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Dedication

 

For my two muses and sheros, April Brown and Allyson Wynn, for their bravery and selflessness, and for those behind the headset of the others who serve and protect.
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Every day is a new opportunity. 

You can build on yesterday’s success or put its failures behind and start over again. 

That’s the way life is, with a new game every day, and that’s the way baseball is. 

–Bob Feller
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OCTOBER 25TH

For some women, the months ending in R meant pairing the right sweater with a new pair of Uggs, trips to Hobby Lobby to get that holiday wreath some fresh ribbon, or trading in the clear, figure friendly liquor for darker, more sugar-filled bottles of wine.

The previous months were hell on earth, especially August, which I considered the month of a thousand showers. In fact, if you had an errand to run mid-day August afternoon, you could bet your schwass you would be doing anything you could to get out of it. So, as the first wave of brisk air hit, it led to a sort of celebration for most locals. This also led the planning and execution of my best friend Rowdy’s annual oyster roast. And when Rowdy sent out the invite, I made damn sure I was lined up on the side of the table next to the greedy and eager crowd, towel in one hand and my own personal Carolina Gamecocks shucker in the other.

Rowdy lived on the Charleston Harbor, and his view was nothing short of postcard perfection. He had one of the smaller houses in the cul-de-sac on the street, but it was his backyard that was the real treasure. His dock stretched out far into the harbor, and it took minutes to walk it. He had a million dollar view of the harbor and the Ravenel Bridge, which was kind of like the east coast’s version of the Golden Gate except it wasn’t red and not nearly as famous.

Still, as I looked up at the six hundred thirty-two million dollar bridge, I couldn’t help but thank God for its existence. For one, its predecessor, the Cooper River Bridge, was terrifying to cross. One trip over that narrow mess was enough to give a cardiologist a stroke. Just after earning my license, I had to cross that bridge, and it was like driving on a wooden roller coaster. I’d gripped the steering wheel so tight, I blistered. That shit wasn’t even funny as an afterthought.

Thank God Bruce Willis came and blew it up.

Okay, well, that’s not exactly true, but he did jump off the bastard, or his stuntman did in Die Hard with a Vengeance. At least that bridge had made it into the movies.

So far, the beautifully built replacement had only been featured in Darius Rucker videos. For those who don’t know who Darius Rucker is, he’s Hootie—as in Hootie and the Blowfish—and, yeah, he lives here. So does Bill Murray, who upon meeting seems exactly like the man he portrayed in Ghostbusters. It’s not to imply he’s not a real actor, but, hey, if you want to meet Peter Venkman, he’s around and looks a lot like Bill Murray. He even co-chairs the local minor league baseball team my friend Rafe played on.

My city was no Hollywood, but quite a few movies have been filmed here, along with a string of celebrities who’ve visited and even purchased a piece of it. I was certain the reason for that was because of the incredible view I had at that moment. The Notebook was shot here as well and had I been aware, I, along with the rest of the women in the world who adored it, would have gladly buttered myself up and tried my April best to pry myself through the door hinge to get a good look at Ryan Gosling's big toe. That son of a bitch was sexy and oozed charisma. I loved when a man had that working for him.

Charleston didn’t grow to be the giant watering hole it is now until CONDÉ NAST decided to screw us royally by declaring it the number one tourist destination in the US four years in a row.

THANK YOU, CONDÉ NAST!

Did you sense the sarcasm?

Oh, and after that honor was bestowed upon my neighborhood, they decided to label it the top city in the WORLD four years ago.

Really? As much as I love my city, I’m pretty sure it’s a runner-up to Cape Town, South Africa and the City of Light. Yeah, I’m almost positive Paris would beat the shit out of our fair destination, but I’ve never been to those places, so I won’t be quick to judge. I’ve never really been anywhere except the Smoky Mountains a few hours away. But from what CONDÉ NAST and the rest of the world told me, I live in the only place I should live, so I overlooked the extra twenty plus thousand cars per year in the now overly crowded city I grew up in and tried really hard to be friendly to the complete tourons (tourist/morons) during tourist season who asked me where the city market was as they stood right in front of it.

I loved my city enough to share it, but the influx of newcomers was overwhelming. While strengthening our economy, the ant march had really started to screw up some of Charleston’s charm. What was once a hidden gem now bustled daily with traffic jams of epic proportions. It also made my job, and the job of the people currently waiting on smoking oysters with me, a lot harder. More people meant more emergencies, and more emergencies meant more stress.

That church shooting last year that made headlines? Well, let’s just say you’d be surprised who takes those kinds of calls. That job belongs mostly to locals like me who never expected their city to be more than a blip on the radar, other than the fact that Charleston was in the history books as the location of the first shot of the civil war. All the natives could do now was suck it up and adapt.

And trust me, we were trying. Still, the charm wasn’t completely lost in the new chaos of the old, laid back low country.

The clouds above were lit in a light pink and deep red as the sun said its goodbyes and the city settled into the calm southern piece of paradise I was used to. Staring past the crowd of people on the opposite side of the table, I reveled in the crisp air as I watched the sun set. Light hit the golden marsh grass surrounding the dock and accented it in shades of gold I could only describe as heavenly. The enormous and remarkable bridge remained silent because the car noise was too far away for me to hear. The Atlantic was calm as I watched the herons glide over the surface before settling into the water to claim their spot on the sea.

Twenty of us gathered around the long, plastic picnic tables to chat. Most of the attendees were cops, paramedics, firemen, and then there was Michelle and me from the 911 dispatch center, which I had lovingly nicknamed The Coop.

“Are you listening?” Michele squawked into my ear as I realized I hadn’t heard a word.

“Nope,” I said as I gave her a pointed look.

“I am not eating slime. We are going to have to go somewhere else to eat after this.” I turned to her with crossed eyes and duck lips and spoke through my twisted face. “I tollllleded you dis was an oysta whoast.”

She laughed at my purposeful facial tick. “Yeah, but I didn’t actually think we’d be eating them!”

“Heads up,” Rowdy and his partner Chuck shouted as they scattered down hundreds of the steaming mollusks. Chuck winked at me with a low, “Hey you.”

“Hey, yourself, Officer Harrison,” I said as I picked up the steaming shell and shucked. Michelle watched and repressed a gag when I loosened it and released it with my shucker. She gasped in horror as I scraped it off and threw it down the hatch. I followed it with a sip of beer and gave her a shrug. “What did you think we’d be eating?”

“Okay, now I’m definitely not doing that,” she said as she pressed her hand against her stomach.

“More for me,” I mused. Michelle was a transplant from San Ramon, California. She was the furthest thing from a snob, which she was currently playing the role of. And though at times I protested the population eruption, I was happy about this particular transplant. Well, Michelle and the one from Ohio who had just deserted me a few months ago. I thought of Alice and smiled. I was sure she would’ve tried an oyster. She was a bit of a daredevil, not to mention outspoken. I missed her daily. As if Michelle read my mind, she gave a quick excuse. “I’ll do anything for you, woman, but this is asking too much.”

I looked down at my newly shucked oyster and saw a baby crab the size of a dime.

Her eyes widened to saucers. “Is that a crab?

“Yep,” I said as I positioned it between my thumb and the blade then offered it to her. “It’s really good luck if you eat it,” I said with a laugh as I held it out to her. “Here!”

She shook her head in horror as I popped it into my mouth and swallowed.

“Jesus,” she said as a satisfied smile covered my face. I loved ruffling her feathers, which I didn’t get away with often. “Fuck you, just...fuck you. I’m going to grab a bottle, and you’re going to buy me a hamburger later.”

“Oh, come on, honey!” I called after her thickly. “I may be able to find your prissy ass a string of pearls.”

Michelle shot me the bird as she made her way up to the porch and straight toward Rowdy’s makeshift bar. I caught sight of Tyler walking past her and straight toward me with a friendly grin.

I dabbed my mouth with my towel and grabbed another oyster. I thought better of my indifference and looked up again to give him a brief smile of my own.

Tyler Burrell, my ex, was the source of my discontent, the man who stole all of my late teens, all of my twenties, and attempted to suck away my thirties as well. And the truth was, I’d let him have all of them.

“Hey,” he said as he joined me at the table. I looked behind him, expecting to see his new girlfriend.

He noticed the question on my face and posture. “I wouldn’t do that, April.” I nodded and handed him a shucker. “How are you?”

“Good, work, life, busy. You?”

“Same,” he said. “How’s Kenna?”

I pressed my lips together to hold back my bite about the fact that he asked about my sister and her wellbeing, which turned out to be the reason for our permanent split. “She’s good. She’s better.”

“I’m glad, really…That’s good.”

I looked up to take him in. He was still as handsome as the days were long. He had messy brown hair cropped in a new cut that suited him. He was tall, slightly built, brown-eyed and was now my history.

Fifteen years of history.

“You alone?” he asked as I rolled up the garnet colored sleeves underneath my football jersey.

“No, I brought my friend, Michelle.”

“Cool, she new to The Coop?” he asked casually as he tilted a shell into his mouth and swallowed.

“About six months,” I answered.

Even game-day ready, I’d still managed to put on my best jeans, braid my hair, and apply makeup, making sure to thoroughly gloss my lips—lips I could feel Tyler staring at. According to him, they had been his weakness.

I was over the days I let myself look like shit or dwell in it. If he noticed I’d cleaned up, great. But in all honesty, we were past the games. We were past everything. We were over.

“Sup, shit stain?” Rowdy greeted Tyler, who twisted his body in greeting and offered an oyster to his best friend.

“God, I love it when you talk sweet,” Tyler said with a smirk as Rowdy took the cleaned oyster and sucked it down before he licked his lips.

That’s the thing about divorce. Even though Tyler and I were never technically married, we still had to share custody of our friends. We’d been engaged at one point early on, and neither of us could tell you how long that lasted. Much like our relationship, it was too confusing to truly remember exactly when we were serious and when we were settling. I can with absolute clarity admit the last two years was nothing but used to: used to his face, used to his penis, used to his bathroom habits, used to. We ended several months ago for good reason, a reason I didn’t want to think about at a party. The way I saw it, the two of us standing at the table together, acting friendly and civil, was real progress, and Rowdy seemed to think the same as he looked at me as if to assess the situation. He had two questions in his eyes but only asked one. “Good batch?”

“Yeah,” I answered to both of his questions. “Fine.”

“Good to hear,” he said. “Share a beer with me before you go?” I nodded. God, I hated that he knew me so well sometimes. Maybe Rowdy noticed it on my face or sensed it, but he knew I wasn’t going to stay. It was too weird. The roast had once been a special occasion for us. Normally, the three of us, and whatever woman had her claws in Rowdy that night, would be up way past sunset.

Tyler looked over to me with his own question. “Leaving already?”

“Yeah,” I said as I mused at Tyler with an ironic chuckle.

“What?” he said, flashing his pearly whites.

I thought it funny that Rowdy, my best friend, knew my tells better than the man who took my virginity.

Without answering him, I bid him farewell. “Good to see you, Tyler. Take care,” I piped just as Michelle approached the table with a “Well, helloo” for Tyler.

I hesitated before I turned back and introduced them. “Tyler, Michelle, Michelle, Tyler.”

Michelle’s eyes drooped as she recognized the name. “Hi,” she said in a low baritone voice, as if her mouth was suddenly full of shit and she was speaking around it. I barked out a laugh as Tyler frowned. Michelle rushed through her next sentence with the same terrible tone. “Heard a lot about you. Nice to meet you.” She turned to me and nudged my arm. “We really must be going as there are no fucking princes here amongst all this slime!”

Yeah, the thing about Michelle is she gave zero shits, or as she liked to put it crassly, zero fucks. As a matter of fact, Michelle’s favorite word was fuck as well as her favorite act. Fuck was pretty much the only word Michelle loved. The rest of the English language was made up of useless words around the fuck she presented. I thought it was hilarious. Tyler, not so much.

I looked over to him, shrugged, and kept my shoulders up as I spoke. “She’s from California.”

Tyler eyed us both as I pushed Michelle toward the house and tried to find Rowdy. When we did manage to find my best friend for a quick goodbye, Michelle skidded to a halt with the same rehearsed “Well, helloo” as she had with Tyler. I could see her visibly stiffen as she gave me saucer eyes and a pleading look that said “Please tell me you have not had this one.”

“Michelle,” I introduced, “this is my best friend, Rowdy.”

“Welcome,” he said as he opened a beer and offered it to Michelle. She clinked beers with him, and I knew then I was not leaving the roast. I went in search of Rowdy’s hooch, determined to rid myself of the ill feelings from seeing Tyler.
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I sat on a polished oak tree trunk Rowdy had cut into a makeshift lawn chair, sipping on moonshine. He had spaced several of them around a small bonfire. I people watched as Miranda Lambert’s “Smokin’ and Drinkin” filtered loudly around the party.

Michelle kept herself busy entertaining Rowdy, who seemed amused by her conversation. I could see the way he observed her and hoped, for once, he would actually stray from his normal hit-it-and-run-like-his-balls-were-on-fire-quit-it routine. But I knew as soon as he looked over to me, she didn’t have a chance. She was a member of The Coop, which meant coworker, and that was a front Rowdy and I stood united on.

I would never date a cop or anyone else I dispatched to for a couple of reasons.

One reason was that I refused to be labeled a badge bunny or hose honey. The Coop was known for its fair share of gossip, and I’d heard enough stories to cure me of any thoughts of dating anyone work related.

It was the job I loved, the job I would remain loyal to, and keeping the badges safe was my priority, especially when it came to Rowdy. I often held my breath the first fifteen seconds of a traffic stop because that’s when they were the most dangerous, which brought me to the second and main reason I could never date a badge: Kurt. I wasn’t working the night my best friend and my twin sister McKenna’s husband was killed. In a big way, I was grateful I hadn’t taken that call. I don’t think I would have been able to return to my headset.

I would do whatever was in my power to keep my officers safe—all of them—but I knew I could never do the job as well if I was constantly worrying about my own badge. It was too much, and though Tyler was a paramedic and had a few close calls with unstable patients, it had never been much of an issue with him. Now, and as a single woman, I was steadfast that my stance would never change. So, I avoided the appreciative eye of every cop and firefighter at that party, especially Rowdy’s partner, Chuck, who had become more and more interested since my break up with Tyler, which was a shame because...hot damn.

It was easy to lose sight of Tyler in the crowd, and honestly, I’d stopped watching him a long time ago, long before the party. After all our years together and an endless amount of issues we’d overcome, the reason for our breakup left the most bitter of tastes in my mouth that took precedence over any residual ache of missing him. What he did, the way he acted when I needed him most, couldn’t be undone. I shook off the rest of my unease as my body began to thrum and the fire became a hell of an interesting focal point.

I grimaced a minute later because just as I dismissed him, Tyler appeared just a few feet away from me as his familiar laugh echoed through the crowd. He looked over at me for a brief moment, and I lifted my mason jar with my middle finger perfectly hooked around it, making my other fingers seem useless. He got the message as he looked away and engaged in more conversation.

At one time, I would have moved heaven and earth to keep his attention. Once upon a time, I was convinced I loved him more than I loved myself, and in all those years we were together, I was never sure he felt the same. As a woman, I’d made a lot of promises to myself: give up the 4 A.M. honey buns and take better care of my body, become more organized, and take more chances. But as I sat in front of that fire, I swore to myself then and there that I would never get that caught up in a man again unless I was positive he felt the same. I would not waste another year of my life on a man that wasn’t as twisted for me.

I downed more of my moonshine as I belted out the ironic lyrics with Miranda and not so subtly caught the attention of everyone within a few feet of me, including Rowdy, who narrowed his eyes on my half-empty—and stolen—mason jar of his hooch. At the reaction of those around me, I laughed so hard I fell off my tree stump and let the buzz take me. I remained where I landed on the grass with the full moon now high above, enjoying the feel of the cool grass against my burning face. I made a wish for Kenna on the golden globe above me. I might have made a wish for myself as well.

Rowdy picked me up sometime later without a word of scorn. He knew me, and knew I didn’t do drunk often, so I was sure he would let this one slide. As he carried me in a fireman’s grip over his shoulder, I began to question him. “Rowdy?”

“Yes, lush?”

“Do you think Tyler really loved me?”

Rowdy pulled open the sliding glass door at the back of his house and carried me through as the noise of the party vanished when he closed it behind us. “I think he did in the only way he knew how and always will. Some men just don’t know how to do it right,” he replied softly.

I wondered briefly if he was talking about himself before the dizziness set in. “You think some men do?”

“Definitely.”

The whole situation was screwed up. It used to be the four of us: Kurt, Tyler, Rowdy, and me. It used to be so simple—a given. With the permanent distance between Tyler and me and Kurt gone, it felt like the loss of the home I’d known for almost half my life.

“Rowdy?”

“Yeah,” he answered again as he deposited me on his couch and pulled a throw blanket over me.

“I miss Kurt.”

“Me too,” he said in a low voice, “every day.”

Before I had a chance to ask another question, the lights went out.
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My motto was always to keep swinging. 

Whether I was in a slump or feeling badly or having trouble off the field, 

the only thing to do was keep swinging. 

- Hank Aaron
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NOVEMBER 5TH

“Champagne?” A dainty waitress asked as I walked through the double doors of the ballroom.

“Beer,” I countered with a forced grin. I saw her eyes drift to my lips as she matched my smile.

“They’re serving local draft at the bar. I can grab one for you.”

“I’ve got it, thank you.”

I headed toward the bar and waited in line as I took in my surroundings. Alice had done it big and rented the ballroom at one of the swankier hotels in downtown Charleston. White roses infused the large space and the sweet smell wafted through the air. The place was classed out in crystal chandeliers that provided dimmed light through the room. It was completely romantic.

Fuck.

Scanning the space, I saw Alice’s and Rafe’s hands clasped as they spoke to some friends from my bar.

“What can I get for you?” the bartender asked as he scanned me a little too closely for my taste. I already felt uncomfortable in my tie and gripped it to loosen it up a bit as I looked at the draft tips. It was all lined with the brews I’d crafted, and I barely held in the pride-filled grin that came along with knowing Alice had thrown me a bone.

“I’ll take the stout,” I said as I pulled out my wallet and tipped him without another glance in his direction.

“Delicious,” I whispered as I took a hearty sip.

“I agree,” the bartender whispered as he retreated when I gave him a pointed, ‘never going to happen’ look. It seemed I’d cleaned up pretty well, and though I was flattered with the stares that came my way, I wasn’t in the mood to reciprocate. It had taken me hours to scrape my sorry ass of the couch and shower. I’d even skipped a shave. Since Kristina left, I hadn’t even managed the obligatory rebound fuck that every man deserves when he gets his heart obliterated. I might have cleaned up enough to pass for the party, but my insides were still covered in dirt. As happy as I was for my best friend and his future marriage to a woman who adored him, I was still soured from the last pathetic attempt for a shot of my own. I’d given it all I had with that woman and she’d all but ruined me with her goodbye. In all honesty, I’d done it to myself. Regardless, it was still fucking painful.

As I watched Alice and Rafe take the dance floor, I couldn’t help the rip of jealousy that shot through my chest. Women like Kristina didn’t come along often, and though I knew it had never really been right with her, it hadn’t stopped me from wanting her in any capacity.

It’s over, Pracht, hang it up.

In truth, it had never really started. I’d fallen for a woman who in no way led me on in any way, shape, or form until she did. But, by then, it was way too late. I’d loved her, and she’d fallen for my best friend, Rafe, but insisted she loved me as well.

Pure. Fucking. Torture.

Months ago, I’d stared at her beautiful face and said two words that finalized it all instead of the three I’d desperately wanted to say instead.

“I love you, Andy, but—”

“Don’t finish that statement.”

“I owe it to you to tell you as much.”

“Just don’t,” I begged as I looked into her tear-filled eyes.

“What can I say?” she asked as she threw her purse into the passenger seat and cranked the AC up so her five-year-old son, Dillon, was comfortable in the back while he slept. I looked back at him as the lump in my throat grew unbearable. I’d watched him grow, given him his first ball glove, and helped teach him to ride his bike after I put the training wheels on. I’d even been there the first time he tied his own shoes. Dillon had taken me to show and tell one day, declaring me his hero due to me being a catcher in the minor leagues. He’d thought the world of me, and together with his mother, they had become my world. But they never belonged to me because her heart belonged to my best friend.

She was leaving.

After years together, long talks, late nights in the bar, a friendship I cherished, and month after month of aching for her to return my affection, she’d decided I wasn’t enough.

“I’ll always love you,” she said as she looked down at the ground between us. “Can I ask you for something?”

Razors scraped my chest from the inside and threatened to break the surface.

“Anything, you know that.”

“Will you kiss me?”

I took a step back and shook my head. “Anything but that.”

“I deserve to know what I’m missing. Please, Andy. I feel like this is the biggest mistake I’ll ever make, but you deserve more. I know that, and I won’t be that selfish. Whoever she is, whoever she turns out to be, she deserves you. I don’t. I know that. Please, Andy, kiss me.”

“Don’t fucking ask this of me.”

“I have to know,” she inched closer. I refused to look at her because if I did, I would lose my shit.

“I can’t,” I said as I shoved my hands in the pockets of my jeans.

“Then I will.” Before I had a chance to react, she gripped my hair, and I felt the soft pressure of her lips on mine. It was a taste of everything I’d wanted for years, and I couldn’t deny myself. I pushed her gently against her car and furiously gripped her shoulders as I pulled away.

“What the fuck are you trying to do to me?” Solid tears dripped down her cheeks as she watched me with regret. One look into her eyes and I was toast. I slipped my hands into her hair and pulled her mouth an inch from mine.

“Kiss me goodbye, please, Andy. I have to know.”

She barely got the last word out before I crushed my mouth against hers. It was a mere second before my tongue filled her mouth and I tasted her thoroughly. All my frustration, every bit of feeling I had, every minute of need went into that kiss. It was anger, desperation, and goodbye. She moaned as our tongues tasted and savored. I have no idea how long it lasted, but I do know I gave her a piece of me with that kiss. She took it, and I was sure I would never get it back. When our kiss turned tender, our lips slowly separated. With eyes locked, her tears multiplied.

“I’m a fool,” she said as she rubbed her thumbs along my jaw. “Please don’t hate me.”

“Never,” I promised as I pulled my face away from her touch and released my hold. “Go.”

“Andy—”

“Jesus, Kristina, just go!”

“Okay,” she sobbed as she made her way into her car. I took one last look at her. That kiss had done nothing to change her mind, and it was the last straw for me. I made my way into the bar and refused to look back.

That piece of me now lived somewhere in Atlanta. She was gone, I was here, and a small part of me hated her for the new restlessness I felt in my surroundings. I’d wanted to quit ball. I’d wanted to plant my roots. I’d wanted to be grounded. But the minute she left, I’d wanted to set those fucking plans on fire. I’d almost walked back into my former manager’s office and asked him to forget about my sudden exit from minor ball with months left to play, one he’d discouraged me from profusely. It was way too late now. The season had ended, and I was no longer in the league. The itch was there, and I’d had no way to scratch it. I’d made my bed, and I was going to lay in it until it became comfortable. Well, that was my stance before I got the call last week.

I gripped my tie again, loosening it enough to get some more air. I downed my beer as I watched Rafe study his future wife with a soft look as he cradled her. The world around him didn’t mean shit and it was obvious. He had tunnel vision, and it showed everywhere on him.

“Fuck,” I muttered again as I lost the battle with the noose around my neck.

I walked up to the bar and threw a hundred down. “Something strong.”

“How would you like that, sir?”

“In a bottle.”

The bartender obliged by placing a bottle of Johnny Walker between us, and I looked over at him with a nod of appreciation.

An hour later, I was fidgeting with the label, ignoring the people at my table. I was comfortably numb and had managed to dent the bottle. I couldn’t do a fucking thing about my situation. Time was my enemy, and I was becoming more pissed off as it ticked by and the ache in my chest remained.

I fell in love with the idea of Kristina. I knew her enough to fall in love with her, but as I thought of all our time together, I knew it was a future with her I wanted the most. I’d never been the type of man to want anything less than a forever woman. The most attractive thing a woman possessed, to me, was a good heart and a healthy dose of confidence. Looks mattered, they mattered a fuck load, but there wasn’t a woman out there with the perfect set of tits, ass and face to match that could take the place of a good heart. There were plenty of those women as well, and I knew it, but none appealed to me the way Kristina had.

Fast women didn’t appeal to me in the least. Recreational fucking was for rookies who needed to focus on ball without emotional entanglements. I’d turned that page years ago and had yet to have the fulfillment of both and the quest for that had landed me in a whole new level of hell. Still, I’d had no shortage of attempts. Finding the right woman was as precious to me as the game I’d dedicated my life to.

I drank down some of the bitterness I felt toward both and let the whiskey numb me.

“You look so handsome,” Alice said as she wrapped her arms around my neck from behind me and squeezed me in greeting.

I looked up and took her in. She looked beautiful, and I told her as much. “You look gorgeous, doll.” She was wearing a silky white slip of a dress, and I couldn’t help but hate Rafe a little more. Alice had that type of heart I craved and confidence in spades.

“Thank you,” she murmured as she took the vacant seat next to me. “April hasn’t shown up yet? You haven’t seen her?”

“Wasn’t looking,” I replied with indifference. Alice frowned and I cursed my inner bastard. “Not yet, doll. I’m sure she’ll be here soon.”

“I’m worried about you,” she noted as she looked into my eyes, refusing to let me look away. Alice had come into our lives only months ago but was nothing short of family. Along with Rafe, I was instantly smitten. She’d been pretty close to Kristina, and as much as it was killing me to ask about her, I didn’t. I wasn’t ready.

“No need to worry ’bout me, doll,” I said as I took a large swallow of the whiskey and capped the bottle. She took it from my hand, uncapped it, and took a curious sip. I saw her eyes light up then water from the burn and couldn’t help my chuckle as she capped it and set on the table before pushing it away from the both of us. Alice was always one to jump in with both feet when she was curious. It’s what I loved most about her.

“No more of that, Andy, okay?” Her wide brown eyes told me she still felt the burn in her throat.

“Promise.”

She studied me closely as I grabbed the bottle and peeled some more of the label back. “What can I do, Andy?”

God, I loved her. Rafe was such a lucky son of a bitch.

“Nothing, doll, I’ll be fine.”

“Things aren’t the same in Denver without you.”

I sighed as I gave her the full attention she deserved. “Things pretty much suck here with you two gone.”

We sat there, the air around us growing as thick as the gray cloud above my head. This was her day, and I was ruining her mood.

“Do you want to talk about it?”

“Fuck that. This is a party. Let’s make the most of it. I’ll come up next weekend.”

Alice’s eyes lit up as she smiled at me. “Promise?”

“Fuckin’ A.” I grabbed her hand to lead her to dance when a tall blonde approached the table.

“Sorry, sorry, God, Alice, I’m so sorry. I got caught up on a call five seconds before I was set to clock out and landed in a shit storm.”

“You’re here,” Alice exclaimed as she threw her arms around who I assumed was the missing April. I barely glanced her way as I pulled the bottle back my direction. Alice stopped it with her hand without looking my way as she scorned me. “You promised.”

I opted to go get a beer instead and stood to excuse myself.

“Not so fast,” Alice said as she gripped my hand. “Best man, Andy,” she boasted as she turned me in the direction of them both, “maid of honor, April.” Despite my attempt to flee, I put on my gentlemen’s hat and looked right at her.

My dick twitched a bit in salutation thanks to the whiskey.

She smiled, and I couldn’t help the recognition that I was staring at someone beautiful.

“Best man, Andy.” She held out her hand. Though I thought it a little weird she wanted to be so formal, I moved to take it until she maneuvered it around my waist and put us ridiculously close, almost chest to chest. I reared my head back until I saw the twinkle of mischief in her hazel eyes as she pulled the bottle of whiskey from behind my back and uncapped it. “You mind sharing? I need a little taste for a quick attitude adjustment.” She pulled the bottle up and raised it in a toast. “If you love a southern woman, raise your glass. If you don’t, raise your standards.” She winked before she took a hearty sip. It was the first time I’d smiled all night.

“You two are hopeless,” Alice said grudgingly as she rolled her eyes. “Anyway, I’m glad you two finally met. I’m going to find my groom. Be nice, you two. You’re stuck together for the duration of my marriage and then some, which is likely...forever.”

“Aye aye, capin’,’” April said with a deep southern drawl. It was distinct and severely sexy.

We both just stood there. I was unsure of her next move, and though my throat was going dry, and I wanted a fresh beer, I knew it was important to Alice that we got along. Excusing myself to ignore her so quickly would be a bit much.

April said nothing as she scoured me in my suit, and I had to admit I was checking her out as well. She had on fuck me heels that led up to long, shapely legs and a thigh-high slit in her black skirt. She was a little thick around the middle, and the curve of her hips in that dress made my mouth go a little drier. Her heaving chest was on tasteful display and gave me a nice eyeful of flawless, rounded porcelain skin. She was tall, but I still had her by over half a foot. My eyes drifted up to her elegant throat that was surrounded by a dusting of black curls that lightened up to a halo of blond hair. I found the coloring odd, but on her, it worked and fucking well. Her eyes were green and gold, and her lashes were long and dark. My dick jumped again in praise as I studied her snub and slightly freckled nose and pouty, pink glossed lips. My mind told me I didn’t give a damn how beautiful she was but my body argued otherwise.

“So, best man, are you enjoying yourself?”

“I don’t know about best man. How about you call me Andy?”

“K,” she said in that same thick accent. I grinned at the way she turned a single letter into a declaration of southern breeding.

“That’s a hell of an accent you’ve got,” I noted as I scanned her again and pulled the bottle from her grasp. “I don’t mind sharing, but I’m pretty sure Alice doesn’t want her wedding party passed out before we make our toasts.”

“I could drink a gallon and apply two coats of lipstick blindfolded, but it’s your bottle, baby.” I chuckled as she moved toward me and gripped my tie. I studied her lips that were making one hell of an impression on my cock. “You are a bit crooked, best man Andy,” she said as she straightened my tie.

“I thought we agreed to just Andy,” I corrected, tempted to go in then and there and suck the gloss off. Clearly, I’d drank too much already.

“You look like the best man here to me,” she said as she gave the room a once over and her eyes landed back on mine. I bit my bottom lip as I watched her carefully. I was pretty sure she was sizing me up for a little more than a dance later.

“Trust me, I’m not,” I said as I pulled away from her grip and shut her down without a second thought. She’d be the perfect revenge fuck, and I’d just dismissed her completely. She looked a little stunned at my bite but shrugged indifferently, and it made me second-guess my assumption. I excused myself and spent the rest of the night avoiding her, but every so often, my eyes wandered over to where she stood or sat. She was fucking beautiful and available, and I slowly became disgusted that I was too much of a pussy to man up and do anything about that particular itch. It had been too long since I felt the warmth of a woman.

If she was fast, even better. It meant sex with no collateral damage. But there was no way to know because the next thing I knew I’d given my mildly sober obligatory toast and woke up face down on my couch with the worst hangover of my life.
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My eyes had scoured the party for signs of Andy throughout the night. His brush off had stung, but I felt his eyes on me several times over the course of the last few hours. It felt good when our eyes connected, but finding him in the severely crowded ballroom had become more difficult. As I watched the level of his bottle dwindle down, I got a little worried. Alice rushed over to me about ten minutes after I noticed him disappear.

“I can’t find Andy. I think he may be too far gone.” Alice’s worry was clear in her features. I hadn’t known her long, but she was hilarious and had a streak of loyalty in her that I adored. We became fast friends because Alice wouldn’t have it any other way. She’d been there for me when Kurt died, and I’d done my April best to return the favor when she went through a rough patch when her then boyfriend now fiancé had left for the majors. And because I was her only real friend in Charleston, she asked me to be her maid of honor. Our friendship had only grown since then, and her excitement for her relationship and future wedding was infectious. Even after my shitty breakup, she had me daydreaming a bit of my own future. So when I took a good first look at Andy, I might have been a bit overzealous with my greeting. But, in my defense, the man was beautiful and my libido had been choking on a bit of dust.

