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      A sexy standalone forbidden sports romance from #1 NYT Bestseller Lauren Blakely!

      

      The woman I want is as off-limits as they come.

      

      I had an excuse two years ago when I met her on campus. She interviewed me for a story on major league baseball's rising stars, and we shared a hot, passionate night that ended far too soon, and without a mention of who her father was.

      

      Now I know the innocent but sexy woman I can’t stop thinking about is the coach's daughter.

      

      That means her dad is the guy who determines if I bat fourth in the starting lineup in every game, or ride the bench.

      

      All the more reason to resist alluring, confident, brainy Reese every time I run into the reporter-turned-sports publicist.

      

      That ought to be easy enough, until the time she confesses she's still carrying her V card, and she’s been wanting me to cash it in since the day we met.

      

      Staying away from her is going to be harder than resisting a fastball down the middle.

      

      Especially since I'm pretty sure she's the one who got away, and letting her slip through my fingers again would be a rookie mistake.
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        Want to be the first to learn of sales, new releases, preorders and special freebies? Sign up for my VIP mailing list here!
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      His Prologue

      

      I’m the guy with a plan.

      I know what my days look like, what my nights have in store.

      I have a road map for every practice, an agenda for every game, and a strategy for every at bat. I know dates of each home stand and out-of-town series of the season and can tell you where we’re playing in July and what’s on the schedule for September.

      When it comes to sports, I leave nothing to chance. I’m the guy who does the research, who hits the hay by eleven, gets up at six, and logs four miles while the sun is rising.

      It’s made me who I am today, and I’m pretty damn happy about that.

      Games, seasons, championships—those are won with determination, discipline, and heart, for sure.

      But never without a plan.

      Dating is kind of like that too. It’s good to know where you’re going for dinner, or how to get to your seats at a concert, or who serves the best cocktails in town. Why wing it and worry when, with a little bit of homework, you can show up confident of a good evening?

      The way I see it, preparation is about respect. Respect for the game, respect for the woman, and respect for yourself.

      My father instilled that philosophy, my mother reinforced it, and so far, that principle has served me well in every aspect of my life.

      Nearly every aspect.

      There’s one glaring exception.

      Chemistry.

      Not the kind that adheres to rules and gives predictable results, the kind you can study in a lab and shows you what to expect in life. I mean the other kind, which doesn’t repeat patterns or generate statistics to analyze. The kind that defies your careful plans and laughs at any strategy.

      That chemistry doesn’t give a flying fuck about schedules. It happens when you have something else entirely on your agenda.

      At least, it did the day I met Reese.

      I got up that morning with one goal. But then I met her, ditched my plans for the afternoon, and spent it with her instead. When I kissed her at the edge of campus, beneath the twilit sky, under a canopy of trees, the night felt young and possible.

      Even though we weren’t. We were worlds apart, absolutely impossible.

      That’s how she became my what-if girl.

      Not the one who got away, or the one where I fucked up a good thing. We were never a thing to fuck up. We only had one day—hell, less than that.

      It was one afternoon. One moment that stays lodged in my mind.

      What if I met her at a different time, a different place? What if our paths hadn’t crossed going in opposite directions?

      Even almost two years later, I still sometimes wondered what she was doing, where she was, and what the odds were I’d ever meet her again.

      Then, incredibly, I do.

      And I learn there’s a bigger obstacle between us.

      So I have to plan to keep her in the “what-if” category.

      Then, Reese reveals a deliciously dirty secret, and all my plans where she’s concerned fall apart in filthy, spectacular style.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Her Prologue

      

      I didn’t go to the party looking for that guy. The one I couldn’t forget. The one whose kisses ruined me for all other kisses.

      I went there for work, to make some contacts. See some new people, forge connections and all that.

      Most of all, to do some good, since that’s kind of my thing—why I do what I do.

      But then I spotted that guy. Watching, observing, listening. There’s a curve to his lips and an intensity in his dark-green eyes, mixed with some of the vulnerability he showed me that day.

      A day I’ve longed to recapture.

      Except days aren’t driver’s tests—you can’t retake them. They aren’t video games where you can play again from the save point.

      But some guys deserve a retake, are worth a do-over.

      That’s certainly the case with Holden Kingsley, the guy who showed me exactly what a knee-weakening, bone-melting kiss could be like. Should be like.

      The night I meet him again, I want to think we’re getting a fresh start. That we get a magical do-over, maybe with better timing, a different outcome.

      Maybe that guy doesn’t have to be simply a fantastic memory.

      He can be my present. We can give in to the lust and the longing, the rabid desire that electrifies us both when we’re together.

      We can explore the intense connection, the irresistible pull his heart has on me.

      I have big plans for Holden Kingsley. Indeed, I do.

      At least, I did.

      But there’s more than bad timing standing between us now, and I don’t know if any strategy will be enough to keep us together.
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      This is the biggest score ever.

      So big, so good, so cool that I could squeal.

      But I don’t.

      Squealing would draw good-natured shaming from my girlfriends, and no one wants their picture taken with a sign saying, “I turn into Minnie Mouse at good news.” Certainly not more than once.

      I’m not a Disney character on helium.

      I’m a twenty-two-year-old almost graduate with honors from a prestigious university.

      So, no squealing, just a centering breath before I tug on my pink V-neck tee and twist my mostly dry blonde hair into a messy bun on top of my head, vibrating with quiet excitement the whole time.

      Yup.

      This is happening.

      It is on.

      I grab my jeans from the locker, pull them on, then retrieve my cell and reread the email to make sure it hasn’t changed. But there it is, the same words imprinted on my memory.

      Yes. Hell yes. Absolutely yes.

      It delights me wildly that major league second baseman Holden Kingsley replied to my email request with not just a yes, but a jet-fueled quad-shot-latte of a confirmation.

      Grinning privately, I set the phone on the bench beside me, staring at the message as I lace up my Converse sneakers. I don’t realize how absorbed I am in spinning out the possibilities until I hear Layla deadpan, “From your rapt attention, there must be some breaking news rocking the sports world. Let me guess—the LA Bandits star pitcher has a hangnail? Some minor league prospect was called up to the majors?”

      The pure sass comes from our volleyball team’s star spiker. She could host a master class in sarcasm, and her resting bitch face is top-shelf. I swear she can cut glass with her stare.

      “Or is your favorite retro clothing store having a flash sale?” our teammate and friend Tia teases me as she ties a paisley bandana around her sleek black hair, arching a brow. “Because it can’t be a Tinder hookup that has you all giddy.”

      Layla nudges her. “You know what would? A professor who wants Reese to do extra credit.”

      “You know me so well,” I say. Any of those things would rev my engine—Tinder hookups excepted. But their teasing can’t dampen my enthusiasm for this score.

      An interview with a Major League Baseball rising star.

      Excitement buzzes inside me like I swallowed Diet Coke and Mentos. I want to crow in victory until it reverberates throughout the locker room. But the rest of my college volleyball team wouldn’t appreciate that, and bragging is best shared with a friend or two, who will add their congratulations to your own.

      So, I tuck my phone—and the news—into my pocket, shut my locker, and redirect. “Maybe I’m just excited about half-price fries at the new Mediterranean café on the edge of campus. But only for the next fifteen minutes. So, c’mon, women. Skedaddle,” I say, waving them along.

      Tia snorts, yanking a tunic over her yoga pants. “I’m down, but I don’t think fries make you grin like that.”

      “I dunno. Fries make me pretty happy,” I say.

      “Fries make everyone happy.” Layla slides her feet into flats, then shuts her locker. “So it’s not fries.”

      “Exactly,” Tia agrees, mischief in her eyes. “I think Reese has got something more exciting on her phone than sports stats, extra credit, or cute clothes.”

      She’s right—on my phone is the equivalent of a winning lottery ticket for a woman with my aspirations.

      I wiggle an eyebrow at Layla. She arches one of her own in an intrigued Is that so?

      My sharp nod says That is so.

      Tia glances between us in avid curiosity, stopping on me with a silent Really?

      The three of us have been friends long enough to master communication through a code of raised brows, expressive side-eyes, and telling quirks of the lips.

      “I’ll tell you as soon as we leave,” I whisper, hoping it will hurry them up.

      I’m barely able to contain my excitement until we’re outside, where I grab my phone again and waggle it at them. “Here it is, in black-and-white pixels. Proof that I am the bomb. The goddess of sports podcasts.”

      This is what I couldn’t do in front of the others in the locker room. It sounds obnoxiously cocky.

      Because I am cocky, but only about things that I’ve worked my ass off for.

      Volleyball.

      Asking hard questions.

      And making a plan for the future.

      “Holden Kingsley,” I say, giddy about the opportunity that I made happen.

      Through gumption.

      Through going for it.

      “I nabbed an interview for my little old college podcast with the second baseman for the LA Bandits. It’s his second year in the majors, and he crushed it in his first,” I say, feeling like I could blast off to the moon without a rocket.

      Layla--whose name fits her perfectly, as if her parents knew they were going to pop out a six-foot-two volleyball star--squeals. “Shut the front door!” All sarcasm and resting bitch face vanish.

      Tia stops in her tracks, blinking. “For real?”

      I hold up a hand and swear, “One hundred ten percent.”

      Layla demands more with a dish it out wiggle of her perfectly manicured fingers—polished with silver sparkles and barely a nick. How she manages that while playing volleyball, I don’t know. It’s one of her many superpowers. She’s also gorgeous, with carved cheekbones and amber skin that’s always radiant. “All right. Tell us all the deets.”

      I give them as we walk along the athletic fields en route to the new café, saying casually, “I tracked down Holden’s email.”

      “Through your dad?” Tia asks.

      I sneer then wretch dramatically. “Please. I’d never do that. Plus, they don’t know each other. And I didn’t ask Grant either.”

      “Grant would give it to you in a heartbeat,” Tia says.

      “And I’d do the same for him. He’s like a brother to me. But nope, I didn’t call in any favors. I tracked him down through his agent, wrote a fantastic pitch letter that I sent via his people, and then, voilà, he replied directly to me.”

      “Damn,” Layla says, shaking her head. “I’m kind of in awe that you snagged an interview, and all with a little good old-fashioned elbow grease.”

      I shake my hips as we walk past the spring flowering of cherry blossoms. “I did indeed.”

      Tia holds up a hang on a sec finger. “So, help those of us who haven’t memorized the major league rosters. Holden Kingsley is the one who went here a few years ago?”

      I nod again, so excited my smile could span the entire campus. “Yep. College superstar, drafted in the eighth round, played in the minors for two years, and was called up last year. That’s him. Also, hello? Did you see his note to me?” I clear my throat and quote like I’m performing Hamlet, “‘Yes, Hell yes. Absolutely yes.’ I mean, is there any more enthusiasm than a triple yes?”

      Tia taps her chin thoughtfully. “That depends. Does he normally communicate in threes? Like, do you think when he ejaculates, he says, ‘I’m coming. Oh God, I’m coming. Oh God, I’m really, really coming’?”

      I swat her, laughing. “You’re so bad.” Layla laughs, and I wag my finger at her too. “Don’t encourage her. It’s like feeding the lions at the zoo.”

      “I’m hardly encouraging her,” Layla says, with a dismissive wave of her sparkling fingers. “I have no idea what guys do when they finish that thing they do.”

      “Come,” Tia says pointedly, staring sharply at Layla. “It’s called come. Just like you do when you finish that thing you do with girls.”

      I signal for a time-out. “Can we please not talk about coming right now?” There are a million reasons I don’t want to talk about any of our sex lives, especially mine, since it’s a cipher. “This interview has nothing to do with sex.”

      “Everything is about sex, honey,” Tia says, patting my shoulder.

      “That is not true,” I point out, but this is a futile argument. Tia, a psych major, insists sex is the underpinning of everything. I contend that humans possess enough higher brain function to set sex aside.

      Sometimes.

      “Generally, I agree with Tia on this,” says Layla, then pats her flat stomach. “But I’m starving, and sex won’t fill my belly. But food will. Plus, as we dine, we can talk about Reese being all badass with her podcast. You went from just the two of us listening to. . .  a whole nation?”

      Laughing, I roll my eyes. “Definitely not a whole nation, but I have several thousand listeners now. The show is really helping me make a name for myself.”

      That’s all I’ve ever wanted.

      To make my own name.

      To have my own reputation, my own thing, where I’m not just my father’s daughter.

      Plus, the podcast will open job doors for me in sports marketing when I graduate. An interview with a big-name athlete will be publicity for the show and more experience for my résumé.

      We turn onto a side street that leads to the latest new spot I found. Layla grabs her phone, taps on the screen, then clears her throat. “Ahem. Look at this—Holden Kingsley, with his arms of steel, his swoony green eyes, and his panty-incinerating grin, tops the Hottest Young Athletes Twenty-Five and Under list.”

      “Ooh. So he’s not too old for Reese,” Tia singsongs.

      “Please. That’s so not the point,” I say, because that’s crazy and not at all what the interview is about.

      “That might be the point. Wait. This press release says he’s coming to campus,” Layla says, gesturing to the screen like a game-show hostess. “You’re not just doing a phone interview. You’re talking to him in person, aren’t you?”

      “Yes! It was his idea!” The temptation to squeal rises again, but I dial it down. I’d better not squeal when I’m with Holden in person. “He’s doing an alumni roundtable event with some other former student-athletes, so he said he wanted to do it face-to-face.”

      “Do it,” Tia snickers as Layla opens the door for us.

      “There truly is a twelve-year-old boy inhabiting you, isn’t there?” I ask.

      Layla waves for attention. “Hello? I can be perverted too.”

      “I’m well aware. But you’re not as bad as her.”

      “I guess that gives me goals, then,” Layla says dryly as we walk into the café.

      I glance around at the simple decor—dark reds and golds with a few sparse flourishes, like teapots with curved handles, and soft music to set the mood—then say hello to the woman at the counter. “This place looks great.”

      “Thanks. We just opened a few weeks ago. Let me know when you’re ready,” the waitress says, then steps aside and presses some buttons that make the spaceship-like coffee machine whir to life.

      As I consider the options on the menu above the counter, even though I’ve memorized it from the website, I notice Tia studying me like I’m a science experiment.

      “Is there something on my face?”

      Her dark-brown eyes lock intensely with mine. “Wear your red blouse,” she pronounces decisively. “The cap-sleeve one with the black pearl buttons.”

      “It’s an interview, not a date,” I say, like she’s suggested something crazy.

      Tia laughs. “Duh, that’s why I’m telling you to wear the red one. It’s professional.”

      Then she cocks her head and studies me again, and Layla joins her in staring as if she can see right through me, the way best friends can. “You’re blushing,” Tia says with a hum of satisfaction.

      Layla cackles, pointing at me. “You have a crush on Holden ‘Arms of Steel’ Kingsley.”

      “I do not,” I say, vigorously denying the accusation. I don’t have a thing for an athlete, and the heat rushing to my face is not a blush. That’d be ridiculous.

      Tia shoots me an I caught you grin. “Are you sure? Because that pink in your cheeks seems to say you’re getting a little hot and bothered thinking of a certain ballplayer.” She glances around and then lowers her voice. “Do you think he might be the one?”

      My eyes pop, and I stare at her, aghast. “He’s certainly not the one,” I whisper vehemently.

      “But, if you like guys,” Layla says, “he’s an appealing option for punching your V card, right?”

      Oh, hell no.

      That’s not happening.

      For a ton of reasons.

      I shush them frantically and mime zipping my lips. We are going to shut the hell up about my V card in this public place. “It’s an interview for my podcast,” I murmur as low as I can. “Not for the job of chief deflowering executive.”

      “Maybe not yet,” Layla says.

      “He definitely seems like your type,” Tia adds. “Why wait for love when you could just get under that smoking-hot bod?”

      “I can’t take you two anywhere,” I say, tossing up my hands in defeat.

      “That is true,” Layla adds, “but we’re glad you brought us here for half-price fries.”

      We order said fries, along with the hummus and baba ghanoush plate to split, and find a table.

      Once we sit down, Layla drops the teasing tone. “This could really be your big break.”

      “I know.” I flush, proud that I didn’t need to call in favors from Dad to do it. “A break I need. Some of us aren’t going on to play professional volleyball.”

      “Sì, this is true,” Tia says, laying on a heavy Italian accent, since Layla’s been recruited to play in the land of pasta and Renaissance art next year.

      “Listen,” Layla says, softening and patting my hand. “I was just having fun about him being the one. I know that’s important to you, and I know, too, that this interview is an awesome career thing.”

      “Certifiably awesome,” Tia agrees, adjusting her bandana. “But it doesn’t change the fact that he is smoking hot—if you’re into that whole tall, dark, handsome, tatted, and athletic look. And who isn’t?”

      Layla raises her hand, sarcastically poker-faced. “But if you like muscles—and we know a certain someone does . . .” She trails off, pitching up at the end to egg me on. “Admit it. He’s so your type.”

      The heat returns to my cheeks. “I don’t have a type.”

      That’s mostly true.

      In high school, I dated one guy, and he was the class clown. He made me laugh, plus he was taller than I was. In college, I went out once with a science geek, twice with an exchange student from Greece, and three times with a history major who was uber-intellectual.

      They all had one thing in common.

      None of them had sex with me.

      Call me old-fashioned, but I want sex to mean something.

      They also had another thing in common—none were jocks. I’ve avoided athletes entirely.

      So, sure, I can appreciate a firm AF physique, but I can’t imagine that Holden Kingsley is even my speed.
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      The first time I fell in love was with volleyball.

      I’ve always been good at the sport. A natural, even.

      But I also knew that college was as far as I was going to go. But something else, something more, came of my love of the game—a love of other sports and a voracious hunger to learn everything about them.

      Their history, their opportunities, their place in the sporting pantheon . . .

      I became a sports scholar as well as a sports lover, and that has served me well in my strategy for the future.

      Planning ahead is something I learned from my mom, along with some other gems.

      Don’t forget to send a thank-you card.

      The answer is always no till you ask.

      And then this one: know your limits.

      She learned that from experience, and I did too, right along with her.

      That’s why I’ve been so goal-oriented since I stepped foot on campus. The podcast is part of that.

      And so, the next week I take Tia’s advice.

      Buttoning up the short-sleeved red blouse with the cute black pearl buttons, I consider my reflection in the bathroom mirror.

      The blouse is professional enough, but also it doesn’t make me look like I’m playing dress-up. I look like who I am—a college woman who takes herself seriously, but who isn’t pretending she’s at the helm of a news desk already.

      I pair the blouse with jeans, then slide on flats.

      There.

      I look dressy, but casual too.

      Trouble is my hair.

      I can’t decide what to do with it.

      I snap a selfie and send it to my BFF for life. Grant and I grew up on the same block, and since our grandmas were besties, naturally we were too. Grant is also the catcher for the San Francisco Cougars, the team we rooted for religiously in high school.

      

      
        
        Reese: Should I wear my hair up or down?

      

        

      
        Grant: Did you really just ask me for fashion advice?

      

        

      
        Reese: I come to you for advice on literally everything and have since I was five. And you’ve given me hair advice before, so don’t act so surprised!

      

        

      
        Grant: I’ll tell you what I always do—wear it down. Straight guys like it down.

      

        

      
        Reese: This is for a podcast interview!

      

        

      
        Grant: My bad. I thought you were going on a date. Who is the interview with?

      

        

      
        Reese: You might know him. Holden Kingsley. Plays for the LA Bandits.

      

        

      
        Grant: Damn, woman! Of course I know him. He better give you a good interview. If he doesn’t, he has me to answer to.

      

        

      
        Reese: You’re so weirdly protective.

      

        

      
        Grant: You’re so weirdly like a sister to me.

      

        

      
        Reese: You’re my weird sorta brother.

      

        

      
        Grant: True. And everyone in your life better be good to you.

      

      

      

      Laughing, I close the text thread, figuring it’s best to keep the interview details to myself, just in case Holden turns out to be rude or unhelpful. I can only imagine how that’d irk my buddy.

      Leaving my hair down, I exit my apartment to head to Helen Williams Hall, the marketing and communications department building, where Holden’s roundtable discussion is taking place.

      Along the way, I think about Tia and Layla’s teasing last week.

      I do not have a thing for Holden. How could I? I’ve never met him.

      I’m picky with men. The world’s most overprotective father trained me to keep them out of my pants, but it was my mother’s advice that had more influence on that. She told me it’s best to wait for someone special to me.

      So, I’ve waited, and I’m fine with that. I want to know someone, care for someone—hell, I want to love someone—before I let him into my body.

      Nothing wrong with that, as far as I can tell.

      When I arrive at the building, my nerves clamor at me, but I shut them down. This interview is a vital step on the ladder of my goals, but I can handle it. I’ve made a plan, outlined my questions. And thanks to years of playing sports and hosting interviews, I have plenty of poise and chutzpah.

      But when I enter the auditorium, all that falls to the wayside. No planning or poise could prepare me for how charismatic Holden Kingsley is in person.

      I spot the Bandits second baseman onstage, answering one of the moderator’s questions—forest-green eyes, thick dark hair, and a smile that lights up the room as he talks. He’s wearing a navy-blue button-down shirt, rolled up once at the cuffs. Casual, but still well-dressed.

      When the session ends, he scans the auditorium, and his eyes meet mine where I’m sitting in the front row.

      He lingers for a beat, maybe more, that gaze taking a leisurely stroll up and down my frame. There’s something in that look—the first tantalizing flickers of pleasure, the promise of moments to come, of kisses, of touches . . .

      Or maybe I’m reading too much into one hot gaze.

      He steps off the stage, strides up to me, and offers a big hand. “You must be Reese Fallon.”

      There aren’t enough nets in the world to catch all the butterflies fluttering inside me right now.

      I’m pretty sure that Holden Kingsley is precisely my type of guy.
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      I’m not immune to pretty women. I’ve never pretended or wanted to be.

      The thing is, though, women—especially the brainy, confident, and beautiful ones—are a temptation, and temptation gets in the way of things like, say, winning.

      If not winning, then doing my best every single day.

      That’s what I need to do to achieve everything I’ve dreamed of. Not just for me, but for my family.

      As I head down the steps and off the stage, I spot a woman I recognize instantly from her picture on the podcast web page. Once I lock eyes with her—a pair of eyes so light blue and pure they’re like crystal—I try to activate my defenses.

      Don’t be lured by her gorgeous looks.

      Don’t get sucked into the vortex of those cheekbones, that thick blonde hair, those bow-shaped lips, all red and cherry-ripe.

      Women are distracting.

      Focus on the plan, the schedule you made for today.

      Do the interview. Snag a workout. Go to bed early. Catch the morning flight to Dallas and crush the ever-loving hell out of the Texas Scoundrels in a three-game series.

      That’s what I’m going to do.

      But after I check her out. She’s just too beautiful not to appreciate.

      When I reach her, I flash my most professional, headshot-worthy grin, then extend a hand. “You must be Reese Fallon.”

      She gives me a firm, confident handshake. “And you must be—wait, let me guess—Holden Kingsley.”

      “Damn good intuition there.”

      “It kicks in now and then,” she says, much more self-assured than I’d have expected from a college student. Then again, she’s a senior, and I was pretty confident when I was finishing up three years ago too.

      She nods toward the stage, empty now as the other speakers mill about, chatting with audience members. “Did you enjoy your roundtable?”

      I crook a grin. “I did, but there was no table. What’s the deal with that?”

      Her mouth falls open in faux outrage, and lips-wide-open is a damn good look on her.

      Don’t get distracted, Kingsley.

      “That is so deceptive,” she says, parking her hands on her hips with a tsk of indignation. “Who hosts a roundtable without a table?”

      “Right? That’s what I thought.” I like this vibe—easygoing and as satisfying as catching a lazy pop fly. We’ll chat, we’ll make harmless small talk, then I’ll be on my way.

      “I hope you were able to roll with it,” she says.

      I shrug. “That kind of stuff can throw other men off their game. Not this guy.”

      A twinkle of mischief flickers in those blue eyes. “So you were able to handle that . . . curveball?”

      I groan at the pun, but then shake my head and say, “Well-played.”

      She gestures to the auditorium exit, starting us on our way up past the seats, her tone turning more professional. “The media rooms in Spark are great for interviews. I thought we could do the sit-down for the podcast in one of the soundproof booths before we do the walk-around portion of it?”

      “That sounds fantastic. No curveballs there,” I say, adding a wink. Because why not?

      “And you are adept at connecting with curveballs,” she says.

      The woman knows the kind of pitches I can hit? Damn. That is impressive. “Seems you’ve done your homework.”

      She gives a casual shrug and a bright smile, then rattles off some of my minor league stats and then my major league ones. “I know a thing or two about baseball,” she adds.

      That makes her even more appealing.

      No surprise there, since I’m a sucker for women who dig sports. No surprise, since my world and my goals revolve around them. Still, it’s hot as hell when a woman knows the difference between finding a gap in the outfield and finding a hole in the infield.

      I could start a list of all the ways she appeals—confidence, smarts, and a stunning face, and it’s only been five minutes—but best to stay in the charming zone. Easy in, easy out.

      As we cross the building’s foyer, I lower my voice and lean in slightly. “Confession: I study the opposing team and practice hitting what they’re likely to throw to me. So let’s hope that reputation continues.” I rap my knuckles on the door before I open it, dropping us onto the quad. “Knock on wood.”

      With a curious glint in those crystal irises, she asks, “Are you superstitious, Holden?”

      “Hey! If you start your questions now, what will we do for the actual interview?”

      “I’ll ask again, but you’ll be ready,” she says as we fall into quick matching step, walking across campus.

      I take a beat, unable to resist. “I’m always ready,” I say.

      “That’s . . . a very good skill,” she says, a flicker of delight in those ice-blue eyes. “I’ve been reading up on you, but there’s not a ton of material out there about you—just you as a guy. You don’t do that many interviews, do you?”

      “New guy,” I say, tapping my chest. “I kept my head down last season. I was a rookie who didn’t want to make rookie mistakes with the press. And this year, I haven’t been asked to do that many.”

      “Is that why you said yes to mine? Because you aren’t asked a lot?”

      Her questions are so straightforward that I don’t reach for the usual tricks I’ve learned from publicists—smile, nod, give generic “just want to help the team” answers. I’m digging her style as we walk and talk. “I said yes because I was damn impressed that you reached out directly to me. I like that. And because I know what it’s like to work that little bit harder to get what you want. To ask for what you need from professors or your coach.” She bristles at that, but I keep going. “For me, it was to ask for extra practice. To start early or work late. Or both.”

      She leans a little closer, almost like she’s going to bump her shoulder with mine. “Stop saying all your good stuff now, or we’re not going to have anything left for the interview.”

      I’m tempted to nudge her elbow in response. To throw a crooked grin her way. “But I thought we were just practicing? That you liked preparation too?”

      My tone is way more flirtatious than I expected.

      But there it is. So be it.

      A sliver of a smile touches her lips. “Maybe I do. I suppose this is like a dress rehearsal?”

      “Exactly. We’ll be so damn ready when we get into that soundproof booth.” I swear I’m not trying to sound flirty, but it comes out like that anyway.

      Probably because I want to flirt with her.

      I’d say it was a bad idea—distractions and all that—but, hey, one interview won’t last too long. Might as well have fun for the next hour. It won’t derail my plans for the day.

      “You sure seem ready, Reese. Knowing my stats and whatnot,” I say.

      “I’ve done so much homework on you, I think I know your shoe size,” she says, and an appreciative rumble works its way up my chest.

      Shoe size is innocent, but also . . . not.

      Does she realize we’re both playing with the fire of innuendo?

      She flashes a grin at me, and that sexy smile is dashed with something extra, something a bit spicier than that confidence I saw in the auditorium. Yep, it’s flirtation, and I like the look of it. I like it too, though, when she turns more serious, meeting my gaze and holding it earnestly. “Thank you for taking time to do this interview, Holden. It means a lot to me.”

      “It’s my pleasure.” We walk past trees bursting with cherry blossoms; Spark Hall looms fifty feet away. “Plus, I was impressed that you wrote. Like I said, it takes a lot of guts just to reach out to someone and say what you want.”

      “So, you saw yourself reflected back at you?” she asks with a knowing grin.

      This woman, she can read between all sorts of lines, the way she seems to understand people, their motivations.

      Yet another mark in the appealing column.

      She has too many for my peace of mind.

      “That’s fair to say,” I answer as I open the door, gesturing for her to go in first. “I appreciate you doing your homework.”

      “I try to be a self-made woman,” she says.

      “That’s why I said yes right away.”

      “I’m so glad you did.”

      “Me too.” The truth of that hits me in the solar plexus. It’s not just a polite response—I’m genuinely glad to be here talking with her.

      Five minutes in, and I already have the hots for this woman.

      Good thing I’ll be gone soon.

      She smiles a thank-you back at me. Then we head down a corridor of media rooms and soundproof booths. She opens the door to one, and I follow her in, where she settles at the desk, unzipping her fire-engine-red messenger bag. It’s the same color as her blouse. The same color as her lips.

      Her lush, full lips.

      My throat goes dry as I stare at her sensual mouth while she takes out her laptop. A flicker of heat travels across my skin.

      “You like red.” It’s the height of obviousness, and my voice dropped a little lower. I hope neither of those things gives me away.

      She looks up from her laptop screen, her eyes cutting to mine. “I call it my power color.”

      And I’m all sorts of intrigued. “Why is that?”

      “A woman in sports needs a locus of power,” she says, sure of herself, a trait that’s a crazy turn-on.

      Seems everything about her is a turn-on to me.

      I wiggle my fingers. “All right. I need to know about this power philosophy.”

      She gives an easy shrug, chased by a smile. “It’s a male-dominated field. We need to stay strong. There aren’t as many of us.” She says it matter-of-factly, but clearly, she’s thought this through.

      “This is something you take quite seriously,” I say.

      “I do.” She plucks at the fabric of her shirt. “I like red. It makes me feel confident,” she says, then laughs self-deprecatingly, pointing at me. “Now I’m revealing all my secrets to you, Holden. I’d better be careful, or I’ll tell you everything.”

      Ah, hell. She’s got me in her thrall, and I don’t want to be anyplace else right now. Fuck resistance. “Maybe I want to know everything.”

      She nibbles on the corner of her red lips, and I stifle a groan. “Starting with?” she asks.

      Swallowing roughly, I try to form words. Words that aren’t How do you like to be kissed?

      I scan the desk for a diversion and spot a photo of Reese and two women on her laptop background. One is Black; one is Asian. “Your friends?”

      “That’s Layla and Tia. We met freshman year on the volleyball team. Layla is going to Italy to play professionally. She’s practically as tall as you,” she says. She points to the woman with the sleek black hair. “Tia is a psych major. She said I should wear red today.”

      “Because it’s your power color?”

      “Yes, and she said it looked professional,” she says, handing me a pair of headphones.

      I try to glance away, but hell, we’re talking about how she looks. “You do. Look professional,” I say, trying to steer this conversation that’s wiggling away from me. “And I think it’s even better that you figured out what you need and want to succeed in this field. I like that you use red. It’s like you’ve weaponized a color.”

      There. That’s professional.

      At least, I think it is.

      As she clicks on a software program, she purses her lips together, then almost—maybe subtly, or maybe not—presses them together then releases them, like she’s blowing a kiss. “I have.”

      My breath hitches. I clench my jaw and swallow a groan, like that’ll hide how much I want to taste her red lipstick, kiss her lips.

      I try to focus, pulling on the headphones as she does the same. She sets up mics, then says, “Are you ready, Holden Kingsley?”

      My name on her cherry-red lips sounds dangerously good, like she’s weaponizing my name. Hell, she can use it against me anytime.

      The plan, man. Stick to the plan. Do the interview and only the interview.

      I slap on my game face, square my shoulders, and dig in like I’m at the plate. “I’m always ready,” I say.

      They feel like famous last words.

      She counts down. “Three, two, one . . . Hey there, sports fans. I’m your host, Reese Fallon, with another deep-dive interview into sports, the business of it, and the personalities behind it. Today, I have a very special guest—second baseman for the Los Angeles Bandits, Holden Kingsley, who also happens to be an alum of our very own university. Thank you so much, Holden, for coming here today. I’m ecstatic to have you as a guest.”

      Ignore the innuendo. All of it. Doesn’t mean anything.

      “I assure you, the ecstasy goes both ways,” I say. And wow. Fuck. That was dirty, and I need to remember I’m not on a date.

      “Ecstasy abounds here on my show,” she says with a smile that’s borderline naughty. Then she dives into the questions, asking about my sophomore season so far, the biggest challenges, what pitcher has the nastiest stuff, my first baseball memory, the best coach I’ve worked with, and what the sport means to me.

      “Baseball means everything,” I say, speaking from the heart. “I have the chance to do the thing I love most, and I hope to take care of my family. When I was growing up in Seattle, my mom and dad rearranged their lives for me, making sure I made it to every practice, every game. They made everything possible, and I want to live up to their trust and faith in me.”

      She sets a hand on her heart. “I love your honesty. I can hear it in your voice. And thank you for saying that. Some celebrities can be all about the fame and forget the people. Saying you owe it to your family—that’s what a lot of young athletes need to hear.”

      “I couldn’t have done it without them, so it’s the truth and nothing but.”

      “Now, final question—since you grew up in Seattle, I have to ask this. What’s your favorite coffee drink?”

      That’s easy. “Cortado,” I say.

      “I’m a macchiato person myself, but I’m down with a cortado.”

      “Good to know,” I say.

      See, we’re coffee buddies now.

      I’m hardly thinking about those gorgeous lips anymore.

      Well, not much.

      She turns back to the mic. “You heard it here first. If you ever run into this guy at your local coffee shop, buy him a cortado.”

      She clicks off the mic and pulls off her headphones. As I remove mine, I observe, “You interview like a pro. Is that what you want to do? As a career?”

      I’m fascinated with Reese “I Weaponize Red” Fallon, even more so after the interview.

      “No, actually, I don’t.”

      I’m genuinely surprised. “You don’t? You’re a natural.”

      “Don’t get me wrong. I love the podcast, and I definitely want to keep doing it. I’ve always wanted to do my own thing with sports,” she says as she slides her laptop back into her bag. “But mostly, I started it because I want to gain experience with media. I want to work in nonprofits that advocate for athletes who don’t have the same opportunities as others. Female athletes in some cases. Athletes with special needs, or with disabilities, and especially LGBTQ athletes. I have a lot of friends who play sports and are queer, and who you love should never limit your career or advancement. It shouldn’t be a thing at all,” she says, obviously passionate about the subject.

      She’s smart, sexy, and has a big heart?

      I might as well throw in the towel.

      Plus, I agree with her. “I’m glad the major leagues are making strides in acceptance. It’s great to play alongside out athletes. And I think it's terrific that you want to make it your career," I say.

      “Well, I love sports,” she says with a grin. “I’ve played volleyball my whole life. It’s given me my closest friends, the chance to go to this school, and some hard-won truths about winning, losing, and dealing with it. Athletics can give you so many tools and skills in life. So I think what I really want to do is sports marketing or advocacy with an outreach angle.” 

      Hot damn, this woman has her shit together. If I’m not careful, I might fall for her in the span of an hour.

      “So, the podcast is a vehicle for that,” I say.

      “Absolutely. It’s a chance for me to gain experience and make a name for myself. I interviewed an athlete in Spanish and English once, and that interview had a ton of downloads.”

      “You speak Spanish too.”

      “Double major,” she says, with a twinkle of well-earned pride.

      I shake my head, impressed. “You’ve really got it together. Will you miss volleyball?”

      “We had our final game last week.” Her voice goes all wistful at the end, her eyes a little dreamy. “I’ll miss it, but I’ll keep playing. For fun. With friends.” She angles her head to study me as she asks, “Do you think you would play baseball if you weren’t playing professionally?”

      I mime stabbing my chest. “Way to wound me, Reese, making me consider a reality so horrible.”

      “I’m so cruel.” She pats me on the thigh. It’s a fun, playful gesture, but it’s also incredibly flirty.

      My eyes drift down to her hand. Maybe she’ll keep it there, but nope, it’s a quick move, and it ends too soon.

      “But you don’t have to think about that,” she adds.

      I wipe my hand across my forehead. “Thank God.”

      I’m enjoying her too much to stick with my get in, get out plan. I’m glad we have the walk-and-talk part of the interview left, but I don’t know if that will be enough. I don’t want the part of my day assigned to Reese to end.

      Time to upend my own damn schedule.

      Besides, one day won’t distract me from my goals.

      Hell, I spent my entire rookie season with blinders on, lasered in on the game. Now it’s my second year in the majors, but I’m still all about the focus. This afternoon is a reprieve from the eat, sleep, breathe round-the-clockness of pro ball.

      I want to devour this afternoon with her.

      “You ready to do the walk-around-campus thing so you can show me all your favorite places here and share your favorite memories?” she asks.

      I flash her a grin, feeling it deep inside my soul. “I’d be ecstatic to show you everything.”

      A faint blush crawls across her cheeks, a sexy splash of pink. “Let’s do it, Holden.”

      Yeah, she gives good banter too.

      Already today is shaping up to be one of my favorite memories of this place.

      That was not in the plan at all.

      But it is absolutely in the chemistry.
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      The man has a mouth for innuendo and lips made for dirty talk. Words seem to fall from his tongue laced with seduction.

      And I can’t not give him a hard time about the particular word he just used.

      “Ecstasy?” I say as we leave the media booth. “Is that your favorite word now?”

      “Seems it’s yours,” he counters.

      “I did start it,” I admit.

      “And I continued it. So, apparently, for today, it is my favorite word,” he says, all playful.

      “Do you think listeners will know you kind of blushed when you said it there at the start of the interview?”

      “I did not blush,” he says, like he’s highly affronted.

      I shoot him a doubtful look. “You’re kind of blushing now too.” He’s so easy to tease. Maybe because he seems to love the push-pull, the back-and-forth.

      “I don’t blush,” he insists, lifting his chin, handsome even when indignant.

      I laugh, admitting the truth. “I know. It’s ridiculously fun—and easy—to tease you.”

      “And you seem to be ridiculously good at it, Reese,” he says in a low rumble that rolls down my spine, slow and lazy, leaving heat in its wake.

      We near the exit, and he swings the door open for me then holds out his arm, saying ladies first.

      “Such a gentleman,” I remark.

      He narrows his eyes and says as I pass, “Not always.”

      My breath catches, and there’s a part of me—an aching, hungry part—that wants to grab hold of that remark. To clutch it against my breasts and ask when he’s not a gentleman, whether he’s a bossy guy at times.

      A kick of possibility intrigues me. Is that my type of guy? Do I want a potent combination of charming, kind, and bossy? Do I like gentlemen who flirt by day and go rough at night? I wish I knew. I wish I’d have the chance to know Holden so much better.

      When he speaks again, he’s gone back to lightly, irresistibly provocative. “Or maybe it’s not my favorite word, just the right word. Maybe I was truly ecstatic.”

      Was he? Ecstatic? And what’s he like, then, when he is lost in the throes of ecstasy?

      I shouldn’t be thinking this.

      But it seems the dirty-thought train has left the station and I’ve booked a first-class ticket.

      “Were you really? Enjoying it that much?” I ask, my voice feathery.

      “I was,” he says in a low rasp. “I enjoyed talking to you very much.”

      “Same. Same for me.” He turns toward the quad, but I stop him with a hand on his arm. “Actually, we’re headed this way—”

      Oh, holy guns. That is one fine mountain of muscle right there.

      I am kind of a touchy person. And he doesn’t seem to mind that I’m touching him. But still, I drop my hand, reluctantly.

      I try to collect my thoughts, to narrow my focus to the task as we walk to the main building where I want to start. “I’m glad you’ve enjoyed the interview so far. I appreciate how open you were. You spoke honestly, it seemed. Some sports stars are so. . .  sanitized. Do you know what I mean?”

      He nods as if he knows exactly. “They all learned from the Crash Davis School of Public Relations?”

      I cock my head. “The minor league player who logged a record fifty doubles in one season with the Durham Bulls?”

      His jaw drops. “Tell me you’re showing off and you do realize I mean the main character in the greatest baseball movie ever.”

      I shrug, biting back a smile. I knew what he meant, but I was also showing off a little. “I haven’t seen that movie.”

      He brings his hand to his heart. “How can you call yourself a baseball fan, woman?”

      I give another casual shrug. “It’s kind of old. It’s from, what, the eighties?”

      “It’s a classic. I’ve seen it, and I’m not that much older than you.”

      “I figured you weren’t.” I know all his baseball stats; of course I know how old he is. But he seems to be emphasizing a point, one that I definitely get.

      “I’m twenty-five,” he says, and it comes out like an invitation, like he’s saying he’s just the right age for me.

      My skin prickles with the awareness that he’s telling me something, not for the interview, but for me alone. And maybe he’s asking something too.

      “I’m twenty-two,” I offer, letting him know I might be in college, but I’m well above legal in every single way. Besides, I graduate in a week.

      His heated gaze lingers on me. “Good to know.”

      “Is it? Good to know?” I ask, all breathy, my skin tingling from his tone, his words, his confident gaze that travels up and down my body.

      “So very good to know,” he says.

      We’ve paused in our walk, and before the moment veers too far into dangerous territory, I shift back into motion and back to the topic of the movie, trying to keep this interview professional. Mostly. “So, this old movie. Tell me about it.”

      He rolls his eyes. “Old movie, my ass,” he mumbles, like I’m just too much. He clears his throat. “In the flick, Crash Davis is teaching the new pitcher how to interact with reporters. All you have to say is this: ‘I’m just happy to be here. Hope I can help the ball club. I just want to give it my best shot.’ It’s basically a bunch of platitudes.”

      I laugh. “Yes, you’re the opposite of Crash Davis. It was so refreshing to see that you’re so very . . . real.”

      A smile spreads across his face. His handsome, chiseled face. His stubbled jawline. His strong cheekbones. His piercing eyes. They’re the most arresting shade—forest green flecked with gold.

      But he’s so much more than a handsome face. So much more than a strong, firm, muscled frame.

      Holden Kingsley is not what I expected. Yes, I expected the intensity. But I didn’t anticipate he’d be charming, clever, passionate, and . . . interested.

      The second that word touches down in my brain, I can’t stop thinking it.

      He seems interested.

      Incredibly interested.

      As interested as I am.

      Another spark of pleasure ignites in my chest.

      A dangerous, tempting spark.

      That’s a sign that I should focus on the interview. So I grab my podcast recorder, turn it on, then I say, “Now it’s time for my favorite part of the show.”

      He rubs his hands together. “Lay it on me,” he says, all eager and ready to go.

      “Lay it on?” I quirk a brow.

      He shoots me a don’t give me a hard time look. “I didn’t mean any innuendo by that, I swear,” he says, holding up his hands.

      “I’ll let it go just this once,” I say, because I do want him to be lacing innuendo in his words.

      I like his innuendo.

      His flirting.

      His whole confident but friendly vibe. He’s just my style, and I didn’t realize I’d be into a guy like him till now. But I am. Oh hell, am I ever.

      “Let’s talk about your favorite places on campus,” I say.
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      We roam around campus for the next hour, laughing, joking, talking. Holden goes wistful at times, telling me about some of the classes he took, the escapades he and his friends got into, the games he won and lost. It’s a blast traveling down memory lane with him.

      “Coming here is almost like a class reunion for you, isn’t it?” I ask.

      “Hey, it’s not even my five-year one. Don’t age me up yet, Reese,” he teases.

      We’ve ended the tour on the steps of the history building, where we linger, taking a seat while I put the equipment away in my messenger bag.

      “Don’t worry. I heard you when you said you were twenty-five,” I volley, my skin tingling. Those forest-green eyes of his pin me for a hot second, then another one, then a few more. He licks his lips, tilts his head, seems to run his gaze over my face.

      “I’m only saying that because I want to make the most of my years in baseball,” he says.

      “I’ve no doubt you will. I can’t wait to see one of your Bandits games.”

      His eyes glint. “I’d love to see you in the stands.”

      “I’ll be there,” I say, as I stow my headphones then zip my bag.

      This is the moment when the day should end. The sun is fading into the early evening. Our work is over. He’s free to go.

      But he’s not moving.

      Nor am I.

      We’re sitting like couples do all over campus—stretched out together on building steps, hanging out in nooks in the library.

      That’s how this feels.

      Like a guy and a gal grabbing time together and wanting more.

      The air between us is charged. Atoms and ions vibrate between us.

      “Did you love it here?” I ask. I want this time to keep unfurling.

      “I did. I was here on scholarship, so I busted my ass, but I did my best to have fun and love it. They say college is the best four years of your life. Or however many,” he says with a shrug, pressing his palms behind him on the steps, long legs stretched out.

      “Right. You finished in three so you could go into the draft earlier.”

      “Sports favor the young, so I did summer school to graduate sooner. So I guess I should say, the best three years of your life.”

      “Do you believe that? Doesn’t sound like you do.”

      His lips curve up in a deliciously dirty grin. “I don’t know. I’m pretty happy right now.”

      His eyes hold mine, and his gaze makes my stomach pirouette.

      His smile goes to my head, makes me all hazy and breathless.

      I’m pretty sure he’s not talking about life in the majors. I’m pretty sure he means this second, this moment, the two of us.

      That this connection is making him happy.

      “Me too,” I say under my breath. Anticipation zaps through my body, turning me warm and buzzy everywhere.

      “And you, Reese? What was your favorite part of college?” Holden asks.

      “My friends. The opportunities. And what I’m doing right now,” I say, feeling daring with him. I want to squeeze as much yumminess from this time with him as I can.

      It’s only been one day. Less than a day. I feel the ticking of the clock and know this interlude is ending soon.

      His lips curve up in a crooked grin. “Is that so?”

      My chest flips, a warm, shimmery sensation rushing through me. “I’m happy right now.”

      He sighs, and I tense, dreading what it means. I’m too aware of the sun taunting us as it brings the curtain down on today. “Do you have to go?”

      Please say no.

      His tone is soft, his hand sliding closer on the concrete until his fingers are inches away from mine. “I don’t want to,” he whispers.

      “I don’t want you to either,” I say.

      This interview has veered so quickly away from professional, but I don’t care. I want all the next things with him as his eyes search my face.

      I melt into a puddle of hope. I’m hoping so hard for a kiss. Longing so desperately for him to sweep his lips across mine.

      His hand moves a little closer, and I do the same until soon our pinkies hook around each other. Jolts of pleasure burst inside my body. Sparks lick across my skin.

      On the steps of the history building, my hand touching his, his touching mine, he dips his head closer as he asks, “Would you like to have dinner with me, Reese?”

      His voice betrays his nerves a bit, enough that I can tell this isn’t his norm. He doesn’t ask out every woman he meets, talks to, interviews with.

      At least, I hope not.

      “I would love to,” I say. Then I lick my lips and go for broke. “But I’d also really like to . . .”

      He threads his fingers through mine, squeezes them more tightly, then dips his face closer and closer to finish the thought. “To kiss?”

      My answer comes out in a breathy, lust-drenched whisper. “Yes.”

      Electricity crackles between us as Holden inches closer.

      Stops.

      Holds my gaze.

      I swallow, my throat dry. I long to taste his mouth, to know if he’s salty-sweet. He leans in closer, and my breath shallows as my chest squeezes.

      Once again, he halts.

      My heartbeat staggers, and I ache everywhere.

      Please kiss me.

      He lifts a hand, hovering it close to my face, and I’m trapped in suspended anticipation, caught in a heady, teasing snare.

