrinkles. The title has carried on over the years, but my creativity in the kitchen has dwindled with the lack of time, my ironing is now done by my apartment keeper once a week, and the fresh flowers scattered around my place? They’re more dead now than alive.

      My point—I’m not the lady of the house I used to be. But I’ve been getting back into the swing of it.

      So when my girl asked me to perform the impossible feat of an intimate dinner for four, I should have ordered in, tossed everything in serving dishes, and called it a night.

      But nooooooooo, I had to attempt to be a goddamn hero and try to cook everything myself.

      And all for what?

      For one girl?

      No. Not just one girl. The girl who owns my balls, who has a grip so tight on them that if she asked me to bellow out my ABCs in soprano while swirling my finger around my belly button . . . I would.

      Who is this girl that has brought me to the brink of boo-boo smush bear insanity and caused me to weep like a schoolgirl in the corner of the apartment?

      There’s only one lady with more than enough ovaries to buckle the knees of the mighty Jason Orson.

      The one and only Dorothy “Dottie” Domico.

      

      Keep reading HERE
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