“I’ll find him,” I assured her as I too became more anxious. It was obvious in his demeanor he was here to support the bride and groom but his heart wasn’t in it. His smile was a bit off and the amount of sadness that surrounded him was unmistakable.

I searched the lobby, and when I came up empty, I began frantically looking for him in the hotel garage. Ten minutes later and another failed attempt through the ballroom, I began to panic a little. I said a silent prayer that he hadn’t been foolish enough to get behind the wheel.

After minutes more of searching, I finally found him in an open parking lot next to a set of double doors in the back of the hotel. He was cursing under his breath and seemed to be doing it at his pants. Andy was moving from side to side and doing an amazing impression of Yosemite Sam as he barked out short half words. “Muthe . . . fu . . . you . . . serious . . . jes . . . really?” All he needed was some spurred boots, a gun holster, and a ten-gallon-hat.

I barked out a laugh at the thought.

I realized as I watched him that he was struggling with something in his pocket. His head shot up when he heard me laugh, and I had to hold my breath when he gave me a broad, thought-stealing grin. We locked eyes for several seconds as I again took him in under the bright light of the hotel.

“You’re beautifphul.”

The burst in my chest was instant. “You think I’m beautiful?”

“I do,” he drawled out, “and that’s the drunken truth.”

I didn’t know if I should be offended or not. “The drunken truth?” I questioned

“People don’t lie much when they drink.”

I crossed my arms in a call of bullshit. “Honey, I find people lie when they blink.”

He shook his head as I stated my protest. “Jus her me out.”

“Kind of hard when you sound like Buckwheat.”

“Who’s Buckwheat?”

“Seriously, you’re telling me you don’t know who Buckwheat is?”

“’Fraid I don’t.”

“Not even the Eddie Murphy Saturday Night Live version? Oh, that’s the best!”

He was still struggling with his pants as he answered. He looked so hot—even a drunken mess—as he cursed his pants. He had hair that could only be described as beautiful. It was cropped close to his head on the sides, the top was ridiculously thick, and a mix of strawberry and blond that was cropped off just where I was sure it would start to curl. His eyes were large, deep blue, and outlined with long blond lashes. I couldn’t see them as clearly now, but they had made an impression inside the ballroom. It was a contrast I wasn’t used to but loved. He had a wide nose but it fit his perfectly rugged face. He had a dusting of a deep red beard that was trimmed close to his square chin and outlined his full bottom lip. His top lip was a bit thinner but no less alluring. His shoulders were broad and were showcased by the black tuxedo jacket he was wearing. I knew beneath that shirt lay a wall of muscle that led down to a slim waist. The man may be a retired ballplayer, but his body was still in its prime.

“Haven’t had the pleasure,” he mumbled as he once again turned his attention to his pants. I had to think hard before I could recall what we’d been discussing. I didn’t come across too many Andrew Prachts on a day to day basis.

“Well, if you had an afro and your best friend’s name was Spanky, you and Buckwheat could be twins.”

He briefly stopped the struggle with his pants, gave me a puzzled look, and then went back to work.

“You don’t know who The Little Rascals are, really? That is tragic,” I said, taking a step closer.

Though the man I was staring at was nothing but eye candy, I couldn’t help but press my lips together to keep from laughing at his display. “Andy, can I ask what you are doing?”

“Got ’em!” I heard nothing but the sound of cloth tearing as he ripped his pants and pulled his keys free. His pants were shredded from the pocket to the seam in the middle. We both stood there in a mild state of shock, me mostly staring at what hung between his thighs. Tonight, Andy had gone commando, and I was suddenly feeling a bit patriotic.

Nervous laughter burst from me as he quickly covered an eye full of his junk on full display. His pants were useless, but somehow he managed to maneuver them back in place then gave me a shit-eating grin.

I shook my head. “Yeah, you aren’t driving.”

“I’m flattered you want to take me home, beautifphul, but”—he clutched both hands over his heart—“I’m spoken for.”

Ignoring his liquor-induced ego, I narrowed my eyes. “Sweetheart, you’re piss drunk, and I know about six cops within a two-mile radius. Don’t push me.”

“Ohhh, feisty," he slurred as he went to place his hand on the commercial sized AC unit that stood next to him, missing it completely and falling on his face in a nearby bush.

“Oh shit,” I muttered as I helped retrieve him from the thick brush. He shot straight up quicker than shit, and I jumped back in surprise as he deadpanned, “That didn’t happen.”

I howled with laughter as Andy brushed himself off and again attended to his pants.

“You about done here?”

“I’m fine, you go ahead. I wasn’t going to drive. Rafe’s taking me home.”

“Oh yeah? Where is he?”

“Inside.”

I narrowed my eyes. “I smell bullshit.”

Andy pulled a pack of cigarettes from the pocket of his jacket. “I had one cigarette, m’kay? I’m not fucking proud of it. I quit ten years ago.”

All I could do was smile. The man was defensive, happy, confused, and pissy. He was clearly on his drunken man-period.

“Beautifphul...I’m flattered you want to take me home, but I’m done with beautifphul womenz, and I can’t see you ever being ugly so go on, get out of here.” He was smiling sweetly as he shooed me away. I was way too entertained to be offended.

Andy was the drunkest conscious man I’d ever seen.

I pulled out my phone to text Alice when Andy screamed, “Wait!”

“I’m standing right here, Andy,” I said with a smile as he looked straight through me until his eyes finally focused.

“You know my name?” He looked a little confused as his brows drew together.

“Jesus,” I muttered. “Andy, we met two hours—”

“I’m kidding,” he said as he made me jump when he remembered my name with a shout. “April! Come here.” He waved me over to him as if I was a shy pet, and I walked over slowly, unsure of what was next. I was thoroughly amused but he really needed coffee, some greasy food, but more than that, a place to pass out. As soon as I was close, he gripped my hand and pulled me flush to him.

“Hear that?”

I listened intently as I let myself take in his scent and his strong arms. I studied the tiny sweat covered tendrils of hair that graced his neck, the strong line of his scruffy jaw, and the perfect stretch of his lips just above his chin.

“My momma,” he said thickly before he swallowed, “my momma used to sing this song to me. Dance wisme, beautiphul.”

He began to move, and I was sure we were both about to go down in flames, but Andy surprised me when he suddenly regained control of his moments.

He held me tight and leaned in as he softly sang the words, “Trust in me, in all you do. Hafeee the faith I have in you. And love will see us through, if you trust in me.”

I smiled as I recalled the song. “Etta James.”

I felt his nod as he gripped me tighter. “My mother loved her,” he said softly. “It’s all she played at home.” He pulled back to look at me with honest eyes full of pain. “Shewuz the most beautiphul woman ever.” He resumed our snail sway of the hips as he spoke, and the anguish of his loss seeped out of him with every word. “Even when she got...sick, even in her death, nothing could take that away. She had a big heart and gave it to eryone around her without prejdice.”

Andy’s slurs remained as word by word he broke a piece of me. He gripped me tighter to him as the knot in my throat started to choke me, and I held him back just as hard. I could feel the brokenness in him. The heartache was palpable. He gently swept my hair away from my back in rhythm with every sway of his hips as I melted further into him. My heart pounded as his fingers grazed the exposed skin that my dress didn’t cover. It was a chilly night, but I felt anything but in the warmth of his arms.

“You know you can’t ever recover from your momma dying. People say it’s a part of life but they never tell you it will largely ruin it. I mean, your momma is who you want to make proud, who you want to make babies for. You want her around. I think most people don’t know how big of a blow it is until they sperince it for themselves.”

A single tear trailed down my cheek.

Andy sighed deep and our bodies inched impossibly closer as he said, “I was playing ball when she died.”

“Jesus, help me,” I mouthed in prayer.

“I shouldhalf been there, ya know. Nothing is more important. Not fucking ball, that’s for sure, and that’s when I started to resent it. So, I gave it up and tried to start a family. Live for something else, someone else. I had it so good when I was young. I think I was trying to recreate that...and she left, ya know? She left me with an empty house...she just left me...empty.” He leaned back again and took a good look at me. “You ever been so lost you didn’t want to be found?”

I nodded because I wasn’t sure what the right words were. The man was melting down in front of me. Another tear made its way down my cheek as I tried to think of anything I could say to ease his suffering. When he saw the tear trailing down my cheek, he paused our dance, leaned in, and pulled it away with his lips. My breath hitched as his own breath, a mix of whiskey with a hint of nicotine, tickled my lips. His deep blue gaze roamed my face, and with a gentle hand, he slid his fingers up my back and cradled my head. With our eyes locked, Andy closed the distance and slowly and gently pressed his lips to mine. I heard the whimper that escaped me as I kissed him back without hesitation. I began to tingle from head to toe as his smell invaded my nose, and I embedded the feel of Andrew Pracht’s kiss into my memory. All the air left my body as he pulled away far too soon and resumed our pace as if nothing happened.

We danced a little more before he spoke again. I was too afraid to talk and let my emotion show. He had me completely weak. I was at his mercy. “You have a big heart, beautiful?”

Still reeling from his lips on mine, I answered honestly. “I hope so.”

He looked down at me as pools of blue swept me away. “You want to give it to me?”

Andy gauged my reaction, which I was sure registered shock, and chuckled ironically before he resumed our dance with a whisper in my ear. “It’s never that easy, is it?”

“I’m pretty sure I don’t know right now.” Everything in me wanted to pull him closer to ease his suffering. I wanted to climb into his chest and live there because I was sure for the first time in my life, I’d met a one-of-a-kind man.

“I’m such an idiot. She never wanted me. I was in love with love, I think. No way she was as good as I thought in my head. Love should come natural on both ends. If you have to force it, it was never there.” With a deep breath and a sigh, he repeated the same words in defeat. “It was never there.”

I pulled away and gripped his shoulders. “Andy? Please let me take you home.”

He was belligerent and gave me a sloppy nod. I quickly texted Alice before the rest of the empty bottle caught up with him.

April: 911! I’m taking Andy home. He’s wasted. We’re in the side parking lot next to the back entrance. Please have Rafe meet me outside to grab his keys so we can get him home.

Alice: Rafe’s circling the lot. He’ll take him.

Andy dry heaved just as Rafe pulled up with a shit-eating grin on his face. He looked over at Andy, who hadn’t managed to get the poison out. “What did you do, man, fuck the turkey?”

Andy perked up from my hold on him. “Took a stroll with Walker.”

“Ouch, get in.”

I stepped in, knowing that Rafe deserved his night’s happiness, and that when he realized the shape Andy was truly in, he might not make it back to the party.

“Rafe, if you’ll park it and follow me in his”—I clicked Andy’s key fob and the lights blink on a large F350 a few parking spots away—“truck, I’ll take you back to the party.”

“On it.”

Rafe parked and grabbed his keys from my hand. “You sure you’re up for this?” he asked with concern.

Andy turned to me with glassy eyes. “You up for me, beautiphul?”

I smiled and nodded as Andy gripped my hip, and Rafe and I walked him to my minivan. Once we had him inside and I took the driver’s seat, Andy scoured the van, saw the seats in the back, and then turned to me. “How many kids do you have?”

“Nine.”

“That’s a team,” he said with a grin before he looked at me pointedly. “You’re obviously fond of sperm.”

I let out a howl of laughter as I turned to him and kept the truth at bay. I was not a fan of sperm in the least. In fact, sperm was my number one enemy, and the arsenal I kept in my purse to protect myself ‘just in case’ was more than proof. The way I saw it, the greatest gesture a man could do for me at the moment would be to get a vasectomy.

“You’re quite the charmer, Andrew Pracht.”

“I dew mise best.”

“Keep it up and you’ll have your own team in no time,” I piped sarcastically.

“Where’s your husband?” He looked around as if a man would magically appear. I sighed as the thought of how quickly one could disappear crossed my mind.

“I’ve never been married.” He looked at me with drawn brows. I was having too much fun at his expense to correct him.

“That’s terrible!” Andy looked at the four-pack of toddler seats and then back at me with concerned etched all over his face. “Who helps you with them?”

I answered honestly. “My sisters.”

“That’s great,” Andy said with a head bob. “Really, that’s what family should do.”

“I agree. Family is everything. Where do you live?”

“Off of Riverland on Johns.”

“Okay.”

I began the drive from downtown to Johns Island as Andy studied his pants. “Two-thousand-dollar suit.”

“You wore it well.”

He turned to me as a streetlight lit his face. “I did, huh?”

I grinned over at him. “You want a compliment?”

“Fuckin’ A.”

I pressed my lips together to keep from smiling or laughing or both. “You were the best looking man in that room.”

I looked over to gauge his reaction and saw him eye my exposed neck. “And you are sophukin sexy.”

I laughed because there was nothing sexy about his words.

We both sat quietly as I continued to drive, and I assumed he passed out until he spoke up. “You really are beautiful.”

I turned to find him staring at me. It was the first time he said the word clearly and my heart kicked up a notch. His demeanor had changed once again, and I could see the longing in his face, but I wasn’t sure it was me he was longing for. But, the moment I wished for it, he voiced his own.

“I wish I would have met you sooner. Before—” he scrubbed his hands down his face “—it doesn’t fucking matter.”

“My nine kids don’t scare you?” I said in jest as I kept my eyes on him longer than I should while driving.

His face became highly animated as if that idea was insulting. “Fuck no. The only thing that scares me are missed opportunities, and I’m pretty sure I just conquered that fear. I’m pretty sure I’ll be letting plenty of them pass me by now.”

I frowned at the thought. “That’s sad.”

“No, baby, that’s survival.”

I whispered the only thing I could think of as I kept my eyes on the road. “I’m sorry.”

“No, I am.”

Andy rolled down his window and stared at the calm water as we crossed the bridge onto Johns Island. The moon was half lit and reflected a majority of the marsh and neighboring harbor. Rafe’s headlights beamed behind us as I turned down Riverland Road, thankful for the comfort of them. I didn’t want Rafe driving Andy home because I was sure Andy needed someone to talk to, and I wasn’t sure Rafe was the right person at the moment. Rafe was in a completely different state of mind, and Andy had just torn my heart out with his confessions. Everyone deserved to be heard, especially when in that kind of pain, but when you were that drunk, things could always take an ugly turn. And although Alice had repeatedly told me Andy was the greatest of men, I barely knew him and felt safer with Rafe close by.

Feeling the tension in the air from lack of conversation, I spoke up with a horrible line of bullshit encouragement. “Thinks will look up. They always do.”

Andy gave a sharp nod. “I’m going back to ball.”

“You are?” His confession shocked me. Alice had told me when she had tried to set us up months ago that he’d been satisfied with his bar and had voluntarily left the team.

“Yeah, I’m going back. I’m going to coach,” he said on a sigh. “I got lucky. Offers like that don’t come around often.”

“You don’t sound really happy about it,” I noted as I glanced his way.

“Ball is my life—always has been. I’ll still have the bar when I get back during off-season.”

“That’s amazing, Andy. I’m happy for you.” Andy turned to me then reached over attentively and ran his fingers through my hair. I let out a long breath as everything in my posture encouraged him to do whatever he wanted. His scent, the rawness in his voice, his earlier confessions, and that kiss had all made me weak.

“I want to touch you.”

Rafe flashed his right blinker just as I was about to pass a mailbox. I took his signal and turned right onto a long gravel driveway covered in low hanging oak trees adorned with Spanish moss. At the end sat an expansive and brightly lit two-story country house. It was beautiful. Twin white labs hopped to attention on the porch as Andy looked over at me, his comment still lingering in the air between us.

“I want to touch you, but I can’t.” There was nothing that I wanted more at that moment. I wanted to feel him anywhere, everywhere. I was just as intoxicated as him but in a completely different way. I sat still as he slid his hand down my arm, causing an explosion of sensation and leaving a trail of goosebumps in his wake. Whether he could read the welcome in my eyes or not, I wanted the man, drunk and desperate, even if it was wrong, I would take him any way he needed me. Way too soon, Andy pulled his hand away and gripped his chest. “A woman with a heart big enough to hold all those children,” he said as he glanced at the back seat and then to me, “that...that’s what makes you beautiful.”

I swallowed my desperation and resigned myself to the fact that he didn’t belong to me, he didn’t even know me, but somehow, in just our stolen hour together, I felt I knew so much of him. “I have a feeling about you, Andy. I know things are about to get a lot better.”

He looked me over as if he were about to argue and then shook his head. “Only a woman could make a man this weak.” Again, I nodded with more agreement than he could imagine. Love hurt. Right or wrong, it hurt.

Our eyes locked briefly before he pointed an accusing finger at me. “Promise me something.”

“Sure,” I said as Rafe opened his passenger door, sporting the same grin at Andy’s cost.

Andy leaned over his seat and brushed his lips against my cheek before he whispered, “Give that big heart to a man who deserves it, okay? Make him earn it, make him earn you.” He pulled back with a serious face I couldn’t look away from.

My tongue was full of lead as I watched Rafe hoist him up and drape his arm around his neck. Andy kept his eyes on mine, waiting for a reply. “I promise.”

He looked back at me and smiled, stealing the rest of my breath. “Fuckin’ A. Bye, beautiful,” he said as Rafe gripped him by the shoulder and pulled him away from the van. He hesitated slightly before his half-lit profile and blue eyes covered me in his stare again. “Remember you promised.”

He spoke to me like he would never see me again, and I couldn’t help but to giggle at the fact we would be arm in arm in a matter of months, not to mention several more preliminary functions before Rafe and Alice wed.

I watched Rafe drag Andy up his porch steps and into his house. When Rafe came out a few minutes later, he approached the van with a smile. I had to admit, Rafe was gorgeous. I was happy for Alice and her find.

Rafe filled two large dog bowls with the water hose out front as he addressed me with a grin. “He’s out cold. Did you do that to his pants? Because, really, there are easier ways to get in there than tearing at them like a velociraptor.”

I rolled my eyes with a sigh. Rafe and I got along well, mostly in the sense that we were a bit tit for tat. He loved to hear me go all “southern ghetto” when I got worked up. He, along with a number of other people in my life, thought my accent was hilarious.

“You think he’ll be okay?”

“Yeah, he’s going back to ball. Did he tell you?”

“Yeah, said he’s going to coach.” I could hear the disappointment in my voice, and Rafe caught it.

He smiled with his statement as he stood, peering at me. “You like him.”

I swallowed hard. “I just met him, Rafe, and he’s drunker than Cooter Brown.”

“Who’s Cooter Brown?” he asked as he turned off the spigot and threw the hose down.

“It’s an expression.”

“We grew up in the same city, Ape. I’ve never heard it. That must be some sort of camo people slang.”

I gave him the finger as he tilted his head back with a loud bark. The first time I met Rafe, I told him I loved to hunt and fish with my daddy and he gave me hell for it.

“What’s the matter, Rafe? Are you afraid I may have more balls than you?”

“I certainly hope not if I’m going to put a good word in for you with Andy.”

“Don’t do that,” I pleaded. “Don’t.”

Rafe gave me a sideways glance. I quickly tried to end the conversation about Andy. “Let’s get you back to your party. I’m sorry you had to leave.”

He looked back at the house as he brushed his hands to get some grass off. “You know he’ll be in Georgia. It’s not that far away.”

I swallowed again. I must have had an “I just fell for Andrew Pracht” neon sign on my forehead because he would not drop it. “Good for him.”

“April, if you want to lick Andy, I can make that happen.” Rafe crossed his arms in challenge.

“Get in the van!” I snapped as I put it in reverse and started to back out.

“Aww, honey, at least give him a little more time to see you in a dress before you smear grease on your face and go kill your dinner!”

“Eat shit, Rafe,” I smarted off as he belted out another laugh and took up the whole of the passenger side. I knew he was anxious to get back to Alice, but I could see his concern for Andy as he looked back at the house. As if he was trying to shake off bad thoughts, he turned to me as he pulled his seatbelt on.

“Drive safe, would you? And if by some chance we hit a deer, for God’s sake, don’t strap it to your roof and parade it around town. Let’s keep it classy.”
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3AM - ONE WEEK LATER…

“Charleston 911, what’s the address to your emergency?”

“773 Palm Tree Way. There are people in my house!”

With a level voice, I asked, “Are you in the house now?”

“YES! YES! They came out of the refrigerator.”

I flinched as I leaned in closer to the screen as if it would somehow make sense of what I’d just heard.

“I’m sorry, ma’am, can you repeat that?”

“Midgets came out of the refrigerator! They’re wearing camouflage.”

I bit my lower lip as I swallowed the laughter attempting to bubble up.

“Okay, just to make sure, you’re saying that little people came out of your refrigerator dressed in camouflage?”

“YES! SEND SOMEONE NOW!”

“I’ll send an officer right now, ma’am. Can you tell me what they’re doing?”

“Hanging curtains.” I clicked off as I belted out a laugh. Michelle at the desk next to me clicked on to listen as I entered the notes onto the command screen. I tapped my pedal to cue up the badge in the area, who just so happened to be Rowdy.

“Delta 156, please be advised we have a B&E in progress at 773 Palm Tree Way. The caller has advised the suspects entered through the refrigerator and have been identified as little people wearing camouflage. The suspects seem to be unarmed and are currently hanging curtains.”

Michelle exploded as I held my tongue, listening while the woman frantically asked for help. This was her reality, drug induced or not, and I could not for any reason let my voice change an octave higher or lower. I waited patiently for Rowdy’s response.

I heard him cue up and the obvious ‘you have got to be shitting me’ in his “Tennnn-four.”

I clicked off to back and forth with Michelle while the woman went on and on a as man shouted in the background. “They’re everywhere!”

I knew it had to be a hallucination induced call but had to keep cool when I realized they seemed to be having the same one. “What are the odds they really are seeing the same thing?”

“High on bath salts?” Michelle said as she shook her head. “Got to be.”

I clicked back on, concerned for Rowdy. “Ma’am, can I have your name?”

“Christine Stanley,” she said in a paranoid whisper. I typed her name in the NCIC and a list of priors popped up, mostly petty theft and simple possession.

“Who else lives there?”

“My husband, Howard.” I typed in his name and his record was much the same.

“Please don’t let them have reproduced,” Michelle said beside me. “The world can’t handle their offspring.”

“Are there any children in the house?”

“No, we don’t have any kids.”

“Thank God,” Michelle said with evident relief.

“Is anyone armed?” I asked.

“No.”

“Are you sure you have no weapons in the house?”

“Yes,” she answered. “Please hurry.”

I spoke to her in the rehearsed low and even tone I used with all my callers. 

A few minutes later, Rowdy cued up. “Charleston, Delta 156.”

“Go ahead, 156,” I said as I typed an incident update into the command screen.

“I’m outside of the residence.”

“Ten-four, 156.”

“Mrs. Stanley, there’s a police car outside your house now. I’m going to stay on the line until the officer reaches you.”

“They’re outside,” she reported to her husband. I heard a rustle of noise and then Rowdy’s voice, but waited for a few minutes as he listened to the frantic rants of the crazed woman and her husband. When I knew Rowdy was safe, I clicked off and gave raised brows to Michelle.

“Rowdy’s going to love that one. I’ll be surprised if he can make it through that without an arrest. I think I might reward him,” she said with a wink right before she answered a call. “Tell him he can use the cuffs on me tonight.” Michelle had major affection for badge 156. Even as his best friend, I had to admit, Rowdy was a good looking man. He also looked damn good in his uniform, and Michelle was quick to let him know as much when he visited the call center to stop in and see me. Rowdy had been visiting a little more often since his party. She’d been after him in a big way since that night. I knew it had to do with Michelle but he never stayed long. It was always just enough to keep Michelle hanging on, and I knew I would have to call him out on his bullshit eventually.

Rowdy was one of the best badges in Charleston. He was an objective and fair cop. I was pretty sure he would give me hell for that call, but it was the job.

I cleared my command screen and pressed the keypad to answer the next. “Charleston 911.”

“Right there, baby, right there!” I heard a woman moan as I sat back in my seat with a grin. It must be a full moon. Everyone was fighting, screwing, or had midgets in the refrigerator.

I turned to Michelle with a smirk and mouthed “Mattress dial.”

“Charleston 911, what’s the address of your emergency?” I repeated.

“Yes...yes...yessssss. Fuck me like you hate me. Oh GOD!”

Michelle clicked on as she looked to Samantha and Lisa behind us, who were busy on calls.

Just a word of advice, when you have sex, leave the cell phone on the nightstand. You would be surprised how many times we’ve heard what goes on behind your bedroom door due to mattress dials, and yes, we rate the sex you have based on performance on the Olympic scale.

“Fuck, lower, lower, baby, lower, lower...harder!”

“Too much instruction going on,” Michelle said as she waved her hands in sync left and right as if she were an air traffic controller. “If he needs that much guidance he really should look into his form.”

Samantha clicked on after finishing her call and rolled over to my desk to look at the address. “Either they need a new mattress frame or he needs to get more vocal. He may be working it, but he’s quiet. I hate that. It’s creepy. Say something.”

Just then, the man groaned. Samantha nodded as if he’d just followed her instructions. “Better.”

I listened to the squeak and I asked the obligatory question again, knowing it was pointless. “Charleston 911, what is the address of your emergency?”

“Yes, baby, yes!” she screamed, making us all cringe.

“Lucky bitch,” Michelle whined as I gave her the eye, and she held up eight fingers. Michelle never gave a ten out of pure jealousy. She was in a dry spell. I was fair with my nine and Samantha, being the generous girl she is, held up two fives.

A few minutes later, I hung up and called back out of protocol, knowing I would get their voicemail.
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It had been a quiet night after our busiest hours from eight to midnight. Three gunshots, two more domestic violence calls, and a bar fight later, I was slightly drained, so I was surprised when my own phone lit up. I looked down in a slight panic.

It was way too late for anyone to be texting. I was relieved when I saw an auntie report from my sister Jamie. My sisters regularly texted me with updates regarding my nine nieces and nephews. It gave them someone to vent to and kept me in the loop.

Jamie: How did Rocker and Daddy raise us and not lose their damned minds? These children are insane!

The text was followed by a picture of her twin girls drawings on the refrigerator, their arms covered in the ink as well. They looked adorable in the next picture as they stood side by side next to a ruined wall. I was sure neither would get a swat from the wooden spoon for it. Jamie didn’t discipline them nearly enough in my opinion. Her husband was often out of town for his job in medical sales so she was forced to parent alone a lot of the time. I realized I’d missed the text hours ago and offered her a much needed break.

April: I’ll pick them up tomorrow and keep them at Kenna’s to spend the night. Love you.

The next text was from Alice and was recent.

Alice: I need a favor.

Me: What are you doing awake? It’s 5 A.M. in Denver.

Rafe got drafted to Denver as their pitcher mid-season last summer and has been there ever since. He’d come back for Alice only a few months after he left and took her from Charleston as his bride to be. But Charleston was home for Rafe, and Alice was determined to host everything in the city, including their wedding. Rafe’s grandmother, Dutch, and Andy still lived here as well, which meant they would forever have ties to Charleston, and I would never go too long without seeing her.

 

Alice: Rafe woke me up. ☺ Anyway, I sent a bulk of stuff for the wedding to Andy’s place. It’s too heavy for Dutch to lift and I know you are between places. Can you go check it out and make sure nothing is broken? I would ask Andy but you know men aren’t good at these things.

 

I was tired, but the minute she mentioned Andy, I perked up. I’d thought about him every day since their engagement party, and I even thought about reaching out to him but chickened out each time.

I felt a level of closeness to him after that night. Hell, if I was being honest, I’d felt a lot more. I’d spent a good amount of hours trying to go to sleep while I thought about the kiss he gave me. I was suddenly checking the clock every few minutes, looking forward to seeing him again...well, maybe a more sober version of Andy.

It was my long week to work and I had another twelve-hour shift to get through that night. I waited until the latest I possibly could to text Andy. The sun was rising, which meant lights out for me. I crept into bed and looked over at my sleeping niece, Layla, who I shared a room with at my sister’s house, as I shot off a text.

April: Andy, this is April. Alice asked me to come by and check on a box she had shipped for the wedding. If it’s okay, I’ll come by today.

I knew it was still too early so I was surprised when he texted right back.

Andy: Hi. It’s not just a box. There are twelve. And come by anytime. I’ll be home all day.

April: See you soon.
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Johns Island is, perfectly put, the island of trees. As I crossed the long bridge and descended into Johns, I slowed slightly to take in the canopy of oak trees covered in Spanish moss. In the summer when you crossed the bridge, it always got a few degrees cooler due to the number of sheltering trees. A sea of crisp hues of green encased whoever entered and it always felt a little surreal. John’s Island was the least populated in all of Charleston and had more of a country feel than the bustling downtown peninsula or the other neighboring islands. Living only an island away on James, it felt like a different world. James Island was overpopulated and bottlenecked to Folly Beach, while John’s sat as a passerby, lush with greenery and an untouched feel. I briefly thought of giving up the condo I was paying for and no longer occupied, due to my months spent at my sister’s house, to something more along the lines of the private island. As I pulled into Andy’s gravel drive, I loved the feel of privacy as I was cloaked in double-sided rows of overhanging trees, dripping with southern feel. The long drive was far more beautiful in the daytime and I loved that it was hidden from the main road but completely open once you entered the clearing. His huge F350 was parked next to a beautiful fishing boat and on the other side of the massive two-story house was a large shed. It was as if Andy had his own personal neighborhood. The house itself looked newly finished and I could tell long hours were put into the landscaping. The trees surrounded the structures still gave it an inclusive feel. The exterior was a mix of dark brick and soft yellow. Huge planters with spiraling evergreens were placed strategically around the property and a small wooden welcome sign hung from the top of his porch by dual chains. It was a haven, the perfect country home and only in my dreams could I ever imagine living in a house like Andy’s. I could only begin to dream of what it would be like to hang in the hammock on the porch in the summertime. A few hundred yards away from the back of the house sat undeveloped marshland. He had picked the perfect piece of heaven to settle into. I was thoroughly impressed.

I checked my lip gloss in the mirror for the third time since I’d headed over. On only a few hours of sleep I’d had to bitch up and pull myself together. Alice was counting on me and I knew she was worried about getting everything perfect for her wedding just short months away. She had just taken a private piloting job in Denver and had the hard task of planning a destination wedding in a matter of weeks. I didn’t want to let her down. Last night’s shift had overwhelmed me to the point I had to get some much-needed sleep before I could brave a new night of much of the same. I’d managed to do my hair, and a decent makeup job with my eyes still half-mast. I pulled up to a small turnaround in his gravel lot under a large oak and parked just as the front door opened. I felt a little confident in my best pair of jeans and light blue sweater. Winter had set in but it was still a mildly cool day with the full and present sun’s warmth beaming down through the break in the trees. I heard the boom of Andy’s voice before I saw the reason. His two white labs came barreling down his porch steps and toward me at warp speed. I braced myself for impact as Andy scolded them and began to sprint toward me. I went down with a whoosh as the air was knocked out of me. My vision was cluttered in a sudden mix of dog nose, tongue, dog balls, more tongue, and then a rough tail smack to the face. I saw Andy’s hand come down in the debris and he lifted me as if I weighed nothing, which was impossible because each of my ass cheeks had a ten-pound barbell in them.

“Yogi! Berra!” Andy scolded as the dogs began to jump around us like their legs were made of springs. “Sorry, sorry, that was a result of shitty parenting on my part.” Andy held me by the elbow as he inspected me front to back for damage and then looked over his shoulder at the cowering dogs. “Get your asses on!” He looked back to me with a grin and I felt everything in my chest shift. His dark blue eyes were far more vivid in the day time. I’d almost forgotten the effect of his looks due to the impact of his words and touch the last time I’d seen him. My pulsed kicked as my body tensed from just looking at him. I loved the color of his thick coppery-blond hair and the smooth and neatly trimmed beard that encased his lips.

“I’m okay,” I said as I removed my elbow from his grasp and wiped the gravel off of my butt.

Andy towered over me with a grin and I matched it. “I didn’t spend enough time with them when they were pups. But you just earned free beer for the rest of your life if you don’t sue me.”

“Not in the mood for beer today.”