      I half want to stay here, in this limbo between the prospect of a kiss and the kiss itself. But I desperately crave the contact. Crave it like I’ve never craved a kiss before.

      His thumb makes contact with my jawline. Slow. Agonizingly slow and deliciously tender. Leaning into his hand, I nearly combust. A throaty gasp escapes my lips.

      My God, who is this man who can turn me inside out with barely a touch? I’m sparkling, lit up like a carnival game going wild for the winner.

      His thumb skims along my face, all while his green-eyed gaze darkens, turns hotter as he stares at me, then stares harder at my lips.

      He moves closer again. His lips are dangerously near. I part mine, waiting, hoping.

      Longing.

      It pulls me into his sexual orbit, my skin humming.

      I can’t take it anymore. I need his touch. Now. “Kiss me, please,” I whisper, almost begging.

      Pretty sure he wanted me to plead, since his mouth crooks up in a grin. “Since you asked so nicely,” he says in a sultry tone that makes my libido sing. We’re talking crawl across the baby grand, grab the mic, and croon a torch song.

      At last, at long last, Holden brushes his lips to mine.

      My breath catches, and my world tunnels to this moment, this touch. Nothing exists but the way he makes me feel. Sparks burst inside every cell, taking me hostage as his confident lips travel over mine.

      He’s gentle but determined, exploring the terrain of my mouth like he’s mapping me with his desire.

      My stomach swoops with every millimeter, every inch. Melting takes on a whole new meaning as all my cells go hot, as if I’m glowing like an incandescent lamp.

      Maybe I am.

      He kisses me that way—like he can light me up from head to toe, like he can ignite every molecule. His hands get in on the action too, as he slides his thumb more roughly along my jaw, possessively, even. One big hand cups my cheek, holding me in place.

      All that anticipation crests, then careens down, rushing into full-blown desire, blasting into a new kind of need, here on the steps of the history building, under a canopy of trees, the sun dipping in the sky.

      What have I become?

      I’ve gone from a professional, focused woman to turn-me-inside-out Reese.

      With one daring kiss.

      Holden doesn’t let go. His hand slides into my hair, his strong fingers threading through my strands as his mouth discovers how I like to be kissed.

      As I discover it too.

      At the same time, we’re learning . . . me.

      He’s tender in his touch but somehow commanding too, like he knows my after-dark dreams and wants to fulfill them.

      And maybe he alone can.

      I’m sure I’m reading too much into one kiss.

      But then, I’ve never had a kiss like this before, one that reverberates in my marrow, that scrambles every thought.

      It’s a kiss that doesn’t stop.

      Instead, he changes tempo. He slows the pace, kissing slow and hot and deep. Then he shifts, gliding his mouth along my jawline, to my neck, to my ear, and I’m utterly lost.

      Lost in the thrill of the best kiss in the world. His hands rope into my hair, his lips travel over my face, and his sexy sighs fill my ears.

      “Holden,” I murmur, and his name is like melting chocolate on my tongue.

      “Mmm.” That’s his response. Just a long, sexy hum as he flicks the tip of his tongue along the shell of my ear.

      Tugging my earlobe between his teeth, he nips, biting down. For a second, I tense everywhere as a sharp pain blooms, but then it dissipates into a delicious, dizzying sensation.

      He breaks the kiss, pulls back, and sweeps his gaze over me. His eyes are dark, glimmering with satisfaction and the promise of more pleasure. “So . . . want dinner?”

      Dinner?

      No.

      I. Want. Him.

      Fuck food.

      I want Holden Kingsley with a wild kind of desperation.

      I want him more than I’ve ever wanted anyone.

      Maybe I don’t need to be in love.

      Maybe I don’t need to be in a serious relationship. Maybe I simply needed to meet the right guy at the right time.

      Because I feel ready. So damn ready.

      But should I tell him? Should I let him know I’m dying to experience things with him I’ve never felt before? That his kissing has unlocked a fervent wish in me? That, after twenty-two years and counting, I’m considering throwing in the towel tonight, if he’ll have me.

      Curiosity has taken the wheel.

      If he can kiss like that, I’m dying to know how he makes love.

      Do I say that to him?

      Should I say that?

      That’s probably too much, too soon.

      I need to think about what to say, how to ask for what I truly want.

      Or whether I should say anything at all.

      I lean in close, feeling as bold as I did when I asked him for the interview. “I would love to have dinner now.”

      Can he hear the subtext in my voice?

      He growls, and that’s close enough to a yes for me.
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      This was not in the plan.

      But I’m writing a new one for the next few hours.

      Instead of returning to my hotel room, studying up on the Texas Scoundrels starting pitcher, then hitting the sack early, I’m going to enjoy the hell out of this time with the most captivating woman I’ve ever met.

      Even though a nagging voice in the back of my mind warns that I should resist her—because I don’t do hookups, and this can’t go anywhere.

      But I want it to.

      Oh hell, do I want it to.

      That’s unexpected; I didn’t think I wanted anything more than casual for a while. Not after the way my college girlfriend, Olivia, kicked me to the curb shortly after I was drafted to the minors in the unremarkable eighth round.

      We’d made plans to stay together after graduation, but her plan, it seemed, wasn’t to date a minor leaguer.

      A guy whose career was in flux.

      Translation: why the hell couldn’t I have scored a fat signing bonus in the first round?

      She walked away, and I vowed to focus on the game and only the game.

      But fuck the past.

      Screw plans.

      Here I am.

      All thanks to chemistry.

      Only, there’s more going on with Reese than that. This thing brewing between us isn’t merely about hormones. There’s a connection that makes me want to get to know her, to understand her.

      This attraction feels like a winning streak at the plate, and every good ballplayer knows the golden rule of the game—you don’t mess with a streak.

      You honor the hell out of it.

      So, we go to a nearby diner, an old-school one with green Formica counters and a sign beckoning in neon. “I loved this place when I went to school here.”

      She agrees. “It hits me right in my retro-loving side.”

      “Is that the side that’s wearing that red blouse?” I ask, my eyes swinging to her shirt.

      She runs her fingers over the black buttons, a thoroughly distracting move. “You recognize the style.”

      “You wear it well.”

      “Thank you. I have a thing for vintage tops, and retro diners, and also trendy new clothes and the hippest new eateries.”

      “So you like to hedge your bets. Make sure you’ve got a horse in every race.”

      She laughs too. “Apparently. Or maybe I’m just a woman of varied tastes.”

      “An excellent way to be,” I say.

      We grab a booth near the back. I order the Asian chicken salad and she opts for the Cobb, then we return the menus to their spot behind the napkin holder. “Now and then you gotta go for a salad—athlete habit, right?”

      With a sheepish grin, she shrugs. “Athlete habits die hard.”

      “No need for them to die. You’re still an athlete,” I point out. “You said you’ll always play volleyball.”

      “True. You’ll have to drag me kicking and screaming away from the court, so I’m all about greens, protein, and new cuisines. Except,” she says, lifting a finger, “I’ll always make an exception for fries.”

      “Ah, the universal french fry rule,” I say, adopting a wise man tone.

      “It’s the ultimate exemption.”

      “The grandfather clause of food.”

      “Thou shalt not resist fries.”

      “Wouldn’t that be a commandment?” I posit.

      “Of course. Fries are on a biblical level.” She shoots me a curious glance from under her sexy lashes before her gaze drifts down. There’s a hint of a secret there, maybe even shyness.

      She’s quiet for a beat, longer than I’ve heard from her. I tilt my head, trying to understand her. “Hey, Reese,” I whisper.

      She lifts her pretty face, and for a flash of a second, she’s all wide-eyed innocence.

      That expression slams into me.

      Whatever happens tonight, I realize I need to let her set the pace. I don’t want to forget that for an instant.

      “Yes?”

      “Are you okay?”

      She’s still for another moment, then her lips curve into a grin that lands this side of naughty. The innocence is all gone, erased in a heartbeat.

      “I’m very okay,” she says, a little breathy. “I’m having a great time. I had a great time on the steps too.”

      “What do you know? So did I.” I grin just thinking about the kiss that boggled my brain, that turned my temperature up to incinerator heat.

      She slides her elbows closer to my side of the table, looks left, looks right. Hardly anyone is here, but I get the sense she values privacy. “I think I can still feel your kiss.”

      A groan works its way up my chest. “Good. That’s how you should be kissed. So you don’t forget how it feels when my lips touch you.”

      “I don’t think I can or ever will.”

      I reach across the table, taking her hand in mine. “Don’t. Because I’m planning on kissing you again, Reese. A long, passionate good-night kiss that you’ll feel in your knees.”

      That hint of innocence flickers across her eyes once more, then it’s chased by heat. “I’ll hold you to it.”

      I’d like to hold her against me all night long.

      With my free hand, I scrub the back of my neck, blowing out a long stream of air. “If we keep talking about kissing, I won’t be able to focus on anything else. How to use a fork, where I keep my credit card, remembering my fucking name,” I say, and she grins wickedly. I clear my throat, shifting gears. “But I want to know you more too. What will you do when you graduate? Do you have a job lined up?”

      She holds up her right hand, her index and forefinger crossed. “I’m supposed to be getting a job offer this week in San Francisco. I’m from there, and my mom still lives there. It’s entry-level at a publicity firm that works with different charities. Not all the charities are sports-related, but it’s a decent start.”

      “That’s fantastic. I hope you lock that up,” I say, and I can’t believe the routine-centric portion of my brain is already whispering, San Francisco isn’t that far from Los Angeles. You could see her again during the season. Maybe date her.

      Then, my logical side says, Yeah, dipshit, and you’re on the road half the year. When are you going to fit in a long-distance girlfriend?

      I tell both those sides to fuck off because tonight isn’t about plans. It’s about here and now. That’s all that matters anyway. This out-of-this-world chemistry with Reese Fallon. “You’re close with your mom?” I continue.

      She beams. “Definitely. She’s great. She’s a nurse practitioner. I have an older sister too. Kelsey. She’s in San Diego, finishing her residency. She’s a doctor. So I’m the black sheep of the family.”

      I arch a skeptical brow. “Somehow I doubt that,” I say, then it registers—she didn’t mention a father. That might be a sore topic for many reasons. He might have passed on. He might not have been involved at all. “And is your dad around? In the picture? Out of the picture?”

      Her jaw ticks. Her eyes go hard. That seems to be answer enough. “He’s around, but . . .” She sighs, then smiles. “Let’s not talk about my dad.”

      “Fair enough,” I say, not wanting to press.

      “What about you? Are you close with your family? Your parents are still in Seattle?”

      “Yup. Where I grew up, where I live during the off-season. We all get along great. I have two little brothers. They give me a hard time about literally everything, but I love the knuckleheads. And my parents are both teachers. English and math.”

      “So you had no excuse to be bad at either subject.”

      I tap my nose. “Bingo. Homework first, then sports.”

      “Not a bad mantra. Seems to have worked out.”

      Our food arrives shortly. While we eat, Reese and I chat about my time in the minor leagues, about when I got called up. We discuss her favorite professor, my friends, her friends, and how awesome this diner that never changes is.

      When we finish, I glance at the time on my phone.

      “Do you need to go?” Her voice is pitched with nerves.

      “No. My flight is in the morning.”

      She dips her head again, and that demure look flickers across her face. “Are you shy, Reese?” I ask, teasing. “Reese who asked me to kiss her on the steps of the building where I learned all about early American history?”

      She laughs. “And do you remember all the details from History 101?”

      “Every single critical fact. But don’t try to distract me. Are you shy about something? Nervous?” I ask, stretching out my arm, swiping a lock of hair that hides her lovely eyes.

      “Do you think I’m shy?”

      I shake my head. “No, but I think you have something on your mind.”

      With a nibble on the corner of her lips, she nods almost imperceptibly. “I do.”

      Those two words latch onto my heart. They sound . . . worried, but also not.

      Like she’s concerned, but brave too.

      “Do you want me to go?”

      Her eyes widen, and she shakes her head in a second. “No. Please don’t go.”

      The tension in my chest eases, but that voice still asks, Are you doing this, man? Are you throwing your own rules by the wayside?

      That’s the question. After things with Olivia ended a few years ago, I’ve been devoutly single and intensely focused on baseball. I don’t mean single and swinging my dick around.

      I mean single and swinging the bat.

      I’ve dated here and there, but nothing that made me want a whole lot more. I haven’t been a monk, nor have I indulged in notching names on my bedpost.

      Something about Reese feels right though.

      Like maybe we could see each other again.

      Like maybe the whole long-distance thing isn’t a terrible idea.

      Maybe with her, I could make a new plan.

      I slide out of the booth, move over to her side, and scoot in next to her. Wrapping an arm around her, I run my hand over her shoulder. Playing with the strands of her hair, I whisper, “Good. Because I don’t want to go.”

      She shudders, her hand sliding up the front of my shirt. Her nimble touch heats my skin, and her voice turns me on as she says, “Good.” Locking her eyes with mine, she draws a breath, like she needs it for courage. “Holden?”

      My name on her lips seems to hold a myriad of questions in it, but also an answer.

      “Yes?” I ask, waiting, patiently waiting for whatever comes next.

      “I want you,” she says, and something about the way those words come out—fresh, vulnerable—makes me think it’s the first time she’s spoken them to a man.

      My God, they sound so enticing.

      So tempting.

      I’m a goner for her. “Reese,” I begin, laying it on the line. “I don’t do hookups.”

      “Oh,” she says, as if the floor dropped out from under her. “I’m—”

      I press a finger to her lips. “Let me finish.”

      “Okay.”

      I slide my fingers through her hair. “What I’m saying is I don’t do hookups because I don’t want one-time things. And that means I want to see you again. Beyond tonight.”

      She looks like I’ve just said I want to travel to Mars.

      On a space horse.

      “You . . . do?”

      “I do,” I say, getting fully in the saddle. “I think you’re fantastic. And maybe this sounds crazy. Maybe it sounds too soon, but I don’t care. I know what I want. I’d love to see you again. That’s not a line. It’s the God’s honest truth. You’re going to be working in San Francisco. I play in San Francisco a couple of times a year. And Los Angeles isn’t that far away,” I say, even though I’m only there during the season. “I’d love to see you again. Would you like to go out with me another time?”

      She looks like she’s about to rocket to the moon. “Yes. I want that. Yes. Absolutely. And yes.”

      I laugh softly. “You answered in threes.”

      “Just like you said yes in threes in your email.”

      “What can I say? I was eager.”

      She wiggles a brow. “Same here. For me. Right now.”

      I grin, then press my forehead to hers. “I want to kiss you again tonight. And we can take it slow. No pressure,” I say. I don’t want her to think I’m handing her a line. “I’m not trying to get you into bed tonight by saying that. I swear I’m good with just kissing these gorgeous lips.”

      Her mouth curves into the most tantalizing smile ever. She’s all Cheshire Cat for a few seconds, then coy and flirty. Mischief dances in her eyes. “But what if I want to get you into my bed?”

      A jolt of pleasure slides down my spine, making my pulse surge.

      That whole thing about not doing hookups?

      It just flew out the window.

      But this is not a hookup—this is the start of something.

      “My roommates aren’t home tonight,” she says. “It’s just me.”

      I pay the bill, guide her out of the diner, and set a hand on her back as I walk her back to her place.

      I don’t stand a chance at resisting Reese Fallon.
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      I follow her up the steps to her third-floor apartment, savoring the view with each step.

      Her ass is spectacular. Round, firm, and incredibly squeezable. Highly spankable.

      I could stare at her ass for ten flights, twenty, make it one hundred.

      But then, I need to devote ample attention to those legs too. Lean, strong, and so long. I bet they’d look terrific wrapped around my face.

      Wait. Can’t forget her hair—all those blonde waves. I’ll be tugging, stroking, getting that hair all messed up.

      She flicks her gaze back to me. “I don’t do hookups either,” she says, lifting her chin, her voice firm as she returns to the topic from dinner. “I should have said something at the diner, but I was sort of in shock.”

      “Glad to hear this isn’t the norm for you.”

      “It’s the opposite of the norm,” she says when we reach the landing. Fishing around in her purse, she grabs her keys, opens the door, then shuts it behind us, spinning around to meet my eyes. “Tell me something, Holden.”

      “Something,” I answer playfully, stepping into her home. It’s small but cozy, with pillows everywhere.

      With a laugh, she tugs at my shirt, jerking me closer. “How are you not a hookup guy?”

      “Does that mean you think all athletes have hookups?”

      “No. I just think . . .  many do, and many guys do. I was surprised.”

      “Ah, you said you were shocked.”

      “I was. Let’s be honest. It’s unusual.”

      “A bad unusual?” I ask, hoping she says no, hoping she’s good with this score.

      “A very good unusual,” she says, dropping her purse on a table.

      I breathe a sigh of relief.

      She moves closer to me, pressing her body against mine.

      “I like that you like unusual a whole helluva lot,” I murmur as I loop a hand around her waist, moaning softly at the lush feel of her body, the hint of her delicate flesh under her blouse. My fingers tease along her back right above her jeans.

      “You didn’t answer the question,” she says, sliding her hands up my chest, spreading them over the fabric of my shirt.

      I groan from her touch, from the curious and eager way she explores my body. “You love to ask questions.”

      “I do,” she whispers, all sultry and enticing as she covers my pecs with those hands. “So, why are you not a hookup guy?”

      “I prefer getting to know a woman,” I say, dipping my face to her neck, dusting my lips there as I inhale her scent. No perfume, no lotion or potion. Just that showery goodness, and it’s my kryptonite. “I prefer to have a connection. Everything’s sexier, better, more . . . real.” I press a kiss to the hollow of her throat. A needy gasp falls from her mouth. “And honestly, I’m not interested in being a playboy. It’s not my scene. It holds no appeal,” I tell her as I travel up the gorgeous column of her neck, savoring the sounds of her arousal, the rush of breath, the soft sighs.

      “This is appealing though,” she says, all feathery light.

      “So appealing,” I say as I catalog the way she responds, how her hips arch against me, how her hands grip my chest harder.

      The way she moves makes me want to discover more of her. All of her.

      I thread my fingers through those lush strands of her hair, giving it a quick tug.

      “You’re a very interesting man,” she says, then travels back down, playing with my abs through my shirt but stopping there.

      “Interesting is sexy,” I say.

      “It’s very sexy,” she counters, her fingers close, so damn close to undoing my jeans.

      The prospect of her hand dipping into my briefs, grabbing my cock, touching, stroking, is electrifying.

      But I want to get her naked first. I slide my hands through her hair, let it fall through my fingers, then lift her chin. Meet her gaze straight-on. “This would be even more interesting if we were in bed,” I say in a low voice.

      She shivers, all eager and desperate. “Yes. Bed. Now.”

      I laugh as I trail my fingers down the bare skin of her arm. “Good. Because I have all sorts of plans for your body. Plans that involve you and a bed and many, many orgasms.”

      She rewards me with a throaty moan. “Yes, please, yes.”

      As I kiss the shell of her ear, my hand slides down the back of her jeans. Groaning, I make contact with the ass I admired on the steps. I curl my palm over the soft skin of her rear. She trembles, a desperate cry falling from those red lips.

      “I want to undress you,” I rasp in her ear. “Spread you out on the bed so I can kiss you everywhere.”

      Her knees wobble, and I wrap an arm tighter, squeeze harder. Hold on to the woman who’s rocking my world.

      I pull back so I can meet her gorgeous blue eyes. Hers are glassy, lust drunk. “And I want to taste you. Feel you on my tongue.”

      She shudders, her shoulders heaving, her breath stuttering. “Please, Holden,” she says, and the need in her voice undoes me even more. “I can’t take the teasing anymore.”

      Good. That’s where I want her.

      Desperate. Begging.

      Needing.

      I grab her hand, tip my forehead to the room that clearly has a bed, then guide her to it.

      She flicks on a bedside lamp, which bathes the room in a soft glow. “I want to see your body.”

      “The feeling is completely mutual,” I say, then we begin the slow seduction of taking off clothes.

      I go first, undressing her.

      Unbuttoning each black button on her blouse.

      Touching her soft skin.

      Savoring the way goose bumps rise in the wake of my fingers.

      Sliding off the red fabric.

      Letting it fall to the floor.

      “My God, you’re stunning,” I say as I regard the beauty in front of me wearing a red lace bra. “Look at you. Still in your power color.”

      She bites her lips, nodding. “Is it working?”

      “I feel powerless in front of you,” I say, speaking from the truth of my bottomless desire for her.

      Her eyes journey down my frame, landing on the outline of my cock through my jeans. “Funny, Holden. You don’t seem powerless at all.”

      I groan savagely as she stares at my erection.

      We’re both still for a minute, drinking each other in, gawking shamelessly.

      Then we fly.

      Clothes come off in a flurry. I tug at my shirt, tossing it onto the floor.

      Her eyes pop, and she licks her lips, staring at my chest, my arms, then the small tattoo on my forearm—a tree illustration. “I like that,” she whispers, staring at my ink.

      I give her a thorough once-over. “I like everything,” I say as she unhooks her bra, letting it land somewhere.

      Her tits are perky and perfect for my hands.

      My throat is dry, my chest is a furnace, and I need to get her completely naked. My phone is wedged into my pocket, so I take it out, put it on the nightstand, and then unzip her jeans.

      She helps me along, kicking them off, and my God, she’s an angel of sex.

      With strong arms, a flat stomach, and toned legs, she’s every bit the athletic type I can’t get enough of. A woman who knows how to use her body hits all my buttons. I want to explore every inch of her curves and muscles. “Your body needs worshipping. With my tongue,” I say, then I pick her up, carry her to the bed, and set her down.

      She points at me, making a circle with her finger. “Can you make those jeans disappear?”

      I wiggle my brow. “What do you know? That’s one of my many tricks.”

      A few seconds later, my jeans pool on the floor, my boxer briefs joining them as my cock reports for duty.

      Her mouth falls open, like my dick transfixes her.

      I’m well aware that men are obsessed with what hangs between their legs. That we think we can command cars, rockets, and the world’s nuclear arsenals with our cocks.

      But there is nothing sexier than when the woman you want stares at your hard cock, knowing she made it that way, that this hard-on is a compliment to her.

      Reese gazes at my dick like she appreciates the salute my erection is giving her for turning me all the fuck on.

      Well, I sure as shit appreciate revving her engine. We both do that to each other, judging by the flush on her chest, the heat in her eyes.

      And, as she shimmies down her panties, by the glistening wetness between her legs.

      Yes. That’s where I want to be.

      I climb over her, bury my face between her breasts, and kiss these beauties as I plan to make my way down her body so that I can devour all that arousal.

      This is no hookup.

      This is the start of something I know I’m going to want again and again.
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      I’ll tell him I’m a virgin.

      Soon.

      In the next few minutes, I swear.

      But right now, it’s too hard to talk because he’s on me and I’m in the moment. Speech is hard. Thoughts start to crumble in my brain, falling to dust.

      Right now, I just want to indulge in the masterful way he touches me.

      I don’t know where to feel.

      Or think.

      Or focus.

      Because everything is just so earth-shatteringly good.

      Is this how sex is supposed to feel? Is this why everyone craves it so much? I haven’t even had it yet, haven’t even had his mouth on me where I want it, but already my body is a neon sign, beckoning him to come inside.

      As the moonlight streaks through the window, Holden’s hands skim along my waist, curving over my hips. Kissing me as he goes, the man gives me a double dose of pleasure from the sensory overload of his hands and lips.

      His fingers graze along my skin, setting off wave after wave of goose bumps in their wake. I’m on fire, all the cells in my body fanning themselves from the heat, melting like a woman in a sauna.

      As he goes, he marks me with lips and tongue and sound too.

      The noises he makes are so masculine, so hungry. They’re the most erotic music I’ve ever heard—soft moans and dirty rumbles as he kisses my stomach, as he flicks his tongue over my belly button.

      His voice grows deeper, more gravelly, as he whispers dirty words against my skin. “You taste so good,” he murmurs, then dips lower.

      He hisses out a filthy rasp, “Fuck, Reese.”

      I shudder, shaking everywhere with rampant desire, trembling from the intensity of his touch, from the vibrations inside me.

      But unsure what he means.

      “What? What is it?” I ask, equal parts nervous and wildly turned on. “Is everything okay?”

      He lifts his face, his eyes darkened with arousal. “So fucking okay. So much more than okay,” he says, then returns to his ministrations.

      Licking and kissing my hips, teasing along the V of my legs, traveling closer, tantalizingly closer to my center. Making me moan and arch with his every move.

      If scientists tested my blood right now, they’d find off the chart arousal. They’d say they’d never seen levels so high. They’ll need a new scale to measure the lust coursing through me.

      This is everything I imagined. This is more than I imagined.

      His hands curl possessively around my hips, gripping me. He runs his nose along my mound, then breathes out. “God, you taste so good. And you smell so fucking incredible,” he says, then kisses me.

      Right there.

      Where I want him.

      Groaning savagely as he licks my wetness, Holden flicks his tongue up and down my center, then sucks on the hard nub of my clit, driving me wild.

      Gah.

      My brain is fried. My thoughts are toast.

      I just can’t.

      I can’t do anything but give in, let go, and move my body in tandem with his mouth, his noises, his hands.

      My legs fall open, and my hands fly to my head, like that’s how I’m going to hold on to earth as he sends me soaring into the stratosphere.

      I arch. I writhe.

      Panting loudly, I cry out as I rock my hips against his face, shoving my hands deeper into my hair, holding on for dear life.

      I can barely withstand the onslaught of pleasure.

      “I’ve never . . .” I moan, but it’s barely audible.

      I can’t form words.

      I can’t—physically can’t—tell him I’ve never come with another person before.

      Assembling syllables in an order that makes sense is impossible given the way he’s undoing me, how he’s taking me apart, lick by lick, kiss by kiss, flick by flick.

      I had no idea this was possible.

      This man devours me, kissing me like I’m the reason he woke up today.

      Like I’m the reward at the end of every day.

      My hands, my fingers, the things I do to myself at night are nothing compared to what he’s doing to me now.

      The softness of his tongue, the caress of his lips, and the moans that fall from his mouth. The murmurs, the my Gods, and the deep, filthy masculine rumbles.

      I’m his breakfast, his lunch, his dinner, and his dessert.

      Hell, I’m his late-night snack right now, and he’s ravenous. I gaze down at the fantastic image between my legs, the sight in front of me.

      His broad shoulders, his strong arms, that thick mess of hair.

      This gorgeous man between my legs, kissing my pussy, worshipping my body, as he wraps those major league arms around my thighs, tugging me closer to his mouth, impossibly closer.

      Bliss spins in me, adrenaline tripping through my veins.

      My hands slide down my body, roaming over my breasts, my belly, then finding his hair once again. I thread my fingers through those locks, curling my hands over his head. “Is this okay?” I whisper.

      He moans against me, lifting his face for a second, murmuring, “Yeah, do that. Grab me. Tug me against you. Fucking use me.”

      Pleasure bursts inside me, a promise of what’s to come, a hint of what’s just over the horizon as he continues his relentless quest for my orgasm.

      I can feel it, just out of reach, hovering on the other side. I want it desperately. I want everything with him.

      He moans against my wetness, and I cry out as he takes me higher, pushes further, gives more.

      His mouth is a one-man band, his tongue an instrument of pleasure, his lips making music as he plays me. Ecstasy throbs inside of me with every sweep of his tongue, every kiss of his lips, and every grip of his fingers into my hips.

      “Oh God, I’m close, so close.”

      And then I’m there.

      I’m breaking apart, falling into pieces, coming undone in a constellation of pleasure, like starlight, like a supernova.

      My cries are endless.

      My orgasm ravages me.

      My body quakes.

      Aftershocks radiate inside me, pulses of lingering bliss, the remnants of the most fantastic climax in the universe.

      Like the fading notes of a song, they spread to the tips of my fingers, to the ends of my hair.

      Holden moves over me, bracing himself on strong arms, that tattoo on display. The stylized tree design is so artfully drawn, and I’m dying to know what it means to him.

      But there are other topics to tackle first.

      Especially since this night isn’t ending. It’s only beginning, and I want the rest of it. All of it.

      He stares down at me with need flickering in his irises. He’s such a sight. His green eyes blaze with desire. His lips are hungry.

      And the best part? The sexiest part is this—his hard cock pushing against my thigh.

      A visceral reminder that I want him inside me.

      That I need to tell him that he’ll be my first.

      I lift my arms, my hands holding his face, where his jaw is still wet.

      With me.

      A tremble rushes through me. “Holden,” I begin, sounding all breathy and blissed out.

      He shakes his head—in amazement, I think. “Reese, you’re incredible. Absolutely incredible. You’re so responsive.”

      “Because of how you touch me. I think you’ve reduced me to a very primal level. I could barely speak.”

      “Good. Speaking is overrated when there’s touch,” he says ironically, because the man loves to talk even as he touches me.

      He dips his mouth to my face, whispering a kiss to my lips. Then a soft, satisfied “Hi” against my cheek.

      But now isn’t the time to linger in the aftereffects. Drawing a breath, I push gently on his shoulders so he meets my gaze.

      “I need to tell you something,” I say, my lips a straight line.

      “Of course,” he says, going serious, intense.

      I picture myself in a volleyball game, prepping to serve.

      No room for fear.

      Just say it.

      “That was the first time I’ve had an orgasm through oral.” That seems like a good way to start.

      His grin is cocky, delighted. It’s a great look on his handsome face.

      He’s damn pleased, but he’s pleased for me. Not because he’s going to thump his chest in victory. He’s happy to have done this for me.

      “I want to give you every type of orgasm,” he says.

      I shiver at the way he talks to me, filthy and full of adoration at the same time.

      “I want all of them,” I continue. “And I want all of you.”

      I slide my hand down his chest, over the hard planes of his abs, one straight shot for his cock, as if to make my point clear.

      I grip his length, stroking it, thrilling at the feel of his dick twitching in my hand.

      Wow. Just wow.

      This is all-new too. And it’s hot as hell.

      He gives a small sigh that’s chased by a carnal groan as I grip him harder.

      I don’t want to stop touching him now that I’ve started. One second, and I’m addicted.

      I squeeze the base, then slide my hand back up, savoring the velvet smoothness.

      I’m no maestro of dick, no conductor of cock. But the feel of him, hard and thick, is extraordinary.

      “I want you so much, beautiful.”

      I smile, my heart tripping with a giddy kind of happiness as he gives me a term of endearment.

      That’s why he’s the one I want to lose it to. But I need to finish the confession.

      Will he turn away? Will he say no? Will I scare him?

      “Holden, I’m—”

      AC/DC blares.

      I furrow my brow, drop his dick, and push up on my elbows as the opening notes of “Highway to Hell” blast from his phone.

      He groans, a long, annoyed sigh of frustration.

      “That’s the head of travel,” he says.

      It takes me a few seconds to register his meaning as he rolls off me and grabs his phone from the nightstand.

      “Hey, MJ. What’s up?”

      There’s a pause, and his eyes close, his jaw ticks. “For real?”

      Another pause.

      I can’t make out what MJ is saying, but Holden gives a resigned sigh as he opens his eyes. “Yeah. I’ll be there in about an hour.”

      My throat tightens, and so do my shoulders. All the yummy sensations inside me disappear, just like that.

      With his phone still in his hand, he sinks deeper into the pillow, drags his other hand through his hair, then turns to face me. “Weather people predict a thunderstorm coming in the middle of the night in Texas. I was supposed to be on the morning flight, but apparently, that flight is canceled, so the head of travel just put me on a plane that leaves in an hour and twenty minutes.” He winces like he’s in pain. “I’m so sorry.”

      Disappointment just might overwhelm me, but I take the news like a big girl. “I’m sorry that you have to go.” On so many levels. Sorry doesn’t begin to cover it.

      He heaves another sigh, the most frustrated one yet.

      Rolling out of bed, he reaches for his clothes on the floor, pulling on his boxer briefs. All my plans for the night speed away, tearing out the door without even a second glance.

      This tryst is over. My heart feels like a bag of sand.

      But there are practical matters to attend to. I swing my legs over the edge of the bed, head straight for my bureau, and pull on a pair of fresh underwear then a T-shirt and my jeans.

      By the time I’m done, Holden is fully dressed too. He turns to me with intense contrition on his face and sets his hands on my shoulders. “I want to see you again. I need to see you again. Will you give me your number?”

      “Of course.”

      He types my number into his phone then sends me a text so I’ll have his. I don’t look at it yet though.

      “Holden,” I say, lifting my chin, tearing off the Band-Aid. “The thing I started to tell you?”

      “Yeah?”

      “I’m a virgin.”
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      That was not what I thought she’d say.

      It takes me a few seconds to process that information, to reroute my thoughts. But in that time, everything clicks into place.

      The I’ve never.

      The flashes of innocence and the flickers of shyness, chased by longing, followed by lust.

      The way she responded like everything was new to her.

      What a gift. What an absolute gift.

      I’d be lying if I said her virginity doesn’t turn me on.

      Oh hell, does it ever.

      And I need to tell her that, but not so she thinks I have a virgin fetish. Because that’s weird.

      I step closer and place a kiss on her soft lips. Then I pull back, holding her gaze, my voice intensely serious. “That is a complete gift, and I want to be your first. I’d be honored, Reese.”

      A smile comes my way, then a sigh that stretches across the state, one of pure relief.

      “You do?”

      There she is. All innocence again.

      I clasp her shoulders. “I absolutely do. I told you I don’t do hookups. You don’t feel like one. We don’t feel like one. Sex isn’t a game to me. I’m so drawn to you—all of you—and I want to explore everything with you.”

      She grins with excitement, with possibility. “You’re turning me on even more now.”

      “Goes both ways, beautiful,” I say. “And we’re going to see each other again. I don’t know when, because I’m heading to Texas, then Florida, then Georgia. But we’ll make a plan, okay?”

      She nibbles on the corner of her lip. “It’s a deal.”

      “Hold me to it.”

      “I will. I definitely will. I absolutely will,” she says, imitating me again from my email. “See, I can’t stop talking in threes now.”

      I cup her chin, dragging a finger across it. “Sassy, and I like it.”

      She stands on tiptoe, drops a kiss onto my lips, then gestures to the door. “Be on your way.”

      I leave, emotions warring in me. On the one hand, I feel like I struck gold with her. On the other hand, I feel like I’m a kid and I just lost my favorite book, the dog-eared dragon adventure tale I carried with me everywhere as a grade-schooler.

      I stop at the hotel to grab my bag. At the airport, I check the text I sent Reese when I was at her place—the one that said I can’t wait to see you again—and smile at her reply.

      

      
        
        Reese: I’m already replaying today. And tonight too.

      

        

      
        Holden: Same here. Let’s make more replays very soon.

      

      

      

      After settling into my seat, I grab a book of puzzles from my backpack, crack open the word scramble, and get to work on six-letter words, breaking them down into a range of solutions.

      Word games are good for the brain, and baseball is as much a mental exercise as a physical one.

      But as I work through combos, my thoughts keep returning to Reese.

      To the delicious, alluring word she shared with me.

      Virgin.

      I run through a scramble of it in my head, but I keep returning to that word.

      Twenty-two and still a virgin. And she wanted me. She still wants me.

      I want her too, with an insistent ferocity, one I didn’t expect when I started the day. It digs into my heart and sets up camp in my brain.

      In Texas, we play a killer series against the Scoundrels, and I have a handful of killer nights as Reese and I exchange texts at all hours.

      Texts that turn me on.

      That make me smile.

      That make me hope.

      Then comes the night when she sends a note that knocks the breath straight out of me, but in the worst way.

      

      
        
        Reese: Hi. I wish I weren’t saying this, but I’m also excited to tell you something amazing. Which means this note contains both good news and bad news. I got a job offer with a great international organization that’s focused on teaching all sorts of skills to girls, both in the US and abroad, as part of its focus on gender equality. It wasn’t even on my radar, but this organization heard the interview I did with you and listened to some of my others. They offered me an internship to teach media skills, like podcasting and sound editing, to teenage girls in South America, since I speak Spanish. This is everything I’ve wanted to do, and I’m going to be traveling to various countries there. I’m leaving in a week. I’ll miss picking up where we left off, and I’ll definitely miss our second date and the chance to get to know you more.

      

      

      

      In my hotel room after a game, my heart sinks and fills at the same time.

      I’m thrilled for her.

      And I’m bummed for us.

      

      
        
        Holden: I’m so happy for you. That’s tremendous, and you’re going to do so much good. I bet you’ll love it.

      

      

      

      That’s the truth. I am happy for Reese, even as she fades from my life. She has to. She’s going to be roaming around in another hemisphere, through small towns with barely any cell service. And I’m trying to make a name for myself in the major leagues.

      That’s what I vow to do, focusing on the game more and more, and wondering less and less what would have happened if we’d met at a different time.

      But we didn’t. We met at this time. This is how it played out, and no amount of wondering would change that.
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      It’s one of those rare days in Seattle when the roof isn’t covering the stadium.

      No rain—just a clear night sky.

      Two men are on. Two men are out. We’re behind by one. It’s the top of the ninth.

      Xavier Munoz, the Seattle Storm Chasers’ closer, paces the pitcher’s mound, then stops on the rubber. He tugs on the bill of his cap while he stares at the catcher behind me for the pitch signal.

      Xavier throws fastballs 99 percent of the time. The challenge is whether it’s a cut fastball or a sinker, a wicked pitch that drops once it’s over the plate. Our center fielder once said hitting a Munoz sinker is about as tricky as slicing a log while it’s falling from the sky—chances are good that your ax will be kissing air.

      He’s not wrong.

      But baseball is a mind game as much as a physical one, and over the last year, I’ve learned to home in on the mental preparation. Knowing what’s coming. Studying the opposition. Religiously, relentlessly, committing their strategies to memory.

      That’s the thing about athletes.

      We love routine. We might think we like to change it up, surprise the opponent. But most of the time, we are servants to the familiar.

      That is never truer than with pitchers.

      Xavier kicks his leg, goes into the windup, and unleashes a fireball. I swear there’s smoke coming off the ball as it careens toward home plate.

      I swing the bat, but when the ball dips just out of the strike zone, I check the motion just in time. I swung at his sinker twice already and missed.

      Not doing it again.

      “Ball,” the umpire barks, making the count three-two.

      This is it.

      My jaw tightens, then I take a deep breath. I step away from the plate, adjust my glove, return to my stance, and lift the bat again.

      I narrow in on Xavier on the mound. He peers at the catcher. Shakes his head. Normally, I’d expect Xavier to go with the sinker once more, since he snuck that fucker past me two times in this at bat.

      But I’m betting on the cut fastball, since he loves to serve those up when there’s a full count.

      That’s what I get. Rocket fuel down the middle. I shift my weight to my back foot, rotate my hips, and swing with precision and force.

      Thwack.

      The crack of the bat is the most satisfying sound.

      The ball soars.

      Head down, I run like hell along the baseline as that little white orb keeps on flying, soaring gloriously over the fence in my hometown.

      I punch the air.

      A rush of satisfaction races through my bones as I round the bases, high-fiving the third base coach, then the two teammates I sent home who are waiting for me at the plate.

      No time to bask in the glory, though, because we’ve got a job to do—shut them down in the bottom of the ninth inning.

      That’s what Shane Walker, our rookie closer, does—he seals the win for us, putting a fork in the series against Seattle, the team I grew up rooting for.

      High-fives abound in the locker room as I congratulate Shane. He’s a Brit with a baseball pedigree—an English mom and an American dad who played for years in the majors before he went into the Hall of Fame. Shane’s one of only a handful of British players ever, but he’s already making a name for himself with his fearless style of nailing saves.

      “Keep up that good shit and we’ll have to give you a nickname other than bloke,” I tell him, clapping him on the shoulder.

      “Iceman, please,” he says.

      “You don’t get to pick your nickname. We do,” I say, gesturing from me to our center fielder, whose locker is next to Shane’s.

      “Rules. Gotta follow ’em,” Antonio calls out as the pitcher grabs his leather jacket. “Hey! Leatherman! How about that?”

      I scoff. “Antonio, we are not naming him after a tool.”

      “But he’s got so many wicked pitches; he’s like a Leatherman.”

      I turn to Shane, hold up my hands like I’m framing him, then ask, “Leatherman?”

      Shane’s expressionless, but I bet that poker face is saying, Please don’t nickname me Leatherman.

      “Flamethrower!” Antonio shouts.

      I shake my head. “Fireman could work though.”

      Shane gives a small smile. “That’s not bad.”

      “Shush,” Antonio says, then he snaps his fingers as he stares at Shane’s black jacket. “The British Bad Boy of Baseball.”

      I screw up the corner of my lips. “A little long, don’t you think?”

      “That’s what she said,” Antonio quips with a wiggle of his brows.

      I roll my eyes, then turn back to Shane. “We’ll let you know when it’s official.”

      “I’ll be waiting with bated breath.”

      “What the hell is ‘bated breath’? Does anyone know?” Antonio holds his arms out wide in question.

      “I believe it’s from Shakespeare. That’s what my mom told me once. She teaches English,” I offer. “But I don’t remember which play.”

      “The Merchant of Venice,” Shane says. “‘Shall I bend low, and in a bondman’s key, With bated breath and whispering humbleness.’”

      Antonio blinks, then a wicked glint crosses his eyes. He whips his gaze to me. “I do believe we have a nickname.”

      I grin, clapping Shane on the shoulder. “Welcome to the club, Shakespeare.”

      Shane laughs, then shrugs. “I could do worse. Thanks. . .  mates,” he says, then takes off.

      After a shower, I change into jeans and a Henley, then make my way out of the locker room, when Antonio stops me, hand on my arm. “We’re hitting a bar on Capitol Hill. Should be a good time. Carson has a bunch of friends who are bringing some friends, if you know what I mean.”

      He winks, but I know exactly what he means without it—babes will abound.

      “Nah,” I say, tipping my forehead to the exit. “The ’rents are here.”

      He rolls his eyes. “Always an excuse with you.”

      He’s not wrong.

      I don’t party. I don’t cruise the bars. I do like to go out with my teammates, but I’m usually the guy nursing an iced tea, making sure the others don’t make stupid decisions.

      Well, as much as I can control that, which is not much. Success at an early age often means you make a lot of stupid decisions.

      Besides, that scene can lead to distractions.

      I don’t need any.

      This last year has been all about baseball. The focus has paid off.

      My batting average plus on-base percentage is a thing of beauty. I’m racking up RBIs. And our team has a winning record.

      One more year like this at the major league minimum, and I can lock in a hefty raise in arbitration next year—a raise that’ll likely go a long way to making my family secure for life.

      I glance down at the ink on my forearm as I leave.

      Taking care of my family—that’s how I keep my eye on the prize.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      My parents wait for me in the ballpark corridor, my dad looking every bit the teacher with his horn-rimmed glasses, trim beard, and cardigan. My mom, on the other hand, dresses like a fangirl in her Holden Kingsley jersey, an LA Bandits ball cap, and a foam finger. It’s embarrassingly adorable.

      She waves the giant blue finger at me.

      “Be careful with that weapon,” I tease. I hug my mom, then my dad, then my sixteen-year-old brothers.

      “I see you brought these two troublemakers along.” I pat the twins on their blond heads because it drives them batty, and I believe in driving my brothers batty, especially because both of them are five inches shorter than my six foot two.

      “Kids. You can’t leave them behind all the time,” my dad quips.

      “Hey, what happened to you in the first inning when you struck out looking?” Cody asks.

      “Aww, did I ruin your fantasy baseball stats, sparky?”

      He scoffs. “As if I play fantasy baseball.” Sports aren’t his thing. He prefers building skyscrapers out of toothpicks. A good habit to have if you want to be an architect, and he does.

      “But I do,” Mason chimes in. “And I like good players. Ergo, you’re not on my team.”

      “Good to see you too.” I catch Cody’s brown-eyed gaze. “And to answer your oh-so-sweet question, did you not see the game-winning homer I hit? Why are you giving me a hard time about my first at bat? Also, in my second at bat, I did get to first base,” I point out.

      Cody’s about to answer when another voice cuts in. “Ah, glory over consistency. The age-old dilemma.”

      The comment echoes from down the hall, coming from a clear and confident voice.

      It’s Edward Thompson, striding toward us in his crisp button-down and charcoal slacks. He was a minor league manager, a major league utility player, then a hitting coach for Seattle. Now he’s the play-by-play analyst for The Sports Network, and he has the experience to back up every opinion.

      I straighten my spine before I reply. Edward Thompson is that kind of man. “Which do you think is best, sir?”

      He scratches his jaw, considering the question. “Both. I look for both in a player.”

      “But how many have that?” my mom asks. She’s never met a question she’s afraid to ask or a person she won’t strike up a conversation with.

      “Depends on the player,” Edward says, in that calm, centered voice he’s known for on-air and, reportedly, in the dugout. “Sometimes you need someone who plays for glory. Most of the time, you need someone consistent.”

      My dad points to me. “And what about Holden? Has he got both?”

      I roll my eyes at my father. “Dad . . .” Now is not the time to suck up to the man.

      “Seriously. It’s a legitimate question.” My dad is a lot like my mom in this—inquisitive until the end of the world but likely to kill me with embarrassment long before that.

      Thompson studies me, eyes narrow and thoughtful. “What I look for are the little things. The way a player stands. Whether he’s putting enough weight in the back foot. Getting enough rotation in the hips. All of those things can make a difference. Can add another ten points to your batting average.”

      I stare at him, unsure if he’s giving me advice or criticism or just an observation. Before I can decide, he gives us a tip of an imaginary cap and walks the other way, saying to me, “Have a good season.”

      As he retreats, Mom mutters under her breath, “Cryptic much?”

      “Just a little,” my dad says.

      She grabs his arm, saying in excitement, “He’s like one of those guys in a Webflix Christmas movie, Charlie.”

      “Exactly. One of those wise old men who pop out of nowhere and offer sage advice to the hero.”

      Mason rolls his eyes. “These two are so obsessed with Webflix holiday movies, even when it’s not Christmastime.”

      My mom smiles. “What can I say? We like what we like. We’ve even been known to watch them during the summer. Like the other night.”

      “You two sure know how to have a rocking time,” I say as we make our way to the exit.

      “You got a problem with that?” my dad challenges, full of fire in that playful way of his.

      I hold up my hands in surrender. I know better than to argue with my parents. If they want to watch Christmas movies in July, then they damn well should. I want them to have everything they crave, including being able to retire when they want.

      The more success I have in the majors, the more of those things I can give them.
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      We head to our favorite diner in Ballard, near our home. My folks study the menu like it might have changed in the decades since we’ve been coming here, and Cody opts for his usual—burger and fries.

      That one word—fries—lingers in my mind.

      Takes me back in time to another night at another diner, a night that led to so much sexiness, so many kisses, and so many possibilities that ended too soon.

      When we’ve ordered and the waiter leaves, I drum my fingers on the table, a little lost in time still. “Did you know that french fries are the exemption to every food rule?”

      My mom furrows her brow. “Is that a quote from a movie?”

      “Or maybe a TV show,” my dad suggests.

      “Ooh! It’s from How I Met Your Mother,” Cody says, shooting his hand up, a grin spreading across his face.

      I snap my gaze to him. “How old are you? Thirty? You watch How I Met Your Mother?”

      He gives me an epic eye roll. “Retro TV shows are so in. Don’t you know anything?” He shakes his head like I’m a pop-culture traitor for not keeping up with what decade-old TV show is popular again.

      “Whatever you say, Cody.”

      “So, the french fry rule isn’t a line from a TV show,” my mom continues after the waiter drops off our drinks. She’s hunting for a reference that she won’t get. Best to end this pursuit.

      “It’s just something someone said to me once. No biggie.” I take a sip of my iced tea, hoping the small little smile that tugs at my lips isn’t obvious.

      But my mother can see through anything. She leans in closer. “What’s that faraway look in your eyes?”

      I shake my head, putting on my game face. “It’s nothing.”

      She wags a finger at me. “No, it’s something. You definitely have a look. Like you were thinking of someone.”

      She should be a detective.

      “I swear it’s nothing.”

      “You met a woman, didn’t you? You’re holding out on us. Who is she?” My mother’s apparently a pit bull too.

      Time to adamantly deny her speculation. And by adamantly deny, I mean move the hell on like my ass is on fire.

      “I am hopelessly devoted to the baseball diamond.” I shift my focus to my dad, since he’s easier to distract. “Now tell me, Dad, did you listen to that new podcast about Charles Manson?”

      His eyes light up. “I did. Amazing stuff.”

      We proceed to deep-dive into his other obsession, and with that, I successfully shove the memory of Reese Fallon out of my mind.

      Yet again.

      I’ve become particularly good at this since she’s been out of the country and out of my life.

      It’s for the best. It was only one night.
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      But what lasts longer is the advice Edward Thompson gave me.

      Advice that’s not so cryptic to me as it was to my parents.

      For the next few weeks, I focus on little adjustments at the plate—a shift of my hips, a small switch in my stance.

      By the end of the season, I’ve padded my batting average by ten points, finishing with .319—one of the best batting averages in the major leagues, and not too shabby for a guy in his second season.

      That bright spot, though, is marred by a post-season interview that goes sideways.
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      The day after my sophomore season ends, a reporter from a Seattle paper asks the team’s publicist about interviewing me for a profile piece—a local-boy-makes-good kind of thing. I agree to meet the guy at Doctor Insomnia’s Tea and Coffee Emporium in Capitol Hill while I’m visiting my parents in Washington.

      Carlotta can’t make it to the interview, since she’s in Los Angeles, but we review talking points in advance—focus on the season, goals for next year, and all the things I love about the city.

      “It’ll be a puff piece,” she says. “Just go on and on about the Space Needle.”

      I groan. “I hate the Space Needle. No one from Seattle likes it.”

      “Don’t say that to Vince,” she says. “How about the Gum Wall? Everyone Instagrams that.”

      “Chewed gum pasted on a wall is nasty. No self-described Seattleite likes it.”

      “Don’t mention that either, then. What do you like in your hometown?”

      “Lots of stuff. The Ballard Locks. They help salmon swim upstream. Also, coffee. And walking around the city with my parents.”

      “Perfect. Talk about fish, caffeine, and family.”

      “Easy enough.”

      Famous last words.

      The day of the interview, I head into the coffee shop, looking for a bearded guy with glasses, someone who matches the headshot that runs with his articles. I spot him in the corner, laptop open, watching the door. As I make my way over, he rises, flashes a grin, and says hello. “Cortado for you, Holden? That’s your favorite, right?”

      He must have listened to Reese’s podcast. That was the first time anyone asked me about my drink of choice. Suddenly, I’m picturing her face, her lips, her smile.

      “It is. And that’d be great.”

      He heads to the counter while I trip back in time, to that one perfect day.

      The honesty and the connection, the banter and the real talk.

      And the sparks that flew like an electrical wire.

      What is she up to in South America? What is she doing? Does she still wear a lot of red? Does she keep in touch with her friends? Does she dig teaching kids about media and podcasting?

      A smile tips my lips as I remember my what-if woman.

      I haven’t googled her in ages. I did at first, right after I met her. I found exactly what I thought I would—pics of her with her friends on her Instagram and her podcast website.

      Last time I checked her feed, she’d posted a shot of a pair of teenage girls in Bogotá who’d started a podcast about art heists, with a caption that said, Proud of these two!

      That was it.

      I haven’t checked since then. There’s no point.

      A few minutes later, Vince returns with my drink—espresso and a bit of warm milk—along with a soy latte for himself.

      “Knew about the cortado from the college interview. The one with the podcaster. Good stuff there,” he says, and I try to give nothing away, to keep the smile spreading inside me from showing too much. “Helped me a lot with background info.”

      “We had a good chat,” I say, keeping things friendly but kind of generic, like Carlotta said.

      “Thanks for doing this interview. I always like talking to local personalities. Getting to know them. Seeing why they love the city.”

      “Can’t beat the rain. Well, as long as there are retractable roofs for playing ball.” Not a bad platitude. This is going to be easier than I thought.

      He smiles then dives into the meat of the interview, asking standard questions about the game, why I love it, what I want for next season.

      Then he peppers me with questions about growing up here. I keep it vague but positive, giving him some nuggets about the Ballard Locks and my favorite coffee haunts for color, but keeping my life and family close to the vest. Because family is private.

      Except when it’s not.

      When the piece runs the next week, it’s a dissection of my parents—how they met, where they teach, where they live. It might as well include a picture of their house and the route my brothers take to school.

      Oh, because that’s in there too. “When Kingsley was called up to the major leagues,” Vince writes, “the first thing he did was yank his younger brothers from public school, putting them in one of the city’s swank and high-priced private high schools. He believes those are better than the public schools he attended, citing woeful inadequacy in public education.”

      I see red.

      I call Carlotta. “I said none of this. He must have dug up all this info on my parents and then made up this shit about my brothers. I said nothing of the sort.”

      “I’ll talk to Vince.”

      But the damage is done.

      This article makes me look like a bougie prick in my hometown. My brothers don’t say much, but Mom lets it slip that they got hassled at school for being little chess pieces in my life.

      The press can fuck off.

      I’m done with talking to the media.

      From now on, it’s baseball and only baseball. That is all.
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      Over the next year, I keep my head down and avoid the media. I become good at barking “No comment” to nearly every request, because that’s the only thing I have to say.

      My life is baseball—the game and my friendships with other players, guys on my team, like Shane, and guys on other teams, like Crosby Cash, who mans third base for the San Francisco Cougars.

      Crosby and I trade a few hitting tips at the All-Star Game, and I pass on Edward Thompson’s advice.

      I absorb it even deeper too, continuing to make a few more adjustments at the plate. Little ones, shifting by increments. It works—I pop my batting average up six more points, finishing the year with some of the best stats in the league.

      Trouble is, it’s not enough for my team.

      The LA Bandits are sagging, well out of playoff contention.

      But other teams are noticing me.

      That’s what Josh Summers, my shark of an agent, keeps telling me. I’m trade bait, apparently.

      “You’re getting lots of interest, Holden,” he tells me at the end of October when we meet in New York.

      “Keep me posted.” There’s not much else to say. Being traded isn’t up to me.

      When my cell buzzes in late December while I’m vacationing with my family in Costa Rica, I’ve got a feeling I know why Josh is calling.

      “What’s up, Summers?”

      “You. As in your baseball stock. It’s been rising. How would you feel about going to the San Francisco Dragons?”

      I wince. “The team that’s best known for cheating its way to two World Series in the last five years?”

      “Yep,” he says.

      “Then I feel like they’re pretty much the scourge of baseball.” But the question is rhetorical; I don’t actually have a choice in the matter. Still, I have to try—anywhere but the Dragons. “How about the New York Comets? That’d be awesome. Or Seattle.”

      “We’ll work on that for the future. For now, keep this in mind—the Dragons were the scourge of baseball. The organization has completely cleaned house. They just brought in a new partial owner with some deep pockets. Plus, with the year you had and the money they have, we should be able to avoid arbitration and get you a fat raise.”

      That piques my interest.

      I pace along the beach, watching my little brothers tackle the waves. Horribly. They tackle the waves absolutely horribly. But they do it fearlessly, getting back on their surfboards again and again, going over and over.

      Having a blast.

      They’ll be going to college soon.

      College isn’t cheap, and I don’t know if they’ll get scholarships like I did.

      Players get traded all the time early in their careers. I don’t have enough service to have a no-trade clause, no matter how little I want to play for a team known for their roster-wide sign-stealing scandal. Blatant, shameless sign-stealing, with team staffers banging trash can lids in the stands to signal the pitches—pitches they knew were coming thanks to cameras surreptitiously installed in the ballpark.

      “All the players who were part of the cheating scandal are gone,” Josh continues. “The coaches are all gone. The organization did a complete overhaul from stem to stern. And they want a clean-up hitter, and your name is among the possibilities.”

      My shoulders straighten. I’ve been batting sixth. There is no more prestigious spot in the lineup than fourth. “For real?”

      “That’s how they’re looking at you. They want someone who could anchor their lineup for several years. They’re bringing in all-new players. Guys with good reps. Solid backgrounds. No cheating. They’re conducting a nationwide search for a new manager too.”

      Scrubbing a hand across the back of my neck, I nod a few times, liking the sound of this more and more. “That seems promising.”

      “So, what do you want me to tell them?”

      I give a dry laugh. “I have a feeling I don’t really have much of a say.”

      Josh clears his throat. “No. They’re trading you, Holden.”

      That doesn’t make sense. “But I’m still cheap. I’m not a salary drag.”

      “True, but the Bandits want prospects, and more than that, the Dragons want a star player. So it works for both teams. And I think it’s a good move.”

      I stare out at the waves crashing against the shore as my parents read under their umbrellas, enjoying their life, enjoying this trip that I made possible.

      What difference does it make if I play for the losing LA Bandits or a pockmarked team in San Francisco? I’ll go because that’s the job, and the job is what I’m devoted to. Besides, I’ve got friends in San Francisco on the other team, and it’ll be good to see them.

      I fasten on a smile. This is what I signed up for. “I guess I better pack my bags for San Francisco.”

      There’s one more thing about San Francisco. It surfaces from my subconscious and demands attention, no matter how hard I try not to consider the fact that San Francisco is Reese Fallon’s hometown.

      It doesn’t matter. It’s a big world, and has been almost two years since the day we met and parted ways. If she’s not still in South America, she could be anywhere, and as long as she’s happy, that’s fine with me.

      And if she is back in California, what are the odds a woman like her is still single?
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      As I roll up my retro blouses, tucking them neatly into my suitcase, I FaceTime with my mom back in San Francisco.

      “I hope I can still recognize you when I pick you up at the airport,” she teases. “You’ve been gone so long, who knows?”

      “Well, you are looking at me right now, so that might help,” I point out.

      She taps her chin, studying me as she stirs a pot on the stove. Dan dan noodles—she’s currently addicted, thanks to her favorite food blogs. She promised she’d make them for me when I return. “I suppose that’s true. I’ll look for someone who looks like you.”

      “Excellent plan, Mom.” I roll up a pair of jeans next. “Did anything change while I was gone? Golden Gate Bridge is still there for tourists to photograph when they’re not on the trolley?”

      “Sounds about right. But what I want to know is this—will you miss Peru and Colombia when you’re back here?”

      That’s an excellent question. I’ve loved my time here in these countries and Chile as well. My adventurous heart adored exploring the city of Lima and walking along a paved path overlooking the Pacific Ocean from the edge of a cliff. On weekends I visited the botanic gardens in Bogotá and went snowboarding in the Andes near Santiago. Every day, I checked out markets, food trucks, and street vendors as part of my life’s mission to sample new flavors and cuisines.

      But more than that, I learned tons from the work.

      I’d like to think the girls I taught learned a lot as well, not just about broadcast and new media. Discovery goes both ways—that’s what my counterparts who’ve traveled to the US have said as well.

      I’ll miss the eager eyes and the ravenous hearts of so many of the teenagers, like the girls in Bogotá who started an art heist podcast that’s becoming trendy.

      But I’ve scored a great job back home, and a place to live, which is no small thing in San Francisco. It’s an attached studio off a home that Tia’s family owns in the city, and I’ll get to see my mom again and my sister in San Diego from time to time. Plus, it’ll be a touch easier to do my podcast when I’m stateside, though keeping it up abroad wasn’t difficult.

      “I’ll miss it here,” I tell Mom, “but it’ll be good to be home. I can’t wait to see you, and Layla and Tia, and Grant. I’ve missed everyone. I’m ready to start the next phase of my life,” I say, with a deep but resolute inhalation. I’m twenty-four, with a birthday in the fall. “I’ll be glad to be in San Francisco when I turn a quarter century.”

      “Good,” she says with a motherly smile. Then her expression turns serious. “I wanted to let you know something though.”

      My heart stops, then starts up again, rabbit-fast. “That’s not a good way to start a conversation. What’s going on?”

      “It’s not bad. Just that your father is moving back to town.”

      My brow furrows. “He is? Last time we talked, he was in Atlanta.”

      “True, but he and . . .” She frowns, trying to remember the name of wife number three. “He and Becky are moving back here. She’s having a baby.”

      I groan and slump down on the bed in my tiny apartment in Lima. “For real?”

      My heart squeezes, making a painful knot in my chest, and I’m not even sure why. Maybe because my relationship with my father isn’t simply strained—it’s painful at times.

      “Yes. For real. I thought you’d want to know.”

      I nod, my head aching. “Does that mean I have to, I dunno, go to a baby shower?”

      My mom’s quiet for a second, then she adopts a big toothy smile. A big, uncomfortable toothy smile. “You don’t have to do anything.”

      I scoff, chasing it with a light laugh. “One of your many adages. You can always say no.”

      “Exactly. So say no if you want,” Mom says breezily. “But an invitation is probably forthcoming. He’s spoken to your sister, though Kelsey doesn’t know if she’ll make it up from San Diego. But I imagine you’ll get an invite too.”

      My stomach twists.

      I haven’t seen my dad since high school, when he brought the woman he’d been cheating on wife number two with to my graduation ceremony and then to my graduation dinner.

      “Did you really need to bring Vanya here?” I’d hissed at him, tossing an acrid stare her way as we moved to the corner of the auditorium, the tassel from my cap falling in my eyes.

      “Sweetheart, that isn’t a nice way to talk to the woman I’m going to ask to marry me.”

      Vanya clutched his arm and shot me a simpering smile.

      I hated her on sight. Hated her white-blonde hair, her stick-thin body, her Barbie-pink lipstick.

      “We’ll become friends, Reese,” she cooed.

      I rolled my eyes all the way to France. “We will never be friends.”

      “Reese, give her a chance, please,” he pleaded as he pulled me aside after telling her he’d be back in a minute. “I think she’s the love of my life.”

      “Dad, you say that about every woman. Every woman you cheated on Mom with,” I pointed out.

      He blanched like I was crazy, like I was a revisionist historian. “That’s not true,” he said. “I didn’t cheat on your mother. I fell in love with someone else.”

      “That’s literally cheating,” I hissed.

      “It’s not the same.” That’s my dad—he could massage anything to fit his point of view. “So, please, try to be nice to Vanya tonight.”

      “I’ll do my best.”

      I did not, in fact, do my best. I ignored her at dinner.

      My father and I barely spoke when I went to college, with me sending occasional emails as he moved to Atlanta with Butterscotch, or Capricorn, or whoever his next woman was. Not Vanya though. He split from the supposed love of his life a few weeks after I met her.

      Then, sometime in the last few years, he met Becky, and now they’re coming home.

      “So, what brings him back to San Francisco?” I ask Mom.

      “I think Becky has a job in the city. She works for some biotech company.”

      My jaw tightens, and my shoulders tense. This is how I always react to my dad.

      But I try to put him out of my mind.

      My dad is who he is. I am who I am.

      He’s barely in my life at all.

      I plaster on a smile. “It’ll be fine. I’ll be fine,” I assure her. “Now, when I get back, I want diner food first. A salad and fries.”

      She laughs. “That’s not diner food.”

      “In my book, it is.”
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      On the flight home the next day, my mind returns to my dad, to Becky, and to the invitation I suspect is winging my way.

      Odd that after all the affairs and girlfriends, he never fathered more children. Now, I’m nearly a quarter century, and I’m going to have a half-sibling.

      My gut churns with the weirdness of it all.

      With music blasting from my phone, I turn to the window, resting my cheek against it, staring at the sea far below.

      I’ll have a half brother or half sister.

      It’s a strange notion, and I’d rather not think about my dad.

      My brain helpfully, or not so helpfully, replaces those thoughts with images of Holden.

      From time to time over most of the last two years, I’ve meandered to the man who captivated me. I’ve checked in on his career every few months. He’s taken baseball by storm, jacking in runs, fielding like he has a golden glove, and staying out of the public eye.

      I’ve found little on him, but that’s okay. I never dig for long, since I don’t want to be a stalker.

      A virgin stalker, at that.

      I didn’t meet anyone abroad. No surprise—I didn’t go to South America to find a boyfriend.

      But a rising baseball star? Even for a guy who’s not into hookups, I bet he’s had women by the truckload since our night together.

      Hell, he’s probably even paired up. I bet he’s found a girlfriend.

      Maybe even a wife.

      I close my eyes, willing the thoughts of him to quietly slink off.

      But they don’t.

      They set up camp.

      When I land and my cell service returns, I do something I haven’t done in months.

      I google Holden Kingsley.
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      I launch myself at Tia, hugging the hell out of her, octopus-style, in her doorway.

      And I squeal. Shamelessly.

      She squeals too, and we become a cacophony of oh my God, I missed you so much, it’s so good to see you again.

      When we eventually tear ourselves apart, I park my hands on my hips. “You’re in so much trouble.”

      She jerks her head back. “How did I get in hot water while you were out of the country?”

      “You’re in trouble for not telling me vital facts.”

      She holds up a stop-sign hand. “You’re renting the studio next to my boyfriend and me, and the first thing out of your mouth is that I’m in trouble?”

      “Yes. Also, say hi to Wayne, wherever he is.”

      “I’ll pass on your regards to my man.” She rolls her eyes. “Now, please let me know what I allegedly did.”

      As she shuts the door, I set down my bag and walk into the tiny living room of her home in Hayes Valley, which is owned by her aunt, a wildly successful art dealer in the city.

      “You didn’t tell me that Holden was in town.”

      She scrunches up her face. “Holden?”

      “Hello?” I give her a look. A how on earth can you not remember Holden look.

      Still, she draws a blank.

      “You really don’t know who I’m talking about?”

      “No idea.”

      “The guy I interviewed,” I prompt. “The last interview I did at the end of our senior year, just before graduation.”

      Still nothing.

      I make a rolling gesture with my hand. “The red blouse with the black pearl buttons.”

      Her face lights up with recognition. “Oh! The professional one that also happened to make you look like you were on a date.”

      “You’re evil,” I say, laughing.

      The doorbell rings, and I follow her because it can only be Layla. Yanking the door open, Tia adds, “The interview was with the guy who gave you the tongue lashing of a lifetime the week before you left for South America.”

      Layla stands in the doorway, tall and goddess-like. Her brown eyes twinkle with questions. “I walked in at the right time, clearly.”

      She’s in town because it’s volleyball off-season, but she’ll be returning to Turkey soon. It’s her other home, since she fell in love with a Turkish woman on another team there.

      “Yes,” Tia tells her. “We were talking about a guy who made her knees shake. Her belly flip.”

      “The only guy who did that to her?” Layla asks.

      My cheeks flame red. “Yes. Holden. The baseball player. And neither one of you told me he was traded to the San Francisco Dragons at the end of last year.”

      Layla stares sharply at me. “One, good to see you too. Two, how the hell would I have known?”

      I wave it off. I’m only messing with them anyway. I wrap Layla in a hug that lasts a whole minute. “It’s so good to see you both,” I say with a happy sigh.

      “Same,” Layla says.

      “Double same,” Tia echoes.

      When I pull away, Tia arches a brow. “Now, back to your unfair accusation. Why would you think I would know that he’d been traded? I’ve been in my master’s program, not tracking Major League Baseball trades. And Layla was in Turkey, falling in love and playing her heart out. Plus, you went on one date with him.”

      Layla clears her throat. “Exactly. I haven’t been reading up on the off-season baseball trades.”

      I heave an exaggerated sigh. “Fine. So you guys aren’t doing the stalking work that best friends should do. I guess I can forgive you.” I fling myself onto the couch in the living room as Tia grabs a bottle of wine and a corkscrew. Layla snags three glasses from the kitchen and sits next to me.

      Once Tia joins us and we all have full glasses, she asks, “So, did you look him up? Is that how you know he’s in town?”

      Layla nudges me. “You checked out his social media, I bet.”

      I dip my head in shame. “Yes. I did.”

      “And is there a girlfriend in the picture?” Tia asks.

      “I have no idea. His Instagram feed is the occasional baseball pic amid coffee shots and images of the Golden Gate Bridge covered in fog.”

      Layla tries to stifle a laugh. “Is he an amateur photographer?”

      I laugh. “Apparently, he likes moody pictures of the city.”

      “Ooh la la. Isn’t he just an onion of a man?” Tia says, shimmying her shoulders.

      “Speaking of men, did you meet anyone in South America?” Layla asks, batting her dark eyes like a cartoon character floating on hearts and flowers.

      I fire her a look like she’s crazy. “You think I met someone and didn’t tell you? Hello! We texted. We FaceTimed. I would have told you if I’d gotten so much as tongue.”

      Layla shrugs saucily. “I didn’t want to presume, in case you were keeping secrets.”

      “I didn’t meet anyone.” I wasn’t looking. And I wasn’t tempted when I went out with the others in my media program. “Dating was just complicated with the job and moving to three different countries and working all the time. But I didn’t miss it.” It’s the truth—I didn’t date once, and I was mostly good with that. “Is that crazy?”

      Layla laughs. “I didn’t date either.”

      I shove her shoulder. “No, you just went and fell in love with the first woman you met.”

      “It happens. Love at first sight.”

      Tia rolls her eyes. “You and your perfect international romance.”

      “What can I say? Some women have got it going on,” Layla says, blowing on her nails, too hot to handle. Then she swings her gaze to me, her lips going ruler-straight, her eyes thoughtful. “But you know, it makes sense that you didn’t meet anyone. You didn’t go there for a man. You went there for you,” she says, tapping my sternum. “And you didn’t let Holden ‘Arms of Steel’ Kingsley hold you back from going either.”

      Tia lifts her chin to the ceiling and imitates a lioness. “You are woman. Hear you roar.”

      I join in, roaring too.

      Layla gets in on the big catcall as well.

      We crack up, and I loop an arm around one, then the other. “You’re the best. I missed you two. And you’re right. I didn’t let some hot-ass man stop me from making my big-girl career choices, and look where I am now.  I have an awesome new job as a manager at a publicity firm—all because I have unique experience and my own damn podcast. Yay, me.”

      “You know it, friend.”

      “And besides, I moved on in my own way, focusing on work and myself. I’m sure Holden did too. He probably has a girlfriend. I’m not going to reach out.” I wave a hand airily. “Who cares, right?”

      “I will drink to that,” Tia says.

      We lift our glasses and toast, then Tia shoots me a knowing look. “And if anyone deserves time-out for not telling you, it should be Grant. He’ll be here in about fifteen minutes.”
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      After the requisite hug, I shove my BFF on the chest.

      News flash—Grant doesn’t move. He’s made of brick.

      “What the hell?”

      Tia waves a hand in my direction. “Good luck dealing with her ire. She’s already put us through the wringer.” She grabs Layla by the arm. “Let’s go get some food going while Reese tortures Grant.”

      “May the force be with you, Grant,” Layla calls out as she sails into the kitchen.

      The four of us were all friends in college, even though Grant is two years older. But the running joke was that he and I were a package deal.

      Grant and I have known each other pretty much our whole lives. We played sports together, grew up together. Escaped our homes together when the fighting between my parents or his parents became too much. We’d take refuge in my grandparents’ house or his. It didn’t matter, since our grandmothers were besties.

      Grant and I discovered boys together too.

      He took a little longer to decide he only liked boys. He dated a few girls in high school, but the reports when he returned home from the movies, or coffee, or pizza were all, It was so-so, or It was whatever, or I’m just not that into her.

      When he came out to me as gay at the end of high school, I was so happy for him to be living his authentic life, though that was an intense time for him.

      As we flop onto the couch, he drags a hand through his messy dark-blond hair. “So, what did I do wrong?”

      I peer at him, playing at being over-the-top annoyed. “Holden Kingsley.” I pause like a cross-examiner waiting for a response, even though I’m the one who has a confession to make. “What do you have to say for yourself?”

      He raises his hands in surrender. “I didn’t do him. He’s straight as an arrow.”

      I roll my eyes. “I know that! The issue is you didn’t tell me that he was traded to the San Francisco Dragons.”

      He raises a curious brow. “Should I have? There were about a hundred other trades in the off-season that I didn’t tell you about either. But if you want me to keep you apprised, we can discuss a revision to our friendship pact along those lines. Grant Blackwood is hereby responsible for keeping Reese Fallon informed of all Major League Baseball trades. This may be exhausting, ridiculous, and downright silly, but if she deems it important, Grant will do it.”

      “Thank you. That’s how our friendship works.”

      He laughs, shaking his head. Then he stops, quirks up his lips, and studies me. “Hold on a minute, girl. Did you fail to mention something about that day with Holden? Did you get more than an interview with him and not dish the dirt?” 

      And that’s my confession. I never told him about that night. I wince, a tiny smidge of guilt for keeping that to myself.

      My gut twists as I serve up the truth. “Holden and I had a thing the night of the interview. It was amazing, but I didn’t tell you, because I didn’t want anything to affect how you saw him as a player, an opponent, or a teammate if he ever became one.”

      His eyes narrow, and he growls. “You’re in trouble.”

      “I’m sorry. I wanted to tell you everything, but I truly didn’t want you to go all overprotective big brother if you decided you didn’t like him or if it didn’t work out with him and me.” I sigh. “But then it didn’t work out anyway because I went to South America.”

      His expression shifts from mildly annoyed to six ways of delighted. “You banged him. You lost your V-card to Holden Kingsley, and you never told me. Who’s in trouble now?”

      I nip that falsehood in the bud. “We didn’t bang. I swear. We, um . . .”

      Do I tell him? Does he want those details?

      He gives me big blue I’m waiting eyes. “I can handle it. I’m not afraid of anything about the female anatomy. I’m not gonna make an eww face.”

      “I know you’re not. I can still recall the night you let me take a bath in your hotel room before your first Major League opening day.”

      He rolls his eyes. “I didn’t watch you take a bath.”

      “Well, obviously. Also, I still miss that tub.”

      He makes a rolling gesture with his hand. “Spill.”

      I huff, then relent. “We kissed and . . .”

      “You can say it.” He drops his voice to a stage whisper. “Was it second base or”—he gasps—“third base?”

      I swat his shoulder, then whisper, “Third base.”

      That earns me a high-five. “And how was it? Did you fake it? Fall asleep during it? Or did he send you to Orgasm Falls?”

      I laugh. “Is that a new location in Candy Land?”

      “It is. You’ll find it a little east of Blow Job Commons. Just south of Lollipop Woods.”

      “Are those two of your favorite locations in the board game?”

      He licks his lips salaciously. “Among them. But I also like Hand Job House, which is a hop, skip, and a lick away from Rim Job Lagoon, another great place to visit.”

      I smack my hand again on his made-of-steel shoulder. “I almost forgot how naughty you are.”

      “Should I have sanitized my mouth for you? Eased you in gently? Maybe left the rimming mention till dessert or coffee?”

      “No way. I’ve missed your pure, unfiltered mouth.” I dip my voice to a whisper. “Even though I know you talk a good game. Need I remind you of what you told me the last time we all went dancing?”

      He rolls his eyes. “Yes, I gave you my confession that I’m hardly the player everyone thinks I am.” He brings his finger to his lips. “I have secrets to keep.”

      For a few seconds, his eyes darken, and his tone goes more intense than I’d expect. Like his secrets are deeper than the ones he’s shared already. Ones about his first time. About how he still sometimes misses that guy.

      But maybe now about something else?

      I might be reading into his expression, but I swear there’s something new in his eyes. A new secret.

      “Speaking of unfiltered mouths,” he says, interrupting my meandering thoughts as he makes a rolling gesture with his hand. “You went there with Kingsley?”

      “That night nearly two years ago, we went there. Tongue Palace, I believe it’s called. And it was earth-shatteringly, toe-curlingly, knee-weakeningly good.” I draw a deep breath. “We also made plans that night to get together a second time. To see each other again.”

      “Even though it was long-distance?”

      “Yes. And we texted for a week until I left the country.”

      “Damn. You guys really liked each other,” he says, his tone serious now.

      A smile forms, unbidden, at the memory. “Yes. Are you surprised?”

      “Not that he liked you. You’re awesome and fantastic, and any man who goes out with you should want to marry you. I just haven’t been able to get a read on him when it comes to dating and women.”

      Something doesn’t compute. “How would you get a read on him?”

      “He’s buds with Crosby, my third baseman. I’ve hung out with him and Crosby a few times since he moved to town.”

      Ohhhhhhh.

      This could be useful. Way more revealing than social media.

      “So, is he seeing anyone?” My voice pitches upward with hope.

      But Grant dashes that quickly with a scoff. “No clue. We’re not super tight. More like workout buds who debate random shit, like whether Harrison Ford was better as Indy or Han Solo.”

      I stare sharply at him. “Indy. Always Indy. Brilliant archaeologist by day, Nazi-fighter by night.”

      “Han. Had a better love story,” he answers decisively. Opinions, we have ’em.

      Grant leans back into the couch cushion, looking all casual and cool in his jeans and tight gray T-shirt. “Anyway, why are you asking if he’s seeing anyone? What’s going on for real, Reese? Are you still hung up on him because of what happened a couple of years ago?”

      When he phrases it like that, I shake my head, thinking I should pry the man loose from my mind. “No, but I have fond memories because I was going to have sex with him. I was going to sleep with someone for the first time, but then the night ended too soon. His flight was canceled, and he had to catch an earlier plane. I probably think about him more because of that. Do you know what I mean?”

      His blue eyes twinkle with understanding. “I absolutely understand the fond memories of your first time,” he says, the slightest bit wistful. Is he still hung up on the shortstop for the New York Comets like he was for a while? A long, long while.

      Understandably.

      I study his expression, then ask softly, “Have you heard from him lately? Declan?”

      Grant nibbles on the corner of his lips. “Yes.”

      My eyes pop. “Tell me.”

      He sighs heavily. “I’m not sure it’s my story to tell right now.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Just that. Bear with me, okay?”

      I huff. “Seriously?”

      He nods, his eyes intense. “Yeah, I promise.”

      I’m dying to know what’s up, but I also respect that he may not be ready to tell me.

      The last time we talked about Declan was before I left the country, when Grant went dancing with Layla, Tia and me. At the club, he admitted just to me that he still missed Declan. I was surprised since he’d seemed so low-key about his ex at that point. But then, he definitely wasn’t low-key after his first spring training.

      “But how about you tell me more. Why did it feel right with Holden?”

      “Feeling right” was a topic the two of us discussed over late nights in my dorm or his dorm, or the commons. How would I know when it was right? We could debate it endlessly as we considered the guys at college. Considered then often dismissed them. No one floated my boat. Or his. We were such peas in a pod.

      As for Grant, he waited until he was twenty-two.

      I was twenty-two when I met Holden.

      Maybe that was the magic age for both of us.

      “It felt right at the time, even though we hardly knew each other,” I explain. “I liked Holden a lot, even in such a short time. He was respectful. He was interested in me as a person. And we just . . . connected. This might sound crazy, but I felt like I knew him. Do you know what I mean?”

      Grant squeezes my thigh, a reassuring touch. “I know exactly what you mean.”

      I scoot closer. “Is that how it was with Declan that first time?”

      He takes a few seconds, maybe falling back in time, into memories. “It felt right,” he says softly. “It always felt right.”

      Right.

      That’s how my one night with Holden felt.

      “That makes sense. I felt that too—like I’d have no regrets with Holden,” I say. “Even if I didn’t see him again. But then when we talked about seeing each other again, it felt even more right. Almost . . . fated. But fate had other plans.” Time to let go of thoughts of my almost first time once and for all. I fasten on a bright smile. “So, when I meet the next guy that feels right, I’ll know what to look for—someone I’ll have no regrets with.”

      “That sounds like a game plan.”

      We shift gears and talk about work, with his season kicking off in a few days. This week, I’m starting my new gig with a sports marketing firm in the city that does some great work with nonprofits.

      We chat about that, then join Layla and Tia for dinner.

      Here I am, together again with my closest friends.

      In the same city as my mom.

      Sharing food, laughs, and hugs, chatting about all the little things we didn’t talk about over FaceTime or text during the last couple of years.

      Tia tells us about a new podcast she is in mad love with called Badass Babe. It’s for women and by women, and it’s all about being productive, successful, and taking no shit, she says.

      I download it immediately to my phone.

      Layla confesses that though she loves Istanbul, she feels a little lost not knowing the language well enough, and she misses home. It’s a rare moment of vulnerability for her.

      “Well, I personally wouldn’t complain if you were in San Francisco,” I add, then turn to Grant. “And give me all the details you didn’t share when I was gone. What have you been up to?”

      Narrowing his blue eyes, he hums as if deep in thought. “Not much, to be honest. Just busy with work, you know.” He takes a beat, raises his left hand, and strokes his chin.

      Oh, so blatant.

      “Oh! I remember. I did win a World Series,” he adds.

      Like I didn’t know. Still, I grab his hand and gawk appropriately at the gaudy thing.

      It’s so good to be back.

      To have this time with these people.

      This is what matters most.

      Not the man who might happen to be in this city too.
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      On Monday morning, everything feels new.

      I put on a cute black-and-white pindot blouse, pair it with simple black slacks, and slide on a jacket.

      As I walk to my first day on the job as a PR manager, I savor the sprinkling of early spring warmth as I go, with the sun jostling its way to the forefront of the sky, shoving aside the fog rolling through the city.

      I cherished my time in Peru, in Colombia, in Chile. But Dorothy was right when she said there’s no place like home. I’m clicking my ruby-red slippers the whole way to work. I turn onto the block where my new office is housed.

      While I was abroad, I applied for jobs here in town and snagged an online interview with a progressive and innovative publicity firm that works with local businesses on their nonprofit initiatives, especially sports-centric ones. In short—my dream job.

      As I near the building, I pass a quirky stationery shop, then a wine and painting place. I bet it’s bustling in the evenings with San Franciscans on dates. Maybe someday I’ll go there with some new guy.

      The guy who feels right. The one I’ll want to be serious with.

      But not today.

      Not tonight.

      And not tomorrow.

      I haven’t moved here to look for a man. I’m here for the next phase of my career.

      I’m ready to roll up my sleeves and work with some awesome women who exemplify what it means to be a lady boss.

      I reach the office building right at the edge of Hayes Valley, next to a vegan ice cream shop and a pop-up shop advertising twenty-seven varieties of french fries.

      Oh, Dorothy, it is good to be home indeed.

      I push open the doors, a tiny bit nervous but still ready to tackle whatever comes my way. Inside, the office manager shows me around then introduces me to the woman who owns Moore Media.

      “So good to meet you in person,” Jillian says. She’s the former VP of publicity for the San Francisco Renegades, one of the city’s two football teams. A gorgeous Chinese-American woman, she’s also the wife of the Renegades’ star receiver, Jones Beckett. She left the franchise and started this firm on her own. In a few years, it’s become one of the most successful PR shops in the city.

      “And I’m thrilled to have you on board. Have you adjusted to being back in the Bay Area?” Jillian asks.

      “I carry a light jacket with me wherever I go, and I’m ready to eat trendy food at a moment’s notice,” I say with a smile.

      Laughing, she tucks a strand of sleek black hair behind her ear. “I’d say that’s all you need.”

      We sit down on her cushy couch, along with the VP of marketing I’ll be reporting to. That’s Adriana. She talks a mile a minute, but I’m digging the way her rat-a-tat-tat style keeps me on my toes. Her pretty voice has a faint trace of a Colombian accent in it. She was raised there, then moved to California when she was ten, I’d learned during our FaceTime interview.

      Now together in person, the three of us chat about the clients and projects they want me to work on. I take notes and offer suggestions, enlivened already by the work I’ll be doing. Building podcasts, crafting videos, expanding the social media presence for outreach initiatives from various nonprofits.

      Athletes with disabilities. Shelter dogs. The Rainbow Alliance.

      It’s everything my heart loves.

      “And tomorrow night, one of our clients—a former Olympic skier—is hosting a cocktail soiree at the Legion of Honor, a casual sort of silent fundraiser for various organizations that they work with,” Adriana says, giving more details, then adding, “I would love for you to go. I’ll be there too, and can introduce you to athletes, supporters, press, and so on.”

      I say yes, thrilled for the chance.

      When the day ends, I call my mom and update her on everything, then make plans to see her this weekend. That evening, Tia and I hit the Marina with Layla to play a pickup game of volleyball.

      On the way home, we say goodbye to Layla, then Tia and I pop into CVS to grab some face masks. Back at my place, we slather on pink charcoal goop to clear out our pores.

      “Question. How the hell did charcoal become the it thing?” I ask as I flop down on the couch.

      “Charcoal lobbied before the Cool Council. Got its blessing.”

      “Ah, makes perfect sense. Same council that gave the blessing to avocado toast and porkpie hats a few years back?”

      “Obvs.”

      Then she turns on the newest episode of Badass Babe, and we listen together as the charcoal does its thing.

      Old times are new again, and I’m a happy camper.

      A little later, Tia’s boyfriend returns from work and whisks her and her glowing face upstairs. I’m guessing he’ll be making her glow in other ways.

      Good for her.

      As for me, I’m all good too. I definitely don’t need a man. Not at all.
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      The next night, I’m getting ready for the cocktail party, touching up my mascara, when my phone rings.

      A bolt of tension slides down my back as I see the name on the screen.

      Do I answer it now? Hit ignore? But I can’t ignore him forever, so I might as well take the call.

      “Hi, Dad,” I say tightly.

      “Hey, sweetie bear,” he says, making me cringe with the nickname he gave me when I was ten.

      Let it go. It’s no big deal. Who cares that it’s been years since you spoke? He’s still your dad.

      “How’s everything? How’s Becky? I hear you guys have some exciting news.” I brace myself for him to share how wonderfully excited he is to bring new life into the world, though he’ll probably cheat on Becky too, and divorce her as soon as the kid is potty-trained.

      Or becomes a teenager.

      Depends on how long it takes till he’s caught sticking his dick someplace else.

      He chatters on about the pregnancy, serving up details that I don’t care about.

      “How wonderful that the baby is the size of a honeydew melon.” My phone buzzes, thank God, and a quick check of the screen tells me my Lyft is here. “Dad, I have to go to an event for work.”

      “Are you free tomorrow? I’d love to talk more. Maybe invite you to a ball game.”

      Right. That’s what I want to do. Go see baseball with my pops. Grab some popcorn and peanuts and talk about which pitcher has the best fastball.

      Ugh.

      “Sure, call me tomorrow.”

      Hanging up, I do my best to put him out of my mind.
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      I arrive at the Legion of Honor, the museum hosting the event, and it’s a whirlwind of canapés and conversation.

      I join Adriana, and we network our hearts and feet out, meeting clients, talking to athletes, and chatting with everyone. I’m on for three hours with her. When the event starts to wind down, she shoots me a smile, grabs her purse, and pats her big pregnant belly.

      “On that note, this baby and I need to curl up with our full-body pillow and crash. You’re welcome to take off anytime or to hang and eat more shishito peppers and ricotta toast.”

      “It’s hard to beat those shishito peppers,” I say.

      She narrows her eyes and faux hisses. “I’m jealous. I can’t eat anything yummy without getting heartburn. Oh wait, I can’t eat anything without getting heartburn.”

      “My mistake. What I meant to say is the peppers were awful and the ricotta was dreadful,” I say, with an exaggerated yuck face.

      Adriana nods wisely. “That’s what I thought you said.” She gestures to the exit. “See you tomorrow.”

      “See you then.”

      I spend another half hour circulating, chatting and not stuffing my face. The food is great, but my job here isn’t to scrape together enough apps for a meal.

      When the soiree continues to wind down, I spot some late arrivals.

      One of them looks like the third baseman for the Cougars.

      Crosby Cash.

      Right behind him is Chance Ashford, the closing pitcher.

      Then, my heart stops. All the air in my lungs rushes out.

      Dark hair. Broad shoulders. A strong back I dragged my hands down. Clothes can’t hide the muscles. The man is toned everywhere.

      But can that be him?

      There’s no way that can be Holden.

      There’s no way I’m running into him already.

      It’s an optical illusion. That is someone else.

      Then he turns around, scans the room, and his eyes lock on mine.

      This is not a drill.

      There’s an entire orchestra playing in my chest, hosting a concert celebrating his return.

      Years seem to melt away.

      And I know. I just know.

      He doesn’t have a girlfriend.

      He says something to his friends, and then he walks toward me.
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      What the hell?

      The text from my agent lands on my phone as I finish my four-mile run a block away from my gym, sweat-soaked but full of adrenaline, and now vinegar.

      I stare at the note one more time, willing it away.

      

      
        
        Josh: Dragons just nixed their manager. Hiring a new one for the start of the season.

      

      

      

      I heave all the sighs in the fucking city as I dial him. After a quick exchange, I dive into the deep and murky end. “Opening Day is literally tomorrow. I just returned from spring training.” I drag my hand across my jaw, annoyed as fuck. “What kind of club does this? Fire the manager right before the season starts? Wouldn’t this have been better, say, before spring training?”

      “It would indeed,” Josh says diplomatically, with a light laugh. “But these are the growing pains of the reorganization and the new management. They’re trying to make changes. They have deep pockets now, thanks to the new ownership structure. We need to remember that, Holden, and we need to remember that too because they were able to fork over some good money for you.”

      “Fine. I get it.” I take a deep breath, settling myself. He’s right. As annoying as it is, the Dragons ponied up when it came to negotiations. The contract I snagged this year will go a long way toward changing my family’s life. Hell, it’ll pay for my brothers’ college. Times two.

      “I’ll do everything to get an answer from them quickly,” Josh says, reassuring me as I reach the gym. “And listen, now that you’ve called, I’m getting some bites for sponsorships, but . . .  here’s the thing.”

      I stop in my tracks outside the door, bracing my hand on the brick wall. Here’s the thing is the prelude to a kiss of death. “What’s the thing?” I ask.

      “You might want to be . . .” He trails off like he’s searching for the word.

      “Be what?” I bite out.

      “More outspoken,” he says.

      That’s odd. “About what? What kind of sponsors want me to be more outspoken? On issues, you mean? You want me to write in my Twitter bio that I recycle, I support marriage equality, I like adopting shelter dogs?”

      “All good causes, but not exactly what I had in mind. I mean, talk to the press more. You’re kind of the king of ‘no comment,’ Kingsley.”

      “And you damn well know why, Summers.”

      “I do know why. But it’s good when the watchmaker or the dog food company or the sneaker maker sees you talking to the media. Even platitudes like ‘It was a great game’ or ‘I’m just happy to be here.’ That’s literally all you have to do.”

      “And when they turn that into ‘My mom snorts lines with her latte every Thursday night,’ what should I do then? I hate lying, so it’s easier just to say, ‘No comment.’”

      “Just try. Try saying something about playing. About loving baseball.”

      “Talking to the press is my least favorite thing to do,” I spit out. The memory of the Seattle hatchet job still stings.

      “But is it really? You’d rather, say, have your balls waxed than talk to the press? You’d rather do sprinting drills, burpees, bear crawls?”

      “Yes, to all four.”

      Josh laughs. “You are a special kind of ornery. Think about it, Holden. Just think about it.”

      “I will,” I tell Josh, then end the call.

      I wasn’t always ornery when talking to the media.

      I was the opposite.

      But I don’t think about the press when I head into the gym to hit the weights.

      Instead, I work on word games in my head. I toss out a six-letter word, and I make as many combos as I can while I lift.

      I like to work my mind at the same time as I train my body. It’s one of the tricks and techniques I’ve perfected over the last few years. Rather than turning my mind into a blank, I ask it to work as hard as it can.

      Then, when I’m at the plate, I can zero in on details like possible pitches, where they’ll land, where they might go.

      Same thing applies to when I’m fielding second base.

      All of that thinking helps my body and mind to work together on the diamond.

      To focus all my energy on baseball.

      It’s my special skill—No Distractions Holden.

      The press is a distraction. So, I don’t think about it.
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      Later that evening, I grab some chow with Crosby before the event he talked me into attending with him. He drags along Chance too, his closing pitcher on the Cougars.

      We’ve just arrived at the Legion of Honor, and Crosby has just turned his car over to the valet, when my phone rings with a call from Josh.

      I answer at the speed of light. “What’s the story?”

      “The manager is in, and the news is golden.”

      That piques my interest. “Yeah? Who is he?”

      Crosby’s eyes are wide—he can hear Josh’s end of the conversation.

      “Former major league utility player. He was a minor league manager, and he’s been a sportscaster for the last few years. Great track record. Edward Thompson.”

      A grin takes over my face. Something terrible just turned into something awesome. “Excellent choice.”

      I thank Josh for the news, then turn to my friends. “Thompson is the guy who gave me this great piece of advice a couple of years ago when I was in Seattle. I’m indebted to him.” I scratch my jaw, amazed at the luck and coincidence. I tell Crosby and Chance about that Webflix-movie moment in the Seattle ballpark. Who’d have thought he’d wind up as my manager?

      “He sounds like a Baseball Buddha,” Crosby says, unruffled as always.

      “That’s exactly what he was. In thirty seconds, he knew precisely what I needed to do to improve my game.”

      Chance taps his chin, his dark eyes going thoughtful. “I’d like to meet this wise man. See if he can tell me how to pick up two miles per hour on my fastball. I’d be throwing at Mach speed then.”

      In a much better mood, I bound up the steps. The guys and I are hitting the tail end of the cocktail party, but that ought to be just enough socialization for me. Behind me, Crosby tells Chance, “You’d be unhittable, man,” and rubs his palms together at the prospect.

      Chance raises his chin. “You mean even more unhittable. Especially if you’re Holden.” Chance shoots me a smirk. “If memory serves, aren’t you oh-and-ten against me at the plate? I threw to you when you were on the Bandits. Got you out every single at bat.”

      I sneer. “I hit you once.”

      “Fine. Once, but it was a tiny little piddle to first,” the confident closer says with a laugh. “I got out of the inning unscathed.”

      Crosby laughs, clapping Chance on the shoulder. “Never, never leave the Cougars. You’re our secret weapon.”

      “Not so secret though. Everyone knows this guy is one of the most vicious closing pitchers in the league,” I say as we make our way through the lobby and into the room where the cocktail fete is winding down.

      I give myself a new mission between now and when we face the Cougars—work on hitting the unhittable Chance Ashford.

      Already I’m devising a plan to study his games and his pitches, ask one of our pitchers to—

      I stop thinking about strategy. I stop thinking about sports, which I didn’t imagine was possible.

      My skin buzzes. The air crackles.

      I’m seeing a mirage, an oasis in the desert.

      A motherfucking vision.

      Nearly two years after I saw her last, Reese is as beautiful as she was that day. Maybe more.

      My body has forgotten nothing about Reese Fallon as my pulse spikes and a grin spreads unbidden on my face.

      Everything else fades away. The party. My friends. The music. “Be right back,” I mutter to the guys, and then I head to the woman I could never completely force out of my mind, no matter how hard I tried.
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      I go first with a “Hey.”