Andy cupped the back of his neck. “Well, that’s blasphemy.” I chuckled as I studied his dress. Tight, stonewashed jeans revealed thick thighs and a perfect bubble ass. I swallowed hard as I let them drift up to a long-sleeved, thin gray undershirt that clung to his shoulders and chest. He seemed relaxed and the smile on his face reached his eyes. This Andy was a far cry from the mess he was the last time I saw him.

“How are you, Andy?”

“Good,” he answered as he drew his brows together in question at my concern. “You?”

“You look good,” I said as he paused again and gave me a warm smile.

“Thanks,” he said with a chuckle. “You give one heck of a greeting woman.”

“Southern manners and all,” I said with a wave of my hand. He gestured toward the house, and I followed while I watched him walk up the steps. I ogled his firm ass and athletic build as he gripped his open door and ordered his dogs out of the house.

“I really don’t mind,” I said as he scolded them again before he pulled me in and shut it in their face. “They can stay in, Andy.” Andy ignored me and spoke across the door as if he’d had this argument with them before. I let him do his ‘parenting’ and turned to take in the interior of the cozy, country mansion. I let out a low whistle as I took a good look around. It was expansive and a mix of dark wood and multicolored stone, atypical for a house so close to the water. Most houses close to the water had more of a beach feel. There was a large stone fireplace in his living room and exposed dark wood beams adorning the huge ceiling fans that hung above. A large fire was roaring in the massive fireplace, and there were comfortable blankets and pillows strewn over large couches throughout the living room. It was a mix of rusty orange, deep rich red, dark greens, and light browns. The man had taste.

“Wow, this is really nice. I really like your house.”

“Thanks,” he said as he looked around as if he was seeing it for the first time. “I finished it a few months ago.” He turned to me with a smile. “Welcome to Fort Pracht. Sure I can’t interest you in a beer?”

“No, I have a shift later.”

“Oh? What is it that you do?” I looked past his shoulder to the nightmare that unfolded on screen. It was a replay from an armed robbery this morning.

“I’m a 911 operator. I took that call.”

Andy looked over at the screen then back to me with wide eyes. “No shit!”

“No shit,” I answered as he looked back at the TV.

“They said he was a disgruntled employee.”

“Yeah, he’d just been laid off last month. It was total chaos for a few hours.”

“You do city?”

“I do it all—city, county, fire, all of it. We rotate every four hours.” I smiled at his reaction then held my breath as I waited for the typical “You must get some crazy calls” or “God, the things you must have heard.” It was written all over Andy’s face, but he shocked the hell out of me with his next words.

“Some people wait their whole lives wondering if they make a difference to someone else. You get the satisfaction of knowing you do that every single day.”

Andy stared down at me as if he’d just told me the sky was blue. I swallowed back the lump of appreciation for his words and cleared my throat. “Thank you.”

“No, woman, thank you. That’s a tough job. That must have been some shift.”

“That’s every shift. You would be surprised what doesn’t make it into the news.”

“Wow,” he said as he looked me over. I felt heat radiate through my cheeks at the way he watched me.

“Yeah, you learn fast to leave it at the door on your way out. There’s no other way to keep going back.”

“I get it. I admire you. That really is something, April.”

No one had ever said anything like that when I discussed the job I had. I felt the flutter in my chest multiply as Andy looked me over. We stood in silence for seconds as his eyes drifted appreciatively over my face. I felt my cheeks heat and bit my lip, which Andy studied before he cleared his throat.

“Boxes,” Andy said, pointing toward the hallway that led to a massive kitchen. “I love Alice, I do, but this is crazy shit. It’s a good thing I have the room.”

“I’ll get them out of your hair,” I promised.

“I see you brought a van. You came prepared,” he said over his shoulder as pointed to the boxes.

I drew my brows together. “I drive a van, remember?”
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Life with always throw your curves,

 just keep fouling them off…the right pitch will come,

but when it does, be prepared to run the bases. 

- Rick Maksian
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“Van?” I asked just as confused as the look on her face. “I guess I forgot, sorry.”

“No worries,” she said as she took inventory of the boxes. “I’ll get to it and get them out of here.”

God, this woman was sexy. Even her accent, which was the strongest I’d ever heard, was a kick in the gut. I remembered how beautiful I thought she was at the party but my mind had been elsewhere. As I studied her profile, it did some unexpected shit to me. I love how staring at a beautiful woman made me feel both alive and curious. My drive had just suffered a kick in the teeth but the ass cradled in the jeans she wore did a good job of reminding me I still had a dick.

“Leave them here,” I said as I picked up the poker and stoked the fire. “I’ve got the space. It’s just me here. No sense in hauling them off.”

“Really?” she said with a look of relief on her face. “Thank you...” The look was quickly replaced by an almost pained expression as she voiced her second thoughts. “Well, I might have to tinker with a few things in those boxes, and I don’t want to get in your way.”

“Tinker?” I said with a chuckle.

“Shit, you too?” she said with more drawl than possible. “You gettin’ a kick outta my accent?”

“Sweetheart, that’s not an accent; that’s a statement. Where you from?”

“Charleston,” she said, unoffended. “Yes, I know I have a hell of an accent and Rafe gives me hell for it, But Alice thinks it’s music.”

She didn’t bother to ask me what I thought because I would have been honest and shit might have gotten weird.

“I also hunt and fish with my Daddy every chance I get. Laugh it up,” she deadpanned then winked as she turned to the stack of boxes and pulled one down.

I did laugh, but only because she was fucking adorable and “Daddy” sounded like “Deddy”.

“Let me help you,” I said as I pulled out a knife from a kitchen drawer and cut through the thick tape. She took a step back as I opened the massive box. We pulled the flaps away and revealed the unassembled mess underneath and both said a collective “shit.”

“What is this crap?” I asked as I pulled out a small white bottle and inspected it along with the rest of the box filled with similar bottles, tags, and several different types of red ribbon.

“Favors,” she said as she opened up another box. “Signs, keepsakes...oh, hell no, ALICE!” April sighed in defeat as she ran her hands through her blonde strands at the top of her head then down through the dark, thick curls at the bottom. Her hair was wild but I loved the look of it on her. It was as if she couldn’t make up her mind to be blonde or brunette so she’d decided to rock both. I loved the length and couldn’t help the picture that popped into my head of her hovering above me as she eyed me with clear fatigue. “And do it yourself table décor.”

“She wants you to handle all this?” I said as I surveyed the boxes.

“I don’t think so. She just wanted to make sure it all made it here in one piece, but I’m positive she has no idea what she’s in for. This won’t be a weekend thing, and she has just signed on to fly local during the week. Rafe’s a damned millionaire and she wants to be hands-on for the whole thing.” I lifted my hands, palm up, with a shrug. “Alice.”

“Alice,” I agreed as we shared a smile.

“They will be home a week for Christmas, did she tell you?”

“She did,” I answered. “I can’t wait to see them. Well, Alice, anyway. I can’t believe how much I miss her even though I only knew her for a few months before she left.”

“She has a way of leaving one hell of an impression,” I agreed.

“She’s something,” April said as she looked over to the boxes and then to me with challenge in her hazel eyes. “All right, Mr. Hot Shit Coach, you want to help me put some of this stuff together? I won’t tell a soul.” I won’t tell a soul.” She gave me a conspiratorial look as she turned around and began digging into a box. “We can surprise her and check some of this more tedious crap off of her list.”

I grunted in reply because at that moment, I was staring directly at the most beautiful ass I’d ever seen in a set of jeans. I was pretty sure I was undecided and April had just turned me into an ass man. I’d just about to agree to anything at that point.

Then it occurred to me she knew I was going back to ball. I assumed Rafe told her. Proud bastard. In his mind, I had fucked up by quitting the game. But it wasn’t playing that I knew I’d miss. It was the involvement. And in the bullpen, I would get it all back. I had to admit, as the winter months crept by, I was a little anxious to get back to the game, but right now, my attention was held but by something else entirely. After a few minutes of pilfering in several of the boxes, April turned back to me, one hand filled with wooden sticks and the other with ribbon.

“She’s got four kinds of send offs here, bubbles, ribbons, and if I know Alice, you might have a box of fireworks in the pile, so try not to smoke inside for a few months.”

“I don’t smoke.”

“But you did,” she snickered as she handed me the ribbon and brushed past me. I took in a hint of her scent as she walked by. It was mix of something fresh and a bit sweet. If her beautiful face, her accent, and her ass didn’t have enough to do with it, her smell was about to push me over the edge. For the first time since Kristina left, I was in the mood to do far more than sulk around the house and brew beer.

“Let’s do it,” I said as she separated the party favors into piles and started the instructions. For the next few hours, we sat in my living room and tied ribbon she measured around the end of wooden sticks.

Conversation was easy and she seemed comfortable with me, and I couldn’t really decipher the strange way she looked at me from time to time. I was tempted to ask her what she was thinking more than once, but she kept me engaged. Looking at her was enough to make the man in me ache, but talking to her was entertaining. She’d somehow managed to turn white into a two-syllable word, amongst others.

“My daddy would never do this,” she said as she pulled the ribbon through the top of the wand, tied it, and added it to the massive stack that sat next to her. “You should be proud of yourself, Andy.”

“He’s not much of a crafter?”

She pursed her lips and blew out a breath. “He was a biker and a hard ass. He finally decided to let the roads cool off when I was about ten. He did a good job with us, but I think he mentally checked out for a month when we all demanded training bras.”

My whole chest moved as I barked out a laugh. I pulled the ribbon through the top when I asked about her mother.

“She was barely sixteen when she started having babies and, well, my dad was a bit older. It was quite the scandal in old school Charleston, and...”—she took a breath and flicked her beautiful hazel eyes to mine—“it lasted just long enough for me and my sisters to exist and then she was gone. It’s not a thing.”

I asked what she meant as she took my wand from me and corrected the ribbon.

“I’m not bothered by it. We had Rocker, my daddy’s mother, and she was awesome.”

“Sounds like he’s a good man,” I offered as I tilted my beer back and finished it.

“Easy there, partner,” she said as she looked around my house. “Nothing sharp around, but then again, you may not need it.”

I jerked back in defense. “It’s my second beer.”

“Well, you know,” she rambled on as she refused to look at me. “Monkey drink, monkey drunk.”

“Did you just call me a monkey?”

“Maybe,” she said with a chuckle. “You seem okay with beer.”

“I would fucking hope so since I’ve kind of made a career out of crafting it.” She paused the workings of her hands and looked at me in apology, and I felt the sting of my bite by the look on her face.

“I’m good, I promise.”

“I’m sorry, it wasn’t my place to say anything. I’m glad you’re good, Andy, so glad. And you seem happy about going back to ball.”

“Yeah, I mean, Rafe always thought I would, but I never really did. This is the majors though, and coaching...I couldn’t pass that up. Ball will always be in my blood. Every year I’d say I’m done, and every year I get roped back in.”

“You don’t have to question if you’ve made a difference, either.”

I smiled. “There’s a big difference in saving lives and coaching. You’re the only hero in this room.”

“Hush,” she said as she dismissed my compliment. “I just answer the phone.” I liked that she was humble. I liked that she was so easy to talk to. I liked that she felt like she knew me. And no matter what bullshit task we were doing, I had my mind in the moment for the first time in months. I inched closer to the space in the floor in between the couches. I wanted to be closer and that was a fucking good sign.
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God, I loved the way Andy was looking at me. He looked a little ridiculous as he tried to do a simple task surrounded by ribbon. Somehow, though, he owned it. After several attempts at making his wand look like the one I’d just finished, he waved it in the air at me.

“Tell me what this is for again?”

“For the send off. You know how most people use rice?” I said as I held the wand up and waved it in the air at a faster pace.

Andy barked out a laugh and I rolled my eyes. “Ri-ice, huh?”

“Are you mocking me?”

“No I’m not ‘mawking’ you,” he teased as he sipped his beer then licked his lips. I followed the trail of his tongue across them. “I’m mocking you.”

“Shit, this again,” I threw the wand at him and he caught it easily.

“I was a catcher, beautiful, going to have to do better than that.”

I paused a moment when he said it. I felt the flutter of recognition of the night we met, and it felt amazing. To hide the rush of blood to my cheeks, I picked up a pile of wands and threw them in a massive bundle over his head. He continued to chuckle as they landed around him and he tilted his beer back and finished it.

“And I have nine children due to my fondness of sperm, remember? I can outsmart you.”

“You have nine children?! That’s a team!”

Every bit of me felt that blow as I swallowed hard and stared at him, stunned and humiliated.

He didn’t remember any of it? I was a little put off he didn’t remember the van, but his statement had just confirmed it. He didn’t remember a minute. Not one minute. I’d been talking to him for almost two hours and he had no idea who I was. He didn’t remember pouring his heart out to me, or calling me beautiful. It should have given me some comfort that he’d just said it again sober, but the sting was too front and center.

He didn’t remember...our kiss, either. And I just basically told him I loved sperm.

Fantastic.

“Did I say something wrong?”

I scrunched my lips and shook my head before adding, “Not at all.” I began to gather the wands, but refused to look at him. I’d thought of him so often, so hopeful for more of the connection I felt that night, it was almost impossible to hide my disappointment. I looked up at him and gave him my best fake smile.

Faking, I was good at it—too good at it. My job required calm and cool, even when I felt emotional or panicked. I’d just taken my skill to a whole other level because nothing had hurt quite like that in some time.

“Can I use your restroom before I go?”

“You’re leaving?” Andy asked as he looked around at the unfinished pile of favors.

“I have a shift in a few hours.”

“Sure,” he said as he pointed past the living room. “Down the hall.”

I made it to the door and closed it behind me before I pressed my hands to my flaming face. My skin was always a tell even when I remained cool on the outside. It was too pale. No matter how even my voice was or how well I maintained my poker face, I was red. It wasn’t from anger; it was from something else entirely. I was on the verge of tears.

So, he didn’t remember. Big deal, he was drunk. An entire bottle of Johnny Walker drunk. I couldn’t blame him. I couldn’t even be mad. But that night, I’d recognized something in Andrew Pracht, and now I felt like an idiot for seeing stars. He’d been so raw, so honest, so everydamnthing. He’d confessed about his love for big hearts when he’d showed me his own, bleeding in his hand.

Flushing the toilet, I studied the small patches of red on my face. If he got a good look at me, he would see I’d been more than flustered and a tiny bit sweaty-eyed.

I made a beeline for the door while spouting off, “Andy, I’ve got to jet. I’ll see you—”

His presence in front of the door cut me off. He was smiling as if he knew I would flee, and he’d caught me red handed.

Shit.

“Hey, I was just going to say if you have a free day next week—” I saw his deep frown as he studied me. “What’s wrong?”

FUCK YOU, JOHNNY WALKER!

“My contacts are so dry. I have to get home and grab my glasses before work. They’re stinging like a mother.”

Andy laughed as a little more disappointment rushed through me. How the hell had I done this to myself? It wasn’t until that moment that I knew I’d really set myself up. For what, I had no idea. The man was clearly still in love with someone else the night I met him. What was I hoping for? I sure as hell didn’t want to be his rebound.

Woman, check yourself. You have a crush.

“Well,” he said as he inched closer and pushed a stray piece of dark hair away from my shoulder, “if you and your nine kids want to come over next week, I think we could work together to knock this stuff out.”

I looked him right in the eye as I spoke with a slight bit of anger. The bite was from the loss of a night I would never forget, and one I’m sure he never wanted to remember.

“I don’t have nine kids.”

Andy stared at me in confusion as I tapped my foot with my arms crossed, refusing to meet his watchful gaze. My need to get away from him and the way I was sure he was looking at me outweighed any last glance I could steal. I was acting a total fool. “I gotta go.”

“Right, okay.” He hesitated before he opened the door, and I flew outside, needing that smack of cold air. I’d just spent two hours in conversation telling him very personal things about myself. I’d been just as honest with him as he had with me. But, the closeness I felt was never there. It couldn’t be if he didn’t remember!

“I’ll see ya.” I realized then that I was leaving him with one hell of a mess to clean up, but I couldn’t take another minute in front of him. I was in my van and pulling out before I could brave a look around and saw him watch me from his porch. He held up a pensive hand with his goodbye wave, and I waved back as I kicked gravel up for the second time at his house. The only time he would remember.

[image: ]

“Hewooooo,” Layla called from her crib as I looked over at her with a grin. “Morning, baby girl.” At eighteen months, my niece was the light of my life along with her brothers. I had barely laid my head on my pillow, but I didn’t regret a minute of sleep I missed when I saw her sweet face.

“Hole me,” she said, opening and closing her fists.

“Yes, ma’am,” I said, capturing a chunk of her cheek with my lips and inhaling the sweet scent of her curly brown hair. We made our way into the kitchen as I greeted Noel and Miles, my sister McKenna’s twin boys. “Hey, you two,” I said as I grabbed the nearly empty box of crunchy cereal from their hand. “Get some yogurt.”

“Mom lets us have cereal,” Miles mumbled as he tried to take the box from my hand.

I narrowed my eyes as I moved it out of reach and twisted my voice in challenge. “Really, buddy?”

“When are you going home? You’ve been here for a million sleeps!” Noel chimed in with the same attitude. I was just about to bring the pain as my sister interrupted.

“Mom is right here, and no, she doesn’t always let you have cereal. And apologize to Aunt Pril right friggin’ now!” McKenna said as she rounded the corner and took Layla from my arms.

“Morning, baby,” she whispered to Layla. She eyed me and mouthed a quick “I’m sorry.”

The boys both looked up at me with disdain. “Sorry,” Miles piped unenthusiastically.

“Sorry,” Noel mumbled.

McKenna stared at them, unsatisfied, as she turned back to me.

“How was your shift?”

“Long and slow, but that’s a good thing.”

“Go back to bed. I have this.”

“I’ll just make their lunches,” I said as she shook her head. “April, no.”

“McKenna, yes,” I countered as I challenged my younger twin then went to the pantry for the bread. We were identical aside from our hairstyles. She remained all blonde and had hers cropped short. Our body type was the same: small waist, a handful of tits, long legs, thick thighs and ass. I had a bit more weight around the middle—maybe an inch or two. Okay, I had a full blown muffin top, which pissed me off because she was the one who had delivered four children. I really needed to stop eating sticky buns at 4 A.M. But, damn it, when you warm them up for ten seconds in the microwave from their stiff packaged state, it’s like the Lord Jesus himself pops out from the ceiling, the choir chimes, and Jesus says, “Here, have a piece of heaven.”

I motioned to Kurt, her eldest named after his daddy, as he came into the kitchen and took Layla from McKenna’s hands. Layla was the only one in the house little Kurt seemed to get along with lately. At thirteen, he had been a lot to deal with, but when his daddy was killed, he’d gone completely inward. I worried daily, and McKenna was just now coming around to see it, too.

I kind of moved in the day of Kurt’s funeral. McKenna had passed out with grief after his wake. Sometimes God does give you more than you can handle in the moment, and it was never a question that I wanted to be there for her until she could handle it on her own.

With the blow of Kurt’s death, McKenna and I did what we always do: we got through it together. There wasn’t a scar on my body that my twin didn’t know about, and there wasn’t a scar on her heart that we hadn’t shared. I loved all my sisters, but my twin had the most special place.

When the house was cleared and my six-year-old nephews had scowled at me for packing them a nutritious lunch, I passed out face first on the bed. I had exactly six hours to sleep until I picked up Layla from daycare. Just before I drifted off, I looked to see a text that he must have sent during my shift last night.

Andy: A new box came. I’m not opening it without you.

I ignored his text and let sleep take me. I woke up what seemed like minutes later and saw I had a little over half an hour to get Layla.

Andy: You really need to come see what this is because I could end up smoking again and my demise would be your fault.

He’d texted twice without awaiting my response. He might not have remembered the night I desperately wanted him to, but he remembered me from yesterday, and apparently, if anything, he wanted a friendship. I shrugged off the hurt that still threatened. I’d never really get over it because although it had been a low point for him, I saw everything there was to Andrew Pracht, and what I saw was beautiful. But, I couldn’t hold it against him. It was pointless.

Still half-asleep, I texted back with one eye open.

April: I was asleep, long shift.

I saw the dots start right away and perked up a bit.

Andy: Shit, sorry.

April: I’ll come over tomorrow if that’s okay. I’m off then.

Andy: So maybe I shouldn’t have set off a few fireworks last night?

April: Don’t you have a bar to run?

Andy: Tourist season is over. I’m on a sort of strike with being sociable. And some sassy woman told me to behave myself, that I was a monkey or something. I listened, and now I’m bored.

I smiled as I texted him.

April: If you’re bored, why don’t you go make some more wands?

Andy: No thank you. Not without my partner.

April: See you tomorrow, Andy.

Andy: Fine, but these roman candles are goners.

I laughed as I messaged Alice.

April: Please tell me you didn’t send a box of explosives to Andy’s house.

I gathered all of the clothes from every bedroom floor in the house and started a load as Alice texted back.

Alice: Is he setting off my fireworks?! [angry emoji]

April: You did! You totally sent fireworks to Andy’s house!

The phone rang in my hand.

“Is he setting those off, April?” she shrieked, and then, “RAFE!”

“Is it even legal to send explosives through the mail?”

“I had them delivered. Tell me, is he setting them off!?”

“Yep.”

“What, baby?” I heard Rafe say as he strolled into our conversation and whatever room Alice was in.

“Andy is blowing up our wedding fireworks!” she reported like a sibling telling on another.

“How do you know?” I heard Rafe ask as his voice grew near.

“April told me!”

I laughed at the fact that Alice called me and was yelling at her fiancé.

“Baby, we can get more,” he promised.

“Call him now!” she ordered, surprising us both. If Alice could become bridzilla, then anyone could. It was that simple.

“Fine, jeez,” I heard Rafe cower before he came back, loud enough for me to hear, “but if he’s setting those off for April, it might be blowing her mind because you know, camo people don’t venture out of the woods often. They probably aren’t used to seeing fire in the sky.”

I threw four sets of little shoes into the basket next to the front door as I said, “Alice, put me on speaker.”

“Okay,” she said with a laugh.

“Rafe Hembrey, I’ve hired a stripper—thong optional—for her bachelorette party. Want to make it three?”

“I’ll get your fishing license revoked,” he said, egging me on.

“Grow up, Hembrey,” I muttered. “And I am not with Andy. He texted me.”

A text came across just as I mentioned him.

Andy: You ratted me out? I’m hurt. And I saved the biggest ones for us.

“Rafe...” I said with a pause.

“Yes, nail polished thing from the woods?”

“Eat shit.”

“Okay, you two,” Alice said with a laugh.

“I’m off to work. Alice, this will be a beautiful wedding even if the groom is an ass sandwich.”

“Andy loves Moon Pies. He’s addicted,” Rafe said as my face flamed. “I’m just going to throw that out there.”

“Bye, love ya’ll,” I snapped as I ended the call with them both laughing.

God, I loved them.
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I pulled up to Andy’s an hour after I texted, dressed much the same as I had a few days before. Well, maybe my jeans were a bit tighter. It was a lot colder, and I couldn’t help the chill that ran through me as I looked up to the house.

Lord Jesus, please let his eyes be a little less blue.

“You’re safe. I dropped them at doggy daycare,” I heard Andy call from the porch.

How long had I been standing there? I hadn’t been that nervous in some time.

“They aren’t here,” Andy reassured as he came into view, “I promise.”

I let my fuck it attitude take over as I reached in and grabbed the box then made my way to the porch. “I brought you something,” I said as I paused at the bottom step, where Andy knocked the wind out of me. He was dressed casual with dark brown cycle boots, his long legs covered in dark jeans, and his broad, muscular chest was covered in a white long john t-shirt. He smelled like heaven from a few feet away, and the deep blue of his eyes damn near leveled me.

Come on, Jesus.

“You brought me what?” he said as his eyes lingered on mine then trailed down to my lips before they landed on the box in my hands.

“Rafe said you’re addicted to these. I get it. I have a thing for honey buns.” Andy’s eyes narrowed a bit as he stared at the box of mini Moon Pies before he bit and held both of his lips so hard the outer edges turned white. “I know it’s silly, but I kind of ran out of here the other day and left you to clean up and I thought—Oh man, you don’t like them. Did he lie to me? He’s such a bastard.”

“No,” Andy objected. “No, I love Moon Pies, thank you,” he said with a grin as he grabbed the box, opened it, unwrapped one of the small bites, and shoved it into his mouth. I vowed then and there to kill Rafe Hembrey, after his wedding, of course.

I eyed Andy skeptically. “Okay, well, one of you is full of shit,” I scorned as I walked past him. “It’s freezing out here.”

Andy put his hand on the small of my back, and I couldn’t help the delicious shiver that ran through me. “Let’s go in.”

Another fire burned bright in the fireplace, and I walked over to it to warm my hands. “I’ll take a beer this time if you’re still offering.”

Andy gave me a deep smile as he walked over to take my jacket. He was close, and I felt my face go warm as his breath hit my neck. “Funny you mention that.”
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You can’t sit on a lead and run a few plays into the line, and just kill the clock. 

You’ve got to throw the ball over the damn plate and give the other man his chance. 

That’s why baseball is the greatest game of them all. 

- Earl Weaver





[image: ]



She made me hard. That was the truth of it. As I slipped her out of her jacket, I had a horrible time hiding my appreciation. Her face, her hair, her body, that ass, that voice...She made me want, and that was a miracle in itself. She smelled so goddamn good, I wanted it smeared all over my bed. Every second she was near me, my resolve slipped a little. I could deal with attraction but this was outright lust.

“Funny I mentioned beer?” she asked, puzzled.

“Yeah,” I said as I threw her coat over the chair next to the fireplace and held out my hand. “Come on.”

She didn’t hesitate as she slipped it into mine and followed me out to the large cedar room adjacent to my kitchen.

“Oh, wow! You do it in your house?!” Her eyes scanned the large room and then landed back on me. I noticed the green flecks in them as she kept them on me and then scanned the room again.

“It’s awesome, right?” I said as I stared at the four large copper cylinders that took up the majority of the room. Adjacent to that was a room full of supplies, grains, hops, yeast, and empty kegs. I never in a million years thought I would be brewing beer or own a bar that served it, but it was definitely, aside from ball, my favorite thing to do. I would find a way to thank Rafe again for the brew kit he bought me for Christmas as a gag years ago. That kit had become my hobby, and then my future, so I definitely owed him for bringing it to light. I would thank him, after I kicked him right in the ass for the Moon Pie stunt.

That fucker.

“Are you going to show me how?” She bit her bottom lip, her brown-green eyes a mix of amusement and delight.

“I was hoping you’d be interested. It’s a bit more complicated than favors.” She looked back at me with a smile. “Let’s do it.”

“Fuckin’ A,” I said as I inched closer and saw her eye my lips. She was definitely feeling the same vibe, but I was going to fight it. I’m not a man who ran rampant with ideas his cock gave him.

Despite my resolve, I couldn’t help my temptation to flirt. “Only one rule in this room,” I said as I stopped right in front of her and leaned in close. I saw her chest rise and fall as she took a step back, quirked a brow, and her hands landed on her full hips. “Oh yeah? What’s that?”

I leaned in as close as I could get. “Don’t touch anything unless I tell you to and you have to call me Brew Master Andy while we’re in this room.”
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“Fine,” I answered back. “But I have to have a title, too.”

He ran his hands through his thick hair and then trailed his fingers down his trimmed beard. “Preference?”

“I’ll let you stew on it a bit.”

He gave me a grin that told me he was about to poke fun. “Where exactly in Charleston were you born?”

“In a tool shed next to my daddy’s hunting rifle.”

“Really?” he said as he paused his step and looked back at me.

“No, and don’t be so damned gullible. Not everyone with an accent was born in a van down by a river, raised in a trailer, cooks meth, and has dark roots. Huntin’ and fishing’ are also ‘sports’, Brew Master Pracht, and they just so happen to appeal to me.”

“Okay,” he said with a chuckle, “I’ll stop.” He moved to a large storage room adjacent to the one we were in and began to stack a few large bags next to a small rectangular machine. He flipped a few switches and began dumping the bags into a large grinder. “We start with grain.”

“That’s obvious,” I said as I eyed the bag with the clearly marked ingredient.

“Well, good, smartass. There will be a quiz after we brew, so try not to miss anything.”

“Yes, Brew Master Andy, and I don’t miss much,” I said as I scanned his body a bit before I shied away and looked around the room. His eyes connected with mine briefly before he ripped another bag of grain open.

“We need about thirty pounds of grain,” he looked back at me in question. “You sure you’re interested?”

I just nodded. I could feel the excitement from his side of the room. He loved doing this.

“Okay, so we crush the grain through the hammer mill here to break up the hull. This makes the base malt. I want a rich color so I’ve added some caramel and quarter red.” He checked the tubing from the mill to one of the large copper kettles. “Once we’re done”—he pointed to the kettle—“we transfer it over here to the kettle and add water.”

“It’s a roux, like onions and celery in a soup.”

Jesus, every time he smiled at me my stomach lurched. 

“Yeah, something like that. It’s generally the basis for all beer. You decide your color with the grain, your flavor and aroma with the hops, but we have to make mash first.”

“Mash?”

“You sure this isn’t boring you?” He looked me over skeptically before eyeing the mill. He was all business at the moment, and I found it sexy as hell.

“Well, you have to actually let me help. So far you aren’t anything but a bunch of hot air full of instructions. You’ll have to let me push a button or ten, and then I’ll be an eager beaver.”

Andy threw his head back and laughed, and I swear my panties tried to fight their way down my legs. The man was solid muscle standing in front of me, and his clothes did little to hide them. I briefly thought of his warm hand earlier, the long fingers attached to it and what they could do to me. The baritone of his playful voice made me weak. It was all I could do to keep up the conversation with him.

Between the appeal of running my hands through his strawberry hair, or feel his solid wall of muscle that lined his back, he could give me a lecture on the history of nuns and I would be enthralled.

“Okay, so we’re sifting the grains a bit, and now they’re filtering into the mash kettle. See?” He pointed to the tubing and then turned to me. Now we add the water and get it up to temperature.” He walked over to a large control box and motioned for me to join him. Once I was standing directly in front of it, he encased me with his body. “It’s funny how things change,” he said thoughtfully. “I loved brewing in the garage a little more than this,” he whispered from just behind me. “It was a little more intimate.” Without giving me a chance to reply, he gripped my pointer finger and pulled it up to the box. “We need it to reach temperature,” he said, pushing my finger and setting the timer. This will take some time but we get a beer break.” I stood, stunned, as his breath hit my neck, and I grew wet due to his embrace, his scent, his voice.

“K.”

“How do you do that and make it seem so natural?”

“What?” I asked as I turned my head to see his lips inches from mine.

“Turn a single letter into a two syllable word,” he rested his chin on my shoulder.

“I, uh...”

“You look beautiful today,” he whispered to the lips he was staring at.

“I do?”

“You do.”

“Thank you,” I said as I leaned in slightly. Andy slid his thumb over the top of the hand he was still holding.

Kiss me, kiss me, kiss me.

“Ready for your first beer? I’m thirsty.”
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A few hours later, we were knee deep in conversation, slowly sipping beers on opposite sides of the cedar walls.

“So tell me about you,” he asked as he lifted his foamy mug in my direction.

“Nothing to tell. Right now I’m just taking care of family.”

“You ever going to come clean about these nine children? Do they exist?”

“Oh, they exist,” I said with a sigh. “My sisters all have litters.”

Andy chuckled as he sat across from me, his legs crossed and his back against the wall.

“I’m a twin, and I have a set of twin sisters. All three of them have a set of twins and a few singles. I take care of nine kids, I just didn’t birth nine kids. My sister, my twin, McKenna...You don’t want to hear this. It’s kind of a sad story.”

“I do,” he said with a nod. “Tell me, April.”

I took a sip of my beer and looked at him. “This really is delicious.”

He shook his head as if to tell me to cut the shit.

“K. Well, my twin, McKenna’s, husband was a cop. I actually introduced them. He was my best friend and they had really only met in passing. She was into cheerleading and was kind of the popular twin in high school. We were way different back then, hung out with different crowds. I was kind of...one of the boys. Anyway, she broke down one night when I was on one of my first shifts at the call center, so I sent Kurt to go help her. They hit it off and were married a year later. About nine months ago, Kurt was killed during a simple traffic stop. The man had a minor possession charge at the most, freaked out, shot him, and ran.”