      “Hi,” she says, all soft and breathy.

      The sound of her voice is an elixir I didn’t even know I was looking for, but one I want to swallow down whole.

      “How are you?”

      I can’t stop looking at her. My body is floating, my brain is singing. How the hell could I spend one day with her and still feel this way nearly two years later?

      This must be the chemistry talking. That’s the only explanation.

      “I’m great.” She can’t seem to stop smiling either, the sexiest grin I’ve ever seen on anyone. “How are you, Holden?”

      The way she says my name sends hot sparks down my spine. She says it like she’s thinking of me the same damn way I’m thinking of her.

      “Good. Yeah. Really good,” I reply.

      Wow. Talk much, asshole?

      “What are you doing here?” I ask, trying to form questions, intelligent ones, not grunts and yeahs and wows.

      But I am floored by her.

      By her presence in this longitude and latitude.

      In this city.

      In this room.

      The music grows louder, and I gesture to a nearby alcove, away from the hustle and bustle. It’s quiet here, and more private.

      “I work for a PR firm in town,” Reese answers.

      My mind spins like a Tilt-A-Whirl. She can’t have said that—in town. No way is that possible. “You work in San Francisco now?” I hold all the breath in the world. That would be too good to be true.

      She probably has a boyfriend.

      She can’t possibly be single.

      Lightning doesn’t strike the same spot twice.

      “I do. I just returned a few days ago. I got this amazing job here, and I’m still doing my podcast.”

      My eyes widen. “You’re really back,” I say with wonder. Yeah, can’t make long sentences, can’t hide that I’m awestruck. Nothing to do but forge ahead. “How was it?”

      “Amazing. Life-changing. I learned so much. I feel like I can tackle anything, even things I don’t know how to do yet. But that’s the biggest skill I’ve learned.” She grins, then waves a dismissive hand. “I’m going on and on.”

      “I want to hear all about it though. It sounds amazing.”

      “It was. And you’ve been playing great.” She gestures to me, her hand nearly grazing my chest. Let it graze me, beautiful. “I check in on your stats from time to time.”

      I square my shoulders, pride spreading through me. “It’s been a good two years when it comes to baseball.”

      “Seems like it.”

      I stare, mesmerized, drinking in those blonde waves, those crystal blue eyes, those lush red lips.

      “You’re still wearing red,” I say, low and husky.

      She tries to rein in a grin, but then she nods, her voice sensual, inviting. “I am.”

      Lust trips through my veins.

      “You look . . .”

      But before I finish the thought with spectacular, gorgeous, like a dream come true, I stop because—what if she’s involved?

      She reads my thoughts though. She must because she blurts, “Holden, I’m single,” like it’s a thing she’s been dying to tell me.

      Well, it’s the thing I’ve been dying to know.

      I inch closer. We’re maybe a foot away from each other here in this nook, away from the party. “Me too.”

      “Yeah?” She licks her lips.

      “Yes.”

      Everything buzzes. Everything is electric. “I feel like I’ve gone back in time.”

      “Like it’s that night again,” she says, her words sizzling over my skin.

      “Maybe it can be,” I offer.

      “What happens next?”

      “Want me to tell you or show you?”

      “Show me,” she says, so irresistible.

      I close the distance, cup her cheek in my hand, then lock eyes with her.

      I bring my face close to hers. The stutter of her breath makes me hot, turned all the way on. Dusting my lips across her forehead, I tease her, pressing a kiss there, inhaling her scent.

      I move down to her eyelids.

      Leaving gentle kisses there.

      She whimpers.

      I take my time, letting her know how I have missed this. She responds with body language, inching closer, shuddering, sighing. I drag my thumb down her cheek.

      “So soft, so sexy,” I whisper.

      “Kiss me, please,” she says as she trembles.

      “I’m getting there,” I say as I kiss her jaw, inching along her gorgeous face. Then I pull back, taking in her expression.

      It’s one of exquisite torture.

      Her lips part. Her breath comes fast.

      I need to have her.

      I capture her mouth with mine, and I kiss those red lips.

      Moaning and sighing, we consume each other like lovers reunited.

      She tastes sweet and sultry, like the woman I couldn’t get enough of. I drag her against me, hauling her as close as can be, feeling the press of her body as I kiss her with the same ferocity I felt that night.

      Is this lust?

      Desire?

      Two years of horniness, pent-up and unleashed?

      Who knows? Who cares?

      All I know is this kiss is going to my head.

      We kiss hard and passionately, then slow and soft, and when we break apart, I laugh softly—a relieved, joyful laugh.

      “Nice to see you again,” I whisper.

      “It’s very good to see you,” she says, and that mix of sexy yet still innocent is such a delicious cocktail. A drink that makes me want more, makes me want to get closer to her.

      I play with a strand of her hair. “Want to pick up where we left off?”

      “I do.”

      “Good. Because I want to see you, take you out, take you home with me. I want to start up again,” I tell her, determined to make this happen. When your What-If Woman walks back into your life, you don’t let her go. Especially since we’ve got the same click, the same connection as before. Or maybe, a connection that’s even stronger.

      One we both want to nurture.

      “I want all that too,” she says, seeming giddy over the prospect of an us. The us we wanted to have before—the chance to date, to be a thing, to be more than one night.

      We were never going to be a hookup then, and we aren’t now either.

      Funny how I was with my college girlfriend for a year and never felt this intensity. But with Reese, I feel so much damn certainty, so much possibility.

      I won’t let her slip away this time.

      No way.

      Here in the alcove, we talk, catching up on life, as she tells me about her friends and her new job, then asks me more questions about baseball and what I’ve been up to.

      I tell her the good news I got just before the party about the new manager. “I’ve been on edge, hoping for a great new manager. Someone to help revamp the team. And this guy is terrific. I even met him a year or so ago, randomly in Seattle. And he gave me a great piece of advice about my stance that changed my game.”

      “That’s awesome,” she says, eyes alight with excitement. “Who is he?”

      “Edward Thompson,” I say, still stoked that he’s coming to town. “He has a great reputation from what I know of him. Solid utility player over eight years. Terrific minor league manager. Amazing broadcaster.”

      All the color drains from her face. She gulps. Winces. Clears her throat.

      “What’s wrong, beautiful?”

      A deep line creases her forehead. “He’s my father.”
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      That’s my father for you.

      He can ruin a night faster than a speeding bullet, crush new romance more powerfully than a locomotive, and destroy hope in a single headline.

      He’s Super Dream Destroyer.

      So typical of the man to find a way to steal my joy yet again. I bet this is the real reason he returned to California, not for Becky’s job. I bet he’s been squirreling away this little nugget of news to spring whenever it suited him, never thinking how it would affect anyone else.

      Clenching my jaw, I start to grind my teeth, something I haven’t done since I was younger.

      Something I did when I was thirteen, when I discovered he was cheating. I’d gone one evening to a minor league game he was coaching—at his invitation. Attending was no hardship because I loved baseball—loved it to the marrow of my bones.

      My mom was working late at the hospital, so I went alone. My volleyball game was canceled, so I left San Francisco early, catching a bus to Sacramento. When I arrived at the ballpark, I found him locked in an embrace with a woman who was not my mother, his wife.

      Tears stinging my eyes, hurt squeezing my chest, I turned around, caught another bus home, and told him later I’d never made it to the ballpark.

      I could barely sleep that night.

      And the next, and the next.

      In bed, nothing drowned out the siege of questions. Do I tell Mom? Do I tell Dad I know? Do I tell my sister?

      After a few weeks of teeth-grinding, tossing, and turning, I finally decided to tell my mom. But when I sat down to say the hardest words I’d ever have to say, she looked at me with sympathy and kindness in her bright blue eyes. “I know, sweetie. I’ve known for a few months.”

      At age thirteen, already taller than she and all kinds of gawky, I crawled into her lap and sobbed.

      We both did, comforting each other over his infidelity.

      A few days later, he moved out.

      A few weeks later, he moved in with that woman.

      I didn’t go to another one of his games for a long time. For months, I turned my back on baseball too. Part of me wanted to hate the sport. To vilify the game.

      But Grant was playing in his first high school championship, and when I begrudgingly went to the series to root for my friend, I realized that baseball was so much more than my father. It was my friends. It was my own love of sports.

      I refused to let my father destroy the game I’d loved since I was a little girl. I wouldn’t let him take that from me too.

      I made baseball my own, separate from him, starting with my name, jettisoning his for my mother’s.

      For more than a decade, he drifted in and out of my life like the wind.

      Now he’s grafted himself back on to me.

      Holden’s eyes are lined with misery. He swallows, parts his lips, and finally manages to speak. “He’s your father? For real?” he croaks, like each word tastes bitter and acrid, like burned food, or the taste of metal.

      “Yes,” I say coolly. “I am Edward Thompson’s daughter. And I don’t use his last name. I haven’t used it ever since he—”

      I cut myself off. I could so easily launch into a litany of all the reasons I don’t like my father. But the look in Holden’s eyes mere seconds ago when he told me about his new manager says I’d be hurting Holden. If I finished my sentence the way I want—haven’t used it ever since he cheated on my mom repeatedly—I’d be serving up a detail that isn’t going to help Holden do his job.

      I can’t hurt him that way.

      I have to protect him from the truth of my father.

      My dad is an amazing manager. He’s revered by players. He’s an incredible broadcaster.

      He’s a baseball wizard.

      That’s all Holden needs to know. He doesn’t need to know how my father treats women.

      “I don’t use his last name. Obviously,” I say, forcing out a laugh even though it’s not really funny.

      He scratches his jaw. “Yeah, I kind of figured that out pretty quickly. And I had no idea you were related.”

      “But how would you know?” I ask gently. He sounds like he’s beating himself up. “You said you only heard today that he became manager, so why would you have been looking him up? You’d have to dig pretty deep in his bio to find any connection to his daughters.”

      The man who kissed me minutes ago shakes his head several times, still stuck in disbelief. “I can’t believe you’re the . . .”

      “The coach’s daughter,” I supply. It’s best to deal with facts. And rules. If you mess with the coach’s daughter and it doesn’t work out, then the coach might bench you, drop you in the lineup, or worse, recommend you to the general manager for a trade. To top it off, there’s the perception issue—how the press might view us, how the press might spin it to fans, how my boss might see things. “Which means I’m off-limits, according to the athlete code. I’m forbidden fruit. We’d be gossip blog fodder.”

      “Fuck. We would, and they might,” he mutters, dragging a hand through his hair. “And my agent wants me to work on my rep with the press.” Another anguished groan comes from his lips, and I make a mental note to ask him later about his agent’s wishes. Now’s not the time. Especially when he clenches his jaw and grits out a long, frustrated sigh. “I can’t believe this, Reese. I want to see you. I want to take you out. I want to be with you, but . . .”

      I love his words madly, but they slice me to the core too.

      Because of the but.

      Because of the inevitable pressure of public opinion.

      Doesn’t matter that I’m not close to my dad.

      Doesn’t matter if my father cares or not if I date one of his players.

      For the record, I have no idea if he’d care. But I doubt it because he only cares about his own relationships.

      The ones he can get away with.

      None of that matters, though, when the perception is so fraught with whispers, with secrets, with the possibility of the forbidden.

      I suppose I’ve always been forbidden fruit to players; it’s just never been an issue till now.

      I was the teammate’s daughter when my father eked out an unremarkable career as a pinch hitter and bench warmer for eight teams over eight years. As a manager, he worked his way up through the minors before segueing briefly to the sportscaster job and then landing this, his first major league manager gig.

      “I’m the player’s daughter. I’m the broadcaster’s daughter. And yes, I’m the coach’s daughter,” I state plainly. I don’t need to give him power by not saying his name, by dancing around the problem. Best to know what we’re up against—the way this would look, especially for him. “Edward Thompson is my father. We aren’t close, but still.”

      Holden pinches the bridge of his nose.

      Heaviness descends on us.

      “Reese,” he says, his voice like doom.

      But I’ve already known the hatchet was coming down on us.

      “I know,” I say, setting a hand on his arm. “I know, Holden. There is no picking up where we left off.”

      “I want to. You have to know I want to,” he says, his eyes tormented, his tone imploring, like he desperately wants me to know.

      I desperately like knowing. “I want that too. I wanted it,” I correct. “But I get it.”

      “Worst news ever,” he mutters, swaying closer to me, dusting one last kiss on my forehead.

      A kiss that makes me shiver from head to toe.

      Then he pulls back.

      I want to say that we can be friends. But Holden and I were never friends. We were a match set to kindling. We were instant attraction. We were passion and respect, igniting all at once. We were destined for one path and one path only.

      He was always supposed to be my first. He always felt like more than just a guy I wanted. He was on the boyfriend track.

      A heavy sigh comes from him as he scrubs a hand over the back of his neck. “I can’t believe this. These last few hours—learning he was the manager before the party, running into you—made me feel like I was the luckiest guy in the world. And the kiss. My God. That kiss, and us, and everything.” He sounds lost in the possibilities that were unfurling mere moments ago. “And listen, I’ve been pretty lucky the last few years. The only thing I’ve had to complain about is the media.”

      I tilt my head, going all RCA dog. That piques my interest. “The media? What do you mean? You mentioned working on your rep. Is that the issue?” I ask, since he can’t simply be talking about gossip. Or the potential media fodder that dating me would be. He must be talking about something else.

      “Ah. The black mark of me,” he says, faux darkly. “I’m terrible with the press. And the upshot is I don’t have any sponsorship deals. Those would go a long way to gain future security for my family and me.”

      My right eyebrow raises in question. “You were so great with me though. I refuse to believe that.”

      “Believe it. Definitely believe it.”

      “What happened?”

      He swallows roughly, then tells me about a reporter who invented facts about his family.

      The story makes my gut churn and my head hurt. “That’s terrible to twist things around. On behalf of all reporters and podcasters, I’m so sorry that happened to you.”

      “Me too.”

      But before we can commiserate further, a voice booms over the loudspeaker.

      “Thank you so much for attending. The Legion of Honor will be closing in a few minutes. Please make your way to the exit.”

      That’s the end of the night. My reunion with the guy who got away is now on ice once again.

      “You came here with friends? I think I saw you with Crosby Cash and Chance Ashford,” I say, trying to shift gears.

      He grins, seeming delighted that I know who they are. “Those are my buds. Met them recently, but they’re good guys.”

      “And Grant Blackwood as well,” I add.

      He quirks a brow. “I don’t know him well yet, but we’ve hung out a few times at the gym. How did you know that?”

      “He’s only my best friend, and has been forever,” I say in a conspiratorial whisper.

      Holden groans, an amused sound. “Woman, how do you have so many baseball connections?”

      I shrug. “I love the game. And Grant didn’t know a thing about what happened between us until a few nights ago. But he’s been my friend since we were kids. Our grandmas are BFFs and have a weekly poker club together. It’s adorable.”

      “That sounds adorable. And he’s a cool guy. We kidnapped Crosby together at his best friend’s wedding a couple of months ago.”

      I laugh, loving the anecdote, loving how quickly Holden became buds with those two. “That sounds . . . fun for you, rather than Crosby.”

      “We had no choice. He enlisted us in a pact to keep him in check. He was trying to avoid women, but then he went and fell in love with his best friend’s sister, Nadia Harlowe.”

      “Aww, that’s sweet. My romantic heart loves that,” I say.

      He shoots me the swooniest smile, one that suggests he’s a romantic too. “I’m happy for him. I know Grant is too.”

      “And speaking of Grant, I hope you don’t mind that I said something to him. I swear I only told him good things. Because there are only good things to say.”

      He groans. “You’re making this hard. So damn hard. I want to take you home, and kiss you all night, and take you out. Over and over.” With a deep sigh, he seems to reroute his thoughts. “And of course I don’t mind that you told Grant. He’s a good one, from the little I know. And if you trust him, I do too.”

      I nudge his elbow as we shuffle toward the lobby, taking our time. “So you’re consorting with the enemy. Hanging out with all the Cougars. Your bitter rivals.”

      He puts his finger to his lips. “Shh. Don’t tell anyone I’m the Dragon who hangs out with the Cougars. The golden team of the city, when we’re sworn enemies on the field.”

      “Funny that the expansion team has become the favorite child,” I say, but it’s not entirely a surprise—the Cougars won the World Series last year.

      “Meanwhile, we’re more tarnished than an old set of candlesticks. We’re not anything but reviled. But I hope that changes with the new personnel, all-new players, new coaching staff. Spring training was good, and the guys on the team seem cool,” he says as he grabs his phone from his pocket. “I should check and see if Crosby is still around, since he drove.”

      After he slides his phone open, he stops in his tracks, laughing at the message. “No surprise. They took off already. They say I can find my own damn ride home,” he says.

      “They are ruthless.”

      “It’s a guy thing.”

      I laugh. “Yeah. I kind of know how guys are.”

      He freezes, his eyes popping to planet size. “Oh. What do you mean? You know how guys are what?” he asks, stumbling over every syllable.

      “Not like that,” I lower my voice to reassure him before we reach the lobby and the crowds. It’s still just us, so I say, “In fact, I haven’t been with anyone since you.”

      The look in his eyes is pure joy, chased by heat. He blows out a long stream of air, then another. “Reese Fallon, what am I going to do with you?”

      “Nothing,” I say softly. “Unfortunately.”

      “I know.” He steps closer, glances around to make sure no one can see us, then wraps a hand around my arm. “I haven’t been with anyone either.”

      I tremble, a full-body shudder traveling through me. “Not at all?”

      He shakes his head. “No one, Reese.”

      My head spins. I don’t know what to make of that—two years. “Was there a reason for that?”

      With those green eyes pinning me, the man simply shrugs. “I don’t do hookups. And I didn’t meet anyone who made me sit up and take notice. You know me—I prefer connection,” he says, a refrain of the words he said the night we met.

      Words that make my bones hum, my blood sear.

      “Everything’s sexier that way. Better that way,” I say softly, repeating his words back to him.

      “More real. Like this,” he says, and the warmth, the heat, the absolute fire between us crackles.

      Electricity sparks like a power grid lit up after an outage, charging the whole city.

      We stay like that, staring, gazing, like we’re about to crash into each other and combust. The two of us are a chemical reaction. We were before; we’re more so now.

      The way his eyes travel up and down my body, the way his glittering irises linger on my lips turn me liquid.

      I want him even more than I did the first time around.

      But I can’t have him.

      Thanks, Dad.

      You suck.

      I tear myself away though. Otherwise, I’ll climb him like a tree. “We should go.”

      “Yes, we should,” he seconds, and a sadness clobbers my chest. This will probably be our last time doing anything.

      “You’re my what-if guy,” I say.

      “You were always my what-if woman, Reese. I even told Crosby that earlier this year.”

      “You told him about me?” I ask, a smile tipping my lips, because I love that.

      “Nothing private. Nothing personal. Just that there was this woman I couldn’t get out of my mind.”

      My skin warms, and my heart flip-flops. This man makes me swoon over and over. “We really better go now, or we’ll both do something we regret.”

      “I wouldn’t bet on me regretting it,” he says.

      I arch a brow. “Are you sure there? I think you would.”

      Dragging a hand through his hair, he sighs. “Stop knowing me so well already.”

      I give him a soft, resigned smile.

      “But for the record, I would not regret being with you. I’d regret crossing a line I shouldn’t.”

      They’re pretty much one and the same, but I don’t point that out.

      We reach the lobby at last. There, a woman with lush red hair whips her gaze our way, then flashes a grin at Holden. A local sports reporter, she seizes the chance. “Holden, good to see you. Exciting news about the Dragons and the new manager. With you on the team, and now Thompson, what do you think about the Dragons’ chances? You bring such a great presence to the club.”

      He scoffs then says in a surly voice, nearly under his breath, “I love baseball, but I’m nobody’s savior. I just want to play.”

      Oh no.

      My shoulders straighten.

      My radar pings.

      That’s going to sound terrible in the press. All they’re going to run is a fat headline that says “Lone Wolf Kingsley.”

      “Excuse me?” she asks. I’m not sure if she missed his grumble or if she’s surprised by what he said, but I take it for the lifeline it is.

      I don’t wait for permission. I don’t care that he isn’t my client, isn’t my boyfriend. He’s a guy I care about, and that’s all the reason I need to help him.

      I lean close to Holden and whisper, “Tell her this: ‘I’m excited about all the changes on the team and happy to be a part of it. Thank you so much.’”

      Holden repeats after me, and that’s enough for the redhead. “Thank you, Holden.”

      Once we’re outside, we stop on the steps, and I turn to him. Holden Kingsley has more to worry about than how the media would spin him sleeping with the coach’s daughter. Right now, he’s his own worst enemy.

      “You need some lessons in how to talk to the press. And I know just the person to help.”
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      Four miles down.

      A healthy breakfast.

      A full round of weights.

      Time to go to work for Opening Day.

      I head out of my building, ready to snag a ride with Crosby to the Dragons’ ballpark before he goes to the Cougars’.

      Dude likes to drive. More power to him, though I don’t get it. The best thing about San Francisco versus Los Angeles? Never needing my own wheels here is at the top of my list.

      Crosby’s outside my place in Pacific Heights, tossing his keys up and down in his palm.

      Grant leans casually against the passenger side door of Crosby’s red Tesla. “For the millionth time, a hot dog is not a sandwich.”

      Crosby scoffs. “Two pieces of bread. Something in the middle. That’s a sandwich, man,” he says.

      As I bound down the steps, Grant whips his head back and forth. “It’s folded bread. It’s rolled. That’s not a sandwich. Not a sandwich on any planet.”

      I clear my throat. “Pretty sure on Planet Inedible, a hot dog is indeed a sandwich. But on this planet, can we agree it’s on the same level with muffins?”

      “Thank you,” Grant says, gesturing to me like I’ve vindicated his very presence on earth. “Thank you very much.” He turns back to Crosby. “Muffins and hot dogs don’t belong anywhere.”

      Crosby holds up his hands. “Dude, I don’t eat either of those things. It was a semantics debate. Not a which-tastes-better-because-neither-does debate.”

      “And the debate rages on,” I say as I slide into the back seat, Grant into the front.

      It’s funny, seeing Grant in a brand-new light as Reese’s longtime friend. I don’t know him well, beyond agreeing on the wrongness of hot dogs, but I’ve always thought he’s a good guy, so I can understand why she’d be tight with him.

      As Crosby turns on the ignition, he tosses me a glance in the rearview mirror. “How long do I have to be your chauffeur? You’re not even on our team.”

      Grant speaks to him in a reassuring tone. “Now, now. We need to be nice to the poor Dragon. It’s tough that he’s not on a team as good as ours, Crosby. We should be magnanimous to the little guys.”

      I have no choice but to flip them both the bird. I start with Grant. “This is for you.” Then the driver. “And this one is for you.”

      Crosby adopts a simpering smile. “Did you wake up on the wrong side of the bed?”

      Grant makes a time-out gesture. “Clarification, for semantics and all. Is that the side where you’re with someone or where you’re all alone?”

      “Alone. I bet you know nothing about waking up alone, tomcat,” Crosby says to Grant.

      Grant flubs his lips. “Please. You think I’d let some rando sleep over?”

      “Wait, so no one sleeps over at your place?” I lean closer to the front, interest piqued. “Are you a bed hog, or are you just one hundred percent against relationships?”

      The Cougars catcher shudders. “No. I’m not against relationships at all. The issue is this.” He jerks his head around to level me with a stare. “Did you know most guys want to cuddle? So much. Like, all night long.”

      “I didn’t know that. But I know this,” Crosby puts in, hooking a thumb at himself before he turns the next corner. “I fucking love it. So yeah, I’m not surprised. I had a hunch most guys were secret cuddlers.”

      “I am here to out them. I’m outing them all. Guys like to cuddle!” Grant slams a hand on the dashboard for emphasis.

      “I’m not ashamed to admit I’m a cuddle monster,” Crosby says. “I wrap my arms around Nadia all night long and don’t let her go. Space? Fuck that. I want her against me, and I want to be against her.”

      “That’s my point,” Grant says, pointing at him. “But no one will admit it.”

      “There are so many negative images of men in the media. Guys don’t like affection. Guys don’t have feelings. Guys don’t like relationships. Fuck that. I love all of the above,” Crosby says.

      “Holden, what about you? Cuddle monster or solo sleep rider?” Grant asks, intensely serious.

      I snort. “Who knows? It’s been a while.”

      “Are you fasting, man?” Grant asks. “Like a woman diet?”

      I shrug. “Seems that way.”

      Crosby clears his throat as he turns on Van Ness. “But wait a sec, Grant. Didn’t you just disparage other dudes for cuddling?”

      Grant nods. “I’m not disparaging dudes for wanting to cuddle or wanting to cuddle with me. I mean, I fully understand why they’d want to. Look at me. I’m the Mount Everest of cuddling,” he says, gesturing to his frame.

      I laugh. “You want some coffee with that extra dose of cockiness you took this morning?”

      “Nah. I’m full up. But thanks for the offer,” he deadpans, then continues. “But the thing is—I’m particular.”

      “So you’re saving all your stores of pent-up cuddle energy for Mr. Right?” I ask.

      “Yes. Yes, I am. Mr. Right gets all my cuddles,” he says playfully, then shifts gears lickety-split. “But now is not the time for cuddle convos. It is time for baseball and only baseball. Opening Day, men. Are we ready?”

      “Always ready. I’ve even got my talking points handy for all the press.” Crosby slides into a gregarious tone. “‘It’s a brand-new season. And I’m ready to give my all every single day, every single game.’”

      Grant picks up the baton, dipping into his most affable voice. “‘Do I think we have a chance at the World Series again? Of course we do, but it’s a long season, and you’ve got to play every at bat with your heart, mind, and body. That’s all you can do. Especially since every team wants the same thing.’”

      Crosby whistles. “You’re the poster boy of media quotes.”

      Grant flashes another grin. “The press loves me. The media had been champing at the bit for pro athletes to come out for years. For the longest time, sports were the last bastion of let’s pretend there are no queer players. Because that’s logical.”

      “Of the seven hundred fifty pro baseball players, it made so much sense that none were gay,” Crosby says dryly. “Or any of the other majors.”

      “Exactly. Then everything changed when Sandy Hildebrand bought the Dallas football team fifteen years ago,” Grant says.

      Hildebrand was the first openly gay team owner, and once he started having Pride nights at the stadium and working with queer men and women who ran TV networks and big businesses, things started to change, both in college and the pros. Sponsorship opportunities poured in, the leagues opened up.

      “That got the ball rolling,” I say, since I know the history he’s talking about too.

      “Exactly. More athletes came out of the closet and the media flocked to them. Fans too,” Grant continues. “So now, I’m like a reporter’s wet dream.”

      “Not if you say that to a reporter. ‘Wet dream,’” Crosby snorts.

      “Maybe consider using ‘nocturnal emission,’” I deadpan.

      “Duly noted,” Grant says.

      “Meanwhile, I’m the opposite—the king of ‘no comment,’” I say.

      “You weren’t last night,” Crosby points out.

      I frown. He’d already gone when the reporter ambushed me and Reese helped me with what to say. “How did you know?”

      “Nadia saw a quote this morning when she was scanning the press clippings. It was in a local athletes’ roundup thing.”

      My heart rate surges.

      Please let it be good.

      I grab my phone, hunting first through my scads of messages. Good or bad, I’m willing to bet Josh texted me.

      Yup, he did.

      I open his note.

      

      
        
        Josh: This is what I’m talking about. Quotes like this! “I’m excited about all the changes on the team and happy to be a part of it. Thank you so much.” Keep that shit up. We could even get you a press person just to keep you on point like that. More of that, man!

      

        

      
        Holden: I’m on it. I’m meeting with somebody this week.

      

        

      
        Josh: Great. You will soon master the art and science of saying nothing useful with a smile.

      

        

      
        Holden: I hate lying.

      

        

      
        Josh: It’s not lying. It’s spinning.

      

        

      
        Holden: It’s lying because they can tell I don’t want to talk to them.

      

        

      
        Josh: You did it last night. Do it again. Keep doing it. Got it?

      

        

      
        Holden: Yes, Daddy.

      

      

      

      I put the phone away, and Crosby glances in the rearview mirror as he nears the ballpark. “What’s the story?”

      “He wants me to have some media training. So I can keep saying shit like ‘Everything’s coming up roses.’”

      Crosby jumps on this. “Dude, that’s what I was telling you before. I think that’d be an excellent idea. All you need is a coaching session, and you’ll be spinning words into sponsorship gold like G and me do,” he says, clapping Grant, who has more endorsement deals than even Crosby, on the shoulder.

      There is no more golden boy in baseball than Grant Blackwood.

      But do I tell them that Reese offered to help me out last night? That I’ve got a meeting with her this weekend? To go over some media tips, then practice them in a quick follow-up interview for her podcast.

      Before I can say a word, though, Crosby barks at his phone.

      “Hey Google, call Nadia.” As it’s ringing, he says to me, “She just started working with this new press firm on all her charitable stuff. The woman who runs it is great. I’m sure she’s got someone who can give you a quick coaching session.”

      Yup. Better to tell him. “I’ve already got—”

      But I don’t snag a chance to finish the sentence, since Crosby is talking into the speakerphone to his girlfriend. “Hey, sweetheart. Can you hook my helpless friend Holden up with a one-on-one session with someone over at Moore Media?”

      “Of course. Jillian has a new hire who’ll be perfect for him. Reese Fallon. I think she even interviewed him a couple of years ago.”

      I pipe in before this gets out of hand. “I’ve already got a meeting with her. It’s all good. Thank you, Nadia.”

      “I’m so glad to hear that, Holden,” she says to me. “Jillian was so excited to hire her. She started one of the fastest-growing new sports podcasts in recent memory.”

      “She still does her podcast,” I say, pride in my tone because I am damn proud of her. “It’s terrific.”

      “I’m glad you two are working together,” Nadia says.

      “It’s not really work. I’m doing a quick follow-up interview for her podcast—a ‘where are you now’ thing. And then she’s just helping me out with tips. As friends,” I point out, since we aren’t athlete and client.

      But are we truly friends?

      We’re sort of professional, but we’re more like . . . almost lovers.

      When Crosby pulls into the lot to drop me off, he takes the phone off speaker and lowers his voice for Nadia.

      As they talk quietly, Grant swivels around, a smile on his face but lasers in his eyes. “Whatever happens with Reese, do not break her heart. Or I will no longer be Mr. Nice Guy.”

      I blink, surprised at first, but then I nod, understanding him completely. “The last thing I want to do is hurt her.”

      “She’s like a sister to me,” he adds tightly.

      “You have nothing to worry about. Because nothing can happen between us.”

      I leave and walk into the clubhouse.
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      As I pull on my uniform, I’m chatting with the guys on the team when Edward Thompson strides in.

      The energy shifts in the room.

      The guys straighten their shoulders, stand taller, and lower their voices as they wait to hear from the new skipper.

      I tuck my shirt into my pants and turn around as the man, salt-and-pepper in his hair, an inviting smile on his face, moves down the line of lockers.

      He shakes the hand of one of our starting pitchers. “So good to see you, Dante. How’s Macy?”

      “Excellent,” he says. “She just released a new mystery novel.”

      “Good for her. Her last one was riveting.”

      He continues his walk. Shakes the hand of our closing pitcher. “Good to see you, John. How’s your mom doing with her knee?”

      “Surgery went well. She’s much better.”

      “Beautiful. So good to hear.”

      He makes his way to me. Offers a hand. Clasps mine. “Holden Kingsley. Nice to see you again.”

      Does he actually remember me from that thirty-second encounter in Seattle? “Good to see you again too, sir,” I say, admiration in my tone.

      He keeps holding my hand, his grip firm. “How’s your family? Your mom? Your dad? Your brothers? They’re twins, right?”

      And the answer is—he does. “Wonderful. They’re in college now.”

      “That’s great. And I saw you made some adjustments after we met.”

      “I did. They made a big difference.”

      “They took your game from good to great.”

      As he chats with the rest of the guys, a warmth spreads through my chest. Damn, that compliment felt good.

      When he’s done, he clears his throat, stopping at the front of the locker room. “Let’s treat this as a new day. We’re a brand-new organization with a clean slate. Forget the past. Start over, starting today,” he says, stabbing the air for emphasis.

      He talks a little more, and when he’s done, he returns to me. “You’re batting fourth.”

      Excitement tears through me. I’ve been batting fifth and sixth. Batting cleanup is huge.

      Batting cleanup and cleaning up my media image? Josh is right. This is what I need to take my career to the next level.

      “Thank you, sir.”

      He leaves, and I vow not to think about his daughter.

      Well, until the end of the game, at least.

      And it works.

      We win the first game. The next two games as well.

      When I meet Reese on Saturday morning for coffee at the Ferry Building, I’m confident my baseball laser focus will serve me well.

      But as I enter the terminal, my heart stops and stutters the second I see her.

      Resistance is going to be so much harder than I’d thought.
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      Jillian knocks on my cube. “Knock, knock,” she says, flashing that bright grin she’s known for.

      I swivel away from my laptop and the plan I’m developing for a shelter dog organization that works closely with football players.

      “Hey, Jillian. How’s everything?”

      “Fabulous. Especially since I just got a call from Nadia Harlowe.”

      I sit up straighter, ears pricking with curiosity. “She owns the Hawks football team. She’s amazing. One of my heroines in sports.”

      “She’s fantastic, a good friend of mine too. She said that her boyfriend asked if she could hook up a Dragons player with a press person. Then she mentioned that you were already meeting with Holden this weekend,” she says, like she’s fishing for more details, intrigued and curious.

      I tense. Shoot. Am I not allowed to still do interviews? Jillian said when she hired me that she liked my podcast. She even raved about an episode with Asher St. James, the recently retired American soccer star who tore it up in the Champions League in Europe before he launched his second career as a high-end photographer. The man is the ultimate charmer, and on my podcast, he told me a dishy story about a date he’d gone on. So I hope Jillian hasn’t changed her mind. And I definitely hope I didn’t overstep when I offered to help Holden with some tips.

      Tension swirls inside me, settling heavily in my gut. “Do you want me to cancel it? I saw him at the party last night, and I did an interview with him a few years ago, so I thought it’d be good to do a follow-up with where he’s at now. And then maybe give him some media tips.” I gulp, realizing my misstep. She probably doesn’t want me giving free advice. “But I can see that might be an issue, since he’s not a client. And I’m so sorry,” I say, contrition in my tone.

      I’m on week one of the job, and I already messed up. Worry slides down my spine.

      Jillian laughs, shaking her head, quickly dismissing my concerns. “Please. Don’t worry for a second. Both are fine. This is a tit-for-tat world. Have a cup of coffee, give some tips, yada yada. It’s great that you’re taking the initiative. Might lay the groundwork for a new client down the road, know what I mean?”

      Ohhhhhh.

      Perhaps I misread her excitement. “You want me to pitch Holden on becoming a client of the firm?” I ask, though the thought makes me queasy.

      Banging a client is a definite no-no.

      But you’re not banging him, silly. And you won’t be.

      Jillian shrugs happily. “Don’t pitch him. Just do your thing. But you never know who might be a great fit if one of our organizations needs a spokesperson, you know? It’s good to know athletes for that reason. We can pair clients with the right athletes and the best nonprofits.”

      I breathe a little easier. “Of course. That makes sense.”

      But I also don’t breathe more easily.

      Because on the flip side, isn’t she saying athletes are off-limits?

      Nothing is going to happen with him, woman. Settle down.

      She leaves, and an icky feeling descends on me, like I’m doing something wrong.

      But is having feelings for him wrong?

      No. Though doing something about those would be wrong.

      Or it might be.

      Might be wrong.
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      I do my best to set all my feelings aside when my father calls that evening to say that he won’t be able to take me to a game, because he’s now the manager. “I got the offer after we spoke yesterday. It all came together so quickly. Aren’t you excited for me? I finally got a job managing a team.”

      “I’m so happy for you, Dad,” I say, like a trained marionette, a puppeteer moving my mouth.

      “Can we meet on Sunday morning before our game? I’d like to introduce you to Becky.”

      I agree reluctantly. I’ll have to do it eventually. Might as well rip off that bikini wax strip sooner rather than later.
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      When Saturday morning rolls around, I shower and shave my legs.

      Not because anyone is going to see them.

      Just because it’s time to shave.

      That’s all.

      Once I’m dried off, I put on an aqua-blue short-sleeve sweater, twinset-style.

      Because I like it.

      Not because it’s date attire.

      It’s just me attire.

      That’s all.

      I blow-dry my hair, put on some blush and mascara, then grab my purse and a jacket.

      I find Tia in her kitchen, making a pot of tea. Yawning, she arches a brow when she sees me. “You look good,” she says, dragging out the last word.

      Prickles of guilt nag at me. Best to dive into the deep end and discuss it. “Tia. I need to know. Am I crossing a line by seeing Holden?”

      “Are you going to bang him today?” she asks point-blank. “Is that what the cute top is about?”

      I sigh. “I just want to look good.”

      “Naturally, but to my point: Are you going to go horizontal with him today?”

      “Because everything’s about sex?” I ask with a light laugh, maybe to cover up the whirl of questions inside me.

      “It is indeed.” She casts her gaze to the teapot, perhaps willing it to steep faster. “Except sex. Sex is about power,” she adds, going full wise shrink-to-be.

      But how does that help me? “So, seeing Holden is about sex?”

      She lifts a brow in question. “Do you want to sleep with him?”

      I flash back to the other night when my bones melted just being near him, and my pulse soared past the stratosphere. “Yes. But I’m not seeing him to sleep with him. I’m seeing him because I want to help him.”

      “Because you want to sleep with him?”

      I groan. “No. I mean, yes. I mean, you’re too smart now that you have a master’s degree.”

      She laughs, leaning even more casually against the counter. “As long as you don’t bang at the Ferry Building, it’s fine.”

      “Seriously,” I press, wringing my hands.

      “Do you think it might lead to something more?”

      I shake my head, reminding myself of the score. “It can’t lead to anything more. It definitely won’t lead to anything more. It absolutely won’t.”

      “You’re speaking in threes. Like he did in that email,” she says with a sly little smile.

      I manage a small laugh at the memory. “Tell me if this is a bad idea.”

      “He’s not your boss. He’s not your client. He’s just this guy you’re tangled up with, but not in a terrible way. Take each moment as it comes and listen to your gut. Do you know that humans are the only animals who don’t trust their instincts?”

      I file that intel away. I have a feeling I’ll need it sooner or later.

      Like when I can’t hear what my instincts are saying.

      “Okay, I’ll try to listen to them.”

      “And if you need to talk about it, I’m here to listen and not to judge. I don’t think you’re crossing a line, for what it’s worth. But the therapist in me says if you feel that way, it’s worth acknowledging that. Then decide whether you should listen to it or not,” she says, more serious this time, then she gives me a hug.

      I need it.

      As I head across the city to meet him, my head is a swirl of podcast ideas, and naughty ideas, and Holden ideas, and work ideas.

      And ideas about lines.

      And whether to cross them.

      Once I enter the Ferry Building, I feel like I’m right back where I was on Tuesday night, feeling like he’s my guy.

      That is the most dangerous feeling in the world.

      Trouble is, it’s kind of a weirdly wonderful feeling too.
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      Outside is safer.

      Outside, he won’t be as tempting.

      As I wander through the San Francisco Ferry Building on Saturday morning, I feel calm and centered.

      Meeting Holden here is perfect. I picked a brand-new coffee shop. I read about it on a coffee blog—it’s known for its cortados and its crowds. We’ll be surrounded by Saturday morning shoppers, and by young parents pushing their toddlers in jogging strollers, dangling mango slices in front of them, offering soy milk in sippy cups, and buying decaf half-skim mocha coffees at the café around the corner.

      This is so safe.

      If I were secretly, or even subconsciously, wanting to tango with him, I’d have picked a bar.

      Chosen to meet at eight.

      Worn something slinky that sloped off my shoulder.

      Or I’d have met him near the house so that we could ever-so-conveniently rush back to my studio if we needed to get horizontal.

      But nope. I’m miles away from my home, right on the edge of the bay, the cool breeze skipping across the water, and people wandering everywhere. Surely neither one of us will be tempted like we were at the Legion of Honor.

      Okay, fine. We were surrounded by people at the Legion of Honor too, and we still found an alcove to sneak into.

      But there aren’t any alcoves at the Ferry Building. It’s 100 percent nook-free. Plus, I don’t think he lives near here either.

      That raises a good question.

      Where does Holden live?

      That’s a good beginner question. Plus, if I ask him that, I won’t start our convo by saying how yummy he looks in that dark-blue Henley and how those jeans show off his muscular thighs so deliciously.

      He strolls down the corridor, heading toward me as I wait near a gelato stand. The Henley shows off his ripped arms.

      Good thing I’m not an arm woman.

      Except wait. I’m kind of salivating. Yep. Gawking now. Mouth is watering too. Oh, holy hell, I am such an arm woman.

      And that man is a purveyor of arm porn.

      He reaches me, stops, and flashes a grin. “Fancy meeting you here on a Saturday morning.”

      “Where do you live?” I blurt out. “I never asked you the other night.”

      “I live in Pacific Heights,” he answers. “It’s kind of, like, baseball player central over there.”

      “True.” I gesture toward the nearby coffee shop, and we head to it. “Grant is there.”

      “Crosby too. I guess we all like it in that area. And I suppose that’s no surprise to you. I didn’t talk about where I lived because we were discussing so very many other interesting things.” His eyes glimmer as he lets that sentence fall from his naughty tongue.

      “Yes, if memory serves, we had a . . . great conversation,” I say, matching him flirt for flirt as we reach the shop and get in line.

      He licks his lips, then lowers his voice. “There was definitely some discussing going on . . . and there was also some . . . not discussing going on,” he says, making the not sound so delicious, so tantalizing on his lips, as that word becomes a synonym for everything else we did with our mouths. All that kissing.

      “But there were some discussions in my brain,” I add coyly, tapping my skull.

      We shuffle toward the front of the line. “What was going through your head, Reese?”

      Less than a minute, and we’re back to the way we were.

      Maybe we need to get the flirting out of our system by doing it. “I was wondering whether you kissed as well as you did the first time,” I say, a rush of tingles spreading through me as we dive into the topic we both seem to like the most—each other.

      This is what happens to me near him. I transform into Reese amped-up. Flirty Reese. Vixen Reese. Reese who feels wildly sexy.

      I love this side of me.

      It’s such a different side than Work Reese or Daughter Reese or Friend Reese.

      He arches a brow. “And what was the verdict? Did I live up to, well, me?”

      I let a small smile play on my lips. I don’t want to give away entirely how much he lived up to the memories. “Yes, you definitely did. And then some.”

      I guess I did give it away. It’s hard for me not to be honest with him.

      We’ve always been wonderfully honest with each other since the day we met. One of the things I liked the most about Holden was I felt like I could be myself with him. Like I could speak from my heart. That was another reason why I wanted him to be my first.

      I felt like me with him.

      I felt understood.

      No secrets, no hiding, no lies.

      Perhaps that’s why it seems like I know him well, even though this is only the third time I’ve seen him. Every time we’re together, we connect like we’ve known each other forever.

      We play zero games.

      Except flirting, and even that game is all truth with him. It’s our truth.

      So, I suppose I do know him well.

      “And what about me? Did I live up to the memory?” I squeeze my eyes shut, wincing at my own boldness. Was that too much? Too needy? I open my eyes, nervous. “Silly question. That assumes you were even thinking about that time.”

      There. That time makes our night together seem like any other night.

      He leans a little closer. “I thought about you so much.”

      “You did?” My chest flips.

      “I told you, Reese. I haven’t been with anyone since you. I haven’t kissed anyone since you. I didn’t want to.”

      A shiver runs down my spine. Our night together wasn’t like any other night. For either one of us, it seems.

      “And to answer your question, you kissed like a dream.”

      I want to grab the neck of his shirt, yank him in close, and kiss him once more. But I’ve got to let go of that desire. I’ve got to treat this morning for what it is—a simple business meeting on a Saturday at the Ferry Building.

      A bright voice chirps. “What can I get you?”

      Saved by the barista.

      “Cortado?” I ask Holden.

      His lips curve up in a lopsided grin. “And a macchiato for you?”

      “Indeed.”

      We order, and as we wait, his gaze swings down to my sweater. “You still have a thing for vintage style, I see,” he says.

      I pluck at my buttons as if I just noticed the top. “I suppose I do.”

      He tips his forehead to the coffee shop. “And researching cafés and hip little spots to eat and drink,” he adds, and I can’t even try to hide a grin.

      “I still do,” I say, too charmed by him.

      He smiles, and it’s the kind that disarms and undresses me at the same damn time.

      “I like,” he says, the words rolling around on his tongue like a cherry that tastes so good.

      And I want to whisper back I like too, but it might come out as Gah, I like you, and I’d like you to take me right now.

      I don’t say anything, and soon the barista hands us our drinks. “Do you want to walk and talk?” I ask.

      “I do.”

      We wander through the Ferry Building, and he takes a drink of his cortado then makes a satisfied sound.

      “Look at you, loving your cortado still,” I say with a laugh.

      “Look at you, remembering my drink after nearly two years. Should I make something of the fact that you remember it?”

      My mind catches on his comment, cycling back to Tia’s recent report on a book that kept her up well past bedtime. And the hero remembered every little thing about the heroine when they reunited, from how she takes her lattes, to her most played Spotify tune, to her favorite poem, and it was almost creepery, but mostly swoony.

      “The funny thing is, in some books that’s the sign that a man hasn’t forgotten a woman—remembering her coffee order,” I tell Holden.

      A light scoff comes from him. “Beautiful, I remember so much more than your coffee order,” he rumbles.

      “Hopefully not in a creepery way,” I say, laughing at the private memory.

      “Creepery? That’s creepery? Maybe you’re the creeper, since you remembered mine,” he says, teasing me right back.

      “It reminded me of something Tia said,” I tell him, then explain the story.

      “Ah, so maybe I won’t tell you the other things I remember,” he says, like he’s tucking those little details in his pocket for safekeeping.

      “Try me,” I insist. “I want to know.”

      He shakes his head. “Nope. Don’t want to be creepery.”

      “C’mon,” I say, pouting. “Tell me something you remember.”

      He’s adamant though, digging in his heels. “Nah. I’m going to err on the side of swoony by keeping it to myself.”

      I frown. “What if I tell you something I remember?”

      He stops, stroking his chin. “I’ll consider it then. The floor is yours.”

      I lick my lips, cycling through so many moments, so many little details as I savor the view in front of me—the man I’ve most wanted to see again for the longest time. One particular memory flashes before me as I take him in. “I remember how your hair feels when I run my fingers through it.”

      His darkened gaze hints of sex and desire, his voice going smoky, enticing. “How does it feel?”

      I lift my free hand, lightly brushing the side of his head, stealing a touch of his hair. “Mmm. So good.”

      His breath hisses, and he leans a little closer to my palm. “So this is swoony, not creepery?”

      “Definitely swoony,” I whisper, then lift my mug and take a drink, the cup hiding my wild grin. After I take a sip, I say, “Now it’s your turn.”

      He stares in the distance briefly, then returns to me. “If you want a sign that a man hasn’t forgotten a woman, I’d look for something bigger than remembering she likes macchiatos.”

      Bigger.

      Is he making a sex joke or something else? “Like what?”

      “Like I told you. The fact that he hasn’t been with anyone else in two years,” he says, and it’s a mic-drop moment.

      His words come out so strong.

      My chest flutters.

      It almost feels like he’s telling me more than he said the night at the Legion of Honor. As if there’s more at play than simply not meeting someone else.

      I want to dive into the why, to ask more questions, but if I go down that hill, I’ll be tumbling straight into an avalanche of desire.

      “Why did I think seeing you today would be easy?” I ask, a little breathy.

      “It’s not easy. It’s not easy one bit. But it sure is fun, Reese,” he says, in a voice that makes me feel like we’re in a private cocoon. He clears his throat, straightening his shoulders. “But for the rest of the morning, I’m going to behave. I vow to behave.”

      “Fine. If you’re going to behave, I’ll behave too,” I say, bumping my hip to his as proof.

      Well, proof of something, but maybe not good behavior.
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      We both sip our drinks and then turn back into the building. Walking past the Imperial Tea Court, I slide into business. “I checked out some of your press clippings. And I know this is going to sound strange, but I think the problem is you’re almost too honest and too forthright.”

      His brow furrows. “This reminds me of a job interview where they ask what your flaw is, and you give them a flaw that’s actually an asset, like ‘I’m too meticulous.’ Or ‘I pay too much attention to detail.’”

      I arch a skeptical brow. “When have you ever had a traditional job interview?”

      “Hey now. My parents made me practice in case this baseball thing didn’t work out.”

      Laughing, I toss my head back. “Looks like ‘this baseball thing’ did work out. Which means now you have to talk to the press about baseball,” I say lightly, then turn serious, getting to the heart of the matter. “The trouble is, Holden, it’s not just that you don’t enjoy talking to the press. It’s clear from how you talk that you actively dislike them.”

      “Ouch,” he says, and he winces too.

      I pat his shoulder in sympathy—his very strong and muscular shoulder. “So I think we have to deal with whether it makes sense to be that straightforward. That honest.”

      He stops in front of a bakery, leveling me with an intense stare. “I don’t want to be a liar, Reese. That’s not who I want to be.”

      His green eyes are etched with strength, with certainty. This matters to him. The kind of person he is is important to him. That is so damn sexy.

      “It’s a balancing act. You want to be yourself, but you want to present your best self,” I say.

      He bristles. “I feel like honesty is part of my best self.”

      “But it might not be the best approach with the media.”

      He’s quick to answer with “That’s why I’ve been so focused on ‘No comment.’ Because I don’t want to pretend to be someone else. I don’t want to talk to the media then have it be twisted. And I don’t want to talk to them and spout platitudes that feel like lies.”

      His concerns seem legitimate given what happened to him with that reporter. And I want him to know I understand where he’s coming from. “So, you want to present a better image to the press, but you also don’t want to feel like a liar?” I ask.

      “Exactly. That’s not who I want to be,” he says with a new intensity, like he’s delivering an impassioned speech, as we resume our pace through the terminal. “I wasn’t raised that way by my parents. I was raised to be open and honest and forthright.”

      “And those are all good things,” I reassure him, touching his shoulder again.

      His gaze drifts down to my hand on him. “Are you going to keep doing that?”

      “Should I stop?”

      “No. Please don’t,” he says in a low voice. “But fair warning—that makes me want to do the same to you.”

      “I wouldn’t object.”

      He brushes a strand of hair off my shoulder, and sparks flame all over my skin. I’m this close to becoming a bonfire, so I return to safe ground. But ground that I enjoy traversing—the getting-to-know-you terrain.

      “What are they like? Your parents?” I ask as we head outside, toward the railing by the bay, stopping there and wrapping our hands around it. I take a sip of my macchiato as he answers, pushing up the sleeve of his shirt, revealing his ink.

      “They’re definitely honesty is the best policy kind of people. Another truism of theirs is If you tell the truth, you don’t have to keep track of a lie. More than anything, that’s why I struggle with the so-called Crash Davis School of Public Relations.”

      That says a lot about him. It yanks the window wide open onto Holden Kingsley, and I like the view. A whole helluva lot. “You’re a lot like your parents.”

      “I hope so. Hell, they’re why I have this tattoo,” he says, his gaze drifting down to the elegant tree on his forearm.

      It’s a strong, sturdy tree, more stylized than realistic. “Tree for family,” I say, getting the meaning instantly.

      “Exactly. I got it when I was drafted.”

      “Right before you started in the minors? Why then?” I ask, curious to understand him even more. Every conversation reveals more of the onion of the man, as Tia put it.

      “It was the next phase of my life. And I wanted to stay centered. To make sure I didn’t lose sight of my goals. It’s easy to be distracted by fame or riches. Though, to be fair, I had no idea if I’d have either,” he says with a laugh. “Or success, for that matter.”

      “So you did this,” I say, tracing the trunk of the tree lightly with my free hand, “to stay focused.”

      His green eyes swing to my fingers on his skin, then back up to me. “Yes. Have to keep my eye on the prize.” It comes out a little rough, a little gravelly.

      There’s another layer to his words, as if they carry over to me. Like maybe I distract him from the prize—career, family, success.

      Or perhaps I’m reading something into nothing. Perhaps I’m wishing to see something that isn’t there.

      But still, knowing how close he is to them will help me keep my eye on the prize of helping him.

      My brain cycles through various approaches for Holden with the press. But I’m not entirely sure yet, so I keep asking questions. “They sound like great people. You’re still close to them, aren’t you?”

      A smile spreads across his handsome face. “I am. We actually FaceTime and Zoom every weekend, and we talk a lot after my games. They watch nearly every one.”

      My heart warms. “Do they give you feedback?”

      “Not anymore. They just talk about what they enjoyed. When I was younger, my dad liked to give me a little bit of feedback, like ‘Take your time and have patience,’ and my mom did that too. Maybe even more so than my dad.”

      I arch a brow. “Your mom? You don’t hear that often.”

      His eyes shine with what’s clearly a fond memory. “My mom is a baseball fanatic. My parents actually met at a baseball game,” he says, lighting up as he reveals more of himself.

      “Stop. That’s too adorable. Now you must tell me the whole story,” I insist with a demanding grin.

      “You’re the one press person who can get me to talk about anything,” he says, shaking his head in amusement. In that low, smoky tone, he adds, “I think that’s your special skill.”

      I inch a little closer. “Because I’m not trying to screw you over.”

      He arches a brow, his green eyes glinting with dirty deeds. “Reese, be careful what you wish for.”

      I swat his shoulder, even though I love his innuendo. “You’re naughty.”

      He slides closer, his mouth near my ear, his breath sending a wave of heat along my skin. “If memory serves, you like that side of me.”

      I shiver, then draw a shuddery breath. Being near him is dangerous. “If memory serves, I like all sides of you. Now, give me the side where you tell me about your parents.”

      “If you insist, but first . . .” he says, then snaps a shot of a ferry lumbering into the dock. Another moody shot for his Instagram, I suspect.

      When he lowers the phone, his lips curve up. He’s not flirty or fiery, just earnest, as he says, “Can I take a picture of you?”

      I’m taken aback. “To post?”

      He shakes his head. “No. For me. Just for me.”

      My chest flips, and I say yes. I lean against the railing. “Smile or not?”

      “Whatever works for you.”

      He lifts the phone, and I do smile. Because I’m looking at him. Because this day is better than I imagined. Because this man makes me feel like the only woman in the whole damn city.

      Hell, make that the hemisphere, given what he told me earlier.

      When he lowers the phone and tucks it in his pocket, he sets a hand on my back. “Like I said, that’s just for me.”

      Tingles. Everywhere.

      We head back inside, walking past a chocolate shop. My eyes swing briefly to the displays at Lulu’s.

      “Oh, does somebody like chocolate?” he asks, like he’s taunting me with treats.

      “Just a little bit,” I say, holding up my thumb and forefinger a sliver apart.

      “What’s your favorite kind?”

      I gesture to the shop. “They have these little chocolate drops. They’re these tiny dimes of chocolate that melt on your tongue.” I point to the bag of chocolate drops as I moan the slightest bit, imagining how good they are.

      “Hold my cortado,” he says, handing me his drink. He grabs a bag, heads to the register, and hands me the chocolate upon his return.

      “Should I just pop the chocolate in my mouth and think about you?” I ask, dropping the gift into my purse, then slinging my purse back up on my shoulder.

      “Does the chocolate taste good?” he asks, gravelly again.

      That rumble spreads down my chest, causing my pulse to surge.

      “It does,” I say, trying not to sound desperately breathy.

      But failing. Utterly failing.

      “Then yes, please think about me.”

      I blink, the temperature in me soaring well above one hundred degrees. I flap my hand in front of my face, needing to cool off. “Okay. Can we go back to your parents so I’m not thinking about how good the chocolate is going to taste and how much I’m melting from all the things you’re saying to me?”

      “You’re melting?” he asks, clearly loving that I am.

      I stare at him. Intensely. “Holden, you make me melt. And you know that.”

      “I better change the topic, then. For both our sakes.”

      “Yes, please.” I laugh, then whisper, “I think.”

      He laughs too. “Just to be safe.” He clears his throat. “So, my parents met at a Seattle Storm Chasers game many, many years ago. She was in the stands, yelling at the umpire. He was yelling at the opposing team. The rest is history.”

      “That is awesome. A perfect ‘how they met’ story for baseball parents. What about your brothers? Do they play baseball at all?”

      He shakes his head. “Neither one of them is into the game.”

      “Do your parents love that you play?”

      “They do. But the thing is, they’re just as proud of my brothers for their abilities. For their interests in architecture and engineering. They didn’t treat me like I was a favorite or anything just because I played the sport they loved.”

      My smile grows wider. “My mom was like that. She’s a nurse, as I told you, and my sister always wanted to go into medicine. I was more of the sporty, outgoing one. But my mom encouraged and supported both of us, and I never felt like my sister was more important because her profession was more closely aligned with my mother’s,” I say, successfully avoiding the topic of my father. I don’t want to talk about his influence on my life. I’m keenly aware that Holden has spent more time with him in the last three days than I have in three years. But sports were always mine. And my mom supported me in them just as much as my father did.

      “We’re lucky in some ways,” Holden says, and I love, too, that he hasn’t said a word about my dad either.

      We have so much else we can talk about.

      We chat more about his family, and I share more about my mom and sister and grandparents.

      We finish our drinks, return the mugs to the coffee shop, and head outside, staring at the water as the waves go out choppily and a ferry glides in, its horn bleating as it nears the dock.

      My ideas for him take shape. “I have a plan for you. An approach that I think might help.”

      He waggles his fingers, beckoning me to serve it up. “Hit me up, Reese.”

      I take a deep breath. “It’s all a matter of how you frame your answers and how you approach talking to the media.”

      Considering what he just shared about himself, I’m convinced this strategy will help him.

      “Keep going.”

      “Think of it like this—what part of yourself are you giving to the press?” I gesture to him, my hand dangerously near his chest. That broad, firm chest that I love running my hands up and down. “Here’s this man, Holden Kingsley, and he’s a lot of things, right?”

      “That’s the goal.”

      “You’re a great athlete. You’re a good teammate. You’re focused and disciplined. You’re a good friend. You’re an upstanding guy,” I say, as I list his attributes.

      His lips curve into a delicious smile, almost an embarrassed one.

      “And you’re also a guy who doesn’t want to see yourself as lying to the press.”

      “All of that is true.”

      “So, what you need to do is reframe how you think about it. Don’t think of it as lying when you give them an answer about how you’re nobody’s savior. That’s true, and believing that helps you remember winning isn’t about one man. So rather than say, ‘I’m nobody’s savior,’ reframe your response as ‘I just want to help the team.’”

      He nods, like he’s absorbing this. “Sure. Makes sense.”

      “And when you answer their questions, remember you’re only giving a piece of you. You’re giving one truthful portion of yourself. You don’t have to show them all your cards. Even if you’re saying things that might feel empty to you, you’re still speaking your truth. Because it’s true that you want what’s best for the team,” I say, never wavering, because I believe this. I truly believe we can and maybe even need to only share parts of ourselves. I don’t serve up my family story to everyone I meet. I’m still honest with Holden even if I don’t tell him how I feel about his manager, so I lean on that philosophy now. “It is true that every game is a good game in its own way. It is true that you play your heart out, and you leave it on the field, and you respect your opponents, right?”

      He nods vigorously, his green eyes intense, honest. “Absolutely. I completely do.”

      “You don’t have to cringe and feel like you’re lying. Because those are honest answers. You can’t control if someone lies or makes up facts. You have to let that go. But you can control what you show them. You can let them only see the part of you that truly does want to help the team. Give them the part of you that believes you take each game as it comes. Because you do believe that, right?”

      “Absolutely. I have a plan for every game. Every day.” He grins and gestures with his arms wide as he shares his routine. “I do my four-mile run every morning. Work out. Play my brain games—word searches and word jumbles,” he says, and that is, yet again, adorable. Holden and his word games.

      A grin tugs at my lips as I soldier on. “Then talk about your plan for each game. How you approach each opponent. And when they ask you a question, like ‘How do you feel about your chances this season?’ you say something along the lines of ‘I’ve got a plan for every game, and I’m just grateful to get on the field and see if it’ll play out.’”

      He nods as if he digs this idea. “You’re right. They don’t get to have every part of me. But I also don’t have to lie.”

      “Yes. Most people don’t deserve all parts of us. Most people only get a small part of you.”

      “Woman, you’re brilliant.”

      We spend the next hour reviewing questions and answers.

      It’s all going so incredibly well that I think maybe we can do this.

      Maybe we can be friends.

      I love talking to Holden.

      I love his honesty. I love his earnestness.

      I don’t want him out of my life.

      When the hour winds down and he glances at his watch, my heart lurches.

      Disappointment washes over me that this slice of time has unspooled.

      “Do you have to go?” I ask, pitch rising.

      “No, I just wanted to check the time. In case you had to go.”

      I dip my head, smiling. I press my lips together, then ask, “What are your plans? You’re the guy with the plans after all.”

      “I didn’t make any for today.” It sounds a little like a confession, like he’s waiting for me to ask why.

      I go for it. “Why did you leave your day unplanned?”

      He scratches his jaw, his expression showing a hint of vulnerability that’s so appealing. “That whole thing you were just saying about speaking the truth? About giving people a part of yourself or more?”

      I nod, my chest tightening with anticipation.

      “Can I just speak the whole truth to you right now?”

      “Of course.” My answer is all breathy, betraying my heart.

      But I don’t care.

      He reaches for my arm, squeezing it. “Talking to you is one of the easiest things I’ve ever done, Reese. It was easy the first time we met. It was easy the other day. Even though you’ve been out of my life for so long, it feels like whenever we talk, like the other night, like today, it’s so easy for us to fall into step, isn’t it?”

      “Confession: I was thinking the same thing.”

      His smile is electric. “Were you?”

      “Don’t I look like I was?” I ask playfully.

      He shoots me one of those deliciously cocky grins. “I don’t know. Sometimes you look at me like you’re thinking other things entirely. Things about…not discussing,” he says, moving a little closer, using our synonym, his voice going to that husky zone that tells me his mind is heading down another track.

      A track I like.

      A track I wanted to get on the other night, wanted to get on two years ago.

      A track I still want to take.

      “Sometimes I am thinking that.”

      His eyes roam up and down me, making my skin sizzle. “You want to know what I’m thinking right now?”

      So much. “I do.”

      “I’m thinking this is a risk,” he says, pointing from him to me. “I’m thinking of all the things we talked about at the Legion of Honor. How this might be trouble. How this might be spun. But I’m also thinking right now I can’t find it in me to care. I want to be with you more than I can let myself care about any of those things.”

      My heart flies on widespread wings, even though nothing has truly changed.

      We can’t be together in the way we want. The score hasn’t switched. The stakes haven’t shifted.

      But maybe the difference is that with more time together, we feel more desire. So the weight of the decision shifts to the now. To today. To wants and wishes and desires, rather than sense and wisdom and prudence.

      “I’m thinking the same things,” I confess in a whisper.

      “I’m thinking it’s a great plan,” he says, in a sexy, sensual offering.

      “It is.”

      Heat rises in me, licking my skin, leading me on. Pushing me past all the reasons to say no. We’re off-limits. We’re forbidden. Someday he could be a client.

      And the big reason for him—I’m the coach’s daughter.

      But he doesn’t make me feel that way.

      I’ve only ever felt like the woman he desperately wants. I like being that woman. “So, you really don’t have any plans for the rest of the day, Holden?”

      “Not till my game.” His answer is husky, suggesting he might not have plans, but he has lots of ideas.

      I twirl a strand of my hair. “Is there a reason you didn’t make plans?”

      “I’m looking at that reason.”

      I light up, sparklers shining brightly.

      I lift my chin, brazen, bold. “What do you want to do with me?”

      “I want to take you back to my place, spread you out on my bed, kiss you all over, pick up where we left off.”

      It’s a terrible idea, I know that. But it also sounds like the best idea ever.

      A few minutes later, he’s ordered a Lyft, we’re sliding into the back seat, and he takes my hand, threads his fingers through mine, then runs his thumb over my wrist. His touch sends my pulse into overdrive, igniting every cell in my body.

      Humans don’t always listen to their instincts. Sometimes that’s a good thing. Sometimes it’s not.

      I know where this day is heading, and I still don’t have any regrets about listening to my instincts right now.
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      There are no candles. No soft music. No flowers to set the mood.

      Don’t need those.

      We set the mood nearly two years ago the afternoon we met. The afternoon we sparked.

      Chemistry—it only grows stronger between this woman and me. We might have faded to embers while we were apart, but we’re roaring again, a fire lit with one glance, one touch, one day together.

      Just like before. That’s all it seems to take between us.

      A little bit of time.

      A few hours together, and boom.

      We combust from each other. From the getting-to-know-you, from the flirting, from the feeling.

      All I want now is to feel Reese against me.

      The second the door shuts, I haul her close, kissing her hard and fierce, the way I wanted to kiss her in the Lyft.

      I capture her mouth with mine, and she moans the instant we make glorious, mind-bending contact. She arches against me, slinking her arms around my neck, her fingers playing with the ends of my hair.

      I’m acutely aware that she’s a virgin, but she’s no blushing innocent. She’s all woman, completely attuned to her own sexuality, to her own needs. There’s heat and hunger in her sounds and in the way she knows her body—the way she wants to know my body too.

      This kiss is urgent and hungry, stoked by need.

      We aren’t teasing or lingering anymore.

      We’re pent-up, and the rumbles that fall from my lips let her know how much I want her.

      When we break the kiss, both of us are panting. Even though she’s given her permission by being here, I still want to make sure she’s on board every step of the way. “Are you good with this, Reese?”

      “With this and with whatever happens next,” she adds, fire blazing in those crystal irises.

      I slide a thumb along her jaw. “Then tell me what you want next, and I’ll give it to you.”

      “The same thing I wanted that first night with you,” she says in a daring tone. “You, inside me.”

      I growl, running my hand down the front of her sweater, my fingers tracing the outline of her breasts as I slide lower to her belly. “You feel even better than the other night. And you felt pretty spectacular then.”

      She rises on tiptoe, leans in toward my ear, and whispers, “Do you think I’d feel even better with my . . . clothes off?”

      “Yes. Fucking yes.” My entire body shudders with lust. I hold her face. Stare into her eyes. “You’re a woman who knows her mind, right?”

      She nods. “I am.”

      “Then tell me, beautiful. Have you thought about how you want me to make love to you? Do you want me on top? Do you want to ride me? We can sit on my bed, and you can be in my lap,” I say, stopping to take a breath, because holy fuck, that sounds hot. Her eyes blaze, and I’m guessing she likes that too. “How do you want to do this? Because I want it to feel incredible for you.”

      She nibbles on her lower lip. “Well, the one thing I want is for it to be with you.”

      I laugh, lean in, and kiss her nose. “You’ve got that, beautiful.”

      Then I pull back and wait.

      She lifts her chin. “This is where I confess that I’m a bit of a researcher when it comes to sex.”

      I arch a brow. That’s interesting. “What do you research? Do you mean porn? Or do you mean articles on sex? Or something else entirely?”

      “I read a lot. I’ve kind of studied up on it.”

      I shake my head, amazed, and turned on even more. I want to know everything about this woman and what makes her tick. “Tell me what you looked up,” I say, sliding my hand down her side, savoring the feel of her.

      “Articles and info on what feels good. Tips for the first time. Tips for the best positions for a woman’s pleasure.”

      I blow out a stream of air. Damn. “That’s incredibly sexy that you’re so attuned to your body and your wishes that you’re researching it.”

      Her fingers play with the ends of my hair. “Want to know what I learned?”

      I lean in closer, kissing the corner of her mouth. “I absolutely do.”

      “I’m pretty simple. I want to be spread out on your bed, look up at you, and feel you move inside me. I want to be underneath you and feel the weight of your body on mine.”

      A blast of heat rips through me as those tantalizing images flicker before my eyes, beautiful and beckoning. “I’ll give you everything you want.” I reach for her hand and guide her to the bedroom in the back of my home.

      I take my time, unbuttoning then sliding off her top, kissing her bare skin as I reveal it—her shoulder, her stomach, her breasts as I remove her bra. Savoring the softness of her skin, I move lower, kissing her belly button, licking that strip of flesh right above the top of her jeans before I undo the button.

      She murmurs, “I’m so turned on by you.”

      “Turned on barely covers what you do to me. You make me so hard,” I say as I slide her jeans down over her hips to her thighs, my breath rattling in my lungs when I see her panties.

      I expected red. But she’s not dressed in that shade. “I thought you’d have on your power color,” I say, mesmerized.

      She gives a coquettish smile as she shakes her head. “I guess I was feeling like white today. When I woke up, maybe I knew that white was the right color. That you’d take it from me,” she says, and her meaning is crystal clear.

      “Oh, I will. I absolutely will.” I slide down the white lace panties with a pink bow right in the center. I lean in close, nipping the little bow. It looks like candy. The kind you can’t get enough of, where you need more and then another and then just one more. That’s how I feel with Reese.

      I can’t get enough of her.

      I slide the white lace down her legs till the panties hit her ankles and she steps out of them.

      Then I kiss my way up her legs, along her calves, her knees, and her thighs, savoring the way she trembles as I caress her skin with my lips.

      I reach her mound and press a kiss there, inhaling the sexy scent of her wetness, the spice of her arousal.

      “I want you to do that to me again,” she says in a breathy whisper. “To go down on me like you did that first night. That was so intense, Holden. I think about your mouth on me all the time.”

      She doesn’t have to ask twice, because I’m so ridiculously aroused that she asked once for what she wants.

      I stand up, loop a hand around her waist, and bring her to the bed, stretching her out on the mattress, then climbing over her. “What do you know? I think about that all the time too. I get off to you,” I say in my own dirty confession.

      She arches her back just from my words, then dances a hand down her body. “I picture it, and I touch myself. I play with myself. And I imagine what you did to me. I imagine you doing it again.”

      My body heats up, rocketing to supernova levels from the images that she paints before my eyes. Her laid out on her bed, naked, just like she is now, touching herself.

      “Someday I want you to do that,” I say as I tug off my shirt, tossing it onto the floor. “I want to walk into the room, find you here, and see your hand between your legs, your other hand on your tits. Playing with yourself, eyes closed, head thrown back, moaning and groaning in pleasure.”

      She slides her hand between her legs, playing with her clit. “Just like this?”

      My breath staggers. “My God, you’re so fucking incredible.”

      I move over her, planting a kiss on her sexy mouth, biting her lower lip, drawing it between my teeth. “I can’t believe you haven’t been with anyone else.”

      She scoffs lightly. “Why is it so hard to believe?”

      “You’re so fucking beautiful. You’re so fascinating. You’re so smart. You’re . . . everything,” I say, and then I stop myself because, my God, I sound like a man who’s falling hard for a woman.

      But then, I suppose that’s what I am.

      “Believe it, Holden,” she whispers.

      “I do,” I say, giving in to whatever this is as I kiss my way down her body. Then I go down on her like a man who’s falling so ridiculously hard. I spread her legs, pushing her knees open, and I kiss her sweet pussy.

      My head swims with pleasure from the scent of her, the taste of her. My skin sizzles everywhere. Electricity pops and crackles down my spine as I caress the paradise between her thighs.

      My sensual woman cries out, then bucks her hips.

      And in seconds, we are off to the races, her hands curling around my head, her fingers spearing through my hair, and her hips going to town on my face.

      She thrusts and moans, rocking her hips, letting her knees fall onto the covers.

      She is a woman who knows what she wants, and what she wants is me. It’s such a gift, the way she chases pleasure.

      She’s fearless as she lets go, writhing against my mouth, yanking me closer. My face is buried between her legs, my hands gripping her hips, then sliding up her stomach, playing with her tits, mapping her body, as her arousal coats my jaw.

      I don’t want to leave.

      She’s everything—temptation and exquisite torture all at once, and every kiss, every suck of her clit stokes my own need for her.

      For her pleasure.

      For her passion.

      For the moans she can’t stop making.

      Oh God.

      Yes.

      I’m close.

      I am lost in the taste of her, drowning in desire as she floods my tongue.

      Soon, she’s calling my name and coming undone, the taste of her climax driving me insane.

      I kiss her through her orgasm, licking and devouring as she grips my head even tighter, her moans and groans the most wonderful soundtrack I’ve ever heard. When she laughs lightly, then gently pushes me away because she’s become too sensitive, I stop, rise up on my knees, and regard the blonde beauty in my bed.

      She is a hot, sexy mess, her hair a wild tangle, her cheeks flushed.

      Hints of red in them.

      I wipe off my mouth and press my lips to her cheek.

      “I see you’ve got some red in your cheeks. Your power color. Because your sexuality is so fucking powerful,” I say.

      “Then let me share it with you,” she says. “That’s all I’ve wanted.”

      “Same here. Now, let me see how you look on top of me,” I tell her, commanding her like she wants. Like I want too. “Because I’m going to want that next.”

      She wiggles out from under me, moves over me, pushes my shoulders down, and straddles me.

      I love the way she’s looking at me right now, and I know that the second time we do this, I’m going to want her to ride me so fucking hard.

      I shouldn’t be thinking of second times. But I shouldn’t be thinking of first times either.

      And I am.

      Fuck regret.

      Besides, she looks so good like this. So damn good that she needs to know. “Beautiful, the next time we make love, you need to get on top of me, slide onto my cock, and ride the fuck out of me because this is the hottest image I have ever seen in my entire life,” I say, gripping her hips tightly, gazing at the hot as sin woman on me.

      “I’m down for that. And do you know why?”

      I reach for her face, stroking my thumb over her cheek. “Tell me.”

      “Because I have no regrets with you,” she says, intense, certain.

      It feels important. Like her words are a promise to herself, of something private and personal. Like she’s just now sharing it with another person.

      “I would never regret you,” I say, even though she’s a line I shouldn’t cross.

      But fuck lines. I cannot resist Reese Fallon.

      She’s the risk I’m willing to take.

      I slide out from under her, shed my clothes, leave them on the floor, then reach into my wallet for a condom.

      She lies down, her hair fanning out over the pillow, like a goddess.

      When I return to the bed, she lifts a hand, holding my face, her blue eyes full of trust and heat at the same damn time. “I wanted it to be you for so long.”

      A spark sizzles down my spine and shoots into my heart too. “Me too. I wanted this too.”

      And I suppose this is why I didn’t see anyone else. Because I was somehow waiting for her too.
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      This may be my first time, but I’m pretty sure I know what I like.

      I’ve talked plenty about sex with my guy friends and girlfriends. I’ve read countless articles and scoured tons of websites. I’ve experimented with toys too. When I traveled to South America, I made sure I was equipped for those lonely nights out of the country with more than just my fingers.

      Most of the time, my fingers work quite well in tandem with my imagination, and I don’t need a ton more. I like to linger in the pleasure, to take my time, to make it last.

      But there were other nights when I was tired, when I was exhausted, yet I still wanted that rush of a climax to send me into slumber. That’s where bullet vibrators came in, little silver things that would buzz and shake in all the right ways.

      Now and then, I took a dolphin or a rabbit out for a ride and savored that sensation of being filled. Of having something long and thick and hard inside me.

      I learned I like it deep. I like it luxurious. I like going slow and feeling the thrust.

      So I’m not worried about penetration.

      I’m just ready.

      In every way. Body, mind, and—surprisingly—my heart.

      I tell him how I like it. “I want you to take your time. Make it linger. Long, deep, slow,” I say.

      “Consider it done,” he says.

      By some measures, I barely know this man, but that’s only if the yardstick is hours or days.

      With Holden, I measure by the quality of the time. Every second with him has mattered.

      As he opens the foil, I watch, licking my lips in anticipation. My skin heats up again as he rolls the condom down his cock, covering his thick length.

      Even that turns me on. “Is it weird I think it’s hot that you’re putting on a condom?”

      A sexy grin comes my way. “No. It’s not weird because it means I’m going to be inside you in a few seconds. Exactly where I want to be.”

      I draw a deep breath as he settles between my legs. I lift my arms, sliding my hands up his pecs as he presses the head of his cock against my clit. I’m already sensitive from what he just did to me, but the sensation is so incredible, it sends a lightning bolt of lust through my body.

      He rubs the head up and down my wetness, and I moan, trembling with a new wave of desire. As I run my hands down his chest, savoring the feel of his firm muscles, then the ladder of his abs, he lifts his face, meets my eyes, and asks, “Is this good?”

      I nod, breathing out, as my whole body tingles from the promise of pleasure. “It’s so good.”

      I love saying what I want. I love telling him my desires. I get a thrill out of asking for my own pleasure. My hands travel lower, roaming through the hair on his abdomen. “I want you inside me,” I whisper. “And I want you to tell me what to do next. Because that turns me on.”

      He clenches his jaw, draws a deep breath, then whispers in the dirtiest voice I’ve heard from him, “Spread your legs, beautiful. Let your knees fall open more.”

      I do as he asks, giving him room between my thighs.

      “And watch me. Watch me as I slide into you,” he says, and pleasure ripples down my spine from his dirty words.

      “I think I like a dirty talker,” I say as I stare down at his hand on his cock.

      “Then you’ve got one,” he says as he nudges the head against my wet center, then pushes in the slightest bit.

      I’m so aroused, but I’m still expecting it to hurt, so I tense.

      My knees rise up, closing.

      He stops. “You okay?”

      I nod, but a prickle of fear wedges into my chest, and I can’t quite relax again.

      This is Holden. This is the man you’ve waited for.

      It might hurt for a minute. But it probably won’t after that. I let my legs fall open again, and he slides in an inch or so.

      It hurts, and it feels good.

      I gasp, my breath hitching. “Oh.”

      “Does it hurt?” He sounds terribly worried.

      I shake my head. “Only a tiny bit.”

      “Do you want me to stop?”

      I shake my head. “Please don’t stop. Just go slow.”

      “I will. I’ll give you anything you need.”

      As he fills me a little more, a small spark of pain shoots through my center. Even as the sliver of tension works its way inside me, I feel a bloom of pleasure too—the sensation of being filled, of him going deeper.

      Of the prospect of bliss and delicious sensations radiating through my body.

      “Reese, tell me if you want me to stop. Are you sure it doesn’t hurt?”

      “Just take it slow. Just like you’re doing. Everything you’re doing is perfect,” I say.

      “Anything for you,” he whispers. Then he lowers his face, brushes a soft kiss to my jaw, and says it again. “Anything for you, beautiful.”

      From anyone else, it would feel like a line.

      From another man, it would feel like a lie.

      But from him, it feels all true, every word of it, every breath of it.

      And like that, I relax fully. I tell myself to breathe—just breathe. I wrap my legs around him, inviting him in, and the tension slinks away, leaving only this bone-deep connection and the promise of more.

      I roam my hands down his back then curl them over his ass.

      Holy buns of steel.

      I let out a carnal groan. “Oh my God.”

      He gives me a cocky grin. “What’s that for?”

      “Your ass is made of iron,” I say, squeezing it, kneading it. “It’s hard as a rock.”

      He laughs. “Glad the workouts are effective.”

      “Oh, they are. They definitely are,” I say, squeezing harder. Not only does he feel amazing, but this touch also lets me control the penetration. I tug him a little deeper. He slides in farther, his eyes locked on me as if making sure I’m good.

      I am so good.

      I am so unbelievably good with Holden Kingsley making love to me.

      He fills me all the way, bottoming out. Reflexively, I draw a sharp intake of breath, but not from pain, from the intensity, the tightness. And the awareness—at last, here we are, where I want to be. I wriggle, letting myself adjust to the intrusion, to the feel of a man inside me all the way at last.

      I wrap my legs around him, pulling him closer.

      “How you doin’?”

      I smile and nod, my arms wrapping around his neck now. “Pretty damn good,” I whisper.

      He drops the softest kiss to my neck, chased by a nibble that’s somehow both sweet and possessive. It’s tender and fierce, and that’s exactly who he is and precisely why I’m falling for a man I can’t possibly be with.

      Not the way I want.

      Except he is all I want right now.

      I want him so badly that the pleasure blots out the world beyond this room. He rocks into me, a little deeper, nice and long and slow, and do I ever enjoy it. Because that’s the point of sex. I’m learning for the first time why everybody wants this. Why people will beg, borrow, or steal for it.

      And I’m learning, too, why some people wait for it, and some people don’t. Because sex like this is both worth waiting for and worth having whenever you’re ready for it.

      Sparks of desire tear through me as Holden moves in me, finding a delicious and luxurious rhythm.

      One thrust, two, then a long, tantalizing one as he fucks me deep like I asked for.

      Bracing on his forearms, his chest almost flush with mine, he swivels his hips, going deeper. Then he glides out, nearly all the way, his cock sliding over my clit deliciously as he moves, bringing me pleasure.

      So much pleasure that I’m bathing in it, an ocean of bliss.

      And I will happily float here all day long on these ecstatic waves.

      We bask in that pace for a bit, and the sounds too—the slide of our skin, our moans and murmurs. My name on his lips, carnal and hungry, paired with my ohs and yeses.

      The sounds of our pleasure light me up, making my toes curl.

      I don’t want this moment to end. But I also want that sheet-grabbing, window-shattering crush.

      He seems to sense my wants, that I’m on the edge, eager to feel everything. “Play with yourself. Let me see how you got yourself off to those thoughts of me.”

      “So many times,” I moan.

      He nods savagely, pushing deep, making my back bow. “Same for me with you,” he confesses. “Show me, beautiful. Show me now.”

      He rises up, giving me room. I slide a hand between my breasts, down my stomach, on a fast track to between my thighs.

      I touch my clit, rubbing it, arching up into my own hand, as the pleasure spirals deep inside me.

      His eyes are feral as he drives a little harder. And I like that. I like the possession in his touch, the heat in his voice. “My God, fucking you is incredible,” he groans.

      His dirty words, rather than sweet ones, do me in. The swears are an injection of intensity up and down my spine, to my legs, to my toes.

      “Yes. Do that again. Say that again.”

      “You feel so fucking good,” he grunts.

      And I rub harder, faster.

      “I want to fuck you again and again,” he rasps out.

      Ecstasy coils deep inside me from those words, filthy and beautiful.

      The pleasure runs wild, gallops inside me, intense and electric, winding tight then spreading everywhere inside me and taking over every molecule.

      And I burst, shuddering as I come—thanks to him, thanks to me, thanks to both of us taking us there.

      It gets even better when he pushes my right knee up higher, against my chest, giving himself more room as he pumps deeper, buries his face in my neck, and growls my name savagely as he hits his own release, grunting. “Reese, you make me come so fucking hard,” he says, his big body shaking on top of me as his climax seems to shatter him too.

      When he stops shaking, I run my hands down his back, feeling the sheen of sweat on him.

      Hearing the stuttering pants of his breath.

      Sensing the rapid beat of his pulse.

      And wanting him again.

      I’m pretty sure this is exactly how sex is supposed to feel.

      I know why I waited so long. In college, I was waiting for the right guy, and then I met him right at the end.

      There was no need for anybody else—he is the right guy for me.

      And I don’t want us to stop, even though I fear it’s inevitable that we will.

      Soon.

      But for now, I let the bliss carry me away.
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      His shirt falls to the top of my thighs.

      He can’t stop looking at me in his clothes.

      But then, I can’t stop looking at him as he sautés mushrooms, carrots, and peppers while wearing gym shorts and a gray T-shirt.

      It’s a good view, the baseball player cooking, as he whips up a quick fried rice dish, adding some sesame oil.

      Holden seems to enjoy the view of me too, in his T-shirt from our alma mater. He tossed it my way when I said I was hungry, and he said he’d cook for me if I didn’t get fully dressed.

      Seemed like a fair deal.

      Also, I’ve learned this—sex makes me ravenous.

      As I lean against the counter in his clean, immaculate kitchen, my stomach rumbles again.

      He rolls his eyes. “I’m working on it, woman.”

      “Sorry. Not sorry. You worked up an appetite in me.”

      He gives me a crooked, satisfied grin. “Good,” he murmurs as the veggies sizzle. “So. Sex. What’s your score?”

      I stare at the ceiling, screwing up the corner of my lips. “What’s the scale? I need to know how I’m measuring it.”

      “One to . . . Give me more of that good shit right fucking now,” he says as he turns down the heat on the pan.

      “That.” I point, indicating the latter. “That’s how I rate it; that’s what I want. Well, after I eat, of course.”

      He winks. “Good answer,” he says, adding some soy sauce then plating the food and setting it on the table.

      He grabs forks and cloth napkins, then pulls out my chair.

      “Such a gentleman,” I say.

      “Except in bed,” he whispers, all low and smoky, sending a shiver down my spine.

      “And I like that you’re not entirely a gentleman in bed.” I pick up my fork and dig in. I moan around the first bite like a Food Network host. “You have won the favor of my belly.”

      He wiggles a brow. “So, I’m in the good graces of your pussy and your belly. Nice to know.”

      I crack up. “Yes, Holden. You have won over my vagina. Aren’t you pleased?”

      “As fucking punch,” he says in a sexy rumble. “But the stomach too?” He blows on his nails. “Damn, I’m good.” He takes another bite of the lunch.

      “You are very, very good,” I say slowly, seductively, so the compliment sinks in.

      When he’s done chewing, he leans closer, kisses my cheek, then whispers, “Thank you.”

      My chest flips. “For what?”

      He pulls back, sitting up straight. “Just thank you.”

      I smile, dipping my head, knowing what he means. He’s thanking me for giving him the keys to my body for the first time.

      Hell, I’m thanking me too.

      I chose well.

      Yay, me. “Let me get this straight,” I begin, loving this moment, the après sex where we can flirt and tease as if the world doesn’t exist beyond this home. “You can cook. You like your parents. You’re smart. You play word games. You’re a hard worker. And you don’t do hookups. What exactly is wrong with you?”

      Of course, I know the answer—nothing. But there’s something wrong with the situation, the thing that’s hanging over our heads.

      The salacious tabloid fodder we’d be.

      The sheer juiciness of us is a problem for a man trying to carve out a new golden boy rep with the press. A few words here or there on social media, a spin to the left by the press, a spin to the right by the public, and we’d be the golden boy Home Run Hitter and the sweet-as-apple-pie Coach’s Daughter one day. But the next day Twitter would chew us up and spit us out with memes about Holden nailing his spot in the lineup by nailing me.

      We’d be trashed.

      Ugh.

      Perception.

      It’s a wonderful thing, and a terrible thing,

      Your star can either shoot to the stratosphere or dim out based on how the public sees you on any given day. I love and hate the world I work in, but I understand it, and so this tryst between us exists in a mini vacation, a contained moment in time. When this afternoon ends, he’ll head to the ballpark, ending the spell.

      But right now, behind closed doors, we’re in a cocoon of food and sex and laughter.

      “You forgot on your list of pros that I’m good in bed,” he points out.

      “But are you? I don’t have any benchmark,” I tease.

      He narrows his eyes, his voice dipping deeper. “And I like it that way.”

      “You’re a little possessive.”

      “Yes. I like being your first. Call me primal. Call me possessive. Call me whatever you want. I just like it.”

      “And I like it too,” I say.

      After we finish eating, I help clean up, and then he tugs at the bottom of the shirt I’m wearing. “Don’t go,” he says, his tone vulnerable and commanding at the same time.

      My heart pirouettes, delighted that his appetite for me is ravenous. “I do have to interview you for the podcast follow-up,” I say playfully, though I know that’s not why he wants me to stay.

      “Yes, interview me, and then still don’t go.”

      I laugh, feeling light and happy inside.

      “Spend the rest of the day with me. Tell me you don’t have to go,” he implores.

      I wrap my arms around his neck. “I don’t have to go.”

      He loops his around my waist, yanks me close, and meets my eyes. “Good, because I want to fuck you, and make love to you, and spend the day with you.”

      Gooseflesh rises on my skin. “You don’t have to sell me on it. With you, I’m sold,” I whisper.

      A kiss is his answer.

      A kiss that makes my knees wobble.

      The kind of kiss I want over and over.

      We break it and head to the living room, settling into the couch. Grabbing my recorder from my purse, I do a quick follow-up interview for my podcast.

      It’s brief, under ten minutes, and we touch on what he’s been up to since the last time he was on my show.

      I’m open and forthright, and he’s the same, a marked contrast for the “no comment” king.

      When we finish, I turn off the device and tell him he is going to be a model media baseball player. “So long as you stay away from the—gasp—forbidden fruit of me,” I add in my best soap-star voice. But though I’m treating it lightly, it’s not a light situation. There is a world beyond these walls.

      A world that would see this afternoon only one way.

      And I’d be a fool to pretend there isn’t.

      “Seems I’m oh-for-three at resisting the forbidden fruit,” he says with a crooked grin, and I wish we were only joking. I wish we weren’t truly tangoing with trouble.

      His eyes drift to my recorder. “Can I take my turn interviewing you?”

      “You’re into table-turning, and I’m just learning this?”

      “Maybe I am,” he says.

      “Then try me.”

      I sit cross-legged, fold my hands in my lap, and adopt a good-girl look. “Let’s see if you give a good interview.”

      “The challenge is on.”

      But he doesn’t pick up the device. Instead, he clears his throat and dives into the question pool, turning the tables on me immediately. “So, Reese, tell me the best piece of advice you’ve ever been given.”

      I sit up a little straighter, answering from the heart. “My mom likes to say, ‘The answer is always no, unless you ask, so don’t be afraid to ask for what you want.’ She said that to me when I was growing up as a way to instill confidence in me.”

      He arches a brow. “You’re confident? I had no idea,” he says, rolling his eyes.

      I swat him. “You say that like it’s a bad thing.”

      He smiles. “It’s an excellent thing. And it’s good insight into you, into why you’re such a go-getter. Because you are.”

      “She also taught me to know my limits. And I think that’s just as important.”

      His brow furrows. “Makes sense, but what does that mean to you? Why did it resonate?”

      “It means something to me because it meant something to her,” I begin, careful not to tread too close to the elephant in the room—my dad. “She was a woman who learned hers. She was a woman who knew when she’d reached them,” I say, dread curling in my veins as we sway close to the reason this afternoon can only be an afternoon.

      Without even saying it, we both know how today ends.

      It ends without any more plans. It ends without a game plan for us.

      It ends with him going to the ballpark to work for my father.

      I swallow the bitterness coating my throat. “And to know myself. Like knowing that I would only go so far in volleyball. Like knowing what I want and what to expect from myself in a relationship.”

      I put that out there, not afraid to tell him what I want, even if I can’t have it. “I’m a relationship gal,” I say. “And it’s good to know your limits.”

      He’s quiet for a beat. Maybe I’ve touched on a spot that’s sorer than I thought.

      His limits.
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      I tense at the reminder of limits.

      We have them.

      Soon, I’ll hit hers. I’ll bump up against the elasticity. Because I can’t give her what she deserves. I can’t give her what I want to give.

      Best to shift. “What are your goals?” I ask as I continue to mock-interview, hoping to jump to less dangerous terrain.

      “Simple. Change the world.”

      I laugh, loving her lightness even as she embarks on a big mission. “You know yourself so well at age twenty-five. How is that possible?”

      She pushes on my shoulder. “Hey, I’m twenty-four. Don’t age me up.”

      “So young. When’s your birthday?”

      She gives me the date. It’s in the fall. “And I suppose I know what I want because I’m surrounded by strong women and strong friends, and also because I learned when I was a teenager exactly what I don’t want,” she says, her tone darkening, right along with those crystal blue eyes. “I learned what I find unacceptable.”

      I’ve got a feeling she learned it through her dad leaving. She’s never said why he left, but it’s easy to read between the lines. He hurt her mom. He probably cheated on her. I wish I didn’t know that.

      I swallow roughly. “Know your limits,” I repeat, heavily too.

      “Yes. Exactly.”

      I look at the clock. I’ll need to leave in a couple of hours for batting practice.

      Maybe I know my own limits. Maybe I’m reaching them.

      “Enough of this pretend microphone,” I say, then reach for her shirt, dragging her close to me.

      “Yeah, enough of all that,” she says, her eyes floating closed, her lips asking for a kiss.

      We move past the tension of the unspoken.

      We move to a zone that feels limitless.

      The physical.

      I kiss her tenderly, exploring her lips, kissing her jaw, teasing her the way she likes. The way that gets her all worked up. The way that drives me wild too. When she’s wiggling and squirming, panting and shuddering, I take her hand, lead her to the bedroom, and tug off her shirt. I shuck off my clothes, reach for a condom, and give her an order.

      “Get on me,” I tell her.

      “If you insist.”

      I open the condom wrapper, then slide on the protection. She straddles me, then rises, takes my shaft in her hand, and rubs the head against her wetness.

      “That’s so fucking good,” I groan.

      Her shoulders shudder. “It’s the best.”

      She keeps up the rhythm, rubbing, pressing, preparing.

      And then she brings the head of my cock inside her.

      I’m rewarded with a gasp.

      A sexy intake of breath.

      When she lowers herself onto my length, I want to freeze time.

      I want to live in the exquisite torture of this moment, of the mind-bending pleasure of this intimacy.

      She takes me in deeper. A lightning bolt of pleasure cracks inside me. Her heat envelops my shaft. Lust sparks across my skin as I indulge in the sight in front of me, like a series of snapshots of sensations.

      Her noises.

      Her trembles.

      Her sexy fucking body.

      Her tits bouncing.

      Her hands as she parks them on my chest.

      All of it is so intense, so electric.

      The world spirals away once more as she seeks her friction, hunts down her pleasure, uses my body to find her bliss.

      “That’s right. Keep doing that, beautiful. Ride me so hard.”

      “Mmm. This feels so good. I think I love this position more.”

      I growl, pleasure zapping through me, as I pump up into her. “Let me make you feel fantastic,” I say, gripping her hips, helping her along.

      I’ve learned a little help goes a long way with her, so I bring my thumb between her legs, gliding it over her hard clit. She moans, gripping my chest even harder, riding me faster, finding the pace that she wants as her body seeks release.

      And that—that I can give her unequivocally.

      No lines. Nothing held back. Everything she deserves.

      I take her there, rubbing and stroking and fucking up into her until she shatters, bursting into pleasure as she calls out my name.

      I follow her over the cliff, succumbing to the ecstasy of my own orgasm, then holding her close, wrapping my arms around her, and kissing her like this is the only time.

      And I’m pretty sure it is.
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      After a shower, she puts on her clothes, and I tug on mine, getting ready for the ballpark.

      She gathers her purse, slips on her jacket, and walks to the door.