“Jesus.”

“They caught him. He’ll never see the light of day again, but McKenna lost her life that night, too. She had four children with him. Little Kurt is thirteen. She also has twin boys, Noel and Miles. They’re six and Layla is only eighteen months. She only had one birthday with her daddy.” I sighed as I studied the foam on my beer. “Anyway, after it happened, I kind of moved in and haven’t really left since. It’s been really hard on her, and I don’t have anyone...” I shook my head. “I mean...a husband and kids. Needless to say, we’ve had our hands full.”

Andy nodded. “And the other five?”

“Let’s just say they take advantage every chance they get, but I love those babies so much most of the time I don’t care.”

I bit my lip as I looked down at my beer, afraid I might have screwed up the playful mood of the day.

“Who takes care of you?”

His question caught me by surprise as I looked over at him. “Me?”

“Yeah,” he said as his blue eyes seared a hole straight into me. “Who takes care of April?”

“I do. I’m low maintenance,” I said with a grin.

“I believe that,” he said, standing and walking over to me. He squatted down on his knees in front of me, and as I sat there, lips parted, he put his forearms on my bended knees as he addressed me seriously. “I hear you take care of your friends, your sisters, your nieces, and nephews. You spend the rest of your time answering calls to make sure everyone else is okay. Who makes sure you’re okay?” It was a punch straight to the gut. Andy grabbed the beer from me, set it beside us, and cupped my face in his hand. “How about I take care of you today?” I nodded as he slid his thumb along my cheek. “You deserve it.”

“K,” I said as he took himself away from me all too soon and held his hand out to help me off of the floor.

“I need your opinion on something.” He walked me over to a massive cooler and I gasped when he opened it and I saw its size. Dozens of large ready-to-ship crates were covered in labeled kegs and shelves lined with bottles of beer. I stood there, thoroughly impressed. On the opposite side was a large garage door.

“This is really something. I mean, how did you start?”

He told me the story of how Rafe got him a brew kit for Christmas one year and how he had thrown it in his garage at his old house. He said he got bored one day and decided to brew and fell in love with it.

“And now you’ve built an empire,” I said as I surveyed the stocked cooler. The cold air cleared my head filled with thoughts that kept creeping up. Andy was definitely flirting, but I was curious about the intent. There was no way the man I saw a mere week ago was ready for anything more than a fling.

The idea made me nauseous. I wasn’t at all willing to let go of my daydream, even if it was far-fetched.

“It’s hardly an empire, but I won’t shit you. I’m proud.”

I looked over to see him hovering in the doorway, his fingers gripping the top of the cooler door, which had to take up half of the back of the house.

Andy grabbed two bottles out of a six-pack, popped the top on one, and handed it to me. “What do you think?”

I looked around the cooler. “It’s awesome.”

“No, the packaging. I’m trying to get it into stores locally.”

“Being a sports hero isn’t enough, huh?”

“I think you might think a bit too highly of me.”

I took a long look at the label and then a large sip of the beer. “The label needs a little something more. I don’t know what, but it’s missing...something. But this is delicious,” I said, wiggling the bottle a bit.

“I thought so, too.”

“You’ve got time, right? Going back to ball and all.” I heard it again, the damned disappointment in my voice. Who the hell was I to try and stifle the excitement of his return?

“You follow ball?”

“Yeah, every time the Gamecocks play,” I said with a chuckle. “Don’t hate me.”

His eyes shimmered with brief disappointment before he grabbed my hand again, pulled me out of the cooler, and cornered me against the back of it. “It’s pretty rude to admit that in the house of baseball.”

“I’m just being honest,” I said as he pulled the beer out of my hands.

“True Carolina girl, huh?” he said as he pushed a curl off my shoulder and stood above me, pure temptation.

“Best in the world,” I mimicked the song as he smirked at me before he pushed away from the door and walked over to check the temperature of the kettle.

“Hey!” I protested.

“Hey, what?” he asked with a smirk in place before he turned to me.

I rolled my eyes.

“You will obey at least one set of rules while you are here, April.”

God, I loved the way my name sounded on his tongue.

“Brew Master Andy, may I please have my beer back?”

“Nope,” he said as he walked over to several labeled containers. “I’m going to make you thirsty first.” His deep blue eyes pierced me as he set both beers down on an old oak barrel stamped with Andy’s Local. “Come here.”

I loved the command in his voice. My legs moved with his order the minute it was spoken. I could see he had been looking for me to challenge him, but I surprised him instead.

“Okay, so,” he pulled several trays of hops from the shelf and popped them open. “What’s your flavor?” We spent the next few minutes smelling hops while he told me the ins and outs of each. I turned my nose up at a few and he laughed at my distaste.

“Okay, I think I’ve got it,” he said as he grabbed several scoops of each of a few that I liked the most. He measured carefully as he walked over to the kettle with a ladder. “Come on, beautiful, we have work to do.”

I walked up the steps with him right behind me, and he grabbed a mounted paddle on the side of the wall then stuck it in the kettle. “Wrap your hands around it, like that, yeah. Okay we’re going to give this a good stir.” I felt silly in the way he was walking me through it all but couldn’t help the chill that went through me as his breath continued to hit where my sweater failed to cover my neck. It was the sweet spot between my shoulder and my ear. I didn’t realize I leaned into him fully until I heard him let out a hard breath. We both ignored the thrum and attraction as he started talking again.

“The water will do most of the work, but I like the old school brewing process. It’s more involved, but these new machines will make it easier when I don’t have time.”

“Who’s going to brew while you’re gone?”

“I’m covered until I get back. It’s basically the bar I supply for now and a few events.” My whole body was warm now as we churned the grains over and over. I felt the whisper of his lips on my skin and turned my head. He kept my eyes as he returned the paddle back to the wall and twisted our bodies slightly so we were face to face, still standing on the ladder.

“I’m having the worst goddamn time of my life keeping my hands off of you, April,” he whispered as he reached over and closed the lid before he returned his full attention back to me. He snaked an arm around my waist and plastered me to him so close there was no mistaking his intention. I didn’t worry about the hard floor beneath us, or about falling. Andy had me, and I was exactly where I wanted to be. I felt the stiffness in his posture, the tightness in his body, as if he were about to spring off. I felt the growing bulge in his pants against my stomach as a whoosh of air left my body. His eyes were serious and maddeningly sexy. “I don’t have shit to offer you right now. Both my head and heart are toast. But I can give you friendship and the longest, hardest fuck of your life. So if that’s an invitation I think I see in your eyes, I will gladly fucking accept.”

Yes was the only thing I could dream of saying, but apparently, my tongue had no clue.

“I’m kind of holding out for someone.”

I saw disappointment cross Andy’s face before he gave a quick nod and then looked back at me in question.

“Do I know him?”

Emotion crept over me as I realized Andy had just propositioned me to be a...booty call. Hurt seeped through my every pore as he stared at me for an answer to his question. I swallowed my hurt to answer. “I don’t think you would recognize him.”

“I’m sorry,” he said as he let go of his hold on me and descended the steps. “That was out of line.”

WAIT! REWIND. REWIND. REWIND.

“Wait!”

Andy jumped as I practically leapt off the stairs and landed in front of him. But what exactly was I going to say? Yes, I wanted to be on the receiving end of the longest, hardest fuck of my life? That’s not who Andy was to me. His eyes trailed over my face repeatedly before they fixed on mine. I was beyond dizzy and so close to having a taste of my daydream. But that dream included dates, late night talks, and far more than what he’d just offered. Andy waited patiently and seemed amused at my dilemma. He must have seen me make my decision because when I went to speak he gripped the top of my arms and shook his head.

“April, it’s okay. It was fucked up of me to ask you something like that. Believe it or not, it’s not my norm.”

“I know.” Andy drew his brows together in question. Stupid woman! “I mean, I don’t actually know, but...it doesn’t matter. I made a promise to him.”

“It’s fine,” he said, pushing some hair off of my shoulder. “You really shouldn’t be allowed to be this beautiful. It makes smart men do stupid things.”

“I really don’t think you’re that smart,” I said in a playful tone that hid my defeat.

Andy laughed again as my heart deflated in my chest like an out of control balloon. He looked at me with clear regret. “What do you say we forget the asshole hand I just played and I keep my promise to take care of you today?”

“Sure.”

“You up for something hot and salty?”

I gave him big eyes as we both began to laugh hysterically.

“I’m a real Casanova today, I know.” He chuckled as he led the way to the kitchen.

I hated that he gave up so easily. But what did I expect?

“So, what’s next with the brew?” I asked, changing the subject.

“Sixty minutes to mash then we separate the grain and draw the wort off of the top. It’s called Vorlaufing. That’s German.”

“Oh, big words,” I said in jest as he opened his fridge and started gathering ingredients.

He gave me a sharp eye as he continued pulling out a cutting board. “Then we filter it down, add yeast and oxygen, and then cool it fast. We’ll let it ferment for about six weeks.”

“Six weeks?” I asked, surprised, my head still in it after I’d just been propositioned. “We don’t get to sample today?”

“No,” he said as he began to brown some stew meat on his stove. “But I promise it’ll be worth waiting for.”

If he only knew that was what I was counting on that deep inside that night he’d planted a seed of hope inside me I couldn’t ignore. That I’d witnessed a piece of his soul I couldn’t let go of, and I was hooked. Maybe I was a little lonely, maybe even delusional, but I had seen bits and pieces of that same man today and they were far more appealing than any of my dating prospects.

I sat in his kitchen, useless, while he insisted on taking care of me. Tyler wouldn’t boil water for ramen in a life or death situation for me. He’d been a slob and a useless domestic partner. I was practically still a stranger to Andy, and within hours, he was cooking for me.

I’d seen the stiffness resume in his posture over the last few minutes, and felt him check out a little. I knew it wasn’t because I’d turned him down sexually. He wasn’t the type. He wasn’t that asshole. But damn if this man wasn’t putting me through a plethora of emotions since the minute I met him.

I could just tell him what happened. What good would that do? And in the grand scheme, it wouldn’t un-break his heart and it sure as hell wouldn’t do anything for our current situation. I could try to convince myself that night wasn’t anything close to what I remembered, but I wasn’t in the business of lying to myself. I wanted him, but if I couldn’t have the Andy that stood in front of me like an open book, then I wasn’t about to settle for less. I knew myself to the point that I would hate myself if I settled. Anyway, he said that night that the connection had to come naturally, and I wasn’t about to fabricate any part of it.

If I told him I knew so much about him—about his behavior that night, about the words he said and how he’d moved me—I might very well screw up my chances of brewing with him in the future. I’d take his friendship in hopes of something else—in hopes of meeting the unashamed and openly loving man I’d met a week ago.

“Andy?”

“Yeah?” he said as he slowly turned to face me.

“I really want to break my promise, but he’s worth it.”
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CHRISTMAS

“Hewoooo.” I looked over from my bed to the crib.

“Merry Christmas, beauty! Want to see if Santa came?”

I heard the boys shriek as they trampled down the stairs like a herd of elephants. It was Christmas morning, and I couldn’t help the slight sting that I didn’t wake up with Tyler. It was the first one we’d ever spent apart. He always woke me up with some corny Christmas sexual innuendo and then we’d have sex before we dug through our stockings. I brushed it off and texted him.

April: Merry Christmas.

I didn’t wait for a reply. There would always be love between us, but it was over.

I was surprised when I saw a text from Andy. We hadn’t spoken since the last day I was at his house. I had held my breath for a week in vain.

Andy: Can you stop by today? I have something for you.

April: It’s Christmas.

Andy: Exactly. Merry Christmas. Come over.

I leapt out of bed with an answer that I would see him in a few hours. I joined my sister in the living room and watched as her children got everything their hearts desired. The officers at Kurt’s police station had taken up a collection and gotten every single thing on their list. McKenna was proud and hated the attention, but all of the money she got when Kurt died was tied up into the house. She wanted to ensure her kids remained in the dream home her and Kurt had imagined, which left very little for day to day. Her van was falling apart, and her job paid next to nothing. I did what I could to help, but it wasn’t much. It was seriously expensive raising humans, and I was still paying on my condo.

During the present exchange, McKenna tried her best to restrain herself from crying, but I saw the stray tears seep from her eyes every so often, and I could see the ‘he’s missing this’ in her eyes. She fought hard and did well to keep a smile on her face. 

Noel and Miles were a mile a minute as Kurt sat in the corner and watched his little sister squeal and clap. When the madness was over, I pulled out my presents from the bedroom. Layla reacted the way I hoped she would when she got her dollhouse, and my nephews hugged me profusely when they got their gloves, bats, and Denver jerseys, courtesy of one star pitcher. Rafe wasn’t all that bad. I even got a sincere smile from Kurt as he opened his authentic Gamecocks Jersey. It melted me. That was our thing—me and the two Kurts. We’d watched football games together since he was a baby. And this year he hadn’t watched a single one with me. I missed him, and I was letting him know. Though it was nothing too special, I hoped it did something to rouse him from the pain and anger he’d immersed himself in.

When I thought all the presents were opened, McKenna pulled out a large box and handed it to me. “This is from all of us. The kids picked them out.”

I opened it eagerly and then paused when I saw it was a box of t-shirts. “Aunt Pril is bat hands!” Layla belted out proudly.

“That’s Batman,” McKenna corrected with a laugh.

“Spiderman,” Miles interrupted.

“The Hulk,” Noel intervened as well as the little shit narrowed his eyes at me.

“They couldn’t decide which one you were, so...” McKenna said with a smile and tears in her eyes as I sorted through at least ten superhero t-shirts. “You are all of them. And, Aunt Pril, you really are.” 

My eyes began to sweat as I looked at my sister, speechless. Kurt stood from his chair and walked over to me as I pulled the Superman t-shirt out and held it against me. “That’s the one I picked out,” he whispered as he leaned down to look at the shirt and then me. He was so handsome at thirteen, and it stunned me how much he had changed. I nodded in thank you, too emotional to speak, and Kurt leaned down and hugged me as he whispered, “Next game?” I hugged him tighter with a sigh of relief as McKenna joined in with Layla in her lap. Miles and Noel followed. It was a short hug, but it meant everything to me. When we pulled away the kids resumed playing with her toys. McKenna stopped me when I made it to the front door with the trash. Her hazel eyes were shimmering as she pulled the bag from my hand and hugged the breath out of me.

I definitely felt the tear in her heart as her voice shook with emotion. “You really are our super hero. I don’t know what I would have done without you. I miss him so much. You saved my life this year.”

I hugged her back and whispered, “I’m not going anywhere. I promise you, Kenna, I’ll always be here.”

She pulled back to stare at me, her face a red splotched mess. “Don’t you want to go home? Sleep in your own bed? God, April don’t you want to get out there and try again?”

“I’m not going anywhere, not yet. Where else would I be?”

She gave me a knowing look, and I shook my head and began to protest.

“No, Kenna, you’re wrong—”

“I love you, but I have a family. It’s time you go make one for yourself. I’m not going to be that selfish. Maybe if you hadn’t have come you two wouldn’t have broken up.”

“No, Tyler was never going to be the one. Know that. No guilt.”

“But—”

“He and I had been tap dancing around it for years. I’m good with it. I really am.”

She watched me for a long moment, looking for any tell that I was lying. “See,” I boasted, “I’m basically unscathed. That’s history.”

“I’m sorry. I wasn’t there for you when...”

“You guys were a great distraction,” I said as I motioned toward the living room. “It felt like a much needed divorce. You saved me right back, but I promise I’m fine.”

“Hewooooe!” Layla called from in the house. We were being summoned. My sisters, Laura and Jamie, chose that moment to pull up the circular drive, each of their SUVs filled with husbands and kids.

Our sisters’ twins, Britney, Rebecca, Elisabeth, and Jessica, all came in a rush toward me as I was pummeled with information.

“Aunt Pril! Look at my new doll!”

“Aunt Pril, Daddy got us a trampoline!”

Our mother had never done the name rhyme twin name thing with us, so my sisters had done the same. That was the only real piece of our mother we had, that and the fact that she was underage when she gave birth to us were the only details our daddy gave us. Rocker, my dad’s mother, had been the one to tell us our mother’s parents forced her away and threatened our father with jail time. He was barely twenty-one when he was left with two sets of twin girls to raise. Rocker had died when I was ten. My daddy had managed to keep us fed, clothed, kept a roof over our heads, and had shared all the love in his heart with his four daughters.

And just seconds after I thought of him, I smiled when I heard his bike coming down the street. Thunder in the form of exhaust boomed from down the road as my nieces recognized it and began to scream, “Paw Paw!” My daddy was the roughest looking man around. He was more suited for a horse than a motorcycle, and I was sure he wasn’t meant to live in the modern day. He was completely silver now and still tough as nails. His wardrobe always consisted of cycle boots, a t-shirt, and a leather vest. You would think such a man was unfit to raise four girls, but it was just the opposite. He lived for us and never strayed far from home. If we were ever a burden to him, it didn’t show. In my heart of hearts, I knew we were his life because the only time he truly showed emotion was when it came to his daughters. My father was the definition of a roughneck. Even at fifty-five, the man showed no signs of slowing down. He was my personal hero.

He approached me while Jessica and Elizabeth sat as his feet with their arms wrapped around his legs. He swung them forward with each step as they giggled.

“Hi, Daddy,” I said in greeting as he gave me a smile. 

“Hey, baby girl, Merry Christmas.”

“It is now,” I said as I hugged him tight to me.
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You owe it to yourself to be the best you 

can possibly be in baseball and in life. 

- Pete Rose





[image: ]



My father napped in the recliner as I cleaned up the small mess of paper from our living room. Christmas hadn’t been the same since my mother died, and it never would be, but we made do, and today was a good one. I think she would be proud. Still, as I looked over at my father, I couldn’t help but note the thinning of his hair, his weight loss, and the overall weakness he showed while he slept. He was getting older, and I was his only son. I hadn’t given either of my parents a wedding or a grandchild, and I wondered if I ever would. At first, it was about my career, so allowances were given. But just before my mother passed away, she made sure I knew she expected to watch over more than just the two of us.

I was packing up the barely eaten turkey when the doorbell rang, and I couldn’t help my smile.

Carolina girl.

“Oh, hello, um...is Andy here?”

I heard the surprise in my father’s voice. “Yes, of course. Come on in.”

“I didn’t mean to interrupt,” April said, a little intimidated. I’m sure she could tell right away who he was, but I heard him introduce himself.

“I’m Michael, Andrew’s father.”

“April,” she answered immediately. I decided I would let her sweat a little.

“April is here, son,” my father belted out.

“Maybe I should come back. I’m sure you two are busy.”

“No, not at all. I was just napping. My son is boring.”

Burn. Thanks, Dad.

“He is kind of boring,” April replied. I could hear the smile in her voice. I refused to text her after she told me she was waiting on someone. I felt like shit for propositioning her, but then got twisted a bit when she said she wasn’t interested. I had already chased one woman who didn’t want me. I wasn’t about to fuck up and do the same shit.

Never-a-fucking-gain.

But I’d still rubbed one out while I thought about her. Okay, two. Honestly, I’d lost count. She was that fucking beautiful, and hell if the sound of her voice in my living room while she talked to my dad wasn’t making me eager to be in the room with her.

I let them chat a little longer before I walked into the living room to greet her.

She looked over at me as I entered, and I saw her eyes scan my body before they landed on my face. “Merry Christmas!”

“Same to you,” I replied as I looked her over and took her in. She was sitting on my oversized sofa, legs crossed, wearing some tight black jeans and a sweater that did little to hide the curve of her hips. Her and my dad chatted animatedly about the Gamecocks. She made no attempt to hide her grin when she found out they had the team in common. She even shot a satisfied grin my way as they spoke. I studied her profile and then let my eyes drink in all they wanted while she was distracted. The woman had a killer set of legs. My imagination was running rapid as I again scanned her face and had a hard time looking away when my father interrupted my thoughts.

“Well, I better go. I’ve got a church supper in a few hours.”

“No, please stay. I was just stopping by. I don’t want to end up napping,” April joked as she stood with him and looked to me for help.

She wasn’t getting any. I wanted her alone.

I walked over to grab my dad’s coat from the hanger next to the door. April was right behind him. “Reall—”

I gave her a playful but stern look. “He’s going. You’re staying,” I said with finality as I helped my father into his coat. He gave me a brief hug before he turned to April. “Nice to meet you, April. Try to make him a little more entertaining, would you? I can nap at home.”

“Very funny. Drive safe, Dad.”

He took a quick glance in April’s direction, and I could see the question in his eyes. It was one I didn’t have an answer for. Weeks and minutes before she showed up, I had resigned it was nothing more than a flirtation from my greedy cock and a genuine interest in a beautiful and seemingly selfless woman.

When I closed the door, I turned to get a good look at April.

“You’ve been a stranger,” I said as I stepped forward and closed the distance between us.

“You’re just as guilty. Did you get more boxes?”

“No. I have a present for you.” I looked down at her pouty pink glossed lips and then got lost in her eyes.

“For me?”

“Yeah,” I said as I grabbed her hand. She stalled for a second and studied our closed hands.

“About the last time you were here, I’m really fucking sorry,” I said in a whisper. “I haven’t been in a good place lately. It was wrong of me to put you in that position.”

“No, Andy, I...”

“You?” I said in question as she continued to stare at our hands and then looked dead at me.

“I really wanted—”

I put my fingers to her lips to silence her. I didn’t want to hear her reasoning for my rejection. I’d had enough of it to last a lifetime. “I’m not that much of a dick, and I sure as hell don’t want to stand in the way of something or someone else. I’m kind of getting over some shit and I lost my head. So, I need you to forgive me because I like hanging out with you. Are we good?”

She leaned in and gave me a soft “Yeah.”

“Awesome, come on.” I led her through the house to the cooler and handed her the gift.

She studied it as a smile spread across her face. “Our beer. Oh my God!” A huge and devastating smile covered her face and lit me up from the inside. “Oh, this is awesome!”

“I figured out a brew name for you.”

“I can see that,” she beamed up at me as she set the colorful and animated six-pack down and grabbed one then twisted it open. She took a sip, and I saw her eyes light up when she’d fully tasted it. “It’s perfect.”

“That’s all you,” I said as she looked at the label again. I could see the pride on her face as she smiled and then looked up to me. 

“I totally get why you love—”

[image: ]


[image: ]



I didn’t have time to get the sentence out of my mouth before his lips were on mine. I moaned right away in invitation as he snatched the beer from my hand and set it down before he covered every surface of my body with his large warm hands. His lips were soft but hungry, and the second our tongues touched, I was sure I would hit my knees. If he wasn’t holding me so tightly to him, I would have.

His tongue swept over and over in a hungry stroke as I moaned into his mouth. I have no idea how long we kissed, but when we separated, our chest rhythms matched. With swollen lips and wide eyes, I looked at him, barely able to form thought.

“You don’t have a boyfriend,” he whispered in question as he inched away to look down on me.

“No,” I answered before he came back with lips, tongue, and hands. He played me expertly—his tongue and mine, his movements matched mine. It was all I could do not to beg him to take me right there.

He pulled away again and my hands lingered on his shoulders. I could feel every inch of muscle and moved my hands down to grip his bulging biceps. Jesus, he was beautiful.

“So what line am I crossing?”

“It’s complicated,” I said absently as he slowly began to lift my sweater. When he had it halfway up, he stopped his hands. Even though I hadn’t done a thing to stop him, he was too afraid to do wrong by me, which made me want to undress even more.

“Fuck, fuck, I can’t help it, woman,” he said as he ripped himself away and peered down at me. “Tell me to stop.”

“I can’t,” I whispered as our eyes stayed fixed on one another’s.

Andy leaned in again and cupped my face, running his thumb along my jaw, massaging my cheeks and the soft skin underneath my chin with the rest of his fingers. I was under his spell as he spoke to me. “I’ve been thinking about these,” he whispered as he leaned in and took my lips again. “A lot.” He pressed our lips together; the stroke of his tongue and gentleness of his fingers had me drawn tight. One more touch from him and I was sure I would burst. With the look he was giving me, I was certain I was already pregnant.

PREGNANT!

“Wait!” I said as he jumped back in surprise. I pushed him away, dashed through the house, and grabbed my purse. I walked back quickly and resumed my spot in front of him while I pulled out my arsenal. “Spermicidal lube, and just to make sure...” I popped my daily pill and swallowed in exaggeration before I pulled out a condom. I could see the amusement in Andy’s eyes as he bit his lip and stared at the purple latex filled package I held out for him to take.

“I know it’s a bit ridiculous, but remember, I’m one of two sets of twin girls who all have twins.” I glanced over at him with a cheeky grin. “Every time an egg drops, a Turner twin gets pregnant.”

“That’s not it,” Andy said as I continued to hold the package in my hand and his eyes flitted to it. “That won’t fit.”

“Whaa...” Andy’s brows did a brief bounce as he kept his delicious lip tucked under his teeth. Realization dawned and a thousand angels rang their Christmas bells simultaneously as I dove for his mouth and ignored the small chuckle that escaped him. Seconds later, our kiss became explosive. Anticipation raced through me as we buried ourselves in one another, completely consumed and no closer to shedding our clothes. The kiss alone had me reeling, and Andy didn’t seem to think otherwise as we licked and sucked and gripped each other like our lives depended on it.

He slowly separated us. I kept my eyes closed, savoring his taste, his smell, the feel of his arms. I’d never been kissed quite like that, but it didn’t surprise me that Andy’s kiss had done that to me.

Andy stroked my face, my hair, and then slid his hands over mine. “Tell me about this promise.”

His demeanor had changed slightly. He was letting his moral cock block kick in, and I wanted no part of it. “It doesn’t have anything to do with sex,” I said more for me than for him. Was I talking myself into a fling with Andy? Could I handle that with what I knew to be true about him?

Andy seemed skeptical as he looked down to me. “You aren’t going to tell me.”

“It’s complicated,” I repeated with what I hoped was a sexy grin.

“Of course it is,” he said, clearly frustrated. “So if I kiss you again, am I fucking up your chance with this guy?”

“No, yes, no, maybe...Jesus, I don’t know!” I said, just as frustrated. I looked up heaven’s way. “I don’t know what he would really think of it. I don’t know what he would think of me.”

“Does he know how beautiful you are? Does he know if he doesn’t try to snatch you up and soon he’s feeding you to wolves like me?”

I shook my head in protest. “You aren’t a wolf, Andy.”

He gripped my head in his hands and leveled me with his stare. “Right now, I am the wolf, beautiful, and I want to do very bad things to you.” I swallowed hard. “I want to spread you out, lick you until you come on my tongue, and fuck you until you scream, rinse and repeat. So, again, does this idiot know the longer he waits, the closer he gets to finding breadcrumbs?”

“I’m pretty sure,” I said as I began to giggle inappropriately, “he’s told himself at least once.”

“Goddamnit,” Andy snapped as he gripped my ass in his hands and pulled me to sit on top of one of the wood tables. He positioned himself between my legs, and I looked up at him as he gripped my hair in his fist.

“Tell me to stop, April, or I’m going to tear you apart with my tongue and cock,” he ordered, his blue eyes commanding

“Then what?” I asked as he re-gripped my hair, leaned in, and kissed me again until I was tearing at his shirt. He pulled back and watched me as I panted and licked my lips.

“You have got to be the sexiest fucking woman I’ve ever seen.”

I couldn’t answer. I was too enraptured. Instead, I pulled my sweater over my head to reveal my Superman t-shirt.

Andy’s eyebrows quirked up in question.

“It was a gift from my nephew.”

“And it totally fits you.” He moved a gentle hand over my collarbone, his fingers stroking as he trailed them down the S on my chest and then gripped the hem of my shirt. He closed his eyes briefly as he lifted it to reveal my red lace bra.

I leaned in and kissed his neck before I pulled away to see him take me in. His eyes roamed my chest as he caressed me like I was the last and most beautiful woman on earth. A moan escaped my lips and his eyes shot to them as sparks and fire spread between us. An inferno of need pulsed between my thighs as he stroked me. There wasn’t a single cell in me that didn’t want the man. As self-conscious as I was about the pudge around my middle, I wanted to be naked with him. He leaned in, and with precise tongue, covered the whole of the top of the exposed cleavage. I moaned again in welcome as he moved his hands to grip my hips and squeezed them with every sound I made. He nipped at the hard peaks that pebbled through my bra, and I gasped when his tongue laved over one and then drifted to the other. I reached behind me, unclasped my bra, and heard Andy’s exhale as he took one of my breasts into his mouth and sucked mercilessly. I wrapped my arms around him and tilted my head back, in love with every stroke of his tongue, every nip of his teeth. It was as if he read my mind and was executing my every thought.

“I’ve been thinking about you,” he whispered as he continued his slow torture, pulling my hips forward to press into the hard bulge in his pants. I wrapped my legs around him, desperate for the friction as he trailed his kiss from my chest to my neck. It was slow and deliciously deliberate.

“Fuck,” he grunted as he tasted the side of my neck and then tugged at my earlobe. “Tell me to stop.”

“No,” I panted out forcefully. In an instant, I was lifted and turned to face the bench I was just sitting on. Andy gripped me and clamped down on my neck as his hands cupped my chest and then drifted down to my jeans. He unfastened them and slid them down to my thighs, revealing my red lace thong.

“Fuck, yes, goddamn,” he murmured as he caressed my ass with his hands. His wallet hit the table to the left of me, and I braced myself when I saw him open it to pluck the gold and black package from it.

I felt completely covered as Andy ran warm hands all over my body in appreciation, warming me in contrast to the cool air we were surrounded in.

“So fucking thick, beautiful, I need to fuck this pussy,” he huffed out. I loved the weak timber in his voice, the need.

“Andy,” I moaned as his dirty mouth took me under, and I decided I never wanted to come back up. Within seconds, my thong was at my knees and Andy’s tongue was dancing along the small of my back. I was shaking as I gripped the shelf and his finger teased me feather light before he slid it inside me.

“Tell me to stop.” I heard the warning in his voice. He wouldn’t say it again.

I looked back at him with my silent answer and he took my lips in a long, slow, hungry kiss. I pulled away to look into his eyes as his finger slid in and out and stole a moan from me. I began to build up as he watched my reaction to his touch. I kept my eyes on his as I let the words cross my lips. “I want you to fuck me.”

Andy looked down at me with a small degree of surprise. “Yes, ma’am.”

He leaned in, kissed me again as he spread my legs wide, and pulled my hips back, his fingers never stopping their greedy exploration.

“This is fucking perfection.” He dipped more fingers into me, and I gasped when the pads of them flittered over my clit. I was almost embarrassed at how worked up I was as I pushed my ass out, begging for relief.

Andy leaned over as he taunted me and sucked on my lobe briefly while he fucked me with his fingers. “I have a confession, April, you want to hear it?”

My only reply was a whimper as he brushed his bulge across his working fingers. “I’ve gripped my cock thinking of your beautiful face.” I was on the verge as he worked me at a quicker pace, more turned on than I’d ever been in my life. “I’ve imagined this a hundred times and it was never this good. Give it up to me,” he said as he twisted his digits and I let out a low whimper. “My fingers are only the beginning.” I was so close. My body was covered in a sheen of sweat in the cold air as I braced myself when Andy bit down on my shoulder.

“Hey, Andy! April! Where are you two?” I heard called in the distance.

“Alice,” he whispered before he pulled back with a curse. I pulled my panties and jeans up with a quick, “Oh shit.” Andy threw my anti-pregnancy campaign back into my purse along with his condom and picked up my sweater while I clasped my bra. When I was decent, he gripped my wrist and leaned in so we touched foreheads.

“April,” was all he said in a low growl of frustration.

“I know.” I shared his disappointment and grabbed my beer when Rafe came through the door with Alice in tow. I tried really hard not to hate them both in that moment.

“Merry Christmas!” Alice chimed as she ran up to me and gave me a hug. Andy and Rafe did the man thing and I could see Andy visibly cringe as Rafe looked us both over.

“What were you two doing?”

I spoke up first. Having a number of sisters and a stern father can get you well versed in quick and acceptable bullshit. “Andy and I made a batch of beer while back and he gave it to me as a present.” Alice looked between us and I could tell she was suspicious as well. Being the sweetheart she was, she dropped it with her next words. “Oh, that’s awesome, let me see!”

I handed her a bottle of the beer and she studied it. “Aww, SHERO. That’s awesome. It looks just like you! Rafe, look at her little cape!” She smiled at the animated replica of me and then addressed Andy. “You made the label for her?” Andy shrugged as if it were not a big deal. “Yeah, she’s been helping me out with the favors and helped brew the batch so...”

Rafe gave Andy a look that screamed “I know you two were just fucking’ as I made quick work of thumping Rafe in the forehead to detract from his obvious enjoyment of our discomfort.

“Keep your dickbeaters off of me. I’m an engaged man, woodrat.” Rafe took leave of the cooler as I followed close behind.

“Don’t flatter yourself with being special, Hembrey. She’s probably spent too much time in the air and it’s messed with her head a little.” Alice and Andy shared a look of amusement as we all made our way back through the living room and into Andy’s office. Alice scrutinized the stack of boxes that now took up the whole of Andy’s study to the right of the front door. I noticed quite a few more assembled decorations and looked over to Andy, who gave me a wink. I felt terrible for my absence and mouthed a quick “I’m sorry.”

His eyes were still filled with heat as he bit his lip again and shook his head slowly with regret. I was sure it had nothing to do with the favors and everything to do with the interruption. My heart was still pounding with thoughts of how he had just spoken to me, touched me. I would have moved heaven and earth to see that through. I let out a collective sigh with Alice who looked at the mountain of work before her.

“Crap,” she said as she looked them over. “Guys, I’m so sorry. I must have gone a little nuts.”

“You think, baby?” Rafe said with his arms wrapped around her while he studied the piles of wedding décor.

Alice visibly stiffened in his arms. “Did you know there is a painless way to castrate a man while they sleep?”

“Bullshit,” Rafe said as he flinched a little and let go of her to cover his junk.

“Google it,” Alice mused as she looked back to me with a wink. “Sooooo, let’s make some egg nog, abuse Andy’s hospitality, and catch up,” Alice suggested.

“I have to head over to Rowdy’s for our gift exchange. I was supposed to be there an hour ago.”

Rafe looked between Andy and me with a smug grin. “An hour ago, huh? Rushing home to help Daddy hang ornaments on the mounted deer antlers?”

I turned to Rafe as heat crept up my face. “Andy’s father just left and I didn’t want to be rude.”

Andy stood idly by, but I could feel his eyes on me. I was too swept up in what had just happened to fully face him. We’d been caught red handed and everyone in that room either suspected it or knew it. I was convinced Rafe wasn’t going to let up on me with his next statement. “Did it frighten you that Andy’s dad had no facial hair?”

Alice slapped Rafe on the chest as he tilted his head back with a bark.

I tried to ignore him as I spoke to Alice. “We put together some of the favors. I have to go, but I’ll help out some more this week if you want.”

“We’ve almost got the barn finished. I’ll have Rafe move it over and we can do some girl time.”

Andy’s silence remained as I grabbed my Christmas gift from him and my purse.

I looked over to Andy with a forced smile. “Thank you. I truly love it,” I said as I held the six-pack handle up.

“Don’t mention it,” he said absently as he shoved his hands into his jeans. Hands that just minutes ago had made me feel more like a woman than I had in years.

“I’ll text you tomorrow,” Alice offered as she gave me a quick hug.

My face flushed with a bit of anger at Andy’s sudden indifference. I said the only thing I could say as I made my way out the door. “Merry Christmas.”
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“Who is Rowdy?” I asked as casually as I could muster as April closed the door behind her.

Alice piped up absently as she stared at the nightmare in front of her. “Her best friend, have been since they were teenagers. He’s a cop and a nice guy. I met him once.”

Is that the guy she’s holding out for? Fuck if the minute she said she was late to meet him my blood didn’t start to simmer. I already felt a crazy kind of possessiveness when it came to her and that wasn’t good.

Rafe saw the mask I wore and egged it on. Sometimes I wondered why I put up with him. “He’s got a big badge, gun, and cuffs, Pracht. Alice, I would say from the look on my man’s face he wants to do the licky with April.”

“Fuck off, man,” I snapped as I held a heavy box for Alice to pick through. Alice looked up at me with a smile and I couldn’t avoid it. “You like her?”

“I do. I think she’s fun, and I like hanging out with her.” I could see that was not the answer that Alice wanted but the emptiness that still lingered in my chest told me it was all I had.

Rafe fucked around with the favors, a clueless look on his face, until he spotted the near empty box of Moon Pies on my office desk.

“Where did you get these?” Rafe asked, knowing damn well where I got them.

“I owe you one for that, asshole. Do you have any idea how hard it was for me to keep a straight face when she gave them to me?” I said with menace. Rafe burst out in laughter as Alice looked between us, clueless.

“What’s going on?” Alice prodded, narrowing her eyes as she glanced between us.

“Nothing important,” I excused as I tried in vain to change the subject.

Rafe’s laughter echoed throughout the room as he put his hands on his knees.

“Hembrey?!” Alice said, awaiting an explanation.

“Don’t you dare!” I threatened.

Rafe completely ignored me as he turned to his fiancée. “Moon Pie is Andy’s gentleman’s word for pussy.”

Alice turned doe-eyed as she looked at me, stunned.

“He’s not that nice of a guy,” Rafe said unaffected by my death glare as he continued. “He’s actually a dick and has you all fooled.”

I glared at him as Alice stared at the box and then looked at her fiancé. “You will not be getting any Moon Pie tonight, Merry Christmas!”

It was my turn to laugh as the smile disappeared from his face. “And quit torturing my maid of honor. She’s the only one helping me with this wedding!”

Rafe took two strides toward her and wrapped her in his arms. “Take that back, Alice Hembrey!” he demanded as she deflated into him. 

“I will not.” She giggled as he pawed at her. “Okay, okay...maybe, and using my new last name is not playing fair, but you have to promise to stop being such a jerk to April.” She buried her head in his neck, stress rolling off her. 

Rafe whispered a “sure, baby” into her ear as he looked on at me and shook his head with a wink.

“I feel you shaking your head, Rafe.”
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Alice and Rafe spent the day with me before they left for Christmas dinner at Dutch’s house. They’d invited me to go, but I declined. I sat with Yogi and Berra while I watched the embers die down in my fireplace. When I built the house, I envisioned a beginning of sorts: a woman nestled to my side, a life less lonely than endless days on the road. I thought of Kristina and Dillon and knew that if I’d had my way, they would have been the ones to occupy the empty space both in my house and my heart. I would have given them everything. And just as I thought of how farfetched that dream was due to my misplaced affection, I thought of April and how I’d been so close to tasting her. The idea of her sitting next to me, driving me insane with her sexy accent and plump lips, made me smile. But that too had backfired unexpectedly. When I got jealous this afternoon, it was a hell of a wakeup call. April had already managed to get under my skin in a way that was driving me crazy. Sometimes I hated the way I was built, that I couldn’t overlook the way I felt about a woman and separate those feelings from sex. At least not with the woman I was interested in. And today, with April, I realized there was no separation.

That woman was fire.

She had everything going for her, and I was definitely...interested. As much as she appealed to me, as much as I liked her company, I wasn’t about to set myself up again.

Not for any woman.
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FEBRUARY 1ST

“Oh my God!”

I heard the shriek come from the other side of the door and knocked lightly. “Alice?”

“Are you fucking kidding me?”

“Alice Boyd, mind your mouth!” I heard her mother scold from behind the door.

I turned wide-eyed to the other bridesmaids, who only seemed concerned with their appearance. Poor Alice didn’t know enough women to match the amount of groomsman Rafe had picked, so she’d been forced to ask the girlfriends and wives of the teammates. Some were amazing, others were...not. For instance, the girlfriend of Waters, the first baseman of Rafe and Andy’s former minor team, the Swampgators, looked like she’d been picked up from a truck stop and gotten a Cinderella scrub down. Her manners were shit, and I couldn’t help but hate the fact she was one of the women surrounding Alice on her big day.

“Something is wrong,” I whispered to truck stop Susie. She didn’t seem concerned at all by my statement. I knew better. Alice did not cuss and a slew of words were coming out of her mouth on the other side of that door.

“Alice, talk to me,” I pleaded.

“Mom, lift the dress higher, please. I don’t want to pee on it!”

“Calm down, young lady!”

I heard a bit more commotion before the door opened and Alice emerged with her cell phone lifted up to my line of sight. My heart sank when I saw the text.

Low Country Cakes: Ms. Boyd, I’m terribly sorry, but there has been a horrific accident on the interstate. We have been in traffic for the better part of an hour. I’m afraid we won’t make it in time to place the cake for the reception. Our sincerest apologies. We will be there as soon as possible.

“I’m on it,” I said, pulling my phone from my purse.

“April, there’s nothing you can do,” Alice said with a voice that trembled as she looked at the menacing clouds through Dutch’s bedroom window. Since we arrived at Rafe’s grandmother’s this morning, it had been one disaster after the other. For one, there was a sudden and odd arrival of a heat wave that accompanied the incoming thunderstorm, and the AC in the house didn’t seem to be carrying its weight with the number of bodies bustling around. The makeup and hair crew couldn’t find Dutch’s place, which was situated so deep in the woods of Awendaw just outside of Charleston that even the most advanced GPS couldn’t locate it. They were over an hour late, making Alice overheated and an emotional mess. There were four fans blowing in Dutch’s bedroom and not one of them seemed to be keeping the bride cool as she constantly wiped her forehead with a tissue. She had planned this wedding for months, and I could see her heartbreak deepen with every blow of bad news. I loved Alice, and my heart was breaking for her.

Thinking on my feet, I quickly dialed the number.

“Hey,” Tyler said with a puzzled tone. I didn’t have time to worry about his reaction to my first call in months.

“Are you on?”

This got his attention. “Yeah, what’s wrong?”

Tyler had been with me through the first few days after Kurt’s death. It wasn’t until I moved to spend all my time with Kenna and the kids that things really fell apart. He couldn’t understand why for so long he didn’t remain my number one priority while my sister was barely breathing. The selfish bastard blamed a majority of our breakup on my “abandoning him” and I could never forgive him for it. A part of me actually hated him because of it. Still, at that moment, I needed him.

“I need a huge favor.”

A few minutes after we hung up, I sat Alice in front of a fan and asked the bridesmaids to excuse us. Her mother and I were really all she had, and I wasn’t about to let total strangers console her, or worse, ignore her in her time of need.

“Mom, I have to pee.” She turned to her mother with a plea.

“No you don’t.”

“The cake’s not here, the pastor is late. God, is Rafe even here?”

I hadn’t texted or heard from Andy since Christmas, except at the rehearsal dinner, where I ensured I was seated as far away from him as possible. We’d exchanged a few odd glances, but I’d ducked out early, using a shift as an excuse to leave. Not that I needed one. I had waited in vain for any word from him and had to chalk it up to what it was, or what I was: a convenient opportunity for Andy. And if that was the case, then I’d been crushing on a man that wasn’t worthy. And in a way, I’d kept my promise to him. It hurt, but I survived. Sucking up the small amount of pride that went along with the sting of his rejection, I typed a message out for the greater good.

April: Groom status?

Andy: Ready to Rock.

April: She’s having a hard time.

I turned to Alice, who couldn’t keep her eyes off the darkening sky. “Rafe is here and dressed, Alice.”

That brought some comfort as she studied the pitch-dark afternoon. “It’s still technically winter. Can someone tell me why it’s hotter than Satan’s anus? And what kind of crap is this!” she said, pointing out the window. “The weather channel is drunk!”

I couldn’t help the nervous chuckle that escaped me. The wind was picking up, and I had to think fast on my aching feet. I walked over to Alice and rested my hands on her shoulders. I’ve never seen so much worry on her face. She looked gorgeous in her long white gown and knitted hair. Most of it was braided on the side with soft whispers of blond curls on her neck. Her lips were painted the perfect shade of deep red to match our bridesmaid dresses. Rafe would definitely get sweaty-eyed when he saw her.

But the look on her face at that moment might not be what he expected. I could tell she was trying to decide whether to laugh or cry and something had to be done.

“Alice, we’re going to try something I do at work when I can’t handle the stress, okay?”

She looked over at me with beautifully colored, yet desperate features. “Okay.”

I looked over to her mother, who I knew from conversations with Alice was a pretty strong Christian, and apologized in advance. She simply nodded as she looked on at us, intrigued.

“Repeat after me.”
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Baseball is about talent, hard work, strategy. 

But at the deepest level it’s about love integrity and respect.

– Pat Gillick
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I made my way down Dutch’s hall with an anxious Rafe in tow. Once he read the text from April, he insisted on speaking to his bride. I knew Alice was a wreck. What I hadn’t told April was that Rafe wasn’t far behind. The storm had knocked the electricity out at the newly built barn Rafe and Alice had erected specifically for the wedding. It housed a bathroom the size of a dressing room, and we’d barely just gotten into our tuxes. The caterers had just arrived and begun setting up and were dodging the guests, who were taking their seats. Rafe had gone a little postal until he was assured that everything would be set up on time. The caterer was his only job.

Pictures were supposed to be taken an hour ago, and the photographer was foaming at the mouth as he eyed the sky. The wind was kicking up and show time was still twenty minutes away.

In short, it was a clusterfuck.

Rafe and I approached Dutch’s bedroom door with caution, and I stopped just short of knocking when I heard it.

“Repeat after me.”

There was no mistaking April’s voice.

“Mi, mi, mi,” she sang in an operatic key.

Rafe and I turned to each other in question just as Alice did the same, followed by a giggle.

As if someone else had entered the room, we heard the vibrato of a female voice in the same monotone. “I’ve found you...miss, new, booty, ahhhhuuuihhaaaahhh, get, it, to-ge-ther-and-bring-it-back-to-mi-mi-mi.”

“What the fuck?!” Rafe began laughing as I cupped my hand over his mouth, dying to hear the rest.

Alice chimed in next, her operatic voice filled with laughter. “I found you, miss neeeeeewwwaaaaahhhhoooooo bo-oty. Get-it-to-geeeether-an-bring-it-back-to-mi.

“To-the-win-dow-and-tooooeeeeuuuuu-the-waaalllll,” April sang as if she were trying to hit every key. Then she kept her voice monotone as she sang the rest. “’Til-the-sweat-falls-down-my-balls.”

Rafe lost it then and I joined in as Alice sang at the top of her lungs. “If-you want-it-get-to-it-riiiiiideee-it-my-poneeeee-mi-mi!”

Rafe was buckled over as I looked down at him, just as lost. He couldn’t control his laughter as I grinned down at him. “You think they’re drunk? Maybe we shouldn’t have sent that champagne over.”

A third voice came in as Rafe and I looked at each other in shock. This was a much older voice. “My-mind-is-telling-me-nooooooo,” then short spurts of, “but my bo-dy, my bo-dy is telling me ye-eh-es! I, don’t, see, nothin’, wrong, with-a-little-bump-and-grind.”

“Dutch?” I questioned as Rafe hit the floor in his tux. The room exploded into laughter as Alice shrieked out in shock and amusement, “MOM!?”

“What?” we heard her excuse defensively. “It was on the radio for years. How can I not know the words?”

Rafe was hysterical as I joined him, unable to get my shit together. My hand was frozen over the door, but I refused to knock. They must have heard us laughing because soon after the door opened to reveal the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen.

Jesus Christ!

Alice was laughing hysterically behind the door, and I lost my breath when April came into full focus. I was a fumbling idiot as I tried to form words when she added to the vision in front of me and gave me a smile, making words impossible. She was perfect, every inch of her. From her silky hair swept and pinned into ribbons of curls that cascaded down her neck to her gorgeous, heavily painted hazel eyes, down to her expertly painted full lips, I couldn’t get enough, but there was more. Her deep red dress outlined her every curve and flowed down her long legs. I was beside myself as Rafe caught his breath and wiped a hysteric induced tear from underneath his eye. April’s face didn’t shift in color from embarrassment like I’d seen it a few times since we’d met. This woman was completely confident and looked like she couldn’t care less that we’d busted them.

“Music to my ears,” Rafe said as he heard Alice continue to opera out R. Kelley, “She’s okay, then?”

“She’s fine. It wasn’t nothin’ a little booty opera couldn’t fix, and you cannot see her.” April lifted a brow as she looked me over and then back to Rafe with her compliment. “You look handsome, Rafe. You about ready?”

“Aww, swamp thing, you look amazing yourself. You got your camo buried underneath that dress? You know, to represent the wood?”

“Rafe...”

“Yes, backroads Betty?”

“Eat shit.”

I was still tongue tied when she turned to me. I’d been back and forth to Atlanta since Christmas for meetings, to scout a place to live during the season, and to try everything I could to keep from calling her. I was suddenly sick at the thought I might have really fucked up by letting this go. She seemed to read my mind as she studied me briefly, as if to express “damn right, you did.”

She looked between us as she asked her next question. “Neither of you get access to this room, so what can I do for you fellas?”

“Is that Rafe?” I heard Alice ask from behind the door.

April put her hand on her hip and tilted her head as she scanned Rafe. “Well, there’s a dressed up, ego inflated maniac out here without a wedding band on, so yeah, he’s present.”

“Hi,” Alice whispered to Rafe from behind the door. “You should be outside.”

Rafe softened his voice as he looked at the door as if it were Alice. “You okay, baby?”

“So okay. I love you. Let’s do this.”

“You sure? I heard you weren’t feeling well.”

Alice pushed her left hand out the door and waved her empty ring finger. “Decorate this and I’m all better.”

“I’ve got you, baby,” Rafe whispered as he grabbed her hand and kissed her bare finger.

“I’ve got you, too, Rafe, for life.”

“Damn right you do. I fucking love you. See you outside, Alice Hembrey.”

I saw the look on April’s face as she stared between Rafe and Alice and then subtly turned her attention to me. If I wasn’t still staring at her, I would have missed it. That look leveled me. It was brief, but I caught it.

Just as I was about to speak, April’s phone beeped and she read the message then looked over at me.

“Alice, I’ll be back in five minutes. Andy, I need you right now.”
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Rafe let go of Alice’s hand and made his way toward Dutch’s back door as Andy and me followed. Dutch, who I’d been introduced to on a couple of occasions, looked beautiful in a dark blue pantsuit. That lady was something else. Alice had moved her inventory to the barn in her backyard as soon as it was constructed, so I had no reason to go back to Andy’s. Dutch had finished a majority of the things I couldn’t do because of work and home, but we’d spent a few days alone in Alice’s absence, knocking out a few of the more tedious details. Dutch had adopted me in a way, and I loved having her in my life. We’d actually had a few non-wedding related tequila-laced dinners together since I’d moved back to my condo at Kenna’s insistence. Dutch had been on a strict tequila and lettuce diet, and I found her to be quite a character outside of the grandmother and tough as nails nurturer that she presented to the rest of the world. She had a colorful and fascinating history, including her first marriage to a Citadel cadet turned Air Force pilot. 

She spent hours telling me about the parties she used to attend with her ex-husband where the point was to leave with someone different than who you came with. As it turned out, Dutch, before she met the love of her life and her second husband of thirty-five years, had been a swinger. She admitted that after Rafe’s grandfather died and she lost a part of her leg to diabetes, she’d gone introvert and had almost given up on any thoughts of a future, but she’d decided a few months ago that enough was enough. She had a new zest for life that she kept hidden from others, and it was absolutely infectious. And though most of the time she was tight-lipped around her grandchildren, she was a very different woman when she wasn’t. Her sudden determination in weight loss had a lot to do with her life’s new mission statement. At sixty-three, she decided she had more ‘”kick-ass” years ahead of her and was determined to go out the way she came in: naked and screaming. She reminded me a lot of my father. No bullshit, no excuses, just the blunt truth at all times. 

I felt honored that I knew her as a friend. When I opened up to her about Tyler and my newly formed crush, who I didn’t bother to name, she reminded me to “Have faith, there are brave men out there who are able to handle women like us and handle us well.” She was just the friend I needed to remind me to focus on my life and what I wanted. I’d spent enough time avoiding it, and for a short time selfishly used my sister’s family as an excuse when Kenna was ready and more than capable of taking care of herself. We exchanged winks as Dutch cornered Rafe just as Andy and I were making our way out the back door. I could see a proud tear in her eye as Rafe hugged her. She looked amazing, even if her diet wasn’t the healthiest.

I made my way toward the barn as Andy followed silently behind me.

I saw the crowd getting anxious as the wind picked up even more and the ambulance pulled up to the barn.

“Jesus!” I said as I motioned to Tyler to kill the lights.

“What the hell is this?” Andy asked as he took careful strides toward the ambulance with me, matching me step for step.

“I had to improvise a bit, but we have cake,” was all I said as I greeted Tyler with a short hug. “Thank you. Please save the bitch out for later, k?”

Tyler looked down at me with a smile. “You look beautiful. Who’s wedding is this?”

I thought it odd that for the first time in my life, Tyler had no idea what was going on in it. “My friend, Alice. Thanks for doing this.”

“I mean that. You really look beautiful.”

His comment and handsome face did nothing for me, so I ignored them and hauled ass to the back of the ambulance. “Andy!”

“Coming,” he said as he followed me to the back with Tyler on his heels.

“Of course they insisted on coming,” Tyler explained as he opened the back of the ambulance to reveal who I assumed were the bakers or some seriously pissed off delivery drivers. The women looked terrified and completely disheveled as they gripped the cardboard that held the cake and the gurney it sat on.

Andy let out a loud laugh as one of the girls holding the cake shot angry eyes at him before she took him in and smiled.

Of course she would. Andy looked devastating in a tux and red silk tie, but that was another thing I had to ignore. 

The other woman holding the cake was not interested in anything but unloading the cargo. Her narrowed eyes drifted to me, the culprit of her current situation. “This was your idea? Not so good. The top layer is dangerously close to falling, and it’s melting fast. This heat alone—”

Just as she began to bless me, a thunderous boom rattled the doors of the ambulance, and one or two women in the crowd of guests screamed out in fright.

“Let’s chat later,” I said to the irate baker as they carried the cake out of the back. I heard distant chuckles from the waiting crowd as they realized what was happening and a few sighs of relief as the cake came into view.

“You are something else, you know that?” Andy remarked with amusement as he peered down at me while we took a collective step back to let the women haul the four-tiered creation out of the back of the ambulance. 

I looked up at him with a grin. “Thanks.”

Tyler cleared his throat as he looked between us. “You must be April’s new boyfriend. Tyler, I’m the ex,” he declared as he addressed Andy, his hand extended in pure bullshit.

Mortified, I saw Andy’s confusion as he gripped Tyler’s hand in courtesy then gave it a brief shake.

“No, Andy’s not my boyfriend,” I corrected as Tyler looked over at Andy, who eyed him suspiciously. “He’s just the best man,” I said with a stiff smile. “Thanks, Tyler.” I dismissed him as I pushed at his chest to get him moving. “I owe you one.”

“How about dinner tomorrow?”

His question stunned me, and I gave him a look that screamed “really?”

“Uh, maybe. I’ll call you.”

“It’s just dinner,” Tyler whispered as he gently pulled a stray hair that was stuck on my lip gloss away from my lips.

“What are you doing, Tyler?”

“Don’t tell me you don’t miss me,” he said as he gave Andy a wink over my shoulder.

“Are you seriously doing this right now? I don’t have time for this.”

“I’ve been meaning to call you. I want to talk.”

“It can wait, and as you can see, I’m a little busy here.” 

Tyler stood to his full height as he not so subtly spouted off his next remark. “That man wants to fuck you, not make love. I promise.”

It became official with Tyler’s statement that the day was a total wash. I had to make it through this wedding and I could then resume the new peace my life had settled into, aside from the job that tore it to shreds on truly bad shifts.

I felt Andy at my back in seconds, me being the only thing separating the two.

“You don’t know shit about me. If I’m looking at her, it’s because she’s beautiful, and that’s no concern of yours…ex. I appreciate you saving the day for my boy, I really do, but please don’t make me embarrass you.”

Tyler, who was close to Andy’s height but had little on his size, surprised me with his sudden and completely misplaced venom.

“I don’t like the way you’re looking at her, at all.”

“Then look away motherfucker.” Andy’s bite was vicious as I felt the tension radiate from him.

“Tyler! What in the hell are you doing?”

He looked over my shoulder to Andy with malice and then down at me.

“I want to talk to you. Call me when this is over.”

“Fine, you can leave now. The ambulance was enough and now it’s a scene.”

Just as the words crept past my lips, Rowdy and his partner, Chuck, pulled up in their police cruiser.

“Jesus, what are they doing here?” I asked Tyler as I made my way to their car.

The wind kicked up again and I felt a single drop of rain hit my cheek.

“What’s going on?” Rowdy said as he came toward me, fully dressed in blues with Chuck hot on his heels.

“A wedding, obviously. You guys need to go and now. Why are you even here?”

I looked to Tyler, who shrugged. 

“Thought you might need back up.”

“For what, a wedding cake?” I pushed out a breath as Chuck approached me. 

“You look really beautiful.” Tyler looked over to Chuck suspiciously but Chuck ignored him. They weren’t exactly friends and only knew each other through Rowdy.

“Guys, get these damn vehicles out of here. We have a wedding starting in minutes!”

“You want a dance partner?” Chuck asked with a grin. “I’m 1040 now and can go grab a suit.”

“Fucking seriously,” Andy muttered behind me. I didn’t dare look back at him.

“Thanks, but I’m covered,” I said dismissively.

“Apparently,” I heard Andy rudely bark behind me. This time, I did turn around to see him staring at each one of the men. His jaw was tight with tension and his demeanor had changed. He shrugged his shoulders as his eyes met mine, and I caught a slight eye roll as he walked off.

Suddenly, I wanted all the men in my life castrated. Andy was acting like a jealous caveman and so was Tyler, all the while I was certain I’d paid my cell phone bill without fail and kept continuous service, yet neither had bothered to dial that number.

“Thanks, guys, really. I’ll call you.” One by one, the guys took their leave, Tyler being the last with a reminder that he wanted to talk. When the barn was clear of emergency vehicles, I raced back into the house to find Alice, a beautiful white bouquet in her hands and a serene smile on her face.

“Sorry, girl, sorry,” I apologized as the bridesmaids lined up. “Are we ready?”

“I’m getting married to Rafe Hembrey,” she whispered in a dreamy state. Her eyes welled slightly as she looked between her mother and me.

“Oh, honey, you look so beautiful. Don’t cry. You’ll smear your makeup.”

She shook her head as tears trailed down her cheeks. “Let him see.”

I felt the lump in my throat swell as I gripped her hand. “He knows.”

She nodded with a smile and gestured for me to take my place.

When we were all finally ready, I kept my relieved sigh inward as we made our way toward the back door…and then all hell broke loose.
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Never let the fear of striking out keep you from playing the game.

- Babe Ruth
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Over it.

Completely fucking over it. What the hell was I thinking, anyway? I was in no position to try and start something with April. Even though my head should be on Alice and Rafe, my only thought was getting the fuck out of Charleston. I would leave as soon as they got back from their honeymoon. I was done. Complicated before it started? Yeah, fuck that.

And by the looks of it, I wasn’t the only one that wanted her. And honestly, if I had her right now, I’m not sure what would become of it. I was leaving for Orlando for training when Alice and Rafe returned from Ireland.

Add that jackass, jealous ex-boyfriend and determined cop to compete with and I folded.

It’s not that I didn’t think I wasn’t man enough to handle it. It’s that I had no idea what I wanted anymore when it came to women. My scar from that head trip over Kristina had healed nicely during the last few months, and I was ready to get my head in the right game—the game of baseball.

I stood next to Rafe, who was the only one in the wedding party with tunnel vision, while he waited on his bride. The rest of the guests were subtly battling the force of the wind with concerned looks on their faces. Minutes ago, sweat was pouring from every surface of my body. Now, I felt a cool gust of air as it circulated around the wedding party. I bit my lip as April came into view and I looked over her red silk covered body.

I couldn’t remember being more attracted to a woman, ever, even the one who broke me, and for some reason, that made me feel guilty. Like my feelings for Kristina were less real because looking at April did some serious shit to me. I wanted to go to her, claim that perfect mouth after I put a playful smile on it. I felt possessive again when I looked at April, as if someone else would see all that beauty and claim it. As if she could hear my thoughts, she looked up to me in that moment and gave me a subtle smile as her eyes locked with mine. An all too familiar ache in my chest returned.

I’ve got to get the fuck out of here.

It had to come naturally.

That was the only way it would work. It had to be uncomplicated, and completely two sided. I couldn’t do it any other way. If she wanted some man and was waiting on him, so be it. Been there, done that. I would not play second to any man. When the time was right, I wanted to find the woman that always belonged to me, that much I knew.

The rejection shit was doing things to my confidence and making it hard for me to believe that a woman like that existed specifically for me. It seemed like lately I was always on the heels of some other guy when it came to the women I was interested in.

I had to get my head right before I got back in that game. Getting over Kristina was enough for now. I was no good for any woman, and I knew it. Looking at April made those rationalizations weak.

She was effortlessly beautiful.

Love and future aside, I wanted her.

I wanted to be mesmerized by her smell while I knelt between her thighs. I wanted to worship, lick, and ruin her. It was an attraction I couldn’t reel in when was she was close, and the more I looked at her, the more I stopped the fight. I glanced up to the breaking sky and then turned to Rafe, who had just caught the first glimpse of his bride, his eyes filled with unshed tears. He was gone, completely immersed in her, and as I looked on at her, so was she. It was only when the heavens opened completely that the two of them broke their gaze.

“Everyone to the barn!” someone shouted as the rain came down, unforgiving and completely destroying the organized beauty that surrounded us. Rafe went straight for Alice, scooped her off of her feet, and made a dash for the barn. I looked over at the guests, who were running in the same direction, and then back to April.

“What are you doing?” I yelled through the chaos as she dashed past me again. I caught her arm to stop her.

“Andy, help me gather some of these flowers! Oh God, the sand ceremony! It’s an important keepsake.” She was soaked and was laughing as she ran past me to grab a large vase. I gathered as many of the flowers as I could and met her where she stood. She looked down at the vase of sand and saw it was filling quickly with water. We were both drenched now as she realized her efforts were fruitless.

“They hadn’t even said their vows,” she said, deflated, as she looked on at the barn. “Jesus, Andy, it’s all ruined. Alice is going to be crushed.”

“It’s not your fault.” I tried to console her as I rid myself of the ruined flowers then grabbed the vases from her hands before setting them on one of the newly empty guest chairs. She looked up at me through the pouring rain, and I stared right back at her. Neither of us said a word as we studied the other. I saw her take in a long breath before she broke eye contact with me and started to make her way to the barn. She paused when I gripped her hand and we made a dash for it. Soaked and sliding on the slippery floor, we stopped in our tracks when we saw the crowd watching Alice and Rafe dance. They were smiling at each other and clearly unfazed by the whole thing. When April realized the bride was fine, she looked over to me with relief, which I returned with a wink. 

“Come on,” I said as I kept her hand and led her through the crowd. “We got the worst of it. Let’s go dry off.”

“K,” she said as she pulled her hand out of mine.

I felt the sting of it as I led her into the dressing room where Rafe, the guys, and I got dressed, and then grabbed a few towels from the bathroom.

“Here,” I said as she gratefully took the towel with a low “thank you” and began to wipe down her arms and chest. 

She looked over at the floor length mirror in panic. “Jesus, I’m a mess.” She wiped the running mascara from underneath her eyes and caught my reflection behind her. “Oh, shit, your shirt.” 

I looked down to see the now lopsided red boutonnière ribbon had pinked my shirt. She walked over to me with a wet towel and began to dab at it. I gripped her hands and stilled them.

She refused to look at me as she began to apologize.

“About what happened back there, I’m embarrassed. Sorry about that. Tyler, well, he’s an asshole, and that’s not hindsight. He was pretty much the whole time we dated.”

“Fuck that. That wasn’t your fault, either.” I held her cold hands together in mine and rubbed them to warm them.