      A heaviness descends, the sharp reality that this perfect day is drawing to a close.

      She flashes me a go get ’em, slugger grin. “Good luck tonight against the Miami Aces.” She raises a finger, her voice going intense. “And don’t forget, Diaz loves to hit screamers into the hole. You need to be on your guard when he’s at bat.”

      I smile, loving that she knows her baseball. Loving that she wants to make sure I can field my position. “I’ll have my head in the game. Any other tips?”

      She taps her chin, looking a little playful. “Their closer is one of the toughest in baseball. So if you’re up against him, just pray.”

      “Excellent advice. And should I wink or something when I’m digging into my first at bat to let you know that I’m thinking of you?”

      Her smile tap-dances across her face. “Yes. Do that,” she says, reaching for the knob.

      I’m keenly aware that she is leaving.

      Well, duh.

      Of course she’s leaving. That’s why she’s at the motherfucking door.

      But I’m keenly aware that I can’t do what I want to do, which is to ask her for more. Ask her to come to the game, to sit on the first baseline, to be there for me.

      The same damn thing I wanted at the Legion of Honor.

      An us.

      I’m not a hookup guy. I don’t want a one-time thing. I want her in my life.

      My stomach twists. “Reese?”

      She turns. “Yes?”

      “Can I call you again?” I ask stupidly.

      So fucking stupidly.

      I need to let her go, need to stop clutching at straws.

      Just as she’s embarking on the next phase of her career, the last thing she needs is undue attention because of her private life.

      I don’t want her to be subjected to social media bullshit, to the twisted way the press might spin us.

      Not to mention, I have no fucking clue what Thompson might think. None whatsoever. Would he bench me? Drop me to ninth? Lobby for a trade?

      No way of knowing.

      I barely know him.

      But I know this much—I don’t want to test his limits, not when my career is on a red-hot rise.

      “Of course I want you to call.” She sighs, a sad sound. “But is that a good idea?”

      My shoulders sag. “Does it push your limits?”

      Her expression is serious, her voice soft as she answers, “It might. I want to talk to you, Holden. But I don’t want us to become the thing that the media talks about. Not when you’re trying to make this big change with the press.”

      “And not when you’re trying to do all the things you’re doing. To change the world,” I say.

      “We’d be the focus of your season instead of how you play.”

      I sigh heavily. “Yep. I get it.” I reach for her arm, squeezing it. “Thanks for helping me today with the media tips. You’re a lifesaver.”

      She flashes me a grin that warms my heart. “It was my pleasure. You’ve got this,” she says. “One session at the Reese Fallon School of Media Training, and you’ll be a regular Crash Davis. I promise.”

      “One session. Too bad I don’t need more,” I say.

      “It’s a damn shame you’re such a quick study.”

      She gives me a quick, soft goodbye kiss on my lips, then leaves. I watch her head down the steps, down the block, then out of sight.

      My heart clutches. My chest tightens.

      I squeeze my eyes shut.

      Get it together, man.
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      A little later, I catch a Lyft to the park, calling my parents as I go.

      A chat will reset me. Especially when my mom says she needs to grade papers tomorrow.

      Soon, she won’t have to. I can help them retire, buy a nicer home, make their future completely secure. That’s what I want to do. Take care of them.

      I’m only in my fourth year playing ball, but for the first time, I’m making big money.

      Enough to make a difference.

      I’ve got to focus on the prize.

      Avoid trouble.

      Avoid gossip.

      “How’s that new skipper of yours?” my father asks.

      I close my eyes, gritting my teeth, as the Nissan Sentra eases through traffic on Lombard Street.

      Taking a deep breath, I say, “Great. He’s great.”
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      Two hours later, I’m at the ballpark, and Edward Thompson calls me aside by the dugout before the game begins. He motions for the starting pitcher and the catcher to join us as well. We talk about the kind of small ball the Aces have been executing recently, what we need to do to beat them.

      “And that’s the game plan,” he says when he finishes.

      We high-five, knock fists, and I make my way to the dugout to get ready for the game. Thompson sets a hand on my shoulder. I turn around, tension whipping through me as he says, “A word, Kingsley.”

      Does he know? Did someone tip him off that I slept with his daughter? My gut twists, knotting around itself. My throat is sand.

      “Yes?” I ask in my best poker voice, hoping he can’t read the motherfucking guilt in my tone.

      But his dark eyes are warm, with no signs of looming revenge. “Watch out for Diaz. His bat’s on fire, and he loves to hit them up the middle,” he says in a teacherly tone, imparting wisdom.

      I smile, recalling Reese’s words too. “Yes, he does.”

      Then he slides into family talk. “How are your parents doing?”

      “Good, good,” I say, relieved as I breathe again.

      “And how’s everything with you? Is there a woman on the horizon?” he asks purely with curiosity, like a friendly relative would at the holidays.

      I hope.

      My lungs stop again. I can’t breathe once more. But then somehow my organs start up again. “Nope,” I bite out.

      “Someday there will be,” he says, then walks off.

      I try to shake off the encounter, to focus on the game. I lob a single, I field Diaz perfectly, but we lose the game by a score of 2 to 1.

      When I go home that night, I feel like it was both the best day ever and a bit shitty too.

      Then I remember I forgot to wink at Reese during my first at bat.

      This is why I can’t have nice things.

      Because balancing them is fucking impossible.
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      This isn’t awkward at all, walking up the steps of my father’s new home overlooking Richardson Bay, across the city in the heart of Sausalito.

      It’s one of those picturesque seaside towns with curving streets and gentle waves lolling against the rocks on the shore.

      The view of the Golden Gate Bridge is priceless.

      I love this pretty little town, but I wish I were simply wandering through Sausalito about to pop into an ice cream shop or stop in a boutique to pick up a gift, an apron with a funny saying on it maybe, or a Christmas ornament with cutout cats.

      Instead, I’m walking into my father’s house, about to have breakfast with him and his newest wife.

      I haven’t seen the man who gave me half my genes since I spent the summer interning in the city after my junior year of college. He took me out to sushi one night.

      That was all.

      When I reach the top step, I push the buzzer, my stomach dipping and rising like a roller coaster. I offer up a faint prayer to the universe that perhaps he isn’t here. Perhaps he was called away to a baseball emergency.

      Someone corked a bat.

      Or a glove is missing.

      Maybe the starting pitcher has a case of butterflies.

      Wouldn’t that be great? As my nerves roil and sway, I hope for the most once-in-a-blue-moon of all options—the last-minute cancellation of our breakfast.

      That would solve a ton of problems right now.

      Mainly my blankness.

      I don’t know how to feel.

      How to think.

      And yet I also think a million things all at once.

      I think it’s been several years.

      I think I saw him on TV last night.

      I think I’m falling for his cleanup hitter.

      But I don’t know how to look at my father without thinking about that day I caught a bus to Sacramento and discovered who he really was.

      Who he probably still is.

      A cheater.

      I think another thing—this isn’t how a relationship should go between a father and a daughter.

      This isn’t what I wanted with him. To be unsure of how to respect him or how to love him.

      He opens the door, his face wrinkled, but his eyes and his smile as magnetic as they were when I was growing up. They’re as welcoming as when he lived at home and read bedtime stories to me and taught me how to serve a ball over the net and tended to bruised knees and scraped elbows.

      The memories rattle past me.

      Another dip. Another roll.

      “Sweetie bear,” he says.

      Before I have a chance to respond, his arms rope around me, and he’s hugging me like no time has passed. Like the last time we had father-daughter sushi—unagi and mackerel rolls, seaweed salad and yellowtail—was only yesterday.

      Like we didn’t have painful, awkward words at my high school graduation.

      Like he was a regular part of the people I contacted when I was in South America.

      Instead, the truth is I haven’t said much to my father since he left home more than a decade ago.

      We drifted an ocean apart.

      “Come inside. Let’s catch up. I want to hear all about South America, and your new job, and how Tia and Layla are doing.” That’s my dad. He remembers everything.

      Those right-hand men who walk behind presidents and politicians and whisper details about every dignitary they meet? Ambassador Williams’s oldest daughter just graduated from Smith with a degree in French languages. Congressman Johnson’s wife just beat breast cancer.

      My dad would never need that person.

      “I’m great,” I say, my voice pitching up. “Tia is great. Layla is great. My new job is great. San Francisco is great. Everything is wonderful.”

      I won’t reward him with the truth. He has only earned platitudes.

      A redhead turns the corner and walks into the living room. “Oh, hello there!”

      Becky.

      She’s attractive in a put-together, well-dressed, blow-dried way. She looks exactly like my father’s type—a little bit younger than him and a lot pretty.

      Beyond that, I don’t know what to make of her except that she’s poised and wildly pregnant. Stopping in front of me, she extends a hand and says in a warm, intelligent voice, “It’s so good to meet you, Reese.”

      I part my lips, hunting for words, peering under the couch for them, searching under pillows, scouring drawers. “It’s great to meet you too,” I say, and I do sound like Minnie Mouse.

      I don’t know why my voice is so high.

      I don’t know why I can’t jerk it back to my normal range.

      I also can’t stop staring at her stomach. It’s gigantic. And it’s filled with—

      I pump the brakes on that thought, on the bizarre reality that she’s carrying my half brother or half sister in her belly.

      My father’s DNA twined with hers, and now there’s a person growing inside her who is closely related to me.

      If I need a kidney, I’d have to ask my sister or this person.

      Dip, sway, plummet.

      “We’re so thrilled to have you here, Reese,” Becky says.

      “Same,” I say, though that’s not true.

      My dad says, “Come on. Come in.” He gestures to the couch in the living room. It seems comfy and cushy, and it overlooks a window with a perfect view of the water.

      I head in there and sit down, cycling through topics. I’m not sure if I should ask how her pregnancy is going, or comment on them moving back to San Francisco, or remark on my new job.

      Or my friends, or the view, or this home.

      I go to the one thing that my father and I can always talk about.

      Baseball.

      The universal lubricant of our father-daughter conversations.

      “Bummer of a game last night. It was so close,” I say, sitting on the edge of the couch. Settling comfortably into these soft cushions would be too weird.

      His face falls, but in an aw-shucks, we almost had it way. “So close, wasn’t it?” Becky sits next to him, and he takes her hand, threading their fingers together. “It’s always hard to lose by one run. But we’re three-for-one so far this year, and the guys are playing great.”

      The guys. I know one of those guys carnally.

      “They are.” I paste on a smile. “What do you think of the team, Becky?”

      My mom taught me to be polite. It’s polite to ask Becky what she thinks.

      She flashes a grin. “I’m more of a hockey fan myself, but I’m delighted the Dragons have a winning record. Would you like some tea? Green, mint, black?”

      “Black tea, please,” I say, relief washing over me. We’ll have something to center the awkward around—tea, and then soon, food.

      Becky pushes up with an oomph, but my dad shakes his head, pats her thigh, and says, “I’ve got it.”

      She sinks into the couch. “Thanks, hon.”

      Hon. They have nicknames for each other.

      As he heads to the open kitchen, he tosses out to me, “You always loved your caffeine, sweetie bear.”

      My brow knits. “I didn’t drink tea or coffee when . . .”

      When you lived with us.

      “Diet Coke, sweetie bear,” he adds quickly. “You loved it.”

      Yeah, when he used to take me out for Diet Coke and veggie burgers after my volleyball games.

      I can’t even go there.

      Time to turn on my media skills.

      Dial ’em up.

      Crank them well past one hundred.

      “What made you decide to take the job with the Dragons?” I ask like he’s on my podcast. This is how I’ll get through the morning.

      “The offer came in at the last minute. I wasn’t expecting it, since they had someone during spring training, but I got a call the day before the first game. I was looking for something in sports broadcasting. I didn’t think I’d get such a great opportunity to be a major league manager though. It seemed like serendipity, since we’d already moved back here for Becky.”

      “And I’m so glad we did. It’s so great to be near family,” Becky chimes in as my dad heats the kettle.

      Next question, Reese. You can do it. I turn to the redhead carrying my half-sibling. “Do you have family here?”

      “Two older sisters. They’re all here with their families. Janie runs an animal rescue, and Cassie is a vet. I guess I’m the odd woman out,” she says with a laugh.

      “Oh? Why’s that? Are you a corporate lawyer?” I say, opting for lightness. At least, I think it’s lightness.

      “I work at a genetic research company. Doing all sorts of research on genetic diseases and developing therapies for them.” Her expression is animated, her eyes alight with excitement. She must love her job. I know that feeling.

      My dad beams as the kettle whistles. “Becky has a doctorate in science. She heads up a research department. She’s whip-smart.”

      Great. Just great. She has a fascinating job, she’s a woman working in science, she’s close with her sisters, she loves her career. I want to hate her, but I can’t.

      “And when did you meet?” I ask with a smile, marching down the interview path.

      “Twelve months ago,” she says.

      I do the math. He wasn’t married twelve months ago. Maybe, just maybe, he didn’t cheat.

      When he returns with the tea, I pepper Becky with more questions—that, I can do forever. As I sip the English breakfast, I learn that she volunteers at her sister’s animal shelter, walking dogs and cleaning kennels.

      “But not much heavy cleaning at the moment,” she says, gesturing to her bump. “Which means mostly I just talk to the dogs and cuddle them.”

      “They must love that,” I say.

      “They aren’t the only ones,” Becky says.

      I learn, too, that she and my dad go for a two-mile walk every morning before her workday begins. Most of the time, they talk, but now and then, she listens to her favorite podcast while he listens to leadership skills audiobooks.

      “Which podcast is that? Your favorite?”

      “One of my girlfriends told me about it, and we’re addicted now. It’s called Badass Babe,” she says.

      I blink. Swallow. This feels like the moment in a movie when a critical clue falls into the heroine’s lap. But she isn’t sure what to make of the evidence. “My friend Tia listens to that podcast,” I blurt out, the first thing I’ve said other than a question in a while.

      “Do you listen to it too? It’s so empowering.”

      “I’ve listened to a couple of episodes. And it’s great.” I half-wish that I hated it. That we didn’t agree on something badass. That I weren’t living in an alternate world where Becky and I have anything in common, where we have similar tastes, views, perspectives.

      She’s supposed to be . . . an airhead.

      A homewrecker.

      A bitch.

      Instead, she’s . . . interesting, progressive, positive.

      There must be something wrong with her.

      Maybe she’s too young.

      That has to be it. She’s got to be my age. I can hate her for that. “How old are you?”

      “Forty,” she says, with a smile and a shrug, then a downward glance at her belly. And a look crosses her eyes that says, I’m on the older side for a first-time mom, and I hope it goes well.

      She’s older than me by a decade and a half.

      She’s still much younger than my dad’s fifty-six years, but not by a gross, hairball-retching amount.

      I turn to my father, ready to employ the same bluntness I’ve leaned on when talking to women, when talking to my friends, when talking to Grant.

      Even when talking to Holden.

      I want to ask my father how he reconciles this life, this home, this second chance he has to be a good father.

      I want to say so many things.

      How could you cheat on your wife? How do you feel about having a kid at fifty-six? How do you feel about the fact that you’ve been unfaithful many times over? How do you feel about the fact that you moved out of our home? That you left me when I was in middle school? That I had to figure everything out without you?

      But when I look at the man I used to depend on, the man I looked up to, the man I revered, my throat tightens.

      Words don’t come.

      I’m voiceless.

      Once again, I’m thirteen, and I’ve found him at the ballpark kissing another woman, and I don’t know what to say.

      When we move to the table, and Dad serves up a simple breakfast of bagels and fruit, I focus entirely on Becky.

      We banter about science, research, future remedies.

      As I take a bite of blueberries, Becky spreads a hand across her belly. “Oh!”

      Concern paints my father’s face. “Everything okay, sweetheart?”

      She’s glowing. “He’s enjoying breakfast too.”

      He’s.

      I choke down the blueberries.

      I’m going to have a little brother.

      Tears prick the back of my eyes.

      Becky waves a hand. “Where was I?” She collects her thoughts and returns to the topic of genomes.

      As I finish the fruit, I’m grateful for her because she gives me an excuse not to talk to my father again.

      I still don’t know what to say to him. He’s still the part of my life that doesn’t make sense.

      But he’s also the thing that stands in the way of the romance I want to have.

      And I can’t wait to leave. On the way out, Becky mentions the shower. “I’d love to have you attend, but if you don’t want to, I understand,” she says, gentle and kind.

      A knot rises in my throat. She’ll be a good mom. Already she’s sharing her heart but giving space too.

      “Thanks. I’ll let you know.”

      Once I shut the door behind me, I let out a shaky, shuddery breath.

      There is so much I should say to my father.

      But right now, I want to talk to Holden.

      He’s the one I want to turn to. He’s the one I want to call, to curl up with, to talk to about my awkward morning.

      But I can’t say a word to him.

      That hurts more than the breakfast with my father.

      So much more.
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      With a clutch RBI in one game and a blowout in the next, we finish off the Aces, winning the home stand 2 to 1.

      I knock fists with Dante, who started the game on the mound, and with John, who finished it, as well as Gunnar, our third baseman, who clobbered a homer in the seventh. He’s new this year too, but his half brother played for the Dragons at the height of the sign-stealing. “Good work, guys,” I say as we walk off the diamond. “Let’s keep this shit up when we go to New York.”

      Tomorrow’s a travel day, and we play the Comets on Wednesday.

      Gunnar wiggles his fingers. “Ooh, intel time. Need you to give up all the goods, man. Isn’t the closer there your former teammate? Shane Walker?”

      “I call him Shakespeare. And yeah, we were both traded at the end of last season,” I say as we head to the dugout.

      Gunnar gives me bummer for you eyes, coupled with a ridiculous sympathetic nod. “Sucks, man. When they have to get rid of the dead weight.”

      “Did I say, ‘Good work’? I was referring to Dante and John.”

      “Fine, fine. You’re decent at the plate. Now tell me everything.” He rubs his palms together. “I want all the dirt on their closer. That guy is insane on the mound. Did he strike a deal with the devil for that fastball?”

      “I do believe Shakespeare did.”

      “And so—to swing at his fastball or not to swing at his fastball? That is the question,” Gunnar asks in a most Bard-like tone, stroking his bearded jaw.

      Chuckling, I clap him on the back. “All the world’s a baseball game. And in this case, the answer depends on whether you want to strike out swinging or looking.”

      “Ouch,” Gunnar says with a wince.

      “Yeah, the dude has fire in his pitches. Actual fire. I kid you not.”

      “Then the answer is swinging, then. Always go down swinging,” Gunnar declares. “Go big or go home, right?”

      “Only way to play.”

      Before we hit the dugout, a confident young voice calls out, “Hello, Holden? Got a minute for KRGO?”

      Tension shoots down my spine as I recognize Erin Madison, a TV reporter. My fists clench. But then I remember Reese’s insight.

      Give them some of the truth, not all of it.

      I turn around, flash a smile to the local sports journalist who’s been making a name for herself, then answer a few simple questions about the game.

      “Great question, Erin. The Aces are always a tough opponent, and we played hard till the end of the ninth,” I start with, then finish with “And we’re looking forward to seeing what the Comets have this season. Thanks so much.”

      “Thank you, Holden.”

      As I head into the tunnel leading to the locker rooms, Gunnar gives me an approving nod. “Someone’s not so grumpy anymore with the press. Getting laid, bro?”

      I bark out a laugh. “If only that were the reason,” I say.

      Though, in a way, it is.

      Only, Reese has always been more than sex.

      She’s the woman I met at the wrong time. Then, at the wrong time again. Emptiness settles into my chest, taking up camp there. A persistent reminder that though I want so much more than sex with her, I shouldn’t have anything with her at all.

      Trouble is, the only thing I want right now is to text Reese, tell her thanks, let her know her training is working.

      Hell, I want to go to her place, curl up with her, and give her the download on how I’m no longer the king of “no comment,” thanks to her.

      But I don’t do that, because I can’t do that.

      I could text her about the interview, let her know it went well. But that would lead to flirting, and flirting is what I have to resist.

      After a shower, and a round of good jobs from Thompson, I get dressed, ready to hit the sack a little early, play some word games, and try not to think of a certain blonde.

      Besides, rest before the cross-country flight tomorrow is a wise idea.

      That’s my plan, at least, until my phone buzzes in my locker.

      Crosby’s calling, so I pick up, and he dives right in. “I know you don’t like going out, but you’re coming with us tonight.”

      “Who said I don’t like to go out?” I say, buttoning my shirt.

      “I bet you were just making plans to play a word game or something. Admit it—you were gonna curl up with your phone and try to find ‘stipend’ or ‘vitriol’ upside down or diagonal or inside out.”

      I scoff, denying the stone-cold truth. “Maybe I was going to watch SportsCenter at the local bar with my teammates.”

      He laughs. “Oh, come on. You’re such a homebody. You were not.”

      “Is there a reason you called? Or is giving me shit reason enough?”

      “It is absolutely reason enough. Also, I’m calling to demand your presence. You’re coming with us because we’re going to the Spotted Zebra. Cougs won tonight, and so did your team. How often is it that we both win at the same time at home?”

      “Hard to say because this is the first time I’m playing for the same team in the same city as you,” I say.

      “Just show up. That’s all you need to know. You’re lucky we let you be friends with us.”

      “I’m so grateful.”

      So that’s where Gunnar and I go on a Monday night.

      Two nights post-Reese.

      Three games post-Reese.

      Fifty-six hours post-Reese.

      Not that I’m measuring time by her.

      Oh hell. I totally am.

      Maybe a night out with the guys will take my mind off her. Distract me from the reel playing on a loop in my head.

      We catch a Lyft and head from the ballpark to Grant’s sister’s establishment in the heart of Hayes Valley.

      Chance is standing by the bar, an elbow on it, a crooked grin on his face as he chats with Sierra, his whole demeanor saying one thing and one thing only. I can read him from a mile away. He’s into Grant’s sister. Which is a damn good thing. The dude’s wife put him through a hell of a divorce last year, Crosby told me, so it’s good to see him getting out there.

      I stride over to him first as Gunnar motions he’ll join Crosby, who’s chatting with Grant at a corner table.

      “Sounds good,” I say to Gunnar, then head over to Chance.

      The tall, deep-voiced, and intimidating closer swivels around, lifts a brow, then shoots me a cocky grin. “Well, well, well, if it isn’t the enemy.”

      I laugh. “Is that who I am to you guys now?”

      “What else would you be?”

      I shake my head, amused. “So that’s why you guys invited me here? To celebrate with the enemy?”

      “Don’t you know the saying?” He drops his voice to a stage whisper. “Keep your friends close and your enemies closer.”

      Sierra rolls her brown eyes, cutting in. “Just ignore him. He’s ridiculous. Also, nobody is ever an enemy at my bar, Holden.”

      “Thank you very much, Sierra. I appreciate that.” I slug Chance on his thick slab of an arm, then gesture to Sierra. “See? She welcomes me. She likes me.”

      Yup, these two are quite a distraction. They’re like a sideshow, thanks to Chance.

      Sierra flashes a bright smile then flicks a strand of her pink-tipped hair off her shoulder. “Everyone at the Spotted Zebra is a friend.”

      I drum my fingers on the bar, checking out the chalkboard menu of cocktails, but cocktails aren’t my speed. “What do you recommend tonight that’s on tap, Sierra?”

      She studies me with intense eyes, sizing me up like she’s reading what kind of drink I want.

      Chance deals me a don’t you dare go for her look.

      “I say you’re in the mood for a pale ale,” she says, issuing her official decree.

      “I never disagree with the bartender.”

      She heads over to the taps to fill a beer, and I turn to Chance, having a blast calling him out. “Do you actually think I’m flirting with Grant’s sister?”

      Chance has the good sense to act shocked. “Why would you think I was even thinking about how you were talking to her?”

      I crack up. “That was some doublespeak right there. But I would think it from the look that you just dealt me. Like you wanted to slice me to pieces in a deli meat cutter.”

      “I didn’t give you a look,” he says, jerking back. “And I don’t like deli meat.”

      “My point exactly.” I laugh, rolling my eyes. “You definitely gave me a look.”

      “There were zero looks delivered from me to you.”

      “You gave me a look that said, Why the hell are you flirting with my woman?”

      A laugh bursts from his chest. “She’s not mine, so I’d have no problem with you flirting with her. Why would you even think I’d have a problem with you flirting with Grant’s sister?”

      “Because you’re into her,” I say, emphasizing my point.

      His brow knits, and he rearranges his features into a most skeptical stare. “Everyone knows you don’t bang a teammate’s sister.”

      Ouch. Now we’re tangoing too close for comfort. This convo isn’t helping my efforts to put Reese out of my mind. “I didn’t say you were banging her. I said you were into her.”

      “And you know where being into someone leads to. It leads to banging. You know the rules,” Chance says, counting off on his fingers. “You don’t bang a teammate’s sister. You don’t bang a coach’s sister. You don’t bang the coach’s daughter. You don’t bang a teammate’s mom. You just don’t cross those lines, so I’m definitely not doing that.”

      Ouch, double ouch, triple whammy motherfucker ouch.

      He’s right, but I’m not going to confess that I’m guilty on one of those charges.

      And that I want to be guilty again.

      My fingers itch with the desire to call Reese. My lips ache to talk to her. My mind returns to her over and over again.

      Sierra returns with my drink as Grant strolls over, joining us.

      “Isn’t this so typical—all the guys flocking to my sister?” he says, sounding like a lion watching over his pride.

      Sierra rolls her eyes in his direction. “You think it might have something to do with the fact that I’m pouring the drinks?”

      Grant flashes her his winning grin. “Well, obviously. Why else would it be?”

      “Gee, thanks, Grant,” she says, then flips him the bird. “I guess I won’t mention the smoke show who came by last night and asked for your number.”

      “Sounds like a regular night for you then,” he says, leaning back against the bar. “All the hotties trying to find me and whatnot.”

      She sticks out her chin, giving him a taunting look. “And maybe I’m not going to give you any details on the Chris Hemsworth look-alike who wanted me to pass along his digits to my supposed hottie brother.”

      “Ooh, Thor. He’s your fave, isn’t he?” Chance asks, ribbing Grant.

      “If I liked straight guys, he’d be my fave.”

      “So you’re going to call this dude who left his number?” I ask, admittedly a little curious as to Grant’s strategy. Does he really pick up guys at his sister’s bar?

      Grant shakes his head, swings his gaze to Sierra. “Nah. But listen, I do appreciate you handling the sorting of the dudes for me.”

      Sierra shoots him the kind of dirty look only a sister can dole out. “Why do I even let you have drinks here? I am not your social secretary.”

      “And you may have noticed, I never ask for numbers from the dudes who pass them on to you,” Grant points out.

      “Why’s that, G-Man? Just waiting for Mr. Right and the all-night Cuddle Fest you’re hoping for?” I tease.

      Grant cracks up. “Yup. It’s on my Vision Board.” He sweeps out his hand. “The Great Cuddle Fest is coming soon.”

      “You have a date in mind?” I ask.

      “May? June? Who the hell knows? A man can dream,” Grant says, with a wink, then turns back to his sister. “But I will pay for everyone’s drinks as my way of thanking you for the hard labor of being my first line of defense.”

      “Wait. You pay for drinks?” I deadpan, acting shocked.

      “Pretty sure that never happens,” Chance puts in.

      “And I thought you were my friends,” Grant says. “Thanks, assholes.”

      Chance gives him a sympathetic smile. “Sorry to hear you labored under that delusion,” he says, then settles onto the stool and flashes a grin at Sierra. “I will happily take over buying drinks for your brother.”

      As Sierra says thanks, I mutter, “You are so transparent,” to Chance, but I’m glad the guy seems happier again than he was in the dark days immediately following his split. I amble away with Grant, joining him, Crosby, and Gunnar on a black-and-white striped couch at a table in the corner.

      Crosby knocks back some of his beer, then parks his elbows on the table. “Do you two Lizard Kings want to give us any tips on the team you just played, since we’re playing them next?”

      “Lizard Kings? That’s what you’re calling us now?” Gunnar asks with a laugh. “Maybe we’ll call you the Kitty Cats? Wait. No. The House Cats. Hold on. I have a better one.” He takes a pregnant pause worthy of a stand-up comic. “The Mousers.”

      “You might think that’s an insult, but barn cats are motherfucking killers, so thank you for the compliment,” Crosby says. “Now, what’s the name of your team, then? Geckos? Chameleons? Moray Eels?”

      I lean back against the cushions. “And to think I abandoned a hot new word search for this abuse.”

      Crosby winks. “Salamanders. That’s it. Anyway, give us the deets on the Aces. Whose bat is hot, whose bat is not?”

      “Ah, so that’s why you invited me here tonight,” I add.

      “You didn’t think it was just to see your face?” Crosby posits, his expression intensely serious.

      I shake my head. “Nope. Never. Also, by the way, Daniel Craig was the best Bond.”

      He mimes slamming a buzzer. “Wrong. Sean Connery.”

      That ignites an epic argument between Grant, Gunnar, and Crosby not only on who’s the best Bond, but which flick was the best of all-time.

      Casino Royale is the verdict.

      Obviously.

      It’s another hour I shave off the don’t think of Reese agenda.

      As the clock ticks closer to midnight, Nadia sails in, derailing all of Crosby’s attention as he smothers her in kisses.

      When she joins us, we catch up on her football team briefly before she and Crosby head to the bar to grab fresh drinks.

      Gunnar yawns, saying he needs to take off.

      “See you on the plane tomorrow,” I say, then I catch the tail end of a SportsCenter segment on tonight’s hot plays. Grant stares at the screen too, uttering a whoa when the shortstop for the Comets wins the honor of Play of the Night with a fierce vertical jump to nab a scorching line drive. He shoots airborne four or five feet, leaping over the sliding runner to glove the ball.

      “Hot damn, that was a helluva play,” I say in admiration of the man’s epic fielding.

      “Yeah. It sure was,” Grant says, his voice far away.

      It’s not a tone I hear from him often.

      He sounds almost lost in time.

      I snap my gaze to him and find that he’s watching the replay as SportsCenter serves it up from multiple angles.

      The volume is down, but the words flash across the screen in subtitles.

      Declan Steele shows all of Major League Baseball why he’s following in Derek Jeter’s footsteps. Nearly a decade in the bigs, and the Comets shortstop is still at the top of his game.

      “Top of his game indeed,” Grant repeats, and he’s somewhere else entirely.

      I nod as the screen shifts to a slow-mo. “Damn. I’m going to have to pay for grub when I see him. Pretty sure I bet that he wouldn’t be Play of the Night so soon.”

      “That so?” Grant still sounds like he’s in another world.

      What’s that about?

      I furrow my brow as a memory resurfaces. Several weeks ago, at the Sports Network Awards where Grant received a trophy for best sportsman, I chatted with Declan at the event. He was only supposed to be in town for a night, but he wound up staying longer than he’d planned. The morning he was taking off for New York, Crosby and I bumped into him a block or two away from Grant’s house. “Oh, right. When he was in town, I saw him at that coffee shop near your . . .”

      My remark jolts Grant from his daydream before I can say house.

      He snaps his gaze to me, intensity written in his eyes, almost like his irises are begging me to be quiet.

      In a heartbeat, I connect the dots. I don’t know his romantic history, but I’d be willing to bet it involves Declan Steele. “Yeah,” Grant says, answering my unfinished question. “We got coffee.”

      Pretty sure whatever happened with Grant and Declan wasn’t just coffee.

      But it’s not my place to say. “Got it. That place has good joe.”

      “The best.” Grant grabs his beer, knocks some back, and seems to reroute his thoughts. “What’s happening with Reese?”

      Probably best to tread carefully here. “Has she said anything to you?”

      “Is there anything to say?” he counters.

      I sigh. “Look, you know the deal. I’m crazy about her, but it’d be risky as hell.”

      A small smile tugs at his lips. “Crazy about her?”

      “Like you wouldn’t believe,” I say.

      He shrugs casually. “Don’t be so sure. I might believe it.” He straightens his shoulders, his eyes intense. “Just be careful with her heart, okay? She’s strong on the outside, but she’s had some shit to deal with. I just want you to think about that.”

      I want to tell him we’re not anything, but I’ve got a feeling that Grant wouldn’t be fooled, just like I wasn’t fooled by his we got coffee.

      “She’s kind of all I think about. Well, besides baseball.”

      He gives me a sympathetic smile. “Sounds like your head’s a mess. I know how that can be.”

      “I guess it’s a good thing I’m getting out of town.”

      “You’re heading to New York next? To play the Comets?” Grant asks, fiddling with the label on his beer bottle, sounding like he’s fishing for info because he damn well knows I’m off to New York.

      But the guy’s been good to me, so I decide to toss him a line. “Yeah. I’ll probably grab a bite with Declan. But don’t worry, man,” I say, tipping my forehead to the screen where Declan last appeared. “That’ll stay between us.”

      His eyes are etched with relief. “Thanks. I appreciate it.”

      For a conversation where little was said, I feel like we both understand each other completely.

      And I understand myself all too well, since the first thing I do when I land in New York is click on the picture I took of Reese by San Francisco Bay, the wind blowing her hair, the ferry docking behind her, right before I bought her the chocolates.

      My heart squeezes.

      I wish I were seeing her when I return to California, bringing her chocolates as a gift.

      I wish she were at my games, the good ones and the bad ones.

      I wish I were by her side at her events, supporting her.

      What the hell is happening to me?

      I throw out the plan of resisting Reese, and I listen to my instincts, the ones that say talk to her, and I send Reese a text.
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      Like a kid sliding across the hardwoods on Christmas morning, Jillian practically skids down the hall, stopping sharply at my workspace.

      “Come, come,” she says, waving me out of my cube. “Adriana has big news.”

      I jump out of my chair. “She’s about to deliver?”

      Jillian laughs, shaking her head. “No. But I can’t wait to meet her little daughter in another month.” My heart grows two sizes at the thought. I barely know Adriana, but I’m looking forward to her sweetie pie arriving soon. I’m not even a baby person, but suddenly I’m surrounded by preggers women, and I’m looking forward to all the coming-soon baby snuggles.

      I follow Jillian to the VP’s office.

      Adriana is doing a victory dance, shimmying and shaking, arms in the air, but all belly, just like Becky.

      An image of my father’s wife carrying my half brother seizes my attention, along with the invite to the baby shower.

      I still haven’t RSVP’d, and time is getting short.

      Work comes first. I need to focus on that.

      Hell, I’ve been focusing on that. I had my moment with Holden, and that’s all it was—a moment in time.

      Nothing will come of it.

      So I keep putting one foot in front of the other. My job, my friends, my life.

      That’s all.

      Adriana clears her throat, adopting a grand-marshal-for-a-parade stance. “Ladies, as you know, we work with Webflix, and the streaming giant is also the corporate sponsor for USA Hockey’s Disabled Hockey Festival, and they want to do a calendar with their athletes and . . . wait for it . . .” She spreads her hands wide like she’s lighting up a marquee, then she finishes with a flourish, “Rescue dogs.”

      Cue the squealing.

      The three of us lose our minds with glee because . . . dogs.

      “That is the cutest thing ever,” I say, brimming with excitement. “That’s, like . . . everything.”

      “Dogs are life. Jones and I have a Chihuahua mix named Cletus,” Jillian says, whipping out her phone and showing us a picture of a little dog leaping over an agility seesaw. “Jones does dog agility training with him, and it’s the cutest thing in the entire universe.”

      I bring my hand to my heart, sighing happily at the photo. “That is one hundred percent certified adorable.”

      “But you know what is cute too?” Jillian asks, with a waggle of her brows. “Rafe Wilson has a rescue dog as well. And he’s going to be in the calendar,” she says, mentioning the sled hockey player who’s become an advocate for athletes with disabilities. “Reese, I want you to work on this project. You could maybe even interview him for your podcast.”

      “Actually, I have talked to him,” I say, lighting up. Rafe and I connected on the phone for my show a year ago while I was in Chile. “He’s fantastic. Well-spoken. Funny. So intelligent.”

      “And so single,” Adriana adds, then licks her lips. “Oops. I’m sorry, was that inappropriate? I know I shouldn’t say that, but the man really is a hottie.”

      Jillian shoots me a love is in the air look. “Maybe you’ll work on the calendar with him and fall head over heels.”

      I blink. Did she just authorize love on the job?

      Adriana points at Jillian. “Like you and your hubs did.”

      Holy smokes.

      She did.

      She’s not drawing lines; she’s firing Cupid’s arrows.

      Ones I wasn’t asking for. Ones I didn’t expect to fly.

      I turn to my boss. “I didn’t know you and Jones were one of those work-together-on-a-calendar-and-fall-in-love stories. Those are the best.”

      She shrugs sheepishly, smiling the whole time. “It was rescue dogs and cats. We didn’t stand a chance of resisting. Anyway, I was the publicist for the Renegades then, and he was, and still is, the star receiver. So we kind of dated secretly at first.”

      Suddenly, I need to know everything. I have to know. All along, I’ve assumed I’d be playing with fire at work if I dated Holden. But was that a wrong assumption?

      “Was there any issue at the organization once that came out? Did you lose your job?” How did she navigate that patch of thorns? Now’s as good a time as any to ask. Even though Holden faces the bigger issue, I still want to know how a woman I admire managed that work-love conflict.

      “I told my boss when I realized I’d fallen in love with Jones. I thought she’d want me to tender my resignation. But instead, she said to be prepared to handle myself with grace in the public eye, since I was about to be in the middle of it. She was right. And she had faith in me—in my track record with the team, and in my ability to handle the scrutiny. I was damn lucky to work for such a lady boss.”

      “That was it?” I ask bluntly.

      Why is it that I’m able to talk to women so easily, to dive right into the heart of things, and speak the straightforward truth, but I can’t do this with my father?

      Jillian wags a finger at me, all conspiratorial. “Do you like Rafe? Is that why you’re asking—you want to date him? Because I would have no problem with that. I’m not here to police who you date.”

      I’m silent at first, processing the words no problem.

      Aloud, they make perfect sense, but I didn’t think they were words I’d hear.

      I assumed they weren’t, and my assumptions were false.

      My boss wouldn’t care if I dated Holden, and a weight lifts from my shoulders, vanishing into thin air.

      I feel lighter already. So light I laugh, both wildly grateful for her forward-thinking answer and eager to correct her assumption. “I think Rafe is fantastic, and he’d probably be wonderful, but I wasn’t angling to date him.”

      Adriana gives me a serve up the goods look. “Someone else, then? Another athlete?”

      A kernel of hope blooms inside me. I picture dates, and daytime, and snaps of the two of us at the Ferry Building.

      A reel flickers before me of more than nights—of days.

      “Maybe,” I say, lingering on the word long enough to make it clear my answer is actually yes. “But I don’t think anything will happen,” I add quickly. I’d do well to remind myself of the score.

      Know your limits.

      Holden and I have plenty of limits.

      Namely, I don’t fit into his life.

      Even if my limits are gone, even if I’m free to see him, his hurdles haven’t disappeared.

      He didn’t vault over them in a few short days.

      Nor is he likely to. His case is vastly different than mine.

      Jillian might be able to wave a magic wand of coolness and ease my worries, but she can’t click her ruby-red slippers and wish away the media circus Holden could face.

      Or the consequences my dad might dole out.

      Or the perception of the public.

      No one can control that, and perception is important to his goals, his career, his family’s future.

      Jillian frowns. “Why? Doesn’t he feel the same way?”

      “He does. But it’s a complicated situation,” I say, though we aren’t even in a situationship, Holden and me. We aren’t in a holding pattern either. We’re . . . nothing.

      Still, it’s a relief to give voice to what’s on my mind, to share it with smart women, even if I can’t serve up the details. “He’s not a client,” I add, quick to dismiss that as a concern. “But someone I’m connected to nonetheless.”

      “Love is rarely easy,” Jillian says, tucking a strand of black hair behind her ear. “Sometimes we meet someone, and it feels all twisted up and knotted with other things, and we think we can’t make it work.”

      She’s talking my language, speaking straight to my bruised heart. A heart that misses that man. “So what do you do about that?” I ask, even though I don’t hold the cards here with Holden. He does.

      “My belief is as long as two adults consent and treat each other with respect, who am I to ever put a line on love?”

      “We’re kind of a love triumphs all sort of place,” Adriana chimes in.

      Gah. Now I’m in love with my job even more. “That’s one of the things I like about working here,” I say, though the organ in my chest still aches. It still misses him.

      “And look,” Jillian adds. “The reality is, when you work in this industry, you often meet people you might want to date in sports. And sometimes they’re athletes.”

      Did she ever hit the nail on the head. “That’s what happened to me,” I confess. Relief flows through me. That day with Holden was incredible, and I don’t need to shout it to the office, but it’s good to at least admit—without details—that I fell for someone. “And I just wanted to say I really appreciate that I feel comfortable enough to ask you these questions.”

      She waves a hand as if to say it’s no big deal. But it is a big deal. I wasn’t looking for her permission, but I’m damn glad I have it.

      Especially since Holden texts me that night.

      I read it several times, debating whether to write back, asking myself if this contact tests my limits.

      I wish I knew his limits and if they’ve changed.

      And I decide that talking to him doesn’t test them or break them. I know my limits, but I also know when they’ve changed.

      Mine stretch further now. They’re more accommodating. I have room for a little something more.

      I write back with a clear mind and a hopeful heart.

      As for his limits, there’s no way to know if they’ve changed unless I talk to the man.

      Maybe, just maybe, he’s seeing how far he can push.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        Holden: Did you ever have the chocolate, and if so, how was it?

      

      

      

      In my apartment, I take the bag out of my purse and pop a disc in my mouth.

      

      
        
        Reese: Indulging now. It’s as delish as I expected. And what do you know? It makes me think of you.

      

        

      
        Holden: Mission accomplished. Also, I bet your lips taste incredible.

      

      

      

      I lick them, then write back.

      

      
        
        Reese: Well, they taste like chocolate, so I’m confident that I taste yummy. I believe it’s called the Chocolate Clause, since chocolate is always good.

      

        

      
        Holden: Just like the French Fry Exemption.

      

        

      
        Reese: French fries and chocolate—clauses, loopholes, and exemptions abound for them.

      

        

      
        Holden: Like a hall pass.

      

        

      
        Reese: Grant and I used to make a list of hall passes back in college. Fair warning – Chris Hemsworth was top of our list.

      

        

      
        Holden: Funny. His sister mentioned that someone looking like Thor was asking for him. But he was decidedly uninterested.

      

        

      
        Reese: Ah, well, some crushes you get over. This is where I confess as much as I love Chris, I’m over him. I suspect Grant is too.

      

        

      
        Holden: Is that why you guys are so close? Crushing at the same time?

      

        

      
        Reese: Nah. That’s just fun stuff. We were close long before boys came into the picture. We connected because, well, things were sometimes tense at my house and at his growing up. So, we went to our grandparents’ and hung out with each other.

      

      

      

      My phone is quiet for a spell, and I wonder if I’ve said too much. If I was too frank. But talking around the topic of family is exhausting. I don’t want to dance around issues with Holden. I want to be real with him, even as I try to figure out what this is with us.

      

      
        
        Holden: Reese?

      

        

      
        Reese: Yes?

      

        

      
        Holden: Sometimes I think you want to say something about your dad and then you don’t. Maybe you hold back because of my relationship with him. But I understand that your ties with him are different than mine. I’m not asking you to tell me things you don’t want to share. But I’m saying you don’t have to treat the issue with kid gloves around me.

      

      

      

      My heart thumps harder at the way he gets it. At how he somehow knew I needed to hear that.

      

      
        
        Reese: Thanks. I’m not sure I’ll say anything, but I appreciate you telling me I don’t have to sugarcoat it.

      

        

      
        Holden: No Sugarcoat Loophole, beautiful. I like you as you are. I want you as you are.

      

      

      

      I close my eyes, clutching the phone, wishing he could have me as I am. That I could have him too.

      Now isn’t the time to push him. Not over the phone. If he wants more, he’ll have to decide that on his own.

      I sink deeper into my bed, sidestepping my feelings—the emotions that surge whenever Holden and I connect.

      

      
        
        Reese: As for Grant, he was my rock growing up, and I was his. That’s why we’re so close.

      

        

      
        Holden: He’s like your brother.

      

      

      

      My throat tightens. What will it feel like when I have a half brother? Will I be able to tell Holden how I feel about having a brand-new sibling soon? How do I feel? I’m not even sure. I dodge my own emotions.

      

      
        
        Reese: Where are you right now?

      

        

      
        Holden: Team hotel. The Luxe, overlooking Park Avenue. I should get to sleep soon. It’s almost two a.m. But I’m thinking of you. I’m taking a pic now and posting it on Instagram. You’re the only one who’ll know what I was thinking when I took this shot.

      

        

      
        Reese: Sweet dreams.

      

        

      
        Holden: They will be now. It was great chatting with you. Can I text you tomorrow?

      

      

      

      I click over to his Instagram. A moody shot of a New York City street after midnight hits the top of his feed. There are only two words: Craving chocolate.

      My heart flutters and then thumps harder as I stare at his last question, wondering how there could be any answer but yes.
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      We keep up like that, chatting and texting.

      As I go through the next day, I fire off questions before our game.

      

      
        
        Holden: New York? Love it or leave it?

      

        

      
        Reese: Love it, of course. Think about all the trendy, hip, and divey eateries I could check out.

      

        

      
        Holden: You’d have an endless supply.

      

        

      
        Reese: I’d roam around the city listening to the Badass Babe podcast and soaking in everything New York has to offer.

      

        

      
        Holden: You seem like a New York kind of gal. Badass and loving it.

      

        

      
        Reese: That’s me!

      

        

      
        Holden: I’m running along Fifth Avenue now, passing the Met. Your feelings on museums? Thumbs-up or down?

      

        

      
        Reese: What do you take me for? A philistine? Of course I love museums. BUT I’d much rather spend the day in Central Park, playing volleyball or softball on the sports fields.

      

        

      
        Holden: You are my kind of woman.

      

      

      

      Then I return to my podcast app, click to her show, and peel off another couple miles as I catch up on some of her newest episodes—an interview with a top college player in women’s basketball, another with an Olympic snowboarder, and then a popular episode from a few months ago with Asher St. James, the so-called American golden boy of soccer—a retired American star in the most European of sports.

      “Moment of truth—how did it feel to play the most popular sport in the world?” she asks.

      He laughs deeply. “Finally, someone understands that soccer is the best sport there is.”

      “I said ‘most popular.’ Not ‘best.’ My heart belongs to the baseball diamond,” she answers playfully.

      Asher sighs dramatically. “And I thought you were a kindred spirit. But I’ll answer anyway. It was spectacular, and I miss it, even the regular explanations of the differences between football and soccer.”

      “Did that happen a lot?”

      “Daily. Some guy I went out with the other month thought I was a fullback. And played on a field,” he says, with an exaggerated huff. “When I said ‘striker,’ he was terribly confused.”

      “I take it there was no second date?”

      “Oh, well, he was quite cute, so I didn’t hold soccer ignorance against him.”

      They both laugh, then Reese continues her questions. “If you had to pick another sport to play besides soccer, what would it be?”

      “If you made me choose, it’d be karaoke. I challenge anyone to out-karaoke me when it comes to ‘Livin’ on a Prayer.’”

      I laugh as I finish the episode, then text Reese.

      

      
        
        Holden: I will see St. James’s Bon Jovi challenge and raise it.

      

        

      
        Reese: You do karaoke, and I’m just learning this?