“You’re freezing.”

“I’m fine. How about this weather? Good Lord, it can’t seem to make up its mind,” she said pointedly to me, and I got the message loud and clear. “I better get back to Alice.”

She started to pull her hands away when I stilled her. “About Christmas.”

“You don’t have to explain,” she said as she tried to squirm away from me.

“I wanted to call you, April. I did.”

She looked up at me then and I saw a brief flash of both pride and hurt. “But you didn’t, so let’s leave it at that.”

“April, I’m trying to get my shit together, and I can’t seem to do it with you around.”

“It’s fine, Andy. I’ll make myself scarce.” I wanted to argue that I genuinely liked her, that I had thought about her a lot, but my actions had shown different. I just couldn’t bring myself to start something I wasn’t sure I wanted with anyone, and she wasn’t in the right place, either, if she was waiting on another man. April wasn’t the type to fuck and forget. I had nothing to give, so I gave her nothing.

“So did you keep your promise?”

She looked up at me and bit her sexy lip in thought. “Turns out some woman might have ruined him for me. It’s fine. I’m over it. But, yeah, I still intend to keep it.”

As if we had just shot the shit, she took her hands from me and gave me a good once over. “You’re in much better shape than I am. Men have it so much easier.”

I raised a brow. “You think so?”

“Oh, hell yes! What I wouldn’t do to have a penis for a day.”

I chuckled as she turned and straightened her dress again in the mirror.

“And what would you do with that penis?”

“First, I’d pee everywhere and on everything just for the convenience.”

I barked out a laugh. “And then?”

“I’d start a fight with the biggest man I could find by throwing a real punch. Maybe in a bar. Yeah, I’d start a bar brawl. Maybe get a heart tattoo on my bicep that says Mom. Rearrange furniture, alone. Definitely play a game of real football.”

This woman was too much.

“And then?”

She turned to me with a wicked smile. “Because I would have to know what it felt like, I’d jack off.”

I lost it then as Waters burst through the door and eyed us both.

“Change of plans. We’re having the wedding in the barn.”

“Well, that’s obvious,” April said as she made her way out the door. She was all sass and spark today. Whatever it was, it was appealing as hell. 

Waters eyed me with an odd look. “Did she just say she’d jack off?”

“Yep,” I said as I grinned in the direction she left.

“What am I missing?”

“Go back to sleep, Waters,” I said as I brushed past him to follow her out.

“Well, if she has a dick, she had me fooled.”
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I raced to Alice as I made my way through the cluttered barn. Décor had been strewn everywhere, and I mourned the loss of the rescued wedding cake as half of it sat in a heap on the floor of the barn. The guests were seated at the dining tables as the bridal party regrouped. The ceremony took place on the dance floor twenty minutes later, and I refused to look at Andy as vows were exchanged. My heart was raw. I’d waited for his call, for more of his advances after Christmas day, but got nothing. He just wasn’t there, and I couldn’t force it. I knew that. I loved the way he looked at me, but with his confession in the dressing room, I was sure he’d decided what I already knew. Our brief flirtation had meant nothing. I might have his attention, but his heart wasn’t present. I let my fuck it attitude take over as I watched Alice and Rafe seal their lives with a kiss and cheered with the rest of the room as the music started. I reached for something stronger than champagne a few minutes into the party. I needed to feel a little numb. It was too much, the emotion swirling around the room, the romance of it all. The truth was, that if I had a penis, I was pretty sure I would be immune to the fact that the man I wanted didn’t want me in the same way. Men don’t seem to have the gene that makes them batshit crazy with emotions.

Aside from the movies, I’d never really seen a man lose his shit the way a woman does. The closest thing to that kind of love I’d seen is when Kurt came to the hospital in tears after he almost missed his son’s birth. I knew that was devotion. Tyler had never done anything like that with me. He wasn’t a passionate man, and I think somewhere inside of me I never fully connected to him. I wanted that passionate connection. I wanted a full on love affair, and Andrew Pracht wasn’t going to be the man to give it to me. I knew a month ago when I never got a call, but seeing him again only renewed the shitty way I’d felt after he’d dismissed me.

As I braved a look through the crowd to the most beautiful man to wear a tux, I realized the worst of my problems. No matter how ridiculous it was, I’d fallen a little in love with Andrew Pracht. And I knew without a shadow of a doubt that no matter what questions I had the rest of the night, red wine was the answer.

Nom. Nom. Nom.
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The music was loud and the guests were louder. The reception had turned into a full-blown party, as any good reception should. The dance floor was filled to the brink as I lifted my hands in the air and zigzagged my body down with the beat of Adele’s “Send My Love (To Your New Lover)”. I felt every word as I sent a silent middle finger to my romantic past. I felt empowered and blissfully numb, and had fulfilled my duties as the maid of honor. Alice and Rafe had taken off an hour ago with the well wishes and cheers of everyone at the reception as a spray of purple fireworks exploded above them. The smile on her face before she hugged me goodbye was priceless. I shed a hopeful tear or two as I watched them escape. I had to believe I had fireworks in my future. Why the hell not me? 

Mud was caked everywhere on the hardwood floor of the barn along with the cake that couldn’t be saved. Alcohol flowed in the humid barn and shoes were thrown left and right as the cooler night air crept in. Filthy guests let loose, and I was amongst them, dancing out my relief. I danced until my legs ached and then danced some more. It was rare that I got to do it, and I loved it. I hadn’t bothered to look around for Andy. I felt the constant nag in my chest as it was. He could kindly fuck off with his Magnum sized penis, beautiful face, and indifference to me.

The DJ was eyeing me as he played hit after hit. I loved his style and continued to compliment his taste as I remained on the dance floor, soaked in sweat, and enjoying the atmosphere. After another few songs, I found my clutch amongst the chaos and made my way toward the bathroom in the back to avoid the line at the one closest to the dance floor.

I felt a hand grip my hip just as I entered the room and glanced up to see Andy looking straight ahead as he kept a tight, almost painful grip on my hips.

“What are you doing?”

Andy ushered me in, twisted the lock, and walked me over to the sink where he lifted me to sit on the edge. I was out of breath and could feel the sweat trickle down my back. Andy leaned in and placed his hands at my sides but did not touch me. We were eye to eye as he just stared at me. I licked my lips and his deep blues flicked down to them and followed my tongue.

“What are you doing?” I repeated as he stared at me. I clenched my fists, ready for battle, as I stared at his beautiful face.

“I keep fucking up with you,” he whispered as if I hadn’t asked him a question at all.

“You got hurt. I don’t blame you. I can’t,” I said honestly. It was so much easier to hate him when I didn’t have to stare at his beautiful face. The sight of him made me weak, the memory of his kiss even more so. The deep red, perfectly trimmed beard had my attention before I braved a look into his eyes. His hair was combed back and he looked so damned gorgeous, I decided the conversation and the ones that proceeded them with Andy were pointless.

Maybe it was the wine talking, but I no longer wanted an explanation. I knew.

“You should,” he said as he inched forward. “And how did you know I got hurt?”

“I’ve been hurt. I’ve been numb, Andy. I know what it’s like. I know what it looks like. And I know what this is.”

He was the perfect picture of restraint in his black tuxedo jacket down to his tailored slacks and shiny wing-tipped shoes.

My mind made up, I let the woman on the dance floor lead the way.

“And what is this?”

I pushed his jacket off of his shoulders and he shrugged out of it without protest.

“It’s tonight,” I said as I gripped the back of his head and offered myself to him. Andy’s mouth came down, hungry and possessive as I moaned in surprise. I thought I was the one that was leading the attack, but I soon found out I was very, very wrong. Andy took everything with greed as he pushed up my skirt and stood between my legs then ground his thick, hard length into my middle. I felt his true size then and pulled away with a gasp, ready to take him on. With my confidence at ridiculous heights, I untucked his shirt and unhooked his pants. I didn’t hesitate as I gripped his solid cock in my hand and pumped.

“I watched you dance for two hours,” he said as he trailed kisses from my lips to my neck, and I let my head hit the mirror behind me as I pumped him eagerly.

“April,” he growled as I looked down to appreciate the length of him. He was so hard and completely intoxicating as he pulled down the strapless top to my dress then took one of my breasts in his hand. “I love the way you move, so beautiful, so fucking sexy.”

“You could have danced with me,” I gasped as he pulled his cock out of reach and took my nipple into his mouth, giving it a hard suck before he looked up to me. “If I thought I had a chance in hell of keeping up with you, I would have.”

I felt like I could fly as Andy murmured to me how much I turned him on. There was no measure of doubt, no hesitancy between us. It was happening. It wasn’t until he went for my panties that I remembered...Spanx.

“Oh, Andy, wait,” I objected as he ravaged my neck.

“Your bag,” he said as he tugged at my earlobe, “it’s on the counter.”

“But,” I pushed out and tried to stop him just as he felt the material that encased my thighs.

“Damn, this is not the thong I hoped for,” he said with a grin as he lifted my dress to study the beige nightmare underneath it.

“Har har,” I said as he followed the trail up to my waist and then looked down incredulously when it went further up to the under curve of my boobs.

“Bodysuit?” he said, looking down, confused.

“Take them off, Andy,” I said, too turned on to be truly embarrassed.

“Yes, ma’am,” he said as he reached under my dress and began to pull them down. The sweat and the humidity had soaked me, and I felt the resistance of the Spanx as Andy began to try to tug them past my waist. I started to full on laugh as he threw my dress over his head and began the battle. “Are you fucking serious with these?”

“It hides panty lines and stuff,” I defended, “and my muffin top.”

“Your what?”

“Jelly roll, dickie doo.”

We were both chuckling now as he strained to get them down my hips, his head still rustling around under my dress as he yanked like a madman.

“What is a dickie doo?” he asked as he spit out the tulle underlining and looked at me with heat, amusement, and determination.

“When your belly sticks out more than your dickie do.”

Andy full on laughed as he continued to battle my Spanx. I swear at one point he tried to rip them with his hands.

“Let me stand up,” I offered as he fought like a man on the edge.

“I’ve got it,” he said as he gripped them at my hips and began to pull both the Spanx and me down with him. I barely had time to protest with an “Oh” as we both went down. Andy caught me in time to keep me from injury as we laughed hysterically on the floor.

“Jesus,” Andy said, perplexed. “I’m going to have to agree with your earlier statement and say I’m glad I’m a man.”

I was in his lap with my arms and legs wrapped around him as we smiled at each other.

“So lucky,” I said as I looked at him, defenseless. Andy had that way about him. He made it way too easy to let my guard down. But it didn’t matter. Tonight was the night.

“What are you thinking?”

I realized I’d spaced out and just shrugged. “Nothing,” I said as I leaned in and pressed my lips to the patch of hair on his chin then trailed kisses to his waiting mouth. He kissed me again for endless minutes. When he pulled away and saw my need matched his, he gently lowered me down, placing his tuxedo jacket behind my head. He reached underneath my dress as he watched my chest heave and finally won the battle with my Spanx.

I lay back, my dress covering me as he unbuttoned his shirt, and then hovered over me before he slowly leaned down to kiss my lips. He trailed kisses down my chest and then his head disappeared under my dress as he spread me open gently. My whole body jumped with the first swipe of his tongue.

“Oh, God...Andy,” I begged as I pulled the dress down to unveil his face. He was flat on his stomach, his forearms braced on the carpet, and his face buried between my legs. Once our eyes connected, Andy slowed his pace and licked leisurely as I twisted his hair in my hands then began to beg for the orgasm that was coming fast.

“Andy,” I repeated, both completely dissolving and building with each swipe of his talented tongue.

He pulled back as he looked up at me and licked his lips. “Jesus, you taste perfect. Hold on, beautiful, I’m about to make you feel the sun at midnight.”

He dipped his head in again deliberately slow, and with a few more repeated flicks, I was writhing and moaning out of control. He took his time, and only when I was near tears did he quicken his pace. I detonated with loud gasps as Andy shot up to his knees and watched me fall apart, his thumb helping me ride out the tidal wave as it shook me. When I’d come down, he slid his finger in and closed his eyes, seemingly satisfied with his handiwork. I looked up to him as he pushed his pants to his knees and brought his cock front and center. The man was not a fan of underwear, and I decided I was on his team. I studied his dangerously thick length and swallowed as my insides began to tremble a bit with the unknown.

So this is what a big dick looks like.

I pointed to the counter above me as Andy reached for my clutch. I hated the ritual, but the twins with twins rule applied.

I made quick work of producing the same condom he’d left in my purse a month ago and saw the surprised look on his face. I made no comment as he fitted himself in latex. I wasted no time exploring the hard lines of his chest and tracing my fingers over his abs. He waited on me as I nervously placed kisses on what my lips could reach. Eager for him and unwilling to waste another second, I gave my eyes to him. Deep pools of blue stared down at me as I looked up to him with silent permission.

“So exceptionally beautiful,” he whispered as his lips descended. We kissed for endless minutes, our lips never parting, until he let me pull off his shirt to feel the entirety of his back. He was solid muscle and I couldn’t stop my appreciation as I felt the pressure of his tongue against mine and ran my nails lightly down his back. I heard him groan and repeated my movement with a little more pressure. He reared back and positioned himself at my entrance. Eyes locked, Andy slowly pushed into me as I gripped his arms and bit my lip in fear.

Mouth parted, I tilted into him as he pushed in again, and we both moaned. He rocked forward, and I lifted my legs to straddle his waist, urging him on.

“Oh fuck,” he grunted as he pressed in further and reached the end of me. We locked perfectly as both of us let out a collective breath. I forced the rest of the air out of my body as he closed his eyes, pleasure pouring from his face. When he opened them, I squirmed beneath him, the discomfort and amazing feeling equaled out and made me restless. I wanted more, and I didn’t want to wait. Andy moved then and I held him close, too afraid to break the connection. I’d never felt like this during sex, and I had no idea how to compartmentalize it for later, so I let go. I was raw and on the verge of losing my mind. Andy stared down at me, his strokes careful at first. Then I became overwhelmed at the sight of him with, his powerful arms braced at my shoulders. He moved above me, my moans matching his groans as our bodies meshed. I quickened far too soon. I clawed at his arms, his back, anything I could do to help cope with the state I was in. He was a solid mass of muscle, his strokes unforgiving. I braced myself as he hit me so deep, so perfectly, I exploded with a muffled scream as his mouth captured mine. Cries escaped me left and right as he fucked me ruthlessly, and I begged for more with my hold on his hips and the continuous shudder of my body. Andy didn’t stop as I called out to him; his only reply his consoling lips. It was like nothing I’d ever felt, and as I braced myself for another orgasm, I looked up to see he was still watching me.

“Let go,” he said, feeling my body tense, and I did without hesitation as I opened my mouth and nothing but a hoarse voice that sounded nothing like mine called his name.

Andy gritted his teeth as my body clenched around him. Still, he moved, taking, what he wanted and giving back at the same time. Time passed in a blur as I kept myself locked to him and completely let go. Unrehearsed and raw, we moved the way we felt and fed off of each other. I felt myself build again, looked up at him with trembling lips as he leaned down, gripped my hair, and twisted it in his hands. He licked the salt off my neck before trailing gentle lips to my ear. Covered in sweat, he murmured gentle words of praise to me as I encased him with my body, completely receptive and responsive to every word, every movement.

“Give it to me again, beautiful. I want another hit. Let go.” He swiveled his hips and hit me there again and then thrust one last time as we both spilled over. I’d never been so exhausted in my life as Andy collapsed beside me, our breathing labored, and the only sound in the room.

Oh. My. God.

As if in afterthought, Andy rolled over on his side and gripped the back of my head as his mouth descended one last time and he kissed me within an inch of my life. His tongue thrust as he devoured my mouth so thoroughly, I could never possibly have a better kiss. When we separated again, he rolled onto his back once again until his breathing began to even out. I lay there completely sated, and at the same time, devastated that I may never feel that way again. I refused to go there and decided to bask in the high of it, the high of being worshipped by Andy. Because that was exactly what it felt like.

My mind raced with thoughts of the promise he’d delivered on. After receiving the longest, hardest fuck of my life, it occurred to me that we’d been gone way longer than we should and a wave of adrenaline hit me when I thought of what people might think. I didn’t want to have to explain this to anyone for any reason. I shot off the floor as Andy rolled on his side to give me an odd look. He looked sexy as hell, even with completely wayward hair and his pants around his knees.

“What are you doing?”

“We’ve been in here a long time, haven’t we?”

“I don’t know. I wasn’t timing us.” He moved to sit and pulled off the condom as I pulled my dress up to cover my chest and checked my appearance in the mirror.

Well, you look like a woman who has just had five orgasms.

My body was flushed and the burns from Andy’s beard were all over my neck and chest. Only time would help with those, so I did what I could. I pulled some bobby pins out of my hair and tried to readjust them to make sense of what now looked like a birds nest. Andy was behind me in minutes, buttoning his shirt. I could feel his eyes on me but was too afraid to say anything. The ball was in his court, and I’d basically walked over and handed it to him on a platinum platter.

Tonight, April, tonight.

Worth it! Right?

I felt the burn of my legs and the slight ache between them as I finally braved a look at Andy. He was back to form, aside from his slightly askew hair.

“Here, let me help you,” I said as I leaned over to the faucet and grabbed a little water. I reached up and ran it through his hair as I tried to finger comb the unruly strands back into place. At least we were even on the just fucked hair. His was shot as well.

“We are screwed,” I said as I kept my hands in his hair, ignoring his eyes that were trained on me. After a few more seconds of digging through his thick tresses, I was sure neither of us had a chance in hell of looking pre-bathroom romp presentable.

“April,” Andy said as he stilled my hands and pulled one of them to his lips for a brief kiss.

“Andy,” I said with goofy, wide eyes, ignoring the fact that he wanted to talk. “We have to get back out there.”

I moved toward the door as he stopped me with his hand on my arm. “April.”

“Don’t say anything. I feel good. I feel high. I haven’t had a man’s hands on me in almost a year, okay? I wanted this.” I looked back at Andy and saw the resignation in his face.

This was tonight.

He cleared his throat. “I was just going to ask you if you needed help back into your Spanx.” Andy nodded toward them as I looked down at the floor and snatched them up, hiding them in the trash without a proper burial.

“I think I’ll go commando. Works for you,” I said with a devilish grin.

Andy already had his hand on the door and kept it closed just as I went to open it. He planted a soft kiss on my shoulder before he whispered words that made my eyes close. “Everything about you is beautiful.” He lifted his hand off the door, and I went through, unsure if I should take that as a send off. As we emerged, Andy grabbed my hand and gave me a reassuring nod. Just as we both faced forward, the photographer snapped a picture of us.

“Are you fucking serious?” Andy snapped at the man who had just blown our cover, not just for those present, but for every single wedding guest who attended and would be looking at the picture from now until the end of time.

“We’ll just own it. Let them think what they want,” Andy said as he turned to me.

“Can I drive you home?”

“I drove here. I’m good,” I said, the idea of going back to my empty condo no longer appealing.

“I leave for training when Rafe and Alice get back—”

“I’m excited for you,” I said as I let go of his hand. “I have a ton of stuff here to clean up, and I have to try to attempt a keepsake box for Alice. Can you make sure Dutch is settled and doesn’t need anything in the house?”

“Yeah, of course,” Andy said as he shoved his hands in his pockets. It was his defensive move. I knew that move now. I don’t know what he wanted or what he expected me to say, but I had nothing. I was still reeling from the sex we’d had and from the fact we’d had it at all—in the bathroom, at Alice and Rafe’s wedding, with hundreds of people outside the door who apparently left while we were in there.

April, you hoe!

Yeah, totally worth it.

I looked at the empty dance floor and realized there were only a handful of guests left. How long had we been in there?

“I’ll go check in with Dutch,” Andy said as he kissed my cheek and began his walk across the emptying dance floor.

I wasted no time in speaking up out of pure fatigue.

“Party’s over, folks. You don’t have to go home but you can’t stay here. Who needs an Uber?” I laughed as at least ten hands flew up, including one from a guy who was face planted at a nearby table.
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“I’m good, boy, go home,” Dutch insisted as I surveyed the house for trash, ensuring I’d collected the majority of it.

“I will. Let me just get these,” I said of the leftover plates on her table from the catered breakfast.

“April, huh?” Dutch said under her breath. “She’s good people.”

I did a poor job of hiding my face as I pretended I didn’t hear her.

“You heard me, you little shit.”

Exasperated, I looked over at her. “Dutch, it’s not like that. It can’t be.”

“Well, you were smart. Age is making you stupid.” I barked out a laugh as she limped her way around the easy chair I was standing behind. Dutch came up to my chest in height and made me feel about four years old with each speech she gave. I’d known her as long as I’d known Rafe, and I’d collected at least one speech a year since. I braced myself for the blunt truth as she scrutinized me. “Naw...you’re still smart.” She gave me a rare hug and then limped down the hall. She’d gotten a prosthetic leg when she lost hers to diabetes and hadn’t mastered her new walk yet. She looked over her shoulder at me from her bedroom door. “Lock the back door from the inside. I’m tired, Andrew, go home.”

“Night, Dutch, love you, too,” I chuckled as she shut her bedroom door without a reply. Following Dutch’s orders and alone with my thoughts, I dragged two bags of trash to her can outside as I watched April walk around the barn, picking up as the DJ approached her. I felt my whole body tense as I heard her laughter ring out and strained to hear the rest of their conversation.

I’d seen him eyeing her from his table as she danced, and I was just as greedy with my perusal, but watching their exchange now made me certain I didn’t want him having a fucking thing to do with her.

Having a taste of her had brought a small piece of the man I’d thought I’d lost back to me. In fact, it was hands down the hottest sex I’d ever had. This fucking asshole had to have seen us disappear together, and there was no way he couldn’t have drawn the conclusion he should have. I made long strides to the barn as I watched her gather more keepsakes and carefully wrap them and put them in a box.

“Need a hand?” I barked as she looked up to me with surprise, a smile still on her face from something he’d just said.

“I’m done,” she said as I glared at the asshole who was keeping her entertained. I was acting barbaric. Minutes ago, I had been so deep inside her, and I’d be damned if I wasn’t jonesing for a repeat. April looked me over and then down at the box at her feet. “Want to carry this to my car?”

“Sure,” I said as I walked over, lifted the box, and then made quick work of grabbing her hand. She didn’t fight me as I led her out of the barn and gave the prick over my shoulder my death stare. He didn’t bother with a reply and made busy work packing his equipment.

“Goodnight, Joel,” she called over her shoulder as I gripped her hand a little tighter.

I said nothing as she walked to her car, pulled her keys from her clutch, and popped the trunk with the remote. I gently set the box in, closed the trunk, and swiftly planted her perfect ass on it. She squealed out a bit as I lifted her and looked up at me with surprised eyes.

“Let’s stop the fucking charade, okay? We’re a little too old for that shit. What’s on your mind? What are you thinking?”

Her face was priceless, and it was all I could do to keep from laughing at her reaction. Dutch’s motion lights chose that moment to turn off, leaving us in the dark. “What do you want me to say, Andy? We had some amazin’ sex and—”

“And what?” I said as I took my place between her legs, gripped her face, and brushed my thumb along her bottom lip.

“Pardon?” she said as her sass came back into play. I could feel her tense as much as I could feel the charge of air between us. She felt it, too, and I knew it. “I’m a little rusty at this seeing as how I was with the same man for years, but I’m pretty sure a booty call is a no obligation type thing, I mean, we did it and...”

“Shut up,” I snapped. I gripped her shoulders and leaned in to claim her mouth as she began to bitch me out. She gripped me tight to her as I fucked her mouth for as long as I could handle it without doing more. Her kiss was addictive. “I guess my question is,” I whispered in the dark between us, “do you want to do it again?”

“Oh, hell yes.”
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Andy laughed loudly as he wrapped his arms around me, and I felt his body shake. I was freezing, and when he felt the chill of my skin, he pulled his jacket off and wrapped it around me.

“Thank you, and I don’t like being told to shut up.”

“Sorry, I had to stop the spray of bullshit coming from your mouth,” he said sarcastically as I grabbed my keys and opened my passenger door.

Well, welcome back, Andrew Pracht.

I smiled as I sank in my passenger seat, my nerves completely frayed from the events of the day, a majority it being the freight train that made himself as comfortable as he could in my tiny Chevy sedan.

“You could have kissed me again.”

“Gladly,” he said as he leaned over, took my lips into his mouth, and made a smacking noise before he released them with a pop. “Now relax, it’s been a damned day, and we deserve it.”

“Yes, sir,” I said as I buckled my seat belt and he started my car. I sat stunned as he pushed the button and turned on the radio. “Let’s see what the Carolina girl likes to listen to besides the booty opera.”

We both chuckled as he looked over at me with a grin. His perfectly sculpted, masculine face lit up by my indigo dash lights. His presence was overwhelming, and I couldn’t help the stupid ass grin that was plastered on my face and hoped he wouldn’t notice. Being with him completely electrified me, the butterflies, the goosebumps were all front and center. I couldn’t help the elation that I felt that he didn’t want to end whatever we had going on. He clicked on each station until “I Met a Girl” by William Michael Morgan came on and he began to sing along. If I had panties on, I’d be soaked. He could actually carry a tune, and I assure you, nothing on God’s green earth would ever be sexier than Andy Pracht in a tux with just fucked hair singing the words to that song. I lay my head against the seat and studied him as I “shut up.”
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I woke up completely comfortable, wrapped in what felt like a cloud. I briefly looked over for Layla’s crib and then realization struck. I was in Andy’s bed, naked as the day I was born, and wrapped up in his down comforter. Aside from that, there were no sheets on the bed, and why? Because we’d torn them off after exploring each other for hours. The man was a beast and had the sexual appetite of a caveman on crack. And I loved every second of it. We only stopped when we ran out of the three condoms he had in his house, and trust me, there were only three because he had thoroughly searched for more. I sat up after I realized I was alone in the cloud and stretched my arms.

Well, that hurt.

His room was furnished in simple masculine fashion with a man’s necessities, a king size bed, dresser, and TV. I didn’t have much time to appreciate it when we got to his house.

I looked on the floor, found my red dress, and saw his white tux shirt next to it. I opted for the shirt and walked to the top floor of the house. He had three guest bedrooms and a fourth, unfinished room upstairs in addition to the master on the opposite side. I made my way down the stairs, every single step agony on my thighs and calves, not to mention the inferno of soreness that was steadily climbing the pain scale between my legs. I hit the landing of the stairs and was greeted by one of his white labs. I massaged the dog’s head with a wince and then looked up to see Andy in one of his oversized recliners. He was dressed in sweatpants and was bare chested as he read a newspaper...with black rimmed glasses on. It was all I could do the keep my mouth from dropping open.

Jesus, he was beautiful.

“Morning,” he said as he noticed me right away and peeked around his paper, “beautiful.”

“Morning,” I answered back with a grin. “I guess people still do read the paper.”

“It’s not the same on my tablet, and it gets recycled,” he said as he nodded toward a fresh fire. “Coffee? OJ?”

“Morphine drip?” I countered as the pain radiated through my body. I don’t think I’ve ever had that much sex in one night.

“That bad?” he said with a smug grin.

“So bad I don’t have the energy to sass you for that asshole grin on your face.”

“Ouch, must be bad.” He chuckled as he stood and walked toward me. He was physical perfection, and I got to explore every inch of him last night. From his armored chest down to the trickle of abs that led to the thick bulge that lay between his thighs, he had no flaws, none. “How about a really hot shower or a bath?”

“Yes to all of them,” I said as I looked at the staircase with regret. I should have stayed upstairs. At that moment, I sneezed and heard a quick “bless you” as Andy and I came face to face. He gave me an odd look.

“Ummm, do you have to work tonight?” He put his hand on my forehead and pulled it away as he looked down at me with concern.

“No, I’m off for the next three days. Why?”

“You’re sick.”

“I’m not sick,” I said as my voice went hoarse and I realized my palms were sweating.

Oh shit.

“Yeah, beautiful, you are, and you definitely have a fever. And though I would love to take credit, I’m pretty sure your body aches are not all from last night.”

“Oh! I better go. Oh no, you might get sick,” I squeaked hoarsely as I realized the amount of fluid exchange in the last twelve hours.

Andy scooped me into his arms and made his way upstairs. “You aren’t going anywhere,” he said as he cradled me to his chest. “Bath first before it sets in.”

“Andy, I’ll go home. You don’t want to catch this. You have to leave soon.”

“I already have it, I’m sure. Don’t worry, I’ll hold it against you.”

I grinned up at him as my eyes watered and I fought a sneeze and pinched my nose.

“You’re cute when you’re sick,” he said as he glanced down at me.

“You’re cute when you’re breathing, and I really wish I would have known you had those glasses last night.”

He looked down at me as he placed me on my feet. “Oh, really?”

“Hell yes, we could have role played. I could have made you my blond Clark Kent and turned into an evil Shero.”

Andy chuckled as he walked me to the bathroom and I rambled off a thick plot, complete with two happy endings. I began to freeze as I stood in his shirt, unsure of what to do. “Andy, really, I better go. What if I go down today and I can’t get back up?”

“Who’s going to take care of you at home?”

“Me,” I said with a shrug.

“Exactly,” he said as he unbuttoned my shirt slowly and slid it off my body. I was beginning to feel worse by the minute. I got into his sunken tub and instantly felt both better and worse. The hot water made me weak but my muscles thanked me. He turned on the jets and I felt myself go lax in the tumultuous water. Minutes later, I was whisked out of the tub and set into fresh smelling sheets in the center of his bed.

“Not your bed, Andy. I can take one down the hall.”

“Jesus, how about we do a little role play now and you let me play blonde Clark Kent nurse bitch?” he said with a chuckle as he pulled a warm sheet and comforter over me. I had barely noticed the small fireplace in his room last night with all of the...God, the sex. I was warm all over from thoughts of his hands and mouth. I saw a newly lit fire grace the corner. There was a bottle of Sprite and some Tylenol on his nightstand, which he made me take as soon as I was settled.

“Aw, man, you rock,” I said as I swallowed the pills.

Andy just grinned down at me. “Let’s see what this becomes so we can figure out what medicine to take.”

“K,” I agreed. “You better take something now. A shot of vitamins or something.”

“Baby, I’m made of titanium. I never get sick.”

I nodded as he spoke again, but I was already half-asleep.
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“Neber say neber, huh, Pracht?” I said as my eyes watered with an oncoming sneeze.

Less than twelve hours after I went down, Andy had joined me in his king size bed, not as the comforter, but as the whiniest sick man who’d ever lived.

“We hab the plague and we are going to die,” Andy whined as he shivered under the covers. He turned to face me, his pale face soaked with sweat, his eyes full of menace, and his nose stuffed with Vicks Kleenex, like mine. “I blame you for those fucking keebsakes.”

“You didn’t hab to stalk me when it started raining,” I smarted back with a disgusting, cold-filled voice. “You could habe taken your delicate self to the barn. Who knew a cold could ruin your sex appeal?”

“But you loobed so fucking hot in that dress.” He chuckled as he looked me over, his eyes half-shut with sickness. “And now look what I’m stuck with. You’re a snot ball. Your hair is all over by bed, and now I’m going to habe to burn these sheets, and they were expensive. I mean, loob at you. Gross,” he teased as I lifted up the covers and did my own assessment.

“I thought youb were hot too, but now that I take a good look, you have a baboon’s ass. And I’m kind of fonder of those less strict with their diet. I’m more of a chubby chaser.” I turned away and sneezed into the convenient Kleenex and quickly replaced it with another. “You have absolutely no chance with me after we get out of this bed. Now that I’ve seen snot in your beard, your hot factor has definitely dimbinished.”

“Fine wib me, and you smell,” he added as we both chuckled.

“That’s all you,” I shot back. “Go spray some Febreeze on...everything.”

His eyes were full of sweetness as his mouth went sour. “You loob like a science experiment,” he said, choking on his cold.

“You loob like a circus clown who needs more lipstick.”

“You hab enough grease in your hair to fry chicken.”

“You loob like Colonel Sanders ten days post mortem.”