      

        

      
        Holden: I’m excellent at Elvis. Also, “Bohemian Rhapsody.”

      

        

      
        Reese: Adele or Lady Gaga for this woman.

      

        

      
        Holden: You pull out the big guns.

      

        

      
        Reese: I don’t fuck around when it comes to my tune choices. Also, I can’t believe you listened to that episode! I’m flattered.

      

        

      
        Holden: I’ve listened to several. Your podcast is great, but that’s no surprise.

      

        

      
        Reese: Thank you. That makes me so happy to hear.

      

      

      

      We text more that night after my game, and I catch her up on the conversations I’ve had with my parents, the latest Christmas movie they watched on Webflix, and my brothers.

      We talk about Crosby too, how he is utterly besotted with Nadia, and Reese tells me more about Tia and Wayne, and Layla and her fiancée.

      She shares details of her coworkers, of Adriana’s burgeoning belly and fiery attitude, of Jillian’s upbeat, take-no-prisoners style, and I tell her about the guys on the team, like Gunnar with his deadpan wit and Dante with his laser focus.

      As I take the subway to the ballpark in the Bronx on Thursday with some of the guys, the car filling with more rowdy fans the closer we get, she texts me about her work projects and the calendar she’s putting together.

      With one arm looped around a pole and my cap pulled low, I read her latest text.

      

      
        
        Reese: And then Jillian asked if I found Rafe Wilson attractive.

      

      

      

      A dragon of jealousy roars inside me—bellows fucking fire. I google this guy, and I’m no expert on dude attractiveness, but I can tell he’s got it going on—strong jaw, thick hair, muscular arms.

      I reply.

      

      
        
        Holden: And your answer was “He’s fine, but he’s not Holden Kingsley”?

      

      

      

      I swear I can feel her laughter vibrate across the country as she types.

      

      
        
        Reese: Actually, that’s not far from the truth.

      

      

      

      A knot of worry tightens my spine, but curiosity leads me on.

      

      
        
        Holden: Okay, I’ll bite. What happened?

      

        

      
        Reese: Don’t worry. I didn’t say I had a thing for you. But when we were discussing the calendar, my boss told me she doesn’t have a problem with employees dating athletes. She said she doesn’t put restrictions on that. Which means my worries about how dating you might look for my career aren’t really a thing. So, there’s that.

      

      

      

      I inhale sharply, letting the enormity of that intel sink in. She’s . . . free.

      Entirely free.

      There are no issues for her.

      The issues are mine, all fucking mine.

      I breathe out hard through my nostrils, tension tightening in my shoulders, wishing my manager would say, “Cool, sure, date my daughter,” or my agent would say, “Everyone will love that!”

      But those are pie-in-the-sky dreams.

      Those are homers at every bat.

      That doesn’t happen.

      Still, as I read her text, possibilities start to press on my mind. Nascent ideas. Burgeoning options.

      I don’t know which ones to pursue or what to do next.

      All I know is everything is in my hands.

      But she’s putting zero pressure on me.

      She’s simply letting me know the score.

      I write back.

      

      
        
        Holden: Don’t date Rafe. Or anyone else. Please. Just give me some time.

      

      

      

      I stare at the text before I hit send, rereading it as the train slaloms into the Bronx, slowing down as we near the stop for the storied ballpark.

      Time.

      Am I doing this?

      Am I asking for this?

      What the hell am I going to do with this time?

      No clue, but I need to start to figure it out.

      Because these conversations Reese and I have feel like ones we could have every day and every night.

      I feel like I could be flying home to see her after these games.

      It feels like we are together.

      

      
        
        Reese: You have nothing to worry about in that regard.

      

      

      

      But she won’t wait forever.

      I say goodbye when I get to the ballpark because it’s time for baseball and only baseball.

      That night, Declan goes on a tear. The star shortstop destroys Dante in an epic twenty pitch at bat, swinging and fouling, swinging and fouling, staying alive at the plate until he slams a three-run homer over the left-field fence. He rounds the bases, chin up, and I curse the motherfucker because that’s a hell of a hole to put us in.

      We don’t climb out of it, especially when Shane sews up the win for the Comets with his shut-the-front-door dominance in the ninth, striking out the side on nine pitches only.

      Including Gunnar.

      My third baseman flings his batting glove on the dirt when he watches a nearly invisible fastball fly past him.

      Game over.

      I clap my teammate on the back as we head into the locker room. “Told you. The dude pelts fireballs from the mound.”

      “You did not lie. I swear I saw smoke come off that last strike.”

      The next morning, I tell Shane as much when I meet up with him and Declan for a run in Central Park.

      “I think it’s time to change your name to the Fireman,” I tell the English closer.

      “Not a chance, Romeo. Shakespeare is working just fine for me on the field and in the pickup scene, thank you very much,” he says. “And it’s so much better than the British Bad Boy of Baseball.”

      Declan snort-laughs. “Yeah, that’s a mouthful. Glad to hear that Holden settled on the right name for you because if you’d have come to New York with the other one, I would have ripped it apart.”

      “Duly noted. But if I ever need another one, Fire Starter is an excellent option,” he says to me.

      “Either that or Game Over,” I add.

      As we round the Reservoir, we talk shop, shooting the breeze.

      Declan tosses me a look as we head into our third mile. “And how the hell is it out there with the Dragons? New coach treating you well?”

      “He’s the Baseball Buddha. The man knows the game, knows what we need, knows how to motivate,” I say, singing Thompson’s praises.

      “Except when you’re playing against us,” Declan says dryly.

      I growl. “We’ll destroy you tonight. Rest assured.”

      Shane laughs out a “Don’t bet against us,” but his words are cut short when his phone rings. He grabs it from his shorts pocket, glances at the screen, and says, “My agent. I’ll catch up with you in a few.”

      He falls behind as Declan and I continue at our pace, chatting briefly about family. Declan’s a private guy, and has never said much about his parents. I gather his dad is out of the picture, though I’ve no idea why. But he’s close with his mom and his stepdad. “How’s your mom and her hubs? Is she doing well?”

      He flashes a smile. “They’re great. They still come to a lot of my games. I fly them out here often. But I miss San Francisco a lot.”

      Does he miss someone in particular? But it’s not my place to ask.

      “What about you?” he asks. “Are you still all nose to the grindstone, focused only on baseball?”

      I arch a brow as we climb a hill. “Takes one to know one. You’re the same way.”

      He scoffs. “Maybe that’s true. Or maybe it was true. And if memory serves, last time I saw you, you hadn’t had a date in a long, long time.”

      I flash back to our last convo—other than at the Sports Network Awards, it must have been in the fall when I played his team as a Bandit and we grabbed some grub after. No point lying. “Fine, you got me there. I haven’t seen anyone for the last two years. Well, except for this one woman,” I admit, and it feels good to say it, even though Reese and I aren’t technically anything.

      We could be. But for now, I don’t know what we are.

      Text buddies?

      No.

      Work friends?

      Not that.

      One-time lovers?

      That feels all wrong.

      Declan arches a brow. “So there is someone?”

      “Sort of,” I say with a shrug.

      He shoots me a skeptical stare. “Why is that a ‘sort of’? You either know or you don’t know.”

      I scrub a hand over the back of my neck as we hit the straightaway in the path. “She’s somebody I knew before, and then I ran into her again.”

      “Ah, the plot thickens. Is she the reason you didn’t date anyone for two years?”

      When he puts it like that, direct and frank, there is no other way to answer but with the truth. I nod, absorbing the intensity of the realization, saying it aloud maybe for the first time. “She’s the reason. I’m not sure I was entirely aware of that as it was happening. But yes, she’s definitely the reason. She was out of the country. Crazy, because I didn’t even know her that well, but now I do. So, yeah, in some ways, I was waiting for her to come back.”

      “And waiting to get to know her more?”

      “Yeah, I think so.”

      “And she’s back?”

      “She is.”

      He whistles appreciatively. “Man, you’ve got a second chance with someone you waited two years for and you’re only on the sort of path with her?”

      I swallow roughly, his bluntness cutting me to the core. “It’s not that simple.”

      “Second chances never are, but if you’ve got one, don’t squander it. Do everything to make it happen,” he says, his tone more intense than his hitting last night. “You don’t always get a second chance. If you get one, don’t let it slip by. Trust me on this.” He shoots me a meaningful stare with his dark eyes, waiting for an answer.

      Maybe I’m not ready to give one. I toss the ball back to him instead. “I’ll take your word for it. After all, a man can hope.”

      “I hope it works out for you.”

      “Me too.”

      I’ve got a ton of hope. Trouble is, I don’t know how to channel it. What to do with it. How to weigh it against everything else.

      The sound of sneakers slapping on the dirt grows louder, and seconds later, Shane returns, clapping Declan on the back, then me. “I don’t just have speed on my fastball. I’ve got it in my feet. I am motherfucking Hermes. I am the winged god.” He thrusts his arms skyward.

      “Glad to see you still have an ego the size of Jupiter, Shakespeare.”

      “No other way to be, mate.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      That night, Declan’s words hang over me. And Saturday morning too, until I get on a plane that afternoon heading back to San Francisco.

      Before we take off, I think about second chances, about moving on, about what-ifs.

      I replay the day I met her, how our first night was cut short. We made plans, but those were scrubbed too when she moved to South America. Then she came back to the States, and I ran into her again, only to find out who she was. That stopped us, but only for a few days.

      Fate keeps bringing us together.

      Maybe it’s time to let fate take the wheel.

      I text Reese. I don’t have a plan. I don’t know what’s next. But I know this much—it’s not time to move on.

      It’s time to go for it.

      Whatever the hell that entails.

      

      
        
        Holden: I’ll be back tonight. Is there any chance I could see you? Because there is nothing I want more.
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      I lock the front door just as Tia and Wayne walk up the steps. They snap their gazes at me, twin suspicious and intrigued reactions.

      “Hey, girl,” Wayne says, a curious lilt in his voice.

      Tia doesn’t need words. She knows I’m up to something, and she gives me an eyebrow arch. It holds ten thousand questions, but especially these few:

      Where are you going at nine thirty at night?

      Why are you wearing something other than yoga pants and a sweatshirt?

      Specifically, those sexy skinny jeans and the top that slides off your shoulder?

      Also, how about that mascara?

      Tell me everything, especially about that oversized purse on your shoulder that I just know is full of a change of clothes.

      At last, she speaks. “Let me guess. Arms of Steel?”

      I dip my head, hiding almost, like I’m doing something wrong.

      But I talk myself back from that feeling. There’s nothing wrong with seeing Holden. We’re not hurting anyone. I like him. He likes me.

      Except what’s happening between us is so much more than like.

      I lift my chin. “I’m going to see Holden,” I say, as strong and certain as I feel inside.

      She wiggles a brow. “Like I said, everything is about sex.”

      Wayne shoots her a dirty look. “Can we go have some everything, then, babe?”

      She laughs. “Go inside. I’ll see you in a minute.”

      “For everything?”

      “For everything.”

      He pumps his fist, then, like a dutiful boyfriend who’s ready to get what he wants, he walks into the house.

      Once he’s inside, Tia grabs my wrist.

      “Is this when you give me some words of wisdom?” I ask.

      She laughs. “No. I just remember what you said the last time we talked about this.”

      She’s privy to the details, but the limits have changed. “Right. But I told you what Jillian and Adriana said. They’re fine with . . .”

      Well, with whatever this could be, I suppose.

      She sighs softly, squeezing my arm. “They’re fine with it, but are you?”

      I furrow my brow. “With what?”

      She flaps her hand. “With whatever it is?”

      “That’s the thing. I don’t know what it is. We’re trying to figure it out. He asked for time, and I don’t mind giving it to him. I don’t want to pressure him to do something that could blow up in the media.”

      “Of course, of course,” she says hastily. “I get that it’s a delicate situation with your dad and all. I just want to make sure you’re fine with everything.”

      I flash back to the last few nights of conversations with Holden, to the way he makes me feel, and I smile softly. “I’m fine with this. I promise.”

      “Good. And if it starts to feel . . . not fine, I’m here to talk.”

      I bring her in for a hug. “I know,” I say, but I don’t want to think about the not fine possibility.

      I want to forget about the complications just for tonight.

      Even so, my chest twinges briefly with a sliver of guilt, like I’m keeping a secret.

      Though I’m not, so I shake that errant thought away.

      “I’m so good. I swear,” I add, meaning it. “We’ve been talking and texting all week. I told him what happened at work, and he wants to see me. He just asked for time to figure out a plan, and that sounds more than fair.”

      Still, it sounds like I’m defending him.

      From what though? From my friend?

      Tia gives me a small grin. “It does sound reasonable. And I’m not judging you. I’m looking out for you. I know you have real feelings for him.”

      “That’s why I’m going. Because I do have feelings for him.”

      “And he has real feelings for you, so just be aware of that,” she says.

      “But if everything’s about sex, then we shouldn’t have to worry about feelings, should we?” I ask playfully.

      She’s not in the mood for my double-talk. She’s all serious when she says, “Oftentimes sex leads to feelings. It seems that happened to you.”

      In the Lyft on the way over, I noodle on all these species of feelings, the city whipping by as I go.

      But once I reach his home, I’m not thinking much at all.

      I’m tingling.

      I’m buzzing.

      I’m sizzling.

      The second my foot lands on the top step, he swings open the door, eager, waiting for me.

      His green eyes sweep over me from head to toe. He licks his lips, brushes a strand of hair off my shoulder, then loops one strong arm around my waist, yanking me flush against him into the foyer of his home.

      His lips are inches from mine. “Mmm. Missed you so much,” he murmurs, then dips his face to my neck, inhaling me.

      That’s the Holden I know.

      The master of the tease.

      I shudder as he runs his nose along my skin, then as he feathers a barely-there kiss against my throat.

      His voice is husky, commanding. “Get inside. Get inside now.”

      He slams the door shut, and in seconds I drop my bag and we’re kissing. Like there’s nothing else in the world.

      His lips explore mine. He holds my face like it’s been years, like he cherishes touching me. Like he can’t stop kissing me or tasting me.

      And I feel consumed by him.

      I want the consumption.

      I want him more than I’ve wanted anyone.

      This is how chemistry should be—want and heat and desire. Sex should be frenzied and electric.

      That’s how we kiss and touch, endlessly, like it’s been months since our last kiss rather than days.

      Like it’s been forever and we’re dying for the nourishment of a kiss.

      He moans and sighs and draws me impossibly closer, his hands clasping my face like he doesn’t want to let me go.

      I don’t want to be let go.

      I press and grind against his strong, muscular frame, the friction stoking the fire in me, making me hot, making me want to climb him. I snake a hand between the seal of our bodies, rubbing it across the hard outline of his cock. He groans, all broken and ravaged.

      Our mouths fall apart as a staggered breath falls from his lips.

      As I squeeze his length through his jeans, I grin, wiggle a brow, then whisper, “My turn.”

      “Reese,” he growls, a filthy warning and invitation all at once.

      Then I’m on my knees, unzipping, pushing his jeans down a few inches, along with his briefs, freeing his gorgeous cock.

      His shaft greets me at attention, ready for me. I swirl my tongue over the head, eliciting a carnal, needy growl from my man.

      I’m no pro, no expert at blow jobs, so I don’t try to wow him with a technique I don’t have. What I do have is an overdose of desire and the wish to touch him, taste him, play with him.

      I draw him in more, and he rasps out, “So good.”

      His reaction heats me up, fans the flames of lust tearing through my body. Sliding my tongue over the head, I lap up the liquid drop of arousal, savoring the taste of his desire.

      “That’s so fucking good,” he mutters as his hands thread into my hair. More words of praise come my way. “Your mouth, beautiful. Your mouth is so fucking incredible.”

      Those words ignite me, setting off a chain reaction of sparks all over my skin.

      I pulse between my legs, hot and needy, as he pushes in farther.

      I let him experience more of my mouth as I take him in more than halfway, my hand curled around the base, my other hand sliding between his legs to cup his balls.

      I squeeze them gently.

      “Oh fuck,” he groans, and that seems to send him into a flurry of pleasure because he pumps his hips, coils his hands around my skull, and bites off a string of curse words before he slows his pace for a second. “Was that too much?”

      I drop him from my lips and shake my head. “I can handle you. I want to handle you. I’ve been dreaming about this.”

      His eyes are hooded, darkened with desire.

      He slides a thumb along my jaw, then over my lips. “Show me what’s on your mind. Show me now,” he urges, a plaintive plea. I love the sound of his need, crave it, so I suck his cock back into my throat, hauling him in deeper.

      Not too far, not to choking levels.

      But I find a rhythm that works for this newbie.

      I don’t deep throat him, because I’m sure that takes practice, but I’m sure, too, that I’ll have practice with him.

      Instead, I suck him like I’ve missed him, and that’s the easiest thing in the world to do because it’s all true. It’s all real. And it’s how I feel.

      He pumps slowly into my mouth like he’s taking his time with me, like he did when we first made love. He’s patient, and he listens to my body, my moves. He fucks my mouth like he’s crazy for me. Maybe that’s strange to say about a blow job, but that’s Holden, that’s how he treats me—with tender hands and fierce passion. With genuine adoration and red-hot lust.

      And with all of that as he fucks my face with his cock and my mind with his words.

      You.

      You’re so beautiful.

      Missed you so much.

      Need you so much.

      God, that’s so fucking good.

      And it is good. It’s so good that I’m rocking my hips, groaning against his shaft, soaking my panties.

      I suck hard and another salty drop slides down my throat.

      “Ahhhh,” he murmurs as his dick jerks in my mouth, then he gives a strangled “Fuuuuck.”

      He stops.

      Freezes.

      Curls his hand around my head. “If you do that another second, I’ll come.”

      I let him fall from my mouth, shooting a naughty smile up at him. “That was kind of the point,” I say in a sexy whisper.

      “The point is I need to be inside you, and I need it now.”

      Lust swirls in my veins, and the ache between my legs intensifies.

      An ache he’s going to soothe in seconds.

      He yanks up his jeans, scoops me into his arms, and carries me to his bedroom.

      In seconds, our clothes are off, and he grabs a condom from the nightstand, then pulls me into his lap on the bed. He slides a hand between my legs.

      “Holden,” I murmur as he strokes me, his fingers sliding through the slick heat.

      “You’re so wet,” he says, mesmerized as he rubs.

      “You turn me on so much,” I whisper.

      He grips his cock, slides his hand down his length, then says, “You do the same to me.”

      I tremble, pleasure rushing all over my body as his fingers glide between my legs in sync with his moans, like he’s discovering a new land.

      I arch my back, my hips rolling. “God, please, please fuck me. Please make love to me.”

      “It’s both. It’s absolutely both.” His grin goes crooked as he stops, rolls the condom down his length, then pulls me on top of him, arranging my legs around his hips so I’m sitting in his lap.

      Like lotus lovers.

      He pushes into me.

      “Oh God,” I gasp as I rope my arms tighter around his neck.

      I’m so aroused, so ready, as he fills me in one tantalizing move.

      We’re here.

      Together again.

      His hands travel to my ass, and he tugs me even closer as he goes deep into me.

      We become a blur of breath and limbs and heat, of bodies moving, pressing, tangling together.

      I rock with him, the friction driving me wild.

      His hands are everywhere.

      My hair, my breasts, my hips. Like he can’t settle down, can’t decide which part of me to traverse next.

      But I know where I want him.

      I guide his hand between my legs, where I need him.

      “Touch me,” I whisper.

      “Yes,” he grunts, as his fingers stroke my clit, as his cock drives into me, as our shuddery breaths fill the air.

      He rocks and strokes, and my mind melts.

      My bones liquefy.

      Pleasure tightens inside me, coils, then explodes as I fall to pieces on him, with him, for him.

      Seconds later, he’s growling and grunting and joining me on the other side of bliss.

      We’re quiet for a bit, just panting and breathing, our arms wrapped tight around each other as our bodies seek the sheen of each other’s skin. As we can’t seem to let go.

      He kisses my neck, my shoulders, my throat, worshipping my skin like he’s adoring me after sex.

      And I feel cherished.

      I have no benchmark, no comparison. But I know intrinsically that this is how intimacy should be—trusting, loving, wanting.

      Full of wonder, full of tenderness, he looks at me, his eyes all dreamy. “What am I going to do with you?”

      It’s a valid question. “I could ask the same about you.”

      He strokes my cheek, his green gaze holding mine, his eyes full of passion, but something more.

      It’s not just physical.

      It’s never just been physical between the two of us. Not since the very first day we met.

      “I mean it, Reese. I’m crazy for you.”

      My heart thunders. “It’s just the sex talking,” I joke. Right now, that’s easier than facing the enormity of what’s happening between us.

      He shakes his head. “I don’t think so. It’s not just sex for me. Say it isn’t just sex for you.” He sounds desperate, needy.

      I shiver, a tremble that sparks the possibility of deep and potent joy.

      But that joy is tempered by the fact that we’re here in this apartment, behind closed doors. I’m feeling this thing between us, but I want to give him the time and space to figure out what to do and say. “Yeah,” I say, sounding dopey with happiness. “I’m kind of crazy for you too.”

      He cups my cheeks, presses his forehead to mine. “I’m falling for you.”

      My heart flaps its wings and flies high up into the night sky. “I’m falling for you too.”

      We kiss until his stomach growls.

      I laugh as we break apart. “I guess sex worked up your appetite.”

      “Seems it did.”

      This time, I play après-sex chef. I make him a sandwich and take a few bites too, before we get back in bed.

      I drag a hand down the ladder of his firm abs, my fingers making their way to his happy trail. “Now, let me take my turn all the way.”

      “Like I could ever deny you,” he says in a naughty whisper.

      I finish what I started earlier, taking him in my mouth, savoring the taste, drinking him down.

      After that, he grabs my hips, drags me up his body, and gives me an order. “Now sit on my face and fuck my mouth.”

      I shudder, knowing it won’t take me long, not with those dirty words, not with the commands he gives me as I sit on his face and rock my hips against him, moaning and groaning and obliging.

      I’m all too happy to take my turn too.

      I come again in a rush of pleasure, a burst of ecstasy, and then I collapse next to him.

      He runs his fingers down my arm. “Spend the night,” he says.

      “I’m one step ahead of you. I already packed clothes for tomorrow.”

      “You should pack work clothes for tomorrow night too. And maybe the next one?” he says, his voice pitching up with nerves, his eyes etched with so much hope.

      I have so much hope inside me too.

      I say yes, and my hope is that I’m not a fool for falling for him.
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      I see him that next night after his Sunday evening game, curling up together for a hot and dirty session between the sheets.

      Then we watch a little bit of Bull Durham. “Yep, it’s definitely an old movie.” But I tap his nose, and I say, “But you? You have become a master at talking to the press. I’ve seen your post-game comments on the local station.”

      His eyes go wide, eager for my verdict. “And?”

      “You’re doing well.”

      “So my Crash Davis training worked?”

      “I’d say so. How do you feel about it?”

      He shrugs but smiles too. “I still want to be myself, but I keep saying, It’s a true part of me.”

      “And then I get to have the other parts.”

      He thrusts up his hips. “You can definitely have that part,” he says, all gravelly. He draws me in for a kiss, then whispers, “And all the other parts too.”

      “Good. I want all of you,” I say.

      “Have me,” he says, his voice vulnerable and all true.

      Like he is offering his whole self to me.

      He clears his throat and meets my gaze, his expression turning serious. “I meant what I said in New York. I’m working on a plan for us.”

      “Ooh, is it called the What-if Woman Loophole?”

      He laughs, but only briefly. “Something like that.”

      “So what is it? The plan?”

      “My agent is coming to town in a few days. I’m going to talk to him. Figure out the best way to navigate this whole . . .” He trails off, scrunching his brow. “Coming out thing?”

      I laugh at his wording. “That works. And so does your plan.”

      “You think so?”

      “I think talking to your agent is exactly the right way to do this. He sounds smart and strategic,” I say, wanting to be supportive through and through. I don’t want him to feel any pressure from me. His agent knows how to handle these situations much better than I do.

      But the fact that he has a plan thrills me.

      So, too, do these nights together. With Kevin Costner and Susan Sarandon playing faintly in the background, he asks me how the calendar is going.

      “I’ve started meeting with the sponsor and some of the athletes, including Rafe, who has the most adorable rescue mutt—it’s some kind of Norwegian elkhound crossed with a Chihuahua, so it looks like a little fox. I kinda wanted to scour all the rescues for one just like it.”

      His expression turns intensely serious. “Question. Do you think the dad was the elkhound or the Chihuahua?”

      I stare at the ceiling, taking a deep breath. “I don’t know, but I like to think the mama dog was the elkhound and maybe the Chihuahua dad had a footstool or something for easy mounting,” I say.

      Holden barks out a laugh, slapping his hand against the mattress. “Yes, he carries it around when he meets the tall lady hounds. He likes to be prepared for any encounter, large or small.”

      “Exactly. That’s why he’s so popular as a dog sire. The women find it quite considerate. Sometimes he brings biscuits too,” I say, and he loops his arm tighter around me.

      “He sounds perfect.”

      “They love him for his biscuits and his considerate humping style.”

      “You seem happy with the new gig. It’s your two-week anniversary there, right?”

      My eyebrows lift, and I smile. “Someone’s trying to impress me with his memory.”

      “Prepare to be astonished by this fact—I also know it’s your birthday in early October,” he says, tapping my nose with his finger.

      “Doubly impressed.”

      “But I got you a very early present,” he says with a devilish grin, obviously pleased with himself.

      “Holden, orgasms don’t count as presents.”

      As he reaches for a small gift bag on the nightstand, he says, “Gifts are gifts. Orgasms are mandatory.”

      Well, I can’t argue with that.

      Nor can I argue with the gift.

      I take a white short-sleeve sweater out of the bag. A pair of cherries are embroidered on the breast.

      “White for you. And red because it’s your power color.”

      I hold it up, grinning. “I have a meeting on Friday. It’ll be perfect for that.”

      “Excellent. Let’s keep the sweater here so you have to keep coming back every night till then.”

      “So sneaky,” I say, then set it down in the bag and kiss him, and the kiss turns into much more.
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      On my way to work the next morning, my phone pings with a text.

      

      
        
        Grant: Do you know what this weekend is?

      

        

      
        Reese: Obviously.

      

        

      
        Grant: And who are you rooting for in the first Dragons versus Cougars series of the year?

      

        

      
        Reese: That is an excellent question. Can I plead the fifth?

      

        

      
        Grant: Only if you don’t want tickets for the first baseline.

      

      

      

      I nearly jump for joy, squealing with excitement.

      

      
        
        Reese: The Cougars. Definitely the Cougars.

      

        

      
        Grant: That was the right answer. I’ve got four tix for you. By the way, how’s everything with you-know-who? Do I dare to ask?

      

        

      
        Reese: We’re seeing each other.

      

        

      
        Grant: Oh, so it’s all official now?

      

        

      
        Reese: Kind of. Almost. Soon it will be.

      

        

      
        Grant: Ah, got it. Think you’ll level up?

      

        

      
        Reese: I do. I hope so. At least, that’s the plan.

      

      

      

      I send the text, then stare at it. Why do I sound like I’m trying to convince him?

      Or am I trying to convince myself?
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      The next afternoon, I meet my mom during my lunch break, and we grab Indian food at a street vendor she’s been wanting to try. As she moans in culinary delight over the chana masala, she asks me how everything’s going at work.

      “Jillian is a mile a minute. Adriana is hilarious. They’re both smart and strong and fun.” I want to add that neither ascribes to rules that would limit love, but that’s not entirely the point of this mother-daughter talk.

      “It’s so great to work with good people,” she says. We sit at a picnic table in Hayes Valley, and she digs into the dish. “It’s good to have a job that speaks to your heart. Because sometimes when other things aren’t working, you need that—your career—to find your way through.”

      I pause my fork in midair. “Is that another one of your adages? Words to live by?”

      “When things were tough with your dad, I was honestly glad I had my job. It centered me, gave me focus.”

      “I’m glad I have my job too.” A voice in the back of my head asks if I’ll be glad I have it when things go sideways with Holden. Then I dismiss it. There’s no reason to think things will go in any direction but forward. That’s the plan.

      My mom asks more questions, wanting to know how Tia is, how Layla is, how Grant is. I answer all of them, updating her on my friends. “And this weekend, the Dragons are playing the Cougars. Do you want to go with me? Grant got four tickets. Or would that be weird, with Dad coaching and all?”

      She shoots me a don’t be silly look. “I still like baseball. Don’t worry. Your father didn’t ruin baseball for me. And he definitely didn’t ruin spending time with you and your friends. I would love to be your baseball date.”

      I smile, glad she’s up for it. But at the same time, I want to ask her more—like should I root for the Dragons or the Cougars? Should I root for the guy I’m falling for, or should I root for my best friend?

      Instead, I guide the conversation to other topics. That’s so much easier than telling her about the guy I’m kind of dating and kind of not.

      But not telling her makes him feel like a secret.

      And I hate secrets.
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      The next afternoon, I meet Josh at a dive joint near the ballpark to grab a light meal before the game. We sit at the counter, and after we order, he dives into business. “And now, do you want to know why I’m really in town?”

      I flash him my best pro-baller grin. “Because you missed me?”

      “That and I have news for you,” he says with a glint in his eyes. “Potential good news for you.”

      Now’s my opening. “I have news for you too.”

      His shoulders tense. “You better not be dropping me.”

      I crack up. “Paranoid much?”

      “Damn straight. Every good agent is.”

      “Relax. I’m not dropping you. But you go first.”

      With a satisfied grin, he points at me. “You are doing damn fine work with your media image.”

      I give a slight bow of my head. “Thank you.”

      “So much so that advertisers are noticing.”

      That piques my interest, and I sit up straighter. “Tell me more.”

      “I’ve had a few meetings about you. About potential deals for a range of clients.”

      He shares a few more details until the food arrives, and when he wraps up, I give him a small smile. “Good to hear.”

      “We’re not going to celebrate yet, but it looks promising. I knew once you worked on your surly media attitude, we’d have more interest from sponsors, and it’s started to happen already. You did some fast work. Now you just need to maintain your choirboy rep.”

      I nearly choke on my chicken sandwich.

      I grab my glass of water, down some, and take a breath.

      It’s now or never.

      When I’m breathing fine again, he lifts a brow. “Since you’re not dying, want to give me your news?”

      I expected this to be hard.

      I figured I’d need an extra serving of guts to tell him my news.

      I don’t though.

      Turns out I’ve been prepping for this my whole life. Every night, I get into the batter’s box as a man on the mound launches fireballs at me.

      I’ve got this. I’ve so got this.

      “I met a woman,” I say.

      Josh beams, waving his hand in my direction. “Excellent. You’ve got a bit of that man-in-love vibe about you.”

      I smile. Wait till he hears who the woman is. “Yeah, that’s a fair assessment. She’s amazing, and I’ve absolutely fallen in love with her.”

      “This is fantastic. I couldn’t be happier,” he says, then takes a bite of his burger.

      The pitch flies over the plate. I swing. “She’s Edward Thompson’s daughter.”

      And it’s my agent’s turn to nearly choke on his lunch. After a few coughs and sputters, he gives me an anguished look. “Say that again?”

      “I met her a few years ago. Didn’t know she was his daughter. We reconnected right before Opening Day. I started seeing her. I’m in love with her,” I say, and I haven’t said those words to Reese exactly, but it feels fantastic to voice them aloud.

      Only, Josh doesn’t seem thrilled.

      He grimaces, sweeping his arm out to indicate the city of San Francisco. “Of all the women in this city, did you really have to fall in love with the coach’s daughter?”

      “Seems I did.”

      He drops his forehead into his palm. “Dear Lord, why are you testing me like this?”

      I laugh. “Sorry. Not sorry.”

      “Does Thompson know?”

      “Not yet,” I say, my stomach curling. I know that conversation won’t be easy. But it’ll be necessary.

      “Dude . . .” Josh says heavily.

      “You think he’ll bench me? Trade me?”

      Dragging a hand down his face, he groans. “I don’t know, but I don’t think so. Because you have one thing going for you in that regard.”

      “What’s that?”

      “You’re not a playboy. You haven’t dated anyone publicly in a long time, so that’s good. If you were swinging your dick around town, that’d be an issue.”

      “No dick swinging here. In that regard, I have been a choirboy.”

      “Good. But still.” He raises his face. “The optics of this, man.”

      “Optics? Can you just speak English?”

      “If this comes out the wrong way, it could look bad.”

      “Sure. I understand that, but why is it inherently wrong?”

      The second I give that voice, something in me transforms. The concerns vanish because there’s nothing wrong with Reese and me.

      I square my shoulders and speak from the heart. “I mean, I get that there’s this whole taboo around it, but we’re both adults. We’re both making this choice. She’s not some off-limits seventeen-year-old siren. She’ll be twenty-five in the fall. I’m twenty-seven. We met through an interview for her podcast. We fell for each other. And when she left the country, I didn’t date anyone else. Nor did she. Now she’s back. What is so bad about this?” I say again, getting heated, pushing him for an answer beyond optics.

      A small smile tugs at his lips. “See, when you put it that way, it’s great. But you know as well as anyone that the media doesn’t always frame it the way you intend. That’s all.”

      I stab my finger against the counter. “So we control the story. We give them a part of us. A true part of us. We don’t have to give them every detail. But we give them a truth, because there is nothing wrong with the truth of me falling in love with her.”

      I sound like I’m giving a speech.

      And holy hell.

      I fucking am.

      Reese’s advice hasn’t just sunk in. It’s become a part of me. I don’t want to be the king of “no comment.” I don’t want to hide. And I don’t want to worry about optics.

      I want to be honest.

      I want the public to know who I am. Maybe not all of me. Maybe not every part.

      But Reese was right—I can share a true part of me, and that’s what I want to share.

      This true part.

      “Fuck optics,” I say. “There’s nothing wrong with falling for the coach’s daughter if you love her and treat her right.”

      Josh stares at me, barely blinking. Then he shakes his head and slow claps. “You have my vote.”

      I furrow my brow. “So that means . . .?”

      “It means you make excellent points. But,” he says, turning that one-syllable word into ten, “would you just do me the solid of giving me a couple of days to figure out how to pull this off? I’ve got a ton of meetings in Los Angeles and an event to go to, but then we’ll put our heads together and do this right, okay?”

      I sigh but nod. “So I’ve sold you on this?”

      He stares at me. “If it were up to me, you’d date a figure skater who has zero connection to baseball. Or a professor of, I don’t know, French literature. But love doesn’t work that way. You like who you like, and you love who you love. My job, man, is to make sure you come across smelling like a million dollars. So give me some time to line up cologne that smells like money and good deals.”

      “Fair enough.”

      “And then you can post a ton of shots of you and Thompson’s daughter making googly eyes at each other as you drink coffees by the Golden Gate Bridge.”

      “Are you mocking my Instagram feed?”

      “I am indeed.”

      That I can handle. “A few more days is fine,” I say.

      Tonight, I’ll tell Reese that I’m getting closer.
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      Before batting practice, Thompson strides into the locker room. Everyone goes quiet. We know why this series with the Storm Chasers is so important. They’re the last team the Dragons beat in the World Series a couple of years ago.

      The series where the Dragons cheated. When they stole signs.

      The series that would later reveal them to be the frauds they were.

      “Storm Chasers are here. They want blood.” Thompson paces the room. “But we’re going to show them we’re not the same team. We didn’t cheat. We’re not the ones who defiled the glorious game of baseball.”

      The guys nod and murmur their agreement.

      Gunnar crosses his arms over his chest. I bet he’s thinking how he’s one step removed from the Dragons on account of his half brother, their former right fielder, who’s no longer playing pro ball.

      “So, when they trash talk you when they’re on first base, when they mutter and swear when they’re at the plate, what are you going to do?”

      “Keep our chins up,” I say. That’s true for the game and true for when I have my man-to-man with Thompson. But those sorts of convos don’t occur before games. The unwritten code is that game time, and the moments before it, is sacred.

      You don’t air your dirty laundry.

      You don’t ask for forgiveness.

      You put your goddamn game face on.

      He points at me. “That’s exactly right. Be better than that. They’re angry. They want revenge. But it’s not against you men. It’s against the organization—the idea of cheating. We’re moving past that. Hold your heads up high and don’t give in.”

      But the Storm Chasers are surprisingly chill.

      For the most part.

      The first baseman lays a hard tag on Gunnar in his first at bat, but that’s all.

      Beyond that, they don’t play dirty. They play clean, winning the first game.

      That sucks, but my post-game plans don’t.

      I see Reese that night at my place and give her the download on the Josh meeting in the afternoon, including what I realized.

      “And it hit me—the training you gave me was what I needed. Everything you said made sense. This only looks bad if we let it look bad. But saying it, making it public, telling the true story matters,” I say, clasping her hand tightly for emphasis.

      She beams. “I love that you feel that way. And that you have your agent’s support.”

      “He wants me to wait a few more days. Just so he can mull over what it’ll mean for the deals he’s working.”

      “Sounds smart.” She draws a deep breath. “So, does this mean you’re going to say something to my father?” Her voice is thin, threaded with nerves.

      “That’s the only way to do it, right?”

      She sighs, then nods. “It is. But you’re telling him, right? We don’t need to do it together?”

      “Of course. I need to be the one to do it. It’s my issue, and he’s my manager. That’s what you want?”

      She squeezes my hand harder. “I do.”

      “Good.” I pull her close. “Want to know what else I told Josh?”

      “Sure,” she says, a smile still on her beautiful face.

      I slide a hand through her hair and say the easiest words ever. “That I’m in love with you.”

      Her eyes brighten to the most gorgeous shade of blue. “Oh, Holden, I’m so in love with you.”

      We kiss, and I don’t care that we lost the game. I don’t care at all.

      Not with her here in my arms.

      Not as we head to the bedroom, strip down to nothing, and tangle our bodies together. She pulls me close, asking me to be on top. “I want to be underneath you. I love feeling the weight of you,” she whispers, reminding me of the night she let me be her first, the words she shared.

      “What do you know? I love that too. And you, beautiful.”

      Like that, I make love to her, and it feels like another first time.

      And I suppose it is.
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      The second game is rougher. The Storm Chasers leadoff hitter gets on base, then dives into third, his right hand going straight for Gunnar’s ankle like he’s trying to knock him flat.

      Motherfucker.

      “What the hell?” Gunnar shouts.

      The umpire takes a step closer to Gunnar, and from my spot, I can tell the ump is repeating “Safe.”

      “No way,” Gunnar says, and I trot over to third, setting a hand on his arm.

      “Let it go, bud. If it’s an issue, let it go to instant replay.”

      Gunnar huffs through his nostrils.

      The guy is chill and cool most of the time, a jokester with his teammates and even when the opposing players end up on his base. But wind him up? Cross him? There is indeed a dragon underneath.

      Tonight’s not the night, though, to unleash the fury.

      Gunnar breathes out heavily. “Fine. It’s gone,” he says, and we go on to win the game.
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      In my second at bat in the last game, the pitcher fires off some chin music.

      In a split second, I jump away from the plate, getting as far out of the way of the ninety-five-mile-an-hour bowling ball as I can.

      Gritting my teeth, I step out of the box, adjust my glove, adjust my bat, take a few practice swings, and return, digging in.

      In baseball, you can’t be afraid of the ball. The difference between major leaguers and everyone else is that we aren’t afraid of a six-ounce ball whipping by us in less than 0.4 seconds.

      That also means you’ve got the blink of an eye to get out of the way of a pitch coming at you.

      When the pitcher lets loose a slider, I pivot, turning away from the ball coming at me.

      I curse as the ball slams into my ass, sending shockwaves of pain up and down my body. Hell, my teeth rattle.

      But it hits a soft spot rather than bone, and that’s all that matters.

      I drop the bat and trot down to first base. Getting hit by a pitch is literally my least favorite way of getting on base, but here I am, though my body is shouting, You fucking son of a bitch.

      I shake off the pain—the last thing I’ll let a pitcher think is that his stuff hurts. I want the Storm Chasers to think the opposite.

      That it didn’t hurt.

      That I’m unfazed.

      When I spot an opening, I steal second, then move to third when I tag up on a deep fly to right field. Home plate comes my way on a clean single to left.

      When I head into the dugout, I don’t let on that my ass is screaming. I just high-five the guys then lean against the dugout fence as the pain radiates.

      In the seventh inning, the game turns messier. As Gunnar slides into second to break up a double play, the Storm Chasers shortstop loses his shit, accusing Gunnar of a dirty slide.

      In seconds, the two men are shouting, then fists fly.

      I run straight for Gunnar, pulling him off the shortstop, breaking up the fight.

      “It’s not about you, man. It’s not about you,” I say.

      “Seems like it is,” he growls, and there’s the dragon. There is the chip on his shoulder.

      “Buddy, just let it go.”

      “Don’t want to . . .” he grunts, but his anger cools a few degrees.

      “You got it now?”

      “Fine,” he grits out.

      He breathes hard and heavy, and I walk him off the field, where he’s promptly ejected for the rest of the game, along with the shortstop.

      It’s a tense few innings, but we eke out a win.

      When I find him in the locker room after the game, his face is etched with contrition. “Shit, man. I’m sorry. That just stirred up everything,” he says.

      I give him a one-armed hug. “I hear ya. Just remember, I’ve got your back.”

      “Means the world to me,” he says, in a rare show of vulnerability. All his usual clowning around is gone.

      “Anytime. Just try to keep it off the field.”

      “I will. Thanks again.”

      Thompson nods at me as I head to my locker. He doesn’t acknowledge the hit pitch—unwritten code and all. Besides, the fight overshadowed it. “You’re doing great, Kingsley. Glad you’re here to lead this team.”

      Am I leading these guys?

      I’m just keeping my head down and playing the game.

      “Thanks, sir.”

      “Appreciate what you did there in the seventh. It’s easy to start a fight. Harder to break it up. That’s important.”

      “Thank you,” I say, feeling weird taking compliments from him, knowing what I’ll be sharing with him soon.

      Part of me wishes I could tell him now.

      But now sure as shit isn’t the time.

      Tempers are high, and nerves are raw.

      Soon, I’ll tell him.

      Tonight, I just want to go home and see my woman.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      In the Lyft, I FaceTime with my parents.

      “Does your butt still hurt?” my father asks.

      I shoot him a look. “Dad. I’m fine.”

      “Oh, please. Don’t play those games with me. No need to be macho, Holden.”

      I heave a sigh. “Fine. A little bit. But I’ve had worse.”

      “That was some kind of retaliation pitch. A little misdirected,” my mother says.

      “Yeah, you think?”

      “But you showed them. Messy series, but you played a good game,” she says. “I saw your post-game interview too. You were diplomatic about the Storm Chasers. How they play hard and tough, but that’s just the game.”

      “Josh wants me to be chattier with the press,” I say. “He might be sewing up a new sponsorship deal for me. Guess the company likes the press-friendly image.”

      My dad flashes a cheesy grin. “As do I. You’ll get me the Bugatti I’ve always wanted then?”

      My mom cracks up, slugging his arm. “As if you even know what a Bugatti is.”

      “It’s a fast car.”

      “You love your Honda.”

      He shrugs. “Fine, fine, I love my little Honda. I wouldn’t even know what to do with a Bugatti.” He turns back to me. “How’s everything going out there? Are you settling in?”

      “I am. Life is good, and I—” I say, but then stop myself from setting free the words on the tip of my tongue. I met someone, there’s this woman, I want to tell you about her.

      I desperately want to tell them. I don’t just talk to my parents about baseball. We talk about life. We talk about hopes and dreams. Reese feels like one of those.

      But to sort this out properly, I need to be patient.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “Does it hurt?” Those are the first words out of Reese’s beautiful red lips.

      Truth is, my ass hurts like a Bugatti rammed into it on the autobahn. “It hurt the whole game, but I don’t give a fuck,” I say, reaching for her hand, pulling her close once I shut the door.

      I try to kiss her, but she’ll have none of that. “Did you put ice on it?”

      “On my ass? I won’t even answer that.”

      “Holden. Did you?”

      I laugh, shaking my head. “I’ve been hit with a pitch many times. I’m not icing my ass.”

      She rolls her eyes as we head to the kitchen. “Stop being so tough. You’re going to have some serious bruising tomorrow.”

      “It’s already bruised. It’s just my glute. He didn’t hit me with his chin music,” I say.

      She shoots me a sharp stare. “Don’t joke about that. This is serious, Holden.”

      I soften, my heart thump-thumping harder at her concern. “Nobody likes getting hit by a pitch. But it’s part of the game. It’s been part of the game since Little League. Everyone gets hit.”

      “And everyone acts like it’s fine on the field and in front of the guys. You’re not on the field now, and you’re not with the guys. And there’s no fight now at second where the dugouts empty because everyone’s pissed about the past,” she says.

      I huff. “Fine. It still hurts,” I mutter.

      “Then let’s ice it because you’re going to have some kind of goose egg tomorrow.”

      She leads me to the living room, sets down her purse, and tells me to sit on my right cheek. I do, giving her the evil eye the whole time. “I’d rather be fucking you.”

      “Ice first, sex second.”

      “Sex first,” I call out as she heads to the kitchen to grab an ice pack.

      When she returns, she asks where it hurts. I pull an Indiana Jones and tap my lip.

      “Your ass, silly,” she says with an eye roll.

      “You can kiss that too.”

      She laughs. “Where on your ass?”

      I point to the spot.

      She sets the pack on it, and I scowl at her. “It’s cold.”

      “Cold is good.”

      “Hot would be better. I bet your mouth is hot,” I say, wiggling my brows.

      “You’re incorrigible.” She holds the ice pack in place as it freezes my ass to igloo temps.

      “C’mon, beautiful. Kiss me while you ice me,” I say, offering my lips.

      “You’re relentless.”

      “I know what I want, and it’s not ice. And I know what I need, and it’s not ice either.”

      “Yeah? What is that?”

      I lean closer, sweeping my mouth over hers. “You.”

      She trembles slightly, her lips parting.

      Yeah, that’s what I’m talking about. “I feel better now.” I lift a hand and cup her cheek.

      “Holden,” she says, but when I capture her lips in a kiss, her protests turn into sighs.

      Moans.

      Gasping breaths.

      Then I shove the pack off my ass, lie down on the couch, and bring her on top of me.

      I don’t give a flying fuck about the bruise.

      Her eyes swing to my butt, worry in her gaze.

      “Nothing hurts when your lips are on me. Trust me,” I say, answering her unspoken question.

      “You are such a cheeseball,” she says.

      “I’m a hornball. Now, you know the rules,” I say, all flirty now.

      “What rules?”

      “When a man gets hit by a pitch, his woman rides him till she comes hard and he comes hard.”

      She laughs while rocking against my thickening cock. “Am I your woman?”

      I nod, tugging her close. “I love you, Reese. What else would you be?”

      She just shrugs, her expression suddenly distant, her mouth falling into a straight line. She swallows, looking away briefly.

      “What’s wrong?”

      She shakes her head. “Nothing.”

      “Something is wrong.”

      “Nothing, it’s just . . .”

      “You don’t think you’re my woman?”

      She shrugs. “Well. Sometimes we just feel like a secret.”

      My heart squeezes, and it’s double the pain of the pitch. I bring her close. “Not for long. I need you. I love you. I’ll call Josh tomorrow and tell him it’s time.”

      She shakes her head. “Forget I said anything. We’ll sort it out later.”