“Ouch,” he said as he looked at the empty bottle of Nyquil behind me on his nightstand. He was shivering underneath the thick blankets as he realized it was empty. “You couldn’t save me a drop? Junkie. You’re like Rose on the Titanic, looking out to save your own sexy ass. Might as well just rip my frozen fingers off the heabboard and let my lifeless body sink to the bottom.”

“You’ve seen Titanic?”

“My ex-girlfriend made me watch it twice when it came out. I was a harb up teenager. I dumped her after the second time.”

“The things men do for booty.”

Andy gave me a broad grin through a curtain of Kleenex. “The things men do for Moon Pie.”

Realization hit me as I buried my head under the covers. “Oh my God.”

Andy’s chuckle was interrupted by a cough as he ripped the sheet off my head and peered down at me smugly. “Youb were so easy. I didn’t even have to take you to a movie, and the next day you were at my door with a box of booty.”

“Mark my words,” I said as I cleared my throat, “Rafe Hembrey will pay for that.”

We both laughed as Andy turned his head and coughed into his pillow. The doorbell rang and neither of us cared as we lay naked in a shivering heap in the comfort of each other.

“That’s probably my Prime delivery. More shit to drown out your high-pitched snore and cough. I ordered my own bottle of Nyquil, you dobe fiend.”

I could barely move a muscle. This was the worst cold on the planet. It didn’t matter how much I liked him, he wasn’t worth the trip downstairs. “Well, if you’re feeling froggy, Mr. Pracht, go ahead and leap.”

“I can’t move.”

I looked into his blue eyes and suddenly felt like returning his kindness. “Fine, I’ll go.”

“Nobe way, if I perish, those can’t be my last words.”

“Should I take this down?”

“Yes. Andrew Pracht’s last words of wisdom.”

“Oh, this will be interesting,” I said with a sarcastic sigh.

“Don’t be so skeptical. I’m a poet at heart.” God, he was beautiful, even looking like a pale blond headed walrus with paper hanging out of his nose.

“Fine,” I said, grabbing my cell phone. I turned the camera on him and cued it up.

“You’re on.”

“Don’t record me,” Andy said as he gently pushed my phone away.

“Oh no, sir. I’m drunk on Nyquil and in the age of modern man, this is the best solution, so get to it.” I turned the camera toward myself and rang out the opening. “Andrew Pracht’s last words before he passed away from a horrific head cold. Just a note, he whined the whole time. He didn’t take it like a man at all and he went down without his man card.”

“I’be got your man card,” he mumbled as I turned the camera on him and he gave me a curled lip.

“I guess I’ll just spill it at random. Rafe, remember to follow the fucking fingers between the legs of your catcher, and when you wib that championship, the ball gets cemented in my headstone. Alice, doll, I know it will be hard, but try not to leabe him. He’s a monkey. Just feed him his daily banana and I promise he’ll behave.”

I giggled in agreement and then coughed as he continued, straight faced.

“Dutch, I wish you a million more seasons, and I hobe you don’t sit at those games alone. I lobe you, you old bitty. I may not be able to top your knowledge of the game, or beat you at Spades, but I won this race.”

My heart warmed as I thought of Andy playing cards with Dutch like I had. I wondered how often he visited her.

Andy went on, and I caught myself laughing at his facial expression as he spoke to various friends and spit out snot-filled advice. His demeanor changed, and I could see his hesitance when he spoke next.

“Dad, don’t drink all my beer. You’re a sentimental drunk, and you may not remember that I built this house so one day your stubborn ass would live in it, too.” Andy’s mood turned from playful to mournful, and I knew he was thinking of his mother. “You really couldn’t have done better by me.”

Before he could go there in his sick and exhausted state, I reminded him that this was a joke.

“Anyone you want to tell off?”

Andy looked over at me, and I could see the whisper of a smile before he looked at the camera. “Fuckin’ A, there is,” he said with a chuckle, “Donna Sanderson, you really fucked up. I offered you my favorite pencils and youb took Gunner Swain’s instead. You were my first heartbreak, youb evil-ginger, pigtailed witch.”

I let out a loud laugh as I looked at him.

“Any other girls you want to give a shout out to?” I asked before I sneezed again and cursed under my breath.

Andy looked over at me pensively.

“I won’t judge.”

“No comment,” he said with a smirk.

“Song requests, then? For the funeral, of course.”

“Yeab, Fat Bottomed Girls,” Andy said with a smirk as he lifted the covers and smacked my ass hard. I yelped as I kept the camera trained on him.

“Seriously?”

“No, but I can’t think of one right now.”

“Anything else?”

“Yeah,” he said as he looked at the camera one last time. “I gave my mind and body to ball and my heart to beautiful women. I played my best for both.”

I pressed the stop button and then couldn’t help myself. I leaned over and kissed the red-blonde walrus. I felt the surprise in his lips by my show of affection, and when I pulled back, he gave me a wink and a weak smile. We were truly miserable, and I felt a small sense of duty kick in since he’d been so good to me.

“I’ll go get that Nyquil.”

“I’ll go,” he said as he moved to get up.

“Andy,” I said in warning as I made my way out of bed, rummaged through his top drawer and pulled out one of his t-shirts. I would have to leave soon. All I had to wear was my ruined bridesmaid dress and no underwear.

“Woban, your ass is a work of art.”

So, Andy was an ass man. I smiled as I pulled the t-shirt over my head and looked over to see him watching me. God, I loved that he didn’t apologize for it, but at the same time, I couldn’t help but feel a little self-conscious. He was an athlete and had an athlete’s body. He was hard as a rock everywhere, and I had far too much jiggle. I let my ‘fuck it’ attitude take over as I jerked my hips and let my ass bounce. I could twerk long before they thought up that damned dance, and mine was original.

“Youb like that, Colonel?” I said as I did it again to watch his reaction.

His eyes were filled with heat as he looked me over again and bit his lip.

“Bring that ass ober to me and I’ll show you just how mucch I like the way you dance, beautiphul.”

I felt the tug in my chest at the recognition of the way he said the word. Suddenly, all I wanted to do was take care of him.

“I’ll be right back with your bottle...you big baby.”

I descended the stairs and looked outside to grab the package. Sure enough, the Prime tape was on it, and I laughed at the idea he’d bought medicine and sickness supplies by mail. Then again, Andy didn’t seem to have anyone around to take care of him, either. The thought tugged at my heart as the dogs blocked my way back in.

It was freezing, and I knew they probably needed to be walked. Glancing around the secluded property and then down at my t-shirt, I put the box on the bottom of the stairs and ushered the dogs out. I shivered in the cold, knowing I was a pure idiot for being in the weather in nothing but a t-shirt. The dogs took their sweet ass time, and I cursed them and froze with careful eyes on them. They were sniffing, which was a good thing, and I almost cried in gratitude when one lifted a leg. The other was sniffing underneath Andy’s boat, and I was growing impatient. I admired the sleek fishing boat as I crossed my arms over my chest in an attempt to ward off the cold. I wondered if he’d taken it out yet. It looked brand new. The fisherwoman in me was itching to see what he had inside of it. For a minute, I could picture the two of us on that boat, and it almost warmed me until I heard a loud yelp followed by a series of more pain-filled ones.

One of the dogs—I couldn’t tell which—began to run around like his ass had just caught fire. I ran after him barefoot in a t-shirt that barely cleared my thighs. I could feel the cold hit my ass as I chased after the dog.

“Hey!” I said as I almost caught him and saw the silver hanging out of his mouth. The dog looked straight at me and then made a beeline in the opposite direction.

“Stop, dammit, let me help you,” I yelled as I chased after him full-throttle, terrified he might be seriously hurt. After a few minutes, and as the yelps grew louder, I got desperate and hurled myself at the lab with a silent prayer to Jesus.
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Whoever wants to know the heart and mind of America had better learn baseball.

- Jacques Barzun
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I heard the first yelp followed by April in her attempt to call the dogs.

“Goddamnit,” I said as I forced myself off of the bed. My dick was in the dirt. It felt like years since I’d been that sick. I pulled on some sweats and opened the front door in time to see April’s ass in full view as she leapt for Yogi and tackled him to the ground. I took the steps two at a time and caught up with them both.

April was trying to calm him as he yelped and came close to snapping at her.

I gripped him hard around the neck and inspected his lip then saw a fishing hook stuck through it.

“Shit,” I said as I studied it. “It’s stuck in there good. I have a Rapala. It’s a—”

“I know what a Rapala is,” she said as her whole body shook with the arrival of another freezing gust of wind.

“Under the kitchen sink,” I called after her as she made a mad dash for the front door. Less than a minute later, she was back with the pliers as I tried to calm Yogi down. “I’ll hold him. He won’t hurt you,” I promised as April went straight for the hook without fear. I looked over at her in awe. She was more afraid for the dog than for herself.

My Carolina girl.

She freed Yogi from the embedded hook and then looked over at me, wiping the dirt and gravel from her legs and ass. “Now we’re really going to die. Get in the house,” she ordered both me and the dogs. “Go!” she snapped as the dogs and I obeyed. Once inside, I moved to take the stairs and she shook her head. “I’m about to wash those sheets right now. Get on the couch. I’ll dose you then make a fire.”

I was in no mood to argue, so I used her favorite word. “K.” She barely smiled, her legs still red from the cold. She grabbed every throw and comfortable pillow I had from the chairs and the couch, and I crashed into it as she tried to pull them over me. I reached for her instead and she yelped as I pulled her down and then covered us both, bringing her freezing body to mine. I gripped her bare ass and felt her frozen skin then began rubbing her down everywhere with my hands. Once I was sure she was properly warm, I moved her hair away from my lips and began to thread my finger through the silky strands and down her back. She felt perfect pressed into me. She fit, and I had to admit, I loved every minute of it. If I wanted to be honest with myself, I’d loved every minute of the past two days we spent together.

We lay silent, her breathing even, and several minutes passed. Next thing I knew, I was out.
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I woke up to the crack of a fire log and a savory smell from the kitchen. April was standing over the stove, making herself at home, and I couldn’t help but like the thought she was trapped in my house, and without panties. And I was damned if I could do anything about it at the moment. I chuckled and it turned into a cough. April was at my side in seconds with some water and a dose of syrup.

“Hey,” she said as I scanned her. She was freshly showered and had another t-shirt, a pair of my boxer briefs, and socks on. None of them fit and were twisted ridiculously to keep latched to her body.

“Hi,” I rasped out.

“No better?”

“Not really,” I said truthfully.

“Well, the sheets are in the dryer, and I made chicken soup—the real thing. Hope that’s okay.”

“No, it’s not, leave,” I ordered as I pointed to the door. “And take your soup with you.”

She gave me another eye roll.

“Thank you,” I said as I grabbed her hand, “but you can’t be feeling much better. Come sit with me.” She pulled her hand away, and I saw the perfect arch of her eyebrow increase as she looked at me skeptically.

“Interesting order you had there from Prime. I unpacked the Gatorade, Kleenex, and lifetime supply of medicine, but I had no idea where to put the rest of it.”

She could see the guilt on my face instantly. I’d almost forgotten the rest of what I’d ordered because I wanted that syrup so badly. She walked over and grabbed the box from the kitchen counter and then tossed it on the coffee table with her arms crossed. “Exactly how much sex did you plan on having with me?”

I could see the laughter bubbling as she pressed her lips together to hide her smile but kept a straight face.

I’d bought the biggest box of Magnums available and four different kinds of spermicidal lube. It was a bit presumptuous.

I cleared my throat under her beautiful hazel glare. “In my defense, I also ordered a toothbrush for you.”

“What a gentlemen, yet no underwear, not a scrap of women’s clothes,” she said as she crossed her arms.

“No, afraid not,” I said as I hung my head in false shame.

“And exactly when were you expecting this sex to happen since I was comatose?” God, she was beautiful even with asphalt rash all over her long legs, which I decided to inspect.

“Well, I was kind of hoping for a speedy recovery,” I said as I gripped her to me and looked her over. Her skin was broken on the middle of her thigh and she winced when I ran my hand over it.

“Such a Shero,” I said as she sighed into my touch. I kissed outside of her broken and sensitive skin.

She gripped my hair hard and forced me to look up at her. “Apology accepted.” She nodded toward the dose of liquid on the table. “Dose up. I’ll bring you some soup when it’s done.”

“You’re an angel,” I said as I grabbed and swallowed my medicine. I felt like shit but knew I needed a shower, too. I took a fast one, letting the steam in and drying off quickly to resume my place on the couch. I had hours of film left to watch and I wasn’t sure if April would agree to it, but I had no choice but to ask. I didn’t want her to leave, but I was leaving in days for Orlando and I had to get prepared as much as I could.

“I was just wondering,” April said as she pulled some soup into her mouth. She sat Indian style next to me on the couch, her body turned my way. “If I happened to be a little curious, maybe even willing to learn a thing or two...” She looked up at me and I felt my whole chest expand. “Let’s say if I wanted to know a little more about the game of baseball, Andy, would you teach me?”

“Fuckin’ A.”
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Everything I thought about the game of baseball changed in a matter of hours. I was in my third game with Andy as he carefully watched each pitch and mulled over the strategy. He often called the play before it happened, which impressed me to no end. It was mind blowing the amount of effort put into each and every second on the field. Baseball wasn’t just a group of men with athletic talent hoping for a good night. Behind every game was a team of people who churned out numbers, weighed stats, analyzed pitches, and strategically placed players on the field at just the right time. I couldn’t grasp it all, but what I did understand is that the man sitting next to me had one hell of a job to do coaching the bullpen. The amount of work that went into a single baseball game was exhausting. Andy had to keep up with a staggering amount of numbers and prep the bullpen at a moment’s notice. I could see the excitement growing as he spoke, his face completely animated. I had to admit, it wasn’t the tight pants that had me so intrigued anymore. The more he spoke, the more I could see his confidence swirl around him. As much as I thought months ago that he hated the game, the contradiction was written all over him.

“If he’s smart, he’ll call a change-up...now,” Andy said just as the pitcher released the ball. “Right there!” he said as the batter swung out.

“Fucking, Makavoy. He’s the best catcher in the league.”

“Catcher?” I said, confused. Andy cut his eyes at me as I scrambled. “Oh, because he called the pitch!”

“Exactly,” Andy said as he grabbed me to lay at his side. I took comfort in his arms, the scent of his soap. My legs were on fire from the road rash and the position wasn’t the most comfortable, but I didn’t care. The last two days had been a dream, so much better than any daydream I had about Andrew Pracht.

“And why did the catcher call that pitch?”

“Because he knew the batter’s weakness,” I said carefully, as if I was trying to guess like a grade school student.

“Which was?”

“Fastball,” I said, confident. I looked over to Andy, who kept his eyes trained on the screen. He barely hid his smirk. “I got it, didn’t I?”

“You guessed.”

“If I was right, I was right,” I said with a chuckle. I couldn’t help but to stare at him a little longer. We both were feeling a little a bit better after our nap and soup, or maybe it was the warmth of the fire and the company I was keeping, but I felt so good I didn’t care what the reason was. Andy kept his arm tightly around me as I nestled closer to him. I don’t know if he meant to or not—if it was instinct—but with his eyes still on the screen, he pressed his lips to my forehead. My heart began to beat like one of those cartoon cats. You know where the imprint of a heart tries to escape out of their chest. In all honesty, it’s the way it had been beating since he cornered me in that bathroom. I still hadn’t wrapped my head around everything that had happened two nights ago. All I knew was I wanted to stay there until I was forced to let go, which was most likely the morning.

“You’re like a hot shit shot caller,” I said with a nudge. “Baller, shot caller, twenty inch blades on the Impala,” I rang out the rap song as I pumped my hands into the air. 

Andy looked over to me and threw his head back with a laugh before he spoke. “And you are a contradiction to southern women. Aren’t you supposed to like country, wear boots and shit?”

“Here we go again with the stereotyping. Yeah, and every woman who works in a massage parlor gives happy endings. Look, fool, I do hunt and fish because I love to, k? Not because I think it pleases my daddy. I do like country music, and I do own a pair of boots. In fact, I own four, and that means shit because you know what?”

I looked over at Andy, who was staring at me, amused. “What’s that, cowgirl?

“I love everything else, too, so stop pissin’.”

Andy leaned, then kissed me on the mouth, and then pulled away with a smile. “Did you just go off on me?”

I held up my fingers to show a half inch. “Little bit.”

“Cute,” he said as he pulled me back to his chest. I felt my face flush as I sat there, both surprised and resentful that he dismissed me. I felt his chest move as he laughed at my effort to put him in his place. I was just about to give him another dose of southern ghetto when he ran his fingers through my hair.

Andy’s phone rang and we both looked at it like the intrusion it was. It occurred to me I had no idea what time it was and went to retrieve my cell from the kitchen. I saw seven missed texts from Tyler on the screen and ignored them. There was no way I was going there with him. Whatever he was thinking wasn’t going to happen ever again. I had a few auntie reports from my sisters that could wait, and other than that, I was in the clear to steal a little more time with Andy.

“I’ll fly out tomorrow night,” he said with a glance my way. “It can’t wait,” he said as he pulled me to his side when I got within arm’s length. “See you then.”

I stayed quiet because it wasn’t my place to ask. I felt a piece of my heart chip away at the thought this would be over much sooner than I expected.

“Fuck, let the madness begin,” he said as he tossed his phone on his coffee table and pulled me tighter to him.

“Emergency?”

“Something like that. One of our starting pitchers may be out before the season begins. We have to figure it out.”

“Well, I’ll get going so you can pack.”

Andy sat up and pulled me into his lap to straddle him. “I’ll pack tomorrow.” We stared at each other and smiled. “You feel better?” he asked.

“Yeah, a little bit.”

“Me too,” he said as I felt him grow hard underneath me. “Why don’t you show me how a cowgirl rides?”

I slapped his chest as he cupped my cheek with his hand. “I’m glad we got sick together. As fucked up as this is to say, it was fun.”

And then my heart fell to my stomach. I faked an Oscar worthy smile. “Yeah, it was.”

“Stay tonight?”

“I really should go home,” I said, trying to convince us both.

“No,” Andy said as he leaned in and planted a soft, wet kiss on my collarbone. “I’m going to make sure you miss me first.”

My heart picked itself back up and flew out the window.
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I gathered her feather soft hair in my hand as I pushed it past her shoulders and took a single finger and rimmed the top of my t-shirt with a soft caress on her skin. I felt her breath catch as I looked up into her gold-flecked green eyes. My thoughts drifted to our night together two days ago and the feel of her. The memory of being inside of her was enough to make me rock hard. She waited for me patiently and watched as I leaned in and placed a quick kiss on her lips then found her eyes again. She didn’t want to miss anything, that much I was sure of. I gripped the hem of her shirt as she lifted her arms. The TV erupted in cheers from the ball game as we both smirked at the irony.

“Shot caller, huh?” I said with a deep grin as I feathered my fingers over her nipples. She tilted her head back, pushed her chest forward, and offered me more.

I moved my palm slowly over her perfect, full tits as she began to grind against my heavy cock. God, this woman did shit to me. Enjoying the feeling of her soft skin, I took my time as she moved her hips and wrapped her arms around my neck, beckoning me to do more.

I leaned in slowly and sucked each of her nipples until the already pebbled flesh was rock hard. I heard her moan and repeated it, taking care with my tongue to trace each nipple.

“Oh,” she said in a rushed breath as she reached for me between us and I swatted her hand away in warning. She looked surprised as I gripped her wrist and bent it behind her back while I sank my teeth into her neck.

“Oh, God, Andy, please,” she said in a soft moan.

“What’s an ERA?” I asked as I licked a trail up to her ear and stopped all her movement.

“Oh, I...” she said as she tried to grind between us.

“Wrong answer,” I whispered into her ear.

She pulled back, stunned, as she studied me and bit her lip. “Oh, earned run average.”

“Good,” I said with a wink as I pushed her back on my lap so I had better access. I gripped the back of her head, her hair twisted in my fist, as I slipped the other hand’s fingertips down into the briefs rolled around her waist. I pushed past the small patch of soft hair and rubbed her clit with a single finger. She pumped against it as I questioned her again. “And what do we want to keep the ERA of each relief pitcher in the bullpen under?”

“Andy,” she pleaded impatiently. I gave her one more whisper of my finger and I felt her neck stiffen in my hand. “As far under...Jesus, under three hundred, as low as...possible.”

I added another finger and rubbed them back and forth over her soaked middle. I was rock hard now as she rode my fingers, and I stilled her again with my hand on her neck. Slick and needy, she began to gasp as I gave her as little as I could to keep her on edge.

“What are the two types of pitchers in my pen?” I asked as I slipped one finger inside her.

“Please,” she said as she tried to gain the upper hand, and I kept my grip on her.

“Answer me,” I said with more force as I twisted my finger and brushed my thumb lightly over her.

“God, I forgot, Andy. I forgot,” she said as she tried to twist in my hand for more friction. She was flushed and looked so fucking beautiful, I was about to stop my own game just to end my own misery.

“You didn’t forget. What are they?”

“Middle and closer!” she groaned as I slid both fingers inside her and put more pressure on her clit.

Her nails raked down my forearms as she held onto me, and I began to pump faster. I felt her body start to tremble as I stopped my hand as she closed her eyes, on the verge.

When she opened them, I saw fire. I gripped her face and brought it to me. She matched my kiss with fury as our tongues thrashed. I moved her off my lap, keeping our mouths connected, and reached for a condom out of the box on the table before I stood. April waited with bated breath on the couch, beautiful and bare breasted as she watched me. She slowly slid down the boxers and spread her legs, eager, dripping, beautiful. I slipped off my sweats, gripped my shirt behind my head, and pulled it off. I sat down at her feet and pulled her back into my lap as I rolled the condom on. She looked over at me and cupped my balls, sliding a finger over them, her arousal written all over her face. I was suddenly out of questions, out of my mind. The fire lit the back of her hair, and I swear, for a split second when she began to sink down on me, I saw God. I let my head fall back on the couch as she sheathed my cock in the tightest, sweetest warmth I’d ever felt.

“Andy?” she said in question as she looked between us. I gripped her ass and spread her as she let herself sink the rest of the way until we connected fully. I felt her whole body tense, her grip on me unimaginable. She was so perfect. I felt her lips on mine as she took her warmth away and then surrounded me in it again.

“Fuck me,” I said as she began to bounce, and I gripped her ass so tight I knew I would leave a mark. “Move on me the way you did on that dance floor,” I gritted out. And in seconds, she had just turned the tables on me by the feel of her alone.

I was so gone.

I felt her plump lips on mine again as I began to meet her hips with mine. The minute I moved, she came.

“Damn, woman,” I groaned out as she dissolved on top of me, her smooth skin and silky hair my undoing. I picked her up and landed her back flat on the couch as I drove into her, unforgiving. Her moans and whimpers multiplied as I tore through her, wanting to mark her everywhere. I tasted, sucked, licked, nipped on every inch of skin I could get my mouth on.

“Andy,” she breathed out as she clutched my hips and her legs began to shake. I swiveled and drove into her, knowing just where to hit her as my cock twitched and I came so hard I saw black. I fell onto her, pumping out the rest of her pleasure until her gasps stopped and then settled in a heap on top of her, wasted in the best way imaginable.

Minutes later, we were huddled back on the couch, still fighting the unbearable shit that had knocked us down. April insisted we rent Saturday Night Live, Eddie Murphy’s Greatest Hits and swore to me I’d love it. And I did. We laughed and sneezed and kissed for hours before sleep took her. I lay on my back with her pressed against me, her mouth slightly open while she slept deep. I watched the fire flicker over her face and smooth white skin. She was pale in a way that was beautiful. She was completely natural, and I loved every freckle, every mole, every sweet inch of her. I loved her shape, the thickness of her hips, and though I would never admit it to her, the extra grip in her middle. I decided I would fucking hate it if it wasn’t there. The woman was powerful in the raw.

I heard her phone vibrate on the coffee table for the hundredth time and picked it up to silence it. I noticed the text messages that flooded her screen.

Tyler: So what was Christmas? Why did you text?

Tyler: We promised we would never shut each other out.

Tyler: So fifteen years means shit to you?

Tyler: You’re with that dick, aren’t you?
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With one eye opened, I looked over to see Andy wasn’t in bed next to me and felt the empty space radiate everywhere. I still felt crappy but knew it was time to go. The mere thought of leaving had my feet feeling like lead as I walked to the bathroom to use my toothbrush. I scraped my dress off of the floor and cringed at the feel of it. I would have to throw it away. It was completely ruined. I made my way downstairs and stopped as I heard male voices.

I was halfway down and peeked my head around to see Andy on the couch and another man I didn’t recognize sitting on the coffee table in front of him with a syringe in a small glass bottle. He caught me in his line of vision, and I froze as Andy’s eyes followed his line of sight.

“Hello,” I said as I double checked my dress to make sure I was covered.

“You can come down, April. Damn you, man!” Andy said as he looked down to see the needle in his knee.

“You said to just get it over with.”

“Fuck that burns,” he said as he looked over at me. “Come on, beautiful, he’s just shooting me up with Nyquil.”

I slowly made my way down while the man massaged his knee as he gave instructions. “You know the rules,” he said as he eyed me again. “Hi, there.” Andy grunted something under his breath as the guy snapped to and then gave him a grin. “Oh, well, in that case,” he said as he stood to walk over to me as I entered the living room. “I’m Dr. Doug.” He extended his hand, and I took it with a smile. 

“April.” I looked over to Andy who was attempting to stand.

“Don’t worry about him. He has the knees of a fifty-year old man. I just have to give him some supplements from time to time to keep him off the walker.”

“Fuck!” Andy said as he took his seat again and gripped his knee.

“Don’t let that idiot do anything strenuous for a few hours. He should be taking a day or two but never has.”

I was about to open my mouth when Andy cut in. “She’s not my nurse.”

The sting of his words hit hard as I looked over to Doug and countered, “Yeah, old bastards aren’t my thing.”

Doug looked me over with a grin. “Well, in that case, if you ever want—”

“Finish that sentence and I’ll rip this fucking leg off and club you to death with it,” Andy barked as he gave up on walking and resumed his seat on the couch.

“Ice,” Doug instructed me. “Just for a few minutes.”

“Got it,” I said as he turned to leave, yelling out to Andy, “I’ll see you when you get back. Good luck.”

“Thanks, man,” Andy said as he grimaced and stared down at his lap.

“Nice to meet you,” Doug said as he retrieved a small black bag that reminded me of old movies when doctors made house calls, but in this case it was real.

“You too,” I said as I made my way into the kitchen to grab a Ziploc bag with ice. I brought it to Andy and sat a comfortable distance away from his extended leg as he stared down at his knee cap. I could sense his unease as he looked over at me, and I slowly and gently placed the bag on it.

“It’s going to be hell to fly today, but I have to have these injections.”

“What can I do?” 

Andy looked over at me as if he was just seeing me. “Nothing you can do, but thanks,” he said rather icily. I felt the brush off then. The solid lump in my throat was quickly replaced by anger. Really? After all our time together, the incredible sex, he was going to play the indifferent card. Well, I knew that card. I dated that card for fifteen years, and I could mimic the shit out of it.

Ace of Hearts, bitch!

“I’ll just go, then. Take care, Andy, and good luck this season.” I moved toward the door and couldn’t help my slip. “Dumbass.”

I was furious, and not because he was brushing me off. I could, maybe, handle that, but there was a way to let a girl down easy in a way I was sure he was capable of, and I was certain he had chosen to pull the dick card.

“What did you just say?”

“I said,” I hurled as I opened his front door, “good luck with your season!” My phone vibrated in my hand, and I slammed the door then answered my phone without thought.

“Hello,” I bit out, irritated and not caring who was on the receiving end.

“About time you picked up. What the hell do I have to do to get a call back?”

Tyler. We’d broken up so long ago, I never expected him to try to make another entrance. He was sadly mistaken that he had any chance in hell.

“Tyler, don’t you dare call and harass me like we broke up ten minutes ago. I texted you Merry Christmas. If you read into that as an ‘I want you back.’ you’re a jackass. We broke up damn near a year ago. You moved on. I moved on. And if you haven’t you need to. It’s over.” The door closed behind me and I turned around stunned. Andy was on one leg with a grimace on his face, arms folded, and eyes burning with something close to anger.

I listened to Tyler rant on about how we promised to remain friends and would never shut each other out.

“This is different and you know it. I’m not buying it.” I looked pointedly at Andy as I said my next statement. “I deserve to be treated with respect and won’t settle for less. If you call and I don’t call back, take it for what it means. We are done. You can only screw up so many times with me. It’s a new rule. I’ll call you back when I am good and damned ready, but do me a favor and hold your breath.” I hung up on Tyler, knowing my words were meant for both and Andy knew it, too. He stared at me as if I was some mystery, but the truth of it was, we knew a lot about each other. We’d spent hours in that bed and on the couch doing nothing but talking. He was well versed now in all things April Turner. I refused to let the hurt show as I faced him head on.

“What did you call me?”

“I called you a dumbass because there are a million other ways you could have handled that without being such a jerk. You can’t take that back. That incredibly crappy brush off, it wasn’t even necessary. I’m a grown woman.” I motioned over my shoulder toward his house. “You should get off that leg. I’m freezing. Take care of yourself, okay?”

Andy’s lips, tongue, and hands were everywhere as I fought against him. I only let myself kiss him a little before I reared back and glared at him. “Make up your mind, Pracht! Hot or cold?”

“Jesus, you’re cute when you’re pissed.” He cradled me in his arms and kissed my cheek before he whispered into my ear, “Hot, most definitely hot. I’m sorry. I was in pain.”

I let him hold me for a few seconds before I spoke. “Why don’t I believe you?”

“Because I’m lying,” he said with another chuckle. “But I am sorry.”

“What’s the truth?”

He remained silent with a guilty look on his face.

“Fine, whatever, I’m going home. You going to be okay?”

“Yeah, Dutch is taking me to the airport.”

“K,” I said as I tried to grab hold of the thirty kites flying around with my emotions attached to them. I took a deep breath before I looked up into deep-sea blue eyes.

“I’ll call you when I get back.”

I had no idea if I should believe him or not. “K.”

“I’m sorry.”

I nodded again. As much as I wanted to take one last look at him, I didn’t. I’d pretty much lost my shit in front of him and of that I was not proud, but he did deserve it. I drove away from Andy’s, my heart heavy, wondering if it would be the last time.
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“Charleston 911, what is the address of your emergency.”

“I see peehole.”

I kept my sigh to myself. Seconds mattered more.

“I’m sorry, sir, can your repeat that?”

“I see peehole!”

Probably some random pervert. You would think people have better things to do than prank an emergency service line. Truth? They don’t.

“I’m sorry, sir, this is an emergency line. I’m going to have to disconnect if you can’t tell me your emergency.”

“I see peehole! Is vhat you call grrrandma! I see her!”

His thick accent told me he was struggling hard, but his tone was what got my attention and suddenly it clicked.

“You see an older woman through a peephole?”

“Yes, is vat I say!”

“Okay, sir, is she blocking your door?”

“Jes, I cunt not get it out.”

“Okay, sir, I’m showing your address as 12 Marion Drive?”

“Jes!”

“I’m sending someone your way right now. Can you tell me if she is breathing?”

“I cunt.”

Please, Jesus, don’t let me laugh. I can’t do this alone.

I began typing frantically as I tried to get as much information as I could.

“Has she moved at all?”

“No, she the door herrrre.” His Rs would be the death of me.

“Can I have your name?”

“Why you need name?”

“A last name is fine.”

The man sprayed his last name into the phone, and I knew better than to try to ask him to spell it. I typed what details I had into the command screen. When I confirmed that an EMT had arrived I hung up.

And that was the easy part of my day.

It had been four days since I left Andy’s place. I knew he had flown out to meet with the coaching staff. I really didn’t expect anything, but I had hoped. How I had hoped. Every morning I woke up in my condo and looked in the direction of Layla’s crib. I was in between lives and completely screwed up schedule wise. I almost felt selfish sleeping in a full six or seven hours when I got off of work in the morning. It was odd not helping Miles and Noel with their homework. In truth, I missed living with Kenna a little. I missed so many things. It’s amazing how much time you feel you waste in a day when you’ve played mother for months. I should be rejoicing in the selfishness of it all, enjoying my big bed and excited I don’t have to watch marathons on Cartoon Network. Even my sisters, Laura and Jamie, hadn’t called to ask me to sit. The high of my day was reading the auntie report and hearing about my nieces’ and nephews’ shenanigans.