      She shifts me to my side so I’m not parked on my bruised ass, then she kisses me, soft and gentle.

      Her lips are a tender caress.

      I’ve got to do something soon.

      I have to keep her.

      That thundering in my heart? It’s rain and a hurricane. It’s a Category 5 barreling down on me.

      This is what I want. This tenderness. This concern. This care.

      Tomorrow, when my head clears, I’ll get on this stat.

      Call Josh. Move the timetable up.

      Tonight, I do what we’ve become particularly adept at. I strip her down to nothing and pull her close. We’re side by side, her naked body rubbing against mine, my cock sliding between her legs.

      Soon, the realization strikes me. That’s her bare flesh against mine.

      I break the kiss, panting hard. “We need a condom.”

      Do we? My eyes twinkle. “But then again, I haven’t been with anyone but you in two years. And if you’re on protection—I don’t know if you are, and I don’t want to assume anything, but if you are . . .”

      She stops me, pressing a finger to my lips. “I’m not, but I could start it. I could get on it.”

      “That would be amazing,” I say, groaning in anticipation of fucking her bare.

      That seems to seal the deal. Seems to say we’re doing this. We’re in this.

      Grabbing a condom from her purse, she rolls the protection down on me, then slides under me, tugging me on top. She guides me between her thighs, and I sink into heaven.

      As we make love, my certainty only intensifies.

      She’s the one for me.

      I know that as we come together, as we move to the bedroom, as we get under the covers.

      I know, too, that I’m ready to move this relationship into the spotlight, no matter what.

      There’s Josh and the sponsorship deal, and there’s my career and the coach. And there’s my chance with this new team.

      But here is this woman in my arms, curling up with me in my bed.

      She falls asleep, but I don’t.

      I grab my phone and find a message from my agent.

      He’s back in town tomorrow, and we’ll talk after the game.

      Good.

      I’m ready to move beyond these four walls, to stop worrying about what the media will say if they find out I’m the guy dating the coach’s daughter.

      I just want to be the guy who’s in love with Reese Fallon.

      I kiss her cheek and close my eyes. Tomorrow, I’ll talk to Josh and figure out how to tell Thompson.

      I’ll devise a game plan.

      For now, what Declan said in New York rings true.

      There is no sort of with this kind of second chance.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            29

          

          
            Reese

          

        

      

    

    
      I wake in Holden’s arms, but he’s still sound asleep. My phone buzzes in my purse on the nightstand, and I reach over to grab it from the outside pocket, stretching past the gift bag with the sweater Holden gave me. I wore it yesterday to a meeting and love it as much as when I first saw it.

      Grabbing my phone, I slide open a text from my mother.

      

      
        
        Mom: What do I wear to this baseball game? It’s been ages. Cougars gear, right?

      

        

      
        Reese: Of course! We’re sitting in Cougar seats! Grant got me the tix. Tia and Layla are coming too.

      

        

      
        Mom: I don’t want to crash your girl time at the game. You sure you want your mom there?

      

        

      
        Reese: Yes. Obvs. We just won’t talk about sex.

      

        

      
        Mom: Good plan. By the way, is that your way of telling me you have a boyfriend?

      

      

      

      My face flushes.

      Is it?

      I glance at Holden, sound asleep.

      I want to tell her everything.

      I want her to know who he is to me.

      I want to be his woman, and I want him to be my man.

      Right now, he’s my . . .

      I shudder, unable to say the word.

      Sidepiece.

      

      I write back.

      

      
        
        Reese: Ha. No. See you later.

      

      

      

      Guilt spreads deep into my cells and fills me with dread, with shame.

      It’s all too familiar. It reminds me of who I was that day in Sacramento—wordless, voiceless, powerless.

      That’s the opposite of what I want to be.

      I haven’t said a word to my mother about Holden, about how I spent the last week with him. Granted, I’m an adult. I’m not required to tell her. But I’m holding back because Holden and I don’t exist beyond nighttime yet. I’m not going to the ballpark for the Cougars-Dragons game as his girlfriend. I’m going as Grant’s friend.

      Even if things will be different soon, they aren’t different now.

      That leaves a sour taste in my mouth, and it twists my stomach.

      I close the text thread, sit up in bed, and I know.

      With a bone-deep certainty, I know.

      I skipped a step.

      An absolutely critical one.

      A step I’ve been skipping since I was thirteen.

      There’s something I need to take care of. Something that has nothing to do with Holden.

      He flips to his back, still breathing deeply.

      Sound asleep.

      I swing my legs over the bed, pad to the bathroom, shut the door, and turn on the shower. Twisting my hair into a bun, I step under the steam, wash up, and dress quickly, pulling on fresh clothes from my overnight bag.

      When I return to the bedroom, Holden stirs, rubs his eyes, and yawns. I sit on the edge of the bed, and he props himself up on his elbow, squinting at me. “You okay?”

      I’m a coiled wire of nerves. “No. I’m not.”

      He rubs my arm. “What’s wrong, beautiful?”

      I don’t mince words. “I haven’t told my mom about you. We don’t see my friends. I’m going to the game today, but I’m there as Grant’s good friend. And I’m not asking you to make a declaration. I’m not asking you to change the plan you’ve made with Josh. I know you’re doing this carefully and as quickly as you can, but there’s something I need to do for me, on my side, before I can move forward with you.”

      “What is it?” he asks, concern in his deep voice.

      “Something I should have done years ago. Because I feel like I’m sneaking around. I’ve been there, done that, and it’s awful.” My voice threatens to break, but I swallow and go on. “It reminds me of everything that hurt when I was thirteen. And I can’t be in that place anymore.” I choke up and—holy shit—that’s the closest I’ve come to telling someone my dad cheated on my mom and I found him doing it, and I did not mean to say that.

      But maybe I did.

      Maybe I needed to say it.

      Holden pulls me close, kisses my forehead. “I’m sorry you feel that way, beautiful.”

      A tear slides down my cheek, and I nod.

      But this isn’t about him. It’s not about what he needs to do. It’s about the woman I want to be and the daughter I have to be.

      “I need to go. There’s something I needed to do years ago,” I say.

      I grab my things, and I go to Sausalito.
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      I stand at my father’s door, uninvited and unexpected. But here I am anyway.

      This is not awkward. It’s hard.

      But it’s also . . . not.

      Maybe because it’s necessary, and has been for more than a decade.

      I knock decisively, and a few moments later, a face appears in the glass panel that runs alongside the door—red hair, a basketball belly, and a delighted smile.

      Becky swings open the door. “Reese! So good to see you.”

      I clear my throat. “Good to see you too.” And it’s true—she is likable. My eyes stray down to her stomach. “How’s the baby?”

      She groans, but it’s an affectionate sound as she pats her stomach. “He seems to have taken over all the real estate in my belly.”

      “I guess babies do that.” I take a beat before changing gears. “I didn’t call first, but I was hoping to talk to my—”

      Footsteps on the stairs behind me interrupt, and I turn to see my dad coming up. He’s wearing a tracksuit, and his face is flushed.

      “Hey there! I just ran through downtown. What a nice surprise to see you, Reese. Did you want to join us for breakfast?”

      I shake my head. My stomach roils. But I dig deep. I’ve got this.

      “Dad, can we talk instead? In private?”

      His expression turns serious. “Of course.” We head inside, and he shuts the door behind us.

      Becky smiles graciously. “Do you want tea? Coffee?”

      I shake my head. “I’m okay.” I set my purse and the gift bag on the table by the door, and my dad guides me out to the deck overlooking the water.

      We stand at the railing, overlooking Richardson Bay on a crystal clear Saturday with the sun climbing high in the sky. “What’s on your mind, sweetie bear?”

      There’s a rock the size of the sea cliffs in my throat, but I push past it. I felt small years ago. I felt voiceless. Too young to have known what I knew. But I’m not thirteen anymore.

      I’m a woman.

      A daughter.

      A friend.

      A girlfriend.

      A sports fan.

      A food lover.

      A badass babe.

      I went to South America and lived abroad for two years. I helped teach young girls how to use their voices.

      Time to use mine.

      “Do you remember when I was thirteen and went to Sacramento to watch your game after my volleyball match?”

      His brow knits, his memory perhaps tripping back in time. “You didn’t go though. You said the bus . . .”

      Shaking my head, I tell him the truth. “I did go. I took the bus. And I saw you and that woman.”

      He winces. His face becomes a map of expressions. Confusion. Shock. And most of all, shame.

      “You did?” His question is full of potholes.

      The affable Teflon father from my high school graduation has left the building.

      He sounds contrite. Most of all, he sounds human.

      Real.

      I soldier on.

      “I was there. I did show up. And when I saw you in her arms, kissing her, holding her, touching her, I was devastated. It hurt so much. I cried the whole way home,” I say, recalling that day vividly.

      I expect to cry again, to relive that horrid rush of uncontrollable sadness, of painful, aching tears that ravaged my entire body. I expect to feel the same way I did on that lonely bus, my forehead pressed against the glass, heading down the California highway, my family breaking apart as the road whipped by.

      But I don’t.

      Mostly, I feel in control. Everything I didn’t feel then.

      He takes a breath and says, “I’m so sorry.”

      I turn those three words over in my head.

      Was that what I thought I’d hear?

      Was that what I wanted? An actual apology?

      I catalog my emotions. They’re steady, certain, calm.

      Perhaps it’s what I needed but didn’t dare let myself hope for.

      My father continues, his voice stripped bare, “I know it doesn’t begin to cover it. I know it doesn’t change the mistakes of the past. But that’s all I know to say. I’m so very sorry, Reese.”

      The honesty in his voice works its way inside me, gives me strength to keep going, set my hurt free.

      “When I started to tell Mom a few weeks later, she already knew. We cried together on the couch, and she told me she’d asked you for a divorce. But even so, I hated discovering you with another woman. Hated it.” The words rip at my throat, and I need to get them out, to purge myself of them.

      He rubs the back of his neck, his breath stuttering as if he’s taking this all on the chin. “Reese, I was not a good husband.”

      I stiffen, muttering, “I’d say.”

      But wait—

      Did he just admit it? The thing I’ve known my whole life? The thing he seemed oblivious to? His utter cluelessness?

      I stare at him like he’s a picture turned inside out, a carbon copy of himself.

      “I was a terrible husband,” he goes on. “I was unfaithful. As you know.”

      I’m floored.

      He’s not making excuses—not saying he couldn’t help it, protesting that he was in love—like he did when I was in high school.

      He’s speaking the unvarnished truth.

      Somehow that frees me even more. “I saw you. I saw you kissing that woman. It was terrible, Dad.”

      He winces. “I can only imagine. I can’t make it right, can’t undo it. All I can say is I messed up. And I don’t ever want to do that again.”

      I breathe hard, so hard it hurts, but then the pain starts to ebb, begins to ease.

      The pain came from carrying those secrets for so long. Secrets that weren’t mine. The secret that ruined my relationship with him, when I saw with my own eyes who he is.

      But maybe . . . who he was?

      Perhaps it is the past.

      “I’m sorry you saw that,” he says. “I’m sorry I put myself first. I’m trying to do things differently.”

      “You are?” I ask softly.

      He nods, a determined look in his eyes. “Look,” he says dragging a hand through his hair. “I know we grew apart. I wasn’t there for you and your sister. But here we are now. And I meant it when I reached out to you and said I hoped we could reconnect. I don’t expect you to believe me. I don’t expect you to show up every Friday for supper or anything like that. I was a pretty shitty dad, and I was a terrible husband. But I’ve been seeing a shrink, and I’m going to meetings. And I hope things can start to change. I’d like them to.”

      I snap my head up. “Meetings?”

      Does he mean, like, addiction recovery?

      He answers for me though. “Love addiction.”

      My head spins. Is that a thing? I’ve heard of being in love with love, and if he is working on his issues, that’s good.

      “So, what does Becky think about that?”

      He shakes his head. “She’s giving me a chance, and I want it. I want to do right by her and the baby.”

      My chest stings, a quick pinprick of envy that he’s directing all his emotions, all his change of heart at the baby in Becky’s belly.

      That he’s only just now getting it.

      That he’s actually trying to change but for a new family.

      I turn and stare at the water, the expanse of dark blue, the chop of the light waves, the burnished bridge that spans the bay.

      But as I gaze at the water, the sting abates. I don’t have to feel jealousy. This is a good thing.

      So, I get out of my own way, and I choose hope.

      Hope that he’s changing. That his new child is the chance he’s wanted, perhaps needed. The chance to do better, to love faithfully.

      I let go of anger, jealousy, and petty annoyance. In their place, I feel relief.

      Not that he’s an addict.

      Not that he’s in therapy.

      Relief that I’m not pretending around him any longer.

      “I hope it all works out with her,” I say, and I mean that too. Then I step toward him, open my arms, and give him a hug.

      His arms wrap around me.

      Warm and safe.

      The way he felt when I was growing up. The way I wanted him to be even after he moved out. But that’s the past.

      This is the present.

      I can’t keep holding on to what I saw, what I wished, what didn’t happen. This is what I have in front of me now, and I can either take it or leave it.

      I choose to take it.

      We break the embrace. “I’m glad we talked,” I tell him.

      He smiles, and it’s so genuine that it warms my heart a little bit. “So am I, Reese, so am I.”

      I head back inside. Becky’s in the kitchen, pouring herself a mug of something steamy. When she puts it down on the counter, she sets a hand on her belly and says, “Oh!”

      I head over to her, a moth to a light, and feel my brother kick.

      A sob ratchets up inside me. “Hey, little brother,” I whisper.

      She clasps her hand over mine briefly, squeezing before she lets me go. “Thanks for coming by. Do you want some tea?”

      “I would love some.”

      We sit down in the living room, have a cup, and talk about baby names. “I like Trevor or Jason,” she says.

      “I like Norman or Baxter,” my father puts in, deadpan.

      I turn to him and hiss. “You do not.”

      His smile is delightful and evil. “Got you there.”

      “You sure did.”

      We talk more about names, due dates, and the shower next week. After I finish the tea, I walk to the door, my father following me.

      “Good luck tonight. I might root for the Cougars though,” I add in a sassy little whisper.

      He slams his fist against his chest, huffing. “You wound me.”

      I sling my purse onto my shoulder and reach for the doorknob, but I find I have more to say. There’s no point holding back. “I met a great guy,” I tell them both. Becky’s eyes light up, twinkling.

      My father arches a brow. “He treats you well?”

      “He’s amazing. I’m in love with him. It’s wonderful.”

      “I’m so happy for you,” Becky says, smiling warmly.

      “Maybe I’ll meet him someday,” my father says.

      “I have a feeling you will.”

      I leave the house, and the past behind with it.
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      I call Josh as I grab my keys to head out for my morning run.

      No more waiting.

      Time to put all these plans into motion.

      But as I bound down the steps, the call goes to voicemail. I drop the device into my pocket as I shift into a light jog, heading up Fillmore. When I hit the top of the street, I catch up with Chance, Crosby, and Grant, joining them as I often do on Saturday mornings.

      As we run toward the Marina, Grant looks at a watch he doesn’t wear. “So, anyone up for bowling tonight? Or maybe a round of pool?”

      “Or we could see the new Marvel flick,” Crosby offers, deadpan.

      “All good ideas. Since there’s nothing else happening today,” Chance weighs in.

      “Nothing whatsoever,” I say, keeping up the ruse.

      Chance clears his throat. “So, Holden. I’m concerned about your gluteus maximus. Everything okay?”

      Truth be told, my ass still hurts.

      But not enough to care.

      Especially when Reese is dealing with serious shit right now. “Guys,” I say, clearing my throat. “I have to tell my manager tonight that I’m in love with his daughter. Any words of wisdom?”

      Grant shoots me a satisfied grin, then holds out a fist for knocking. “That is excellent news.”

      “Holy shit, man. Go for it,” Crosby says, high-fiving me.

      Chance flashes a grin. “Guess your ass is just fine. Which means . . . sometimes you just have to say the hard thing.”

      “You know what to do,” Grant adds.

      The thing is, I do know—just say it. But there’s someone else I need to talk to first. And it’s not Josh. And it’s not my friends. When we finish the run, I wave them off so I can ring a number in Seattle.

      “Hey, I need to talk to you, Dad.”

      “Everything okay?”

      I sink onto a park bench, my breathing evening out. “Everything is great, but I want to tell you, I met someone. She’s wonderful, and I’m absolutely in love with her.”

      “That’s terrific. But why does it sound like you’re confessing something?”

      “Because what if things don’t go the way I planned? With my job?” I ask, then I give him the details on who Reese is. “Trouble is, I have no idea what to expect. Or what this might mean for my career.”

      “You’re happy? You love her?”

      “So much. But I also want to be in a position to help you and Mom.”

      He laughs. “You always have to have a plan, don’t you? But maybe we have plans too.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “We’re going to be okay. We have retirement accounts. We don’t expect you to take care of us. Maybe you want to level us up, and sure, that’s nice. But we’re regular people – we don’t need to live in a mansion our son buys us or go to Fiji. We’re happy with our lives as they are. And you don’t have to worry about us. All we want is your love. Take care of your woman. That’s the plan you ought to be working on.”

      As soon as he says that, I know where I need to be right now. Not talking to him. Not trying to find Josh. Not thinking about Edward Thompson.

      Jumping up from the bench, I end the call and ring Reese, walking in the direction of her neighborhood. “How did it go, beautiful?”

      “I’m on my way home.” She sounds tired, but hopeful.

      “Was it hard?”

      “Yes. But it was good.”

      “Do you need a hug?”

      “I’d love one,” she says.

      “Then stop hiding your address from me, woman,” I say with a smile. “So I can give you a big hug.”

      She laughs and texts me her address, and twenty minutes later, I bound up the steps of her house and knock on the door.

      She swings it open, and I step inside.

      In the foyer, I wrap her in my arms, gathering her close, inhaling her hair, feeling like whatever happens next, it’s going to be just fine because here we are.

      But there’s someone else here too. Someone clearing her throat. I break the embrace and see a woman with jet-black hair staring at us expectantly, with humorous impatience.

      “Holden, this is Tia,” Reese says, gesturing to her friend.

      I step toward Tia to shake her hand. “I’ve heard so much about you. It’s great to meet you.”

      “You’ll meet Layla at the game tonight too,” Reese says, then turns back to Tia. “And Tia, this is Holden, my boyfriend.”

      Tia smiles widely. “Finally, I get to meet the man whose arms I’ve been hearing about for the last two years.”

      “I hope all of me lives up to what she’s been saying.”

      “I hope so too,” she says dryly. I take that as a warning as she heads into the other room.

      Reese leads me to her studio on the other side of the house. We sit on the bed, and I reach for her hand. “Do you want to tell me about it? What happened this morning? You don’t have to if you don’t want to.”

      She sighs, but it’s the sound of her opening up, not closing me out. “Actually, I do want to tell you. It’s weird not to. When I was thirteen, I found my dad with another woman. He didn’t know I saw him, since I never told him. My mom knew what was going on though, and she left him a few weeks later.”

      When she pauses for a strengthening breath, I just wait. So far, this isn’t unexpected information, that her father cheated. It must have been hard to voice, let alone live through, but she sounds relieved to have said it. “So, I talked to him today and told him that I’d seen him. He apologized for a lot of things, which surprised me. And I think maybe he is changing. I guess that’s all that really matters.”

      I squeeze her hand harder. “I’m glad to hear that.”

      She glances at the clock on the wall. “When do you have to go to the ballpark?”

      “A little later. I’m free if you want to watch the rest of Bull Durham,” I tease.

      She pulls a face. “Do we have to?”

      “No, beautiful. We can go to this new Vietnamese food truck I’ve heard about.”

      “Now you’re talking my language.”

      We leave, get some noodles, and talk. After, I take her hand, and we walk along the streets of San Francisco like that.

      I’m not famous. There aren’t paparazzi waiting and watching my every move.

      But still, holding her hand like this, I feel free.

      Free to be together.

      To know that we need each other.

      When we reach her block, I tug her close, thread my hands through her hair, and kiss the breath out of her.

      As I let go, she sighs with a “Wow.”

      But then, something catches my eye, the way something familiar cues you to pay attention.

      A car pulls away from the curb in front of Reese’s place. There’s a red-haired woman in the passenger seat. And behind the wheel is my coach.
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      This is not how I wanted him to find out about me and Reese.

      Not at all.

      I scrub a hand over my jaw. “Do you think he knows?”

      What a dumbass question.

      She nods to one of the front steps, where I spot the bag with the sweater I gave her. Reese gives me a soft, indulgent smile, and then a gentle whisper. “I think he does now, since that was him dropping off my sweater. I must have left it at his place earlier.”

      “Fuck,” I groan. “Do you think he’s pissed?”

      “I don’t know him—the man he is now—very well, but he surprised me this morning. And I think he’ll be fine with it. I told him I’d met someone. I didn’t tell him it was you, just that it was someone who made me wildly happy.”

      And all the tension melts away. She must feel the shift because she asks, “Are you okay?”

      Am I?

      At first, I didn’t think I was.

      But as I stare at this woman I love, there is only one answer.

      Yes.

      Thompson just found out sooner rather than later.

      “I’m so good,” I say. Then I clasp her face, gaze into her eyes, and tell her, “I’m so incredibly good.”

      All other thoughts fade away. Because this right here? This is what matters—standing outside with her.

      Being fearless.

      Knowing it’s our time.

      Knowing this is our chance and we’re taking it.

      “Want to know why?” I ask.

      “Tell me.”

      “Two years ago, all I wanted was to find a way to be with you. I was willing to fly around the country to see you in between games.”

      “I wanted that too.”

      “Then you had your great opportunity and you took it and that was amazing and I was happy for you. A few weeks ago, I ran into you again. And everything felt right. All I wanted was to find a way to see you more.”

      “I wanted that too, Holden.”

      “And you know what? We finally have that, after wanting it since we met. I’m not letting this slip through my fingers because of fear. Not because my plans are different, or the timing is wrong. You’re no longer my what-if woman. You are just my woman, and I’m letting go of all of the what-ifs.”

      She loops her arms around my neck and threads her fingers into my hair, playing with the strands. “Then you better give me a red-hot kiss before you head to the ballpark, slugger.”

      That’s all I’ve ever wanted to do. To have her like this, kissing on the front steps of her place before I leave for a game. I drop my lips to hers and give her a good, long, lingering kiss. It’s deep and passionate and true. It’s everything.

      “See you at the ballpark,” I say before I go.

      I don’t have a plan for what I’ll say to her father tonight, and I’m okay with that.

      I’ve spent so much of my career putting plans in motion, running on a routine, being ruled by an inflexible agenda of goals and expectations.

      But the problem is I’ve worried too much about what others would think. What the press would think. What the public would think. What my coach would think.

      I’ve been hemmed in by a road map, but even more so by my fear of deviating from it.

      I put this pressure on myself to achieve as a thank-you to my parents, but that’s not why they did what they did.

      That’s not why they went to every game, made sure I had every opportunity to reach my potential. They didn’t do it for me to give them something in return. They did it because they love me.

      I’m so damn lucky to see that for what it is. Their time isn’t a debt that I have to repay. It’s a gift they gave me. A gift that made my life possible.

      After I head home, I grab my things for the ballpark and call my folks one more time, getting them both on the call.

      “Mom, Dad, I just want to tell you I’m so grateful for everything you did for me growing up. Everything you made possible. And I love you both so much.”

      “I know,” my mom says. “We love you too.”

      “We love you so much,” my dad echoes.

      That’s it. That’s all. As I near the ballpark, I call Josh.

      He answers on the first ring. “Hey, sorry, I was in a meeting earlier.”

      “Cool. Listen, I know you wanted time to figure this out, but I’m telling Thompson tonight. I have to do this now.”

      There’s silence. A clearing of his throat.

      “Okay,” he says slowly, carefully. He draws a deep breath, then I swear I can hear the faint stretch of a smile as he says, “A man’s got to do what a man’s got to do.”
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      When I reach the park, I head straight for the manager’s office, rapping on the door.

      But the hall reverberates with the sound of silence. I push the door open slightly. The office is empty. Thompson’s not here. I grab a sheet of paper, scrawl out a note, and leave it on his desk.

      Then I head into the locker room.

      He’s not there either.

      That’s odd.

      When I hit the field for batting practice, he’s nowhere to be seen.

      So, I do what I’m here to do. We take batting practice, and my bat is on fire. Gunnar is the same way. He lights up dinger after dinger.

      When we walk off the field, I say to him, “You doing okay after last night?”

      “Yeah, man. New day, new chance.”

      “Sounds like something Crash Davis would say, but it’s also true.”

      “It absolutely is.”

      We head inside so the Cougars can have their turn at batting practice. Once more, I hunt for Thompson to no avail.

      Shortly before game time, he finally appears in the locker room for a pregame pep talk. “Dragons, you know this is an important series. And I want you to play clean, just like you did with the Storm Chasers. Give it your all. Show them that we can be San Francisco’s favorite team again.”

      He immediately jets, and I follow him into the corridor, then pause.

      Should I chill? Wait till later?

      Fuck it.

      I’m so tired of waiting for the perfect moment. I call down the hall, “Sir.”

      He spins around. “Kingsley. You were looking for me earlier, but I was busy. My wife thought she was having the baby.”

      I blink. “Oh, you’re having a baby?”

      “Yeah, you didn’t know?”

      “I didn’t, sir. You didn’t mention it.”

      “Ah, I thought Reese might have told you.”

      “No, she didn’t,” I say, and holy shit, did he just say that?

      Something casual about my girlfriend?

      But that’s not what Reese and I talk about. And that’s not for her to tell me.

      “But everything’s good. My wife is fine. It was just Braxton Hicks, and she’s actually here watching the game. You should come meet her later.”

      “Thanks, I’d like that, sir,” I say, wondering what the hell is going on.

      He hooks his thumb toward the baseball diamond. “I have to go talk to the pitching coach. But I’ll catch you later.”

      All I can do is go play the game.

      And I do. I play my heart out. There is something invigorating about the fact that my woman’s here, on the first baseline, watching me.

      So damned exhilarating that in my first at bat, I do the thing I meant to do a few weeks ago. I meet her gaze. Give her a wink. Then, like the cheeseball I can sometimes be, I blow her a kiss and mouth, I love you.

      She smiles, grins, and waves right back at me.

      I don’t know if the cameras caught that, or if anyone watching the broadcast will figure out what I said and to whom.

      But I also don’t care.
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      After the game, Thompson catches up to me as I come off the field with the rest of the team, sweaty and exhilarated from our win. “Kingsley, before the game, you said you have something to tell me?”

      “I do.” I try to look sober about it, but a smile keeps breaking out. “I suspect you know what—who, rather—it’s about, since I saw you this afternoon leaving her house.” He looks like he might reply, but I don’t give him the chance. “I’m seeing your daughter, and I love her. But before we chat, I need to go over to the first baseline and give the woman I love a kiss.”

      I give up holding back a big, blissful grin. I know where I want to be right now, and it feels great to be so certain.

      “Good plan,” says my coach.

      On my way, Erin Madison flags me and calls out a question. “Holden, how do you think the first game against the Cougars went?”

      I slow down to answer. “You know what, Erin? I think it went great. It’s always good to play your local rivals. And to play your heart out. By the way, have I mentioned that I’m dating Reese Fallon? She’s a local sports marketer and former college athlete. She has a podcast. We went to the same university. She’s smart and passionate about sports accessibility, and she’s amazing.”

      Erin’s lips quirk up in a curious grin. “That’s terrific. Thanks for sharing the news that you’re involved with Coach Thompson’s family. I appreciate the heads-up.”

      “Glad to share it. She’s putting together a calendar right now highlighting athletes with disabilities, along with their rescue dogs. Did you know that Rafe Wilson has a Norwegian elkhound–Chihuahua mix?”

      The reporter laughs, shaking her head. “I’m learning so much talking to you.”

      “Cute pooch. Thanks again for your questions. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to pay a visit to the woman I love.”

      “Have a good night, Holden.”

      “You too, Erin.”

      Finally, I reach where Reese is in the stands, grinning in a way that matches how I feel—exhilarated, besotted, blissfully happy. She laughs as I lift her over the barrier, pull her onto the field, and kiss her right there on the baseball diamond.

      Best place ever for a kiss.

      All is well without a plan.
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      Before the game the next day, Thompson summons me to his office.

      Gunnar delivers the message in a low voice. “Skipper wants to see you. Guess I can say I knew you when?”

      My stomach nose-dives, but I do my best to keep a stony face. “It was fun while it lasted,” I say, and saunter out of the locker room. Alone outside the coach’s door, though, I draw a calming breath, square my shoulders, and rap my knuckles on the frame.

      “You wanted to see me?”

      “Kingsley, sit,” he says, gesturing to the chair across from him. He’s as warm as he’s ever been, but I don’t know what to make of it.

      So, I sit, waiting for him to go first.

      “We didn’t have much time to talk last night,” he begins, leaning back in his chair and steepling his fingers.

      “That is true.”

      “But now what I want to say is this. I know you make my daughter happy. I know she thinks you’re the cat’s meow. And I’m glad you seem taken with her too,” he says, then pauses.

      That’s my cue, but it’s not a line when I tell him, “I’m more than taken, sir.”

      “Good.” Then he shifts his weight forward and stares at me hard, our eyes locked. “But I also want you to know that, even though I may not have been the best father or husband, I expect more from you as my daughter’s boyfriend.”

      “Of course,” I say.

      He points at me. “I expect you to give her your all. To put your whole heart into your relationship the same way you do to the game. Anything less is unacceptable.”

      I nod crisply. “Yes, sir.”

      “Do you understand me?”

      He’s not the Baseball Buddha now. He’s not the wise old man in the Webflix Christmas special. He’s simply a dad looking out for his girl.

      “I promise, sir. I will give her everything.” That is absolutely my plan, and a promise I can keep.
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      “And then he went all gruff and said, ‘Treat her like a queen,’” I tell Reese later that night, recounting my heart-to-heart with her father.

      She snuggles closer to me, her hair spilling over my chest and shoulder. “When he decides to dad up, he dads up.”

      “He does indeed.”

      “And what did you say?” She shifts around so she can prop her head in her hand and meet my eyes.

      I run my fingers down her bare arm, watching the gooseflesh rise in their wake. “I told him that would not be a problem at all. I’ve got this covered.” Then I draw her in for a long, hot kiss that goes to my head.

      When we break the kiss, she taps her fingers on my chest. “So, you’re off to Chicago next week for a series.”

      “I am. You angling to line up some phone sex with me while I’m on the road?” I arch a brow, flicking my tongue along my lips.

      “Maybe I am,” she says, all coy.

      “Maybe I can fit you in,” I tease.

      “Hey, treat me like a queen,” she says, laughing.

      I tug her close, kissing her cheek. “Always, beautiful. Always.”

      She sighs happily. “And what about Josh and your sponsorship deals? Are any coming through?”

      I shrug. “He’s still working on them. It’ll happen when it happens.”

      “Look at you. So laid-back and chill,” she says.

      “I play a game for a living, and I found a wonderful woman to spend my days and nights with. What more could a man ask for?”

      She arches a brow. “A World Series?”

      “Well, duh.”
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      A couple days later, she drops a kiss to my lips before she leaves for work. “Good luck on the road. See you this weekend?”

      “You will.” I yawn and sit up, then I grab a bag from the nightstand and hand it to her.

      “What’s this?”

      “Open it.”

      She opens a small bag and lets her tongue loll out. “Chocolate. You must really want me to think of you while you’re gone.”

      “I do, Reese. I really do.”

      I kiss her once more and tell her I hope she has a great day at work then watch her go, knowing I could get used to doing this every single day.
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      The next week, I go over the game plan with Layla and Tia as we pile into a Lyft to head to Sausalito. “If anyone asks us when Holden and I are having babies, what do we say?” I quiz as I click my seat belt.

      “‘We’re not sure yet. We haven’t moved past the we’re having too much fun trying part,’” Tia fires off.

      Layla squares her shoulders, clearing her throat. “My favorite line I like to use is, ‘My fiancée and I are aiming for July twenty-third at three thirty a.m.’ How’s that?”

      “My go-to is ‘We’re thinking of getting a cat first,’” I put in.

      Tia adds, “Or you could say, ‘I’m going to have a cow if another person asks me about babies.’”

      “Oh, that’s a good one,” I say. “Keep that one in your back pocket.”

      “Seriously, though,” Layla asks, “do people really ask that at a baby shower?”

      I shrug. “I don’t know. This is my first one, since neither of you has made me an honorary aunt or is likely to anytime soon.” I add a sassy wink so they know I’m not adding to societal pressure to procreate.

      But it turns out, no one at the baby shower asks us those questions. Becky’s sisters instead want to know how we became friends, how hard it was when we were apart, and if we’ll be sad when Layla returns to Turkey soon.

      Those answers don’t need rehearsal: through athletics, terribly hard, and yes.

      We share the stories of our friendship, then chat more with Becky’s friends and sisters, her mom and her aunts.

      Is it the most fun I’ve ever had?

      No.

      But when my own sister, Kelsey, gets there, I throw myself at her, overjoyed. “It’s been so long. Stop avoiding me.”

      She hugs me tight. “Yes. I’ve been ignoring you in the ER,” she teases.

      “I knew it.” When I let her go, I cast my eyes to Becky. “Check her out. She’s got our little brother parked inside her. Weird but cool.”

      “Funny, that’s how I always described you growing up,” she says.

      “Sisters. The ribbing never ends.”

      “And you wouldn’t have it any other way.”

      “Truer words.”

      We have a great time, drinking mimosas—virgin mimosas for the mom-to-be—playing baby word games, and opening gifts containing onesies, bottles, and cloth books.

      When the shower winds down, I give Becky a hug and thank her for the invite.

      “No, thank you. It means the world to me that you came,” she says with a squeeze of my arm.

      I wave goodbye to her big bump.

      Two weeks later, my half brother arrives, and when I visit him for the first time, my heart rises into my throat and lodges there.

      As tears slip down my cheeks, I give him a soft kiss on the forehead, inhale his baby scent, and understand my father a little more.

      Second chances—I get it.

      I’m glad he has one.

      In a way, I found my second chance with Holden.

      If you’re lucky enough to get one, I figure you better not let it pass you by.

      My father is embracing his, and I’m loving mine.
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      One night in May, Holden takes me out to a fantastic Korean restaurant by the Ferry Building, where we dine on bibimbap and kimchi. After dinner, we walk along the water, heading to the spot where he took that first picture of me.

      “Let me take another shot of you,” he says.

      “Is this for your moody picture collection on Insta?”

      He laughs, shaking his head. “As always, it’s for me. Me and my lonely nights on the road without you.”

      He takes the pic then tucks the phone into his pocket and wraps an arm around me as we walk away.

      “Do you really look at the pictures of me when you’re out of town?” I ask.

      “Hell yeah.”

      “Weirdo,” I tease.

      “I know. It’s so strange to check out pictures of the woman I live with.”

      I arch a brow, slowing my pace. “Live with?”

      He flashes a winning grin. “Power of positive thinking. I was thinking how nice it would be if you lived with me.”

      My heart dances a happy jig. “Live with the new face of the Katt phone, with all its fantastic selfie improvements?” Teasing him about the sponsorship gig that Josh nabbed for him never gets old.

      A partnership with a cell phone maker to tout its camera is perfect for Holden. But the company also hired him for how he plays the game of baseball—like a leader.

      When he landed the deal, he told me, “They were impressed that I broke up the fight with the Storm Chasers, rather than started it.”

      I love that he scored a sponsorship for his character. For a part of him that’s true and real and one of the many reasons I love him.

      I went to his photo shoot last week on Marshall’s Beach by the Pacific, with a stunning view of the Golden Gate Bridge. That was a blast, seeing my guy in action off the field. Plus, it was fun because Asher was hired by the phone company to shoot the pics of him, and I got to catch up with the soccer player turned photographer at the end of the session.

      “Reese, what do I have to do to convince you that soccer is the best sport?” he’d asked with a glint in his hazel eyes.

      I tapped my chin, pretending to consider. “Well, tickets to your former team’s game next time I’m on the continent,” I teased.

      “Consider it done,” he said.

      The funny thing is I barely know Asher, but I have a feeling he would get me tickets. He’s one of those guys who charms anyone, remembers everyone’s name, and captivates a room when he enters. I was almost tempted to try to set him up with Grant, but something tells me Asher doesn’t need anyone playing matchmaker in his life. I suspect he’s doing just fine on his own. Plus, I’m pretty sure Grant’s heart is still caught in the past.

      As for my heart, it’s most decidedly loving the present. And living with my guy? That sounds damn good to me.

      “I’d say living with you sounds like a lot more fun than having one drawer,” I pout.

      “Hey now,” he protests. “You have two.” Then he kisses me, smiling against my lips. “But sharing everything sounds better.”

      It absolutely does.
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      Later that month, Holden goes with me to a silent auction charity event. It’s for an organization both Grant and I are involved in. I helped with some of the social media, and the event is glittery, held at a trendy art gallery with a terrific view of the bay. Pop music plays, and pretty pink drinks abound.

      At the end of the night, when the music shifts to a slow song, Holden and I dance. As I loop my arms around his neck, I glance at Grant, who’s in the corner of the gallery. He’s been distracted most of the night, checking his phone more than usual. That’s unlike him. I try to flash him a smile right when a dark-haired man with a trim beard walks in.

      A man I’d recognize anywhere.

      My breath catches, and I whisper to Holden, “Declan’s here.”

      Wait. Shoot. Was I not supposed to say that out loud?

      But it’s hard not to react.

      Declan only has eyes for Grant. They laser in on my friend, and in their shared gaze I see so much longing. So much passion. Or maybe I’m just hoping that’s there since my heart still wants my best friend to find his way back to that man.

      Holden shifts on the dance floor so I catch sight of the two tall, broad, strapping ballplayers who were once upon a time tangled up together.
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      No fucking way.

      He’s the last person I expected to see here tonight.

      Or anywhere for that matter.

      I go completely still. The hair on the back of my neck prickles. My mouth is dry as I take in the man mere feet away—the guy who was once mine.

      He looks at me with eyes that still seem to know me.

      Eyes that say he came here to find me.

      But why? And most of all, why now?

      I don’t know, but I want to know. I need to know.

      I let my body decide as my feet move, and I walk to Declan, just as he walks to me.

      I swallow roughly, stopping in front of him. “What are you doing here?”

      He’s quiet as his shoulders rise and fall, his lips part. Then he says, “I’ll tell you everything.”

      My one-time lover tips his forehead toward the door and, a moment later, I leave with him.

      I don’t look back.
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      I move into Holden’s place that summer, and the rest of the season rushes by in a blur of nights apart and nights together, of baseball games won and lost, of calendars finished and events planned, of podcasts and photos, of walks through the city, of text messages exchanged all day long, and of friends coming and going.

      We go to sports awards ceremonies together, including one with Jillian, where I not only meet her husband, but also his friends – including the football team’s running back-turned-receiver – Harlan. The man is outgoing and charming, with warm brown eyes, and I learn he’s single, and the father of an adorable little girl.

      “What a pleasure to finally meet you, Reese. Jillian has been raving about you since she hired you.”

      I beam. “Thank you. That makes me very happy to hear.”

      “And we all want to keep Jillian happy. She’s the queen of San Francisco,” he says with a playful wink. “By the way, Jillian, did you get an invite to a certain wedding?”

      Jillian’s eyes pop. “I did. We must catch up on that sometime soon.”

      “And on that note, I have to go pick up the world’s cutest kid and read her a bedtime story,” Harlan says to Jillian, then turns to me. “And it was a delight meeting you.”

      When he leaves, Jillian and I chat about options for him, who we might want to set him up with. I suppose that happens when you fall in love. You want everyone else to fall too.

      Holden and I also spend time at the Spotted Zebra, where Chance denies he has a thing for Sierra.

      And at the tea and coffee shop near our home, where Grant and I catch up on all the things.

      And before long, we’re at a new Japanese restaurant to celebrate with Crosby when he asks Nadia to marry him. As we raise our sake to toast the first of the guy friends to put a ring on it, my gaze travels around the table to the others, all of our friends.

      Who’ll be next?

      Tia and Wayne?

      Gunnar and someone?

      Grant’s sister?

      I nudge Grant. “What’s the over-under on Chance and Sierra?”

      He sneers at me. “Things that’ll never happen.”

      I shrug happily. “But really, you never know what might happen. After all, the past doesn’t always stay in the past.”
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      At Crosby’s wedding a few months later, Reese and I dance one more time. As I spin her around, I catch glimpses of our friends.

      Crosby and Nadia looking happier than any bride and groom.

      Nadia’s brother and his pregnant wife, sharing a slice of cake.

      Jillian and her husband shimmying in a corner of the dance floor.

      Chance smiling, looking happy. 

      So many other ballplayers are here too – guys from the Cougars like Sullivan and Miguel, as well as some of the Dragons like Gunnar and Dante. Shane is here as well.

      I can’t help but wonder about everyone’s love story.

      Everything feels possible.
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      The invitation arrives as most do these days—via email.

      It’s from my alma mater, asking if I’d like to lead a roundtable discussion on media careers for college athletes post-university.

      Hell yes.

      I wave my phone at Holden over breakfast on a Saturday morning.

      “Check this out,” I say, showing him the letter.

      Reading it, he grins at me, pleased. “That is a damn fine idea for a roundtable, and you are an excellent choice to lead it. Also, you better get me a ticket.”

      I laugh. “Bet I can sneak you in for free, but I’m sure you’ll be playing.”

      He peers at the date. “I can make it. That’s an off day. I’m going to cheer you on. Question is, will there be any tables at this roundtable?”

      I shrug. “One of life’s many mysteries.”
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      We rent a car and drive the two hours to our college, savoring the time away from the city and the view through the winding hills on the way to the university.

      Once there, we wander around campus together then head to the event.

      Holden grabs a seat in the second row, listening intently as I interview former college athletes who’ve moved on to other work after graduation. It’s a fascinating talk, illuminating all sorts of possibilities for life after sports.

      When we’re done, I chat with some of the attendees then leave with Holden.

      He takes my hand. “There was still no table.”

      “I noticed that. If they had asked me, I would have insisted on one.”

      “That’s my woman, rocking the establishment with her newfangled ideas.”

      We walk across the quad, passing students stretched out on the lawn, sitting against trees, tossing Frisbees. Holden gestures toward the history building. “Remember when we took a tour of my favorite places?”

      “Of course I do.” I squeeze his hand, threading my fingers more tightly through his. “And your favorite memories of school too.”

      He stops in front of the steps where we first kissed, going quiet for a beat. “There’s a favorite memory I didn’t tell you about.”

      “What’s that?” I ask.

      He swallows, his gaze locking with mine. “That day. Meeting you. I knew then that it would be a favorite memory.”

      I smile from deep inside my soul. “I knew then too. I think I always knew with you.”

      He tucks a strand of hair behind my ear. “Want to know what else I knew?”

      “Sure.”

      He drops to one knee, and I gasp.

      Holding my hand in his, he gazes up at me. “I knew then that I’d want to be with you for the rest of my life. And since we’ve been together that has become clearer every single day.”

      My throat hitches, and I press my lips together, but holding back the tears is pointless. They’re already slip-sliding down my cheeks.

      “I fell hard for you, Reese. I waited for you. I hoped for you. And when you came back into my life, I couldn’t stay away.” He reaches into his pocket, taking out a velvet box. “You’re funny and caring and fierce and loyal, and I admire you so much. Who you are, what you believe in, who you believe in. And most of all, how you love—with your whole heart.”

      Yup. Full on waterfall now as I clasp his hand tighter. “You’re easy to love,” I whisper.

      “Good. Then will you let me keep on loving you for the rest of our lives?”

      “I will,” I say, kneeling too, and throwing my arms around him, smothering him in kisses.

      When I pull away, he slides a gorgeous diamond solitaire on my finger.

      “I love you so much,” I say through happy tears. “And this is my new favorite memory.”

      “And it’s mine too, Reese.”

      Then he kisses me, and we come full circle to the moment I knew he’d always been part of my game plan.

      And this moment, this ring, this promise will always be part of ours.

      

      
        
        THE END

      

      

      

      
        
        What happened at the gallery with Grant when Declan showed up? You won’t believe the story behind that night! Trust me — you’ll be hooked as you devour all the delicious  details of their secret romance starting in Scoring with Him. That emotional, angsty and sexy-as-sin romance kicks off Grant and Declan’s epic love story in the “Men of Summer” duet.  Enjoy a teaser below! You won’t want to miss Chance’s romance with Grant’s sister Sierra comes in The Virgin Replay. Get ready for a some fake dating at a wedding on an island getaway trip!

      

        

      
        Be sure to sign up for my mailing list to be the first to know when swoony, sexy new romances are available or on sale!
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      Declan

      

      Those two words—same here.

      They echo in my skull, pushing me, prodding me. 

      Tension lines my body, as want wars with my better judgment.

      I shouldn’t talk to him like this.

      Shouldn’t put my cards on the table.

      But Grant Blackwood is under my skin.

      He’s the sexiest man I’ve ever met, and it’s not just his body, his face, or his eyes. It’s . . . him.

      Who he is. How he is.

      Maybe talking this out will eject the desire from my head. Maybe acknowledging the white-hot sparks between us is all we need to move the hell on.

      Put our lust through its paces. Laugh at it. Remind ourselves why giving in would be the worst idea ever.

      “But you’re my teammate,” I say, presenting it as a logical argument. “We work together, and this wouldn’t be some office fuck where we screw in the mailroom and go to separate floors. We share a locker room. We’ll share a team plane. We’ll share a field. TV networks carry the Cougars. Sponsors endorse us.” 

      I grab another napkin, start shredding it. 

      “That’s all true,” he says, taking his time with each word.

      “We have a manager. Fisher would not be happy if two of his guys were screwing. Not to mention, we have other teammates,” I say, my jaw clenching in between words. “Crosby, Chance, Sullivan.” I go around the horn and name the rest of the team to remind myself. Hell, maybe saying their names will free me from this lust as I rip this napkin to pieces. “They depend on us. All of them do.”

      I link the fingers on both my hands together and hold them up, demonstrating my point. “We are a bond—nine guys on a field. We can’t give in.” I implore him, my voice tight as I do everything to convince him.

      But it’s not Grant I’m trying to convince.

      It’s me.

      Because the way this man looks at me, with sex in his eyes, dirty deeds on his lips, makes it nearly impossible for me to resist.

      “I know we can’t, Deck.”

      That. Right there. His boy-next-door voice. That’s part of why I want him so much. I shake my head and laugh futilely. “Even that gets me going. The way you say my nickname.”

      A smile curves his lips. “Deck.” He’s all gravelly and raspy, enjoying knowing what it does to me, and it does the trick.

      “Mmm. Like I said . . .”

      Grant jerks his chair closer to the table, licks the corner of his lips, and murmurs, “The way you call me rookie . . .”

      My neck heats. My blood incinerates. “You like that?” I take a beat, lingering on his gorgeous face, the blue flames in his eyes flickering higher. “Rookie?”

      He shudders, nodding. “Yeah. Makes me hard.”

      “Fuuuuck.” I am broiling. “Do you get what I mean? Do you see the problem?”

      Find out in Scoring with Him available everywhere!

      

      Nadia and Crosby’s romance is available everywhere in The Virgin Rule Book. More books to come with other athletes too! Harlan’s story is coming soon in The Boyfriend Playbook!

      And stay tuned for more details on Asher!
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