It sucked not being needed.

“Is it too much to ask to have an above average, un-infested penis with the perfect mouthwatering helmet attached to a man who is honest, well read, and likes small breasted women?”

We all snickered as Michelle made her way into The Coop.

“Three dates this week,” she said as she put on her headset, “and I only made it through appetizers with two of them.” She glanced at all of us before she sat in her chair, deflated. “And did you know Plenty of Fish is NOT the new Match? It’s a site for people who want random hook-ups? Jesus, I’m an idiot.”

I looked over at Samantha, who smirked back at me. I loved the nights the three of us were in the hot seats together, meaning we only took the emergency lines.

“Gah,” Michelle said as she rolled herself up and logged in. This would be a long rant.

“So Marcus was a sales rep,” she explained as she pushed her hand through her short brown bob. “Nice face, decent body from what I could tell, but he would not shut up! I mean who talks that much?”

Uncontrollable laughter left the two of us as we stared her down.

“Fuck you and fuck you,” she grunted out to each of us as she gave us a pointed look, ending on Samantha, whose giggle lasted a bit longer.

“So then there was Teddy,” she said as his name rolled off her tongue in disgust. “I wanted to go out with Theodore. That sounds so much better, right?” She gave us a two second pause to agree. “But the first thing I thought of was sex. I mean, seriously, it took the wind out of my sails the second I thought of dirty talk. ‘Fuck me, Teddy?’ Or even worse, ‘Make me come, Teddy.’ And what if he like...referred to himself in the third. ‘You like sucking Teddy’s dick? You want Teddy bear to fuck you?’”

“You could just not use the name,” Samantha said with a smile in my direction as I shook my head and looked around us to see if anyone was listening.

“His name was Theodore Jonathan Devoux. How do you fuck up that name by calling yourself Teddy?”

I had no choice but to point out the obvious. “Well, you could just admit you are picking them apart because you’re holding out for Rowdy.”

Michelle narrowed her eyes. “You are never that mean,” she noted as she studied me. “What’s wrong?”

“Just getting over a cold, sorry.”

“Huh,” she said as she looked over at me. “You look like hell.”

“Thanks,” I said on a laugh. And that’s the moment the boards decided to light up like Christmas. After four hours of pure hell, I was forced away from my desk. I needed to breathe. I walked downstairs with my cell phone. It was freezing cold and just past two in the morning.

I browsed around on my phone on a park bench outside of our enclosed gate. The call center was heavily guarded and monitored. We’d had a surprise visit from Secret Service in the call center one night due to some idiot trying to track Air Force one. I was playing around with a new app when my phone pinged, startling me.

Andy: Honeysuckle.

I stared at the word and when he texted nothing else I texted back.

April: Honeysuckle?

Andy: Thought you would never ask.

I let out a chuckle and pursed my lips as I responded.

April: Corny. Have you been drinking?

Andy: Icebreaker. And that’s what you smell like. I have been trying to place it all week. That’s what you smelled like the night of the wedding. And no, I’m sober and closing the bar.

How long had he been home? I refused to think about that.

Andy: Rafe and Alice come back tomorrow. I’m going to close the bar and throw them a little party here. Think you can make it?

My heart deflated.

April: I’m working 1 P.M. to 1 A.M. tomorrow.

Andy: Perfect.

April: I said I wouldn’t be able to.

Andy: See you then.
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Progress always involves risk.

You can’t steal second base and keep your foot on first. 

- Frederick Wilcox
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She would show. I was sure of it. And I would take care of her the way I was taking care of Mac, a long time regular who had been slightly over-served tonight. In all honesty, I think the man had a flask on him and used it whenever he went to the can. Still, he was a friend and had been my first customer. I would never take him for granted. And that’s what I had done to April by assuming the worst.

“Cab’s here, Mac,” I said as I ushered him to the door. 

“Good season, Andy,” he wished in a slur before he made his way out.

All the things I love about ball were wrapped up in the sixteen hundred cubic feet of my small bar. The first thing that hit me when I looked around was the picture of Rafe in his best wind up wearing his Denver gear. It was hung right above the cash register at the back of the bar. He would get his championship one day. I didn’t even question it. That picture was the main reason I took the job when I got the call. Rafe worked his ass off to get to where he was. Only a man with true passion and talent could actually see it and do it, but I was proud to have had a hand in it.

I lost my will to play when my mother died and my knees began to wear out, but coaching was a different story entirely. I took a look around at all the pictures from my past seasons with the Charleston Swampgators and ran my fingers down the brass of the bar. Good memories were being made here and eventually this place would be my permanent home. But I had two seasons left in ball, and I damn well intended on giving them everything I had. I popped the drafts a bit to get the air out then scanned the bar with a bit of nostalgia. I needed to be able to stay when I was sure I was fine with it, but was still a bit too restless at the idea of being fully out of baseball.

Light laughter from my young cocktail waitresses wiping down the tables brought me out of my reverie.

“Christy, Bev, you ladies can go. I’ve got the rest.”

Christy looked up at me with surprise. “You sure, Andy? We’ve got all those glasses to clean.” 

I looked at the stacked bar and just shrugged. “I want to.”

Beverly looked at Christy and they shared a smile. They were both adorable and off limits. For one, they were way too young, and two, the last time I had fallen for a girl in the uniform they wore it was fucking trouble.

I hadn’t gotten to know Christy or Bev well after they were hired. I had ducked out of my place as if it was tainted by Kristina’s absence, but showing up the last few months had helped me to reclaim it in a way. I had a good manager and didn’t have to step foot in it if I didn’t want to, but that was never the plan.

“I’ll just go count the register,” Christy said a bit nervously. I chuckled as she made her way down the hall to my office and glanced back over her shoulder to see me watching her. 

“It’s fine, go.” I had to admit, the girl was adorable, but my mind was singly focused on one fine-haired, sassy-mouthed, southern piece of heaven.

Even a twenty-five-year-old with no strings didn’t appeal to me.

God, when did I get so damn old?

My body decided to agree with my thoughts in that moment and my knee began to pitch a bitch. I would be a crippled old bastard by the time I was forty. Thirty-one was already a motherfucker.

I popped two Advil as I took another look around and filled the sink with hot water. The place was small and the growing traffic called for some improvements and expansion. I wondered if I would be able to handle renovations while I coached for Atlanta. The obvious answer was no. I wanted no regrets when it came to my ball career. I had absolutely none with playing. I had played two seasons over what my knees could handle.

Now it was time to rock the big leagues as a coach.

“Fuckin’ A,” I muttered as I glanced back at Rafe’s picture. I would finish my mark on the game I loved the most at the big show.

“It’s getting close,” Beverly said as she rounded the bar with her counted till in hand and shoved it into the register. “You excited about Atlanta?”

A kick in the gut lingered with every mention of the city. I might be moving on without the woman I was hell bent on playing it out with, but fuck if the damn direction I was moving didn’t point me to the exact same place that piece of my heart had fled to. We’d be in the same city for the duration of my two year contract, but that’s just the bitch life was.

“Yeah, I think it will be good.”

In seconds, my thoughts switched to April. That woman had my new resolve slipping by the second. I was already hungry for her again. I fought myself for four days to decide if I should call her. The connection we had both in and out of bed was so fucking intense. If I was honest, it scared the shit out of me.

April was trouble for me in a way I’d have to proceed with extreme caution but couldn’t convince myself there was an alternative.

Not after the time we spent together. Not after I’d had her the way I had, wrapped around me with a smile on her face. It felt too good, too perfect.

PROCEED WITH FUCKING CAUTION, PRACHT.

Alice had told me several times that she was perfect for me. I’d ignored her, way too tied up in a woman who wouldn’t have me. I could see her appeal but my heart wasn’t in it. And Alice had told me April seemed emotionally unavailable due to some breakup, who I now knew was the prick paramedic hell bent on cock blocking me.

Aside from the sex we’d had that made me hard every ten minutes, I loved her company. All the people in my life had suddenly vanished after the past season. The absence of Rafe, Alice, and Kristina had made my days and nights both lonely and uneventful. I’d watched so much baseball and poured over so many stats and strategies, I had little doubt in my ability to run the pen. Still, this was the fucking big show. I ran the glasses over the motorized bristles as my thoughts drifted back to April.

“Night, Andy,” Christy and Bev chimed in unison. “See you when you get back.”

“Be careful, ladies,” I said as I walked toward the door and closed it behind them. I looked out of the blinds until I saw them safely make it to their cars.

I was playing with fire by inviting April over with the season starting, but hours of arguing against it had proven worthless. My main issue was the way I’d behaved. I’d acted like a jealous boyfriend when I saw those texts on her phone. She’d set me straight when she told off both me and her ex simultaneously.

I’d done it all wrong, and still she’d been a sweetheart until I’d pitched a full on bitch. That was my fear of the unknown and that just wasn’t...me. That was post-Kristina Andy, and that fucker needed to check himself. I had no idea if it would work out if I tied myself up in April. In the past, I’d known exactly what I wanted from every woman I’d encountered. I could draw my conclusions in minutes. Some of those conclusions had led to sex; others had led to a relationship that didn’t work out for one reason or another. I was having issues executing my instinct now and it was fucking with my head. And then I decided overanalyzing was just as big of a pussy move. That and the fact that I didn’t want to stay away from her.

I was sure when she walked through my bar tomorrow night I would make up my mind one way or the other. God knows it did shit to sit at home and dwell on things that couldn’t be changed or erased.
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I pulled up to Andy’s bar a little after my twelve-hour shift, completely drained. I knew I looked like shit, and after a few wasted minutes in the bathroom at work screwing with my hair and trying to conceal the black circles under my eyes with highlighter, I gave up. Andy had seen me in much worse shape. I pulled into Andy’s Local to see his huge F350 was the only one in the lot. It was a small neighborhood bar hidden behind a spray of large oaks, but the feeling of it even in the late hour was welcoming. I loved Andy’s style, and I could tell he had his hands in every detail. There were large wooden patios surrounding the small house he’d expanded into a pub. There was also a long wooden dock that extended out into a small marsh-filled creek. Crisscrossed strings of plain white light bulbs were strung on all sides of each of the porches and down the expansive dock. It was definitely the kind of place you’d want to share a beer with your friends. I mentally kicked myself for not taking one of Alice’s invitations in the past to join her for a drink. And now I’d missed her welcome home party and the details of what I was sure was an amazing honeymoon.

Rafe was leaving for Spring Training tomorrow and so was Andy. My racing mind screamed with the need for relief as I dragged my exhausted ass from the car, taking slow steps toward the door. As much as I was looking forward to seeing Andy, my whole being was desperate for sleep.

I pulled on the door, expecting it to be locked, and was surprised when it opened right up. I lost my breath when I saw Andy behind the bar, staring directly at me, fidgeting with something in his hand. I was sure he could see my fatigue and I did little to hide it. The shift had taken its toll and still I was there, wanting the reprieve he could give me, my eyes begging for it. I moved to greet him and he held up his palm to stop me. He gave me a sexy grin as he reached behind one of the wood pillars just behind the bar and dimmed the lights while he simultaneously turned the music up. One of my favorite songs, “Tennessee Whiskey” by Chris Stapleton, began to filter through the bar as he flipped his still raised hand with a slow and sexy come here motion.

Jesus, he was something. He had on a plaid shirt and a simple white t-shirt underneath, but that t-shirt showcased every muscle I had intimate knowledge of. His arms bulged slightly under the flannel and the top was straining to hold the thick muscles of his broad shoulders. The clothes wore Andy.

I moved my eyes up the beautiful face that housed his masculine features. He’d trimmed his beard, and it was so faint now, he looked slightly younger. It looked especially red under the low light of the bar. His thick, coppery-blond hair was begging for my fingers. As I made my way through the space, I was suddenly aware that every cocktail table was covered in candlelight. The mood was already sexy with Stapleton’s smoke-filled voice ringing out in the private and dimly lit bar. It was further enhanced by the ridiculously gorgeous man who oozed charisma out of his every pore as he waited on me expectantly with an agenda in his eyes. Stress began to fall away as I let both the mood and the man dominate my senses. He was twisting a cocktail napkin in his fingers, and just as I stood in front of him, he presented it to me. It was a paper rose. I took it with a smile.

I was just about to speak when he shook his head and took the hand I held the flower with and placed it behind his neck. “Shhh, beautiful, we are going to do something tonight that no one has ever done before, relax.” Intrigued, I lifted my other arm around his neck and took his hint. He began to move us slowly over the dance floor (the rubber mats behind his bar). He held us impossibly close, like the night he couldn’t remember, and I let out a sigh of relief as the rest of the last twelve hours rolled off my body.

“Hey, Shero,” he whispered as he kissed my temple and continued to move his hips. I sank into him completely as his voiced quickened the rest of my slow unravel. I kept his pace with the move of my hips as he feathered kisses all over my crown while the song played. I listened to the words as he ran his fingers through my hair, his soft lips never stopping. When I was thoroughly seduced, he pulled back with kind eyes and a panty-dropping smile. I was still cradled in his arms as he studied me. “Welcome back.” I knew he’d seen the shift, the relaxation in my demeanor. Andy knew my tells already, and God, I loved that.

“Can I speak now?” I asked with a smile.

“You looked stressed. I wanted to give you a minute.”

“I’m just curious about what we’re going to do that’s never been done before.”

He swayed me some more and gave me a wink. “We’re doing it.”

I looked up at him like the crazy man he was and shook my head. “Andy, I’m pretty sure people have danced before.”

“Not like us.”

I rolled my eyes as he looked down at me. “You do that a lot.”

“What?”

“Roll your eyes at me,” he said sternly.

“That’s because you’re ridiculous.”

“And charming,” he threw in.

“You fishin’ again, Andy?”

“Fuckin’ A.”

“Fine,” I said as I looked at him honestly. “Definitely charming.”

“You okay? You looked like you were barely alive when you walked in.”

I gave him a sour face. “I take that back. You are shit with the charm.”

He chuckled and looked down at me with concern. “You know what I mean.”

“I’m okay. But this city is full of crazy people. We need to lock that front door.”

“On it,” he said as he attempted to pull away, and I hesitated in letting him go. For some reason, I was still needy for the comfort of his arms and he sensed it. “I’ll be right back.”

I let go, feeling the flush of my cheeks and my embarrassment. When he came back around the bar, he resumed our embrace, pulling me into him as we just breathed each other in. “You want to talk about it?”

“I want to talk about anything but,” I murmured into his chest. He pulled away with a nod as he lifted his hand up and waved it over the bar. “You need a drink, Shero. What’s your poison?”

“That song called for whiskey,” I requested as I licked my lips. He studied the swipe of my tongue, and his eyes lit with a hint of now familiar fire.

“My kind of girl.” He turned and began to scan the wood and display of bottles behind him.

“Not Walker,” I loudly objected as an afterthought just as he reached for the bottle.

“K,” he said playfully as he picked up a bottle of Maker’s Mark and set it on the counter behind me. He then proceeded to lift and seat me on top of a cooler just under the countertop before he pushed me gently so my back was leaning along the edge of it. Andy pulled off his flannel shirt and bunched it up in his hands as I appreciated every line of his chest, the strong bulge of his biceps, and the lure of his prominent Adam’s apple. I braved the deep blue of his eyes before I let them drift down to his lips. A fire brewed below at the memory of what it felt like when those lips landed anywhere on me. Andy disposed of the crumpled shirt directly behind my head and stroked my face with soft fingertips before he tilted my head back against the fabric and ordered me to “Open up.”

“You’re kiddin’,” I said as he locked me in place then hovered over me with teasing eyes and a devilish grin.

“No, I’m not kiddin’,” he repeated as he poked at my accent while he separated my lips with his thumb, opened my mouth, and tilted my head further back. Andy held his fingertip over the metal spout and pouted just a little so it dripped over my chin.

“Oops,” he said in exaggeration as I went to wipe it away, but he caught it with his lips instead. He placed my arms on the counter beside me and nudged his way between my legs. Daring me to move with the look in his eye, he again raised the bottle. Repeating his pour, he sucked only the spilled drops and dodged my eager mouth as I searched for a kiss. I pushed out my lips in a pout as he lifted the bottle again, the sight of his muscular forearms and the smirk on his face enough to make me wet. The music thrummed through me as the sexy bastard began to tease me mercilessly.

I opened my mouth again as he let more of the liquid flow, and this time I got a good taste of it in my mouth. I closed it to swallow as he stopped the flow and then purposefully let a few more drops go astray before leaning in to lick them off.

I was about to become an alcoholic if this is what it led to.

He waited for me to swallow, and I welcomed the burn down my throat and the new warmth through my limbs as I opened again, greedy for more. He let the spout go with another short pour into my mouth before he moved it over my covered chest and poured freely with menace. “Hey,” I said as I tried to move away from the waterfall of amber liquor. Andy stilled me as he stopped my movements with hostile eyes and a quick shake of his head. I bit my lip with the knowledge that I had purposefully provoked him. I braced myself as he sat the bottle down and lifted my Gamecocks sweatshirt off with disgust written all over his features before he situated me back on the bar with a playful shove. “More blasphemy in the house of baseball, Ms. Turner? You are so going to pay for that.” He raised the bottle again, and I opened my mouth, more than ready. This time he poured generously, and as he pulled the bottle from my mouth, he let it trickle down my chin and chest. I swallowed the large shot and felt the burn as he soothed me with his lips and tongue.

“Andy,” I panted as he sucked the bourbon up, taking extra care only to work the areas he spilled on. Everything ached for him as he reached out to the side of me and pulled a cherry from the condiment tray. He rolled it in sugar and then over my lips before he pushed it in. I crushed the cherry in my mouth, letting the sweet liquid fill it as he again lifted the bottle over it. He let only two drops go and I swallowed those, immune now to the burn and losing my mind with need for him. His blue eyes were filled with lust, and I could see his body tense as he watched me react to his torturous foreplay. I went along with his game eagerly and got only small drops in my mouth while he licked over my lips without engaging in a kiss then proceeded to lave over my chest, leaving me both dry and drenched. I began to writhe beneath him, unable to hold back my desire as he continued to lean in and draw all of my skin into his mouth. He set the bottle down briefly to unhook my bra and then poured a drop over my left nipple and then my right, sucking them until I was a puddle, slick in my jeans. Unable to handle anymore, I gripped his head and pushed my body out to give him more of everything. He broke then and slammed the bottle down beside me, his hungry mouth crashing into mine. Our tongues thrashed as he made quick work of discarding my sneakers, unbuttoning my jeans, and ripping the tight material off of my legs. I was in a black thong, and I could see the satisfaction that danced inside him as he turned me around to face the countertop. He kept a hand on my ass as the other moved at warp speed to get him undressed. The hand he kept on me massaged and explored before his fingers drifted under my thong strap and pushed inside.

“Fuuuuck,” Andy groaned out as he felt how ready I was. “I have to taste this,” he said as he gripped my hair and pulled me away from the bar and into his now bare chest. I could feel his heavy cock at the top of my back and moaned out my welcome. He ran his hands down my body as I whimpered. His fingers descended low and then began to explore. My knees shook and I whimpered as he cupped my breast while his thick fingers plunged in and out of my slickness. He had me senseless before he brought them up to his mouth and sucked on them like they were the best thing he’d ever tasted. I lost it then, turned and sank to my knees in front of him, happy to greet his beautiful bare cock. I took a second to admire his beautiful dick as I nipped at the head and covered the tip with my tongue and wet it just enough to fire him up. I let my fingers trace down the slightly defined veins and licked the underside of him as I flattened my tongue and brought it back up slowly. I gripped him firmly, my arousal unparalleled as he let out a low groan, making a quick move to massage everything he could reach—my hair, my face, the top of my shoulders. I took the whole of what I could into my mouth, sucking with a strength I wasn’t aware I had as I gave it my April best. Andy groaned as I threw myself into the impossible task of swallowing him whole. He was hard as a rock, and I was infatuated with the feel of him in my mouth. I moaned and hooked my lips tight around him.

“Jesus, suck it, fucking suck it,” he groaned as I felt him slip a little in his stance. I worked my hands and mouth, a woman possessed, as I felt a burst of pre-cum enter my mouth. Eager to please, I worked my tongue and mouth, letting my lust control me. I was moaning out of control and anxious to make him feel just as helpless. Andy slipped again as he cradled my face, the filthy words coming out of his mouth my fuel. I worked him with my hand as I let my mouth pop off and looked up and into his eyes. He looked down at me with a heat so pure I had to take a deep breath to handle it. I deliberately kept his eyes as I forced my tight mouth over him again, opening my throat, and nearly taking all of his bulging cock. His legs gave out then as he gripped the counter behind me before he pulled me away from him and moved to kneel with me. His lips punished mine as he fumbled behind him to grab a condom from his jeans. I waited on him, both of us on our knees, as he fitted himself, wasting no time as he planted his naked ass on the matt and saddled me on his lap. His hard, thick length slid between my slickness as he gripped my head and kissed me so thoroughly I was sure I would come from his lips alone. When he pulled away, he lifted me effortlessly by the underarms and eased me onto his waiting cock. I screamed out as the ecstasy washed over me and let out short bursts of air as he filled me so full, his eyes locked on mine. Andy’s body mirrored mine: tight and radiating with the energy we made between us.

“Never in my life has it felt this good,” he grunted as he looked at me with promise.

“Andyyyy,” I pushed out, completely weak and unable to handle how good he felt. I screamed out his name as I shattered around him.

“Jesus, baby, fuck me.”

We worked together, grinding our bodies as he pumped into me, our connection unbreakable. Sweat, arms, legs, lips, words, tongue, we fought for air and orgasms until Andy had no choice but to push me back and drive into me. I held nothing back as I raked my nails down his back and he thrust so hard he took me to another level. I was wasted and exhausted but not willing to give up the feeling of him inside of me. I peaked over and over as he spurred me on, his pace quickening with each orgasm. I gripped him tight as he moved back and twisted his hips and drove back in, making sure he left nothing. I was just about to burst around him when he jerked my head to the side, opening my mouth. I looked up at him in shock as he leaned down and gave me the deepest kiss of my life while he pushed his release inside of me. His orgasm seemed to last as his kiss weakened with each receding push.

Andy collapsed to my left, our fit tight in the narrow space of the bar as we both gasped like we had just emerged from water.

“Jesus Christ,” Andy swore as he tried to control his breathing.

If we were talking to God, I was next in line.

Please, Jesus, can I keep this one?

I could feel the mat digging into my ass, and I was covered in sticky sweat and residual whiskey, but I couldn’t move to save my life. I felt the brush of Andy’s finger move hair away from my face as I tried to grasp the way I’d felt. I swear I’d just been flying through the most amazing cloud of lust and brought down so gently, so perfectly, I was speechless.

Soft lips brushed my shoulder as I turned my head to meet Andy’s blues. They were just as hazed as I felt. Alabama’s “The Touch” rang out through the bar as we lay side by side, stroking each other without words. My whole heart filled with hope the longer we lay there, eyes connected.

After a few more minutes of mutual worship, a bit of insecurity and fear spoke up. “You are going to remember this tomorrow, right?”

I felt Andy’s whole body shake as he looked over at me, perplexed. “I don’t think that will be an issue.”

“All that bourbon?” I asked as I double checked.

“Is mostly on the floor and all over your jeans.”

“Good,” I said, still trying to get a handle on my breathing. Far too soon, Andy was up and gloriously naked in front of me with an outstretched hand. I lay just as bare on his bar floor and shook my head. “Got a crane?”

“Come on, beautiful,” he said as he pulled me to my feet with ease. I held onto him to make sure I had good footing when I felt him shift before a spray of warm water hit my ass. “Sorry,” Andy offered as he pulled a clean bar towel from the shelf next to me, wet it, and began to run it over my breasts and down my stomach.

“Better?” he asked as he gave me a makeshift sponge bath. I nodded, still stunned into silence as he spoke again. “I want to apologize to you,” he said as he threw the towel on the floor and gripped my hips. “I got your message, April. I deserved every word. I acted like a total dumbass. I admit it, but,” he apologized as he looked around the bar proud of himself, “candlelight, music, and flowers count for something, right?”

I shrugged my shoulders with a smile. “Paper flowers, but they will do.”

“They last longer,” he defended.

I bit my lip as he wrapped his arms around me. I sighed as he buried his nose in my hair. “I missed the honeysuckle.”

We stood there naked as the day we were born as we held each other. It wasn’t as awkward as it could have been. In fact, it was anything but. Days of being clothes free and sick will get you over any lingering self-consciousness. After a few minutes, I began to get cold and pulled away with a smile to look for my underwear. I slid them up as I looked at my ruined sweatshirt on the floor mat and then narrowed my eyes at Andy, who was fastening his pants. I nodded toward my shirt when I caught his attention and gave him a curled lip of distaste as he chuckled.

“It serves you right,” he scorned before he pulled a Prime box from underneath the counter. I turned and then deadpanned, “What’s in this one, huh? Anal beads and a double headed dildo?”

“No,” he said incredulously, as if my words were ridiculous, and then threw his head back with a laugh. I loved that laugh. I embedded it into my memory as I tore off the tape and stood back a little, stunned when he answered, “Women’s clothes.”

I pulled out the sleeved hoodie and leggings then studied them before I confronted him. “So you knew you would be ruining mine tonight?”

Andy pointed to his temple. “For the next nine months, I’m all about strategy, beautiful.”

I shook my head with a grin.

“I leave at 6 A.M,” he said with slight apprehension. “April, the schedule is—”

I looked over at him, ignoring the new ache in my chest as I spoke. “It’s going to be hell. I know...one hundred sixty-two games in the regular season.” His slow smile reply was beautiful. I lifted a single finger for emphasis. “And, not to mention, close to forty games during Spring Training and possibly more in post season, if you’re lucky.”

I shivered a bit and he helped me pull the hoodie down my body. It fit perfectly, and I had to say it was comfortable. Andy ran his hands through his thick hair as he studied me.

“I would really like it if you came to a few, maybe we could...hang out after?”

I looked up at Andy, who seemed sincere with his invitation, and for a brief moment, I felt a ray of hope. “K, I’ll bring my nephews to one of them. Maybe they will convert. It’s doubtful, but it’s worth a shot.” I smiled through the he’s leaving gnaw in my gut and kept busy re-dressing myself as Andy cleaned up the countertop.

I was thankful for the silence and the chance to gather myself and was about to pull the leggings on when I noticed a life-sized picture of us on the far corner of the bar. “Oh. My. God.”




[image: ]



I watched her reaction to our ‘busted photo’. I knew it was risky, and I ran the chance of getting her upset when I decided to blow that one up along with about twelve others. The wedding photos stood around the bar and had been the highlight of Alice and Rafe’s coming home party. April, in her exhausted state, had just noticed them. They were in various corners of the bar and showcased the chaos of the day. April looked on at the photo, her mouth slightly open. Both Alice and Rafe had questioned me about the picture, but I had just shrugged and blamed our fucked up hair on the weather and left out an excuse for our clasped hands. They could think what they wanted. The rest of the pictures had been just as disastrous. Truth be known, I loved the picture. We looked a mix of stunned, fucked, and happy. That photographer had captured the moment perfectly. I looked over to April, her long hair a mix of sticky and silky. What the hoodie didn’t cover was red and burned from my touch. I loved that I left the mark on her skin. She sure as hell had left hers on mine. I knew I would feel those claw marks for days to come, and I was thankful for them. I’d meant it when I told her being inside her was the best it had ever felt. I’d damned near lost my shit when she swallowed my cock and then had no choice but to acknowledge the shift when I was buried inside her. Nothing had ever come close to the way I felt with her wrapped around me. She had consumed me completely, and I was still fucking wrecked from it. I was sure I’d never had something so beautiful under my touch, and when she touched me back, I felt conquered. I couldn’t stop staring at her, the way she moved, and even the simplicity of her mannerisms had me completely stupefied.

The woman was fucking fire.

After a few seconds of assessment, she turned to me with wide eyes.

“Who saw this?”

“Everyone at the party tonight.”

“Great,” she said as she lifted her hands in the air with a mad jerk.

I looked back at the full color picture that was my height. “It’s not that bad.”

“We look like we just had sex!” she said as she turned her green gaze on me in accusation. “Did you do this?”

“We did just have sex,” I said, referring to both then and now.

“Smartass,” she scorned as she glared at the picture. “And you’re not answering my question, so that makes you guilty!”

“You love it,” I said as I nudged her shoulder with a grin.

“I don’t sleep around, Andy,” she said with a worried tone. “Like at all. You are number three in thirty-three years.”

“What?”

“I don’t sleep around. You are number three,” she admitted, exasperated. “I’m not that way. I know you are used to Moon Pie being tossed your direction but you were an exception for me.”

“I’m number three,” I said with a grin.

“What?”

“That’s my ball number.”

“Wonderful,” she said, unimpressed, as I wrapped my arms around her and felt her relax slightly. 

“You really that upset?”

I planted a kiss on her temple and held her tightly.

“I guess not, but I would rather not shout it from the rooftops that we hooked up at the wedding...but there we are,” she huffed, “guilt written all over our faces.”

“I like to think of it as an after Andy glow, and we look awesome.” I pressed my lips together to suppress my laugh at the fact that we looked anything but. I could feel a slight tense in her posture. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to piss you off or indicate in any way you were easy Moon Pie.” I turned her in my arms and forced her to look up to me. “But I happen to love that picture, no matter how ridiculous it is.” I didn’t give her time to speak as I licked the seam of her mouth before I kissed her senseless. “You still mad?”

“No,” she said as I kept her tight in my arms. It felt so good, so natural. “Are you hungry?” Her eyes were half-closed as she nuzzled further into me. 

“No.” She was exhausted, and as selfish as it was, I wanted just a little more time, but I could see she was fading fast. I scooped her into my arms.

“What are you doing?” she whispered in a small voice. I felt her trust in me then as she let her body completely relax in my grip. It warmed me a bit as I looked down at her.

“Taking you home,” I answered as I grabbed her purse and tucked her into my chest. I carried her outside of the bar and set her in her passenger seat. “I’m just going to grab something. I’ll be right back.” I locked the car with her keys and hauled ass back into the bar to blow out the candles and made quick work on an afterthought as I locked up. I popped her trunk before I joined her in the front and looked over to the passenger side as I started the car. “Where do you live?” It was no use. She was out.
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I woke up in bed the next morning, confused. I was in my own bed but I barely recalled how I got there. Recognition struck and I remembered Andy climbing in next to me before I slipped into a small coma. Without looking, I palmed my hand beside me on the empty mattress to confirm what I already knew.

It was way past 6 A.M.

My chest filled with the loss of him as I remembered his kiss. Soft lips had pressed against mine in the middle of the night. Andy didn’t say anything to me. He left me with nothing but the time we had together and the request that I attend a few baseball games.

I let the hurt seep in as I rolled over and scanned my empty bed. I expected to see nothing but saw the life-sized picture of us standing at the foot of it. My silent tears were short lived as I studied the photo of us with a choked out laugh. God, it was the worst picture imaginable, and yet it brought me so much comfort. I reached for my purse on the nightstand where Andy had left it along with my car keys and grabbed my phone. There wasn’t a word from him. I had five hours until my next shift. I’d already slept half the day away, and Andy was long gone, probably already in Orlando. I set my alarm, determined to sleep off the lingering sadness of his absence as I stared at the picture. I typed a quick text out to Andy before I settled back in to study every detail of the photo. My last thought before I drifted off was that the high of being with him, no matter how short-lived, was worth it.
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There are three things in my life which I really love: God, my family and baseball.

The only problem-once baseball season starts, I change the order around a bit

- Al Gallagher
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I should have woken her up.

Hindsight is a bitch when you’ve put hundreds of miles between yourself and a woman who deserved a proper goodbye. She was just so tired. She’d practically passed out standing last night. I knew that exhaustion. I knew I was about to face months of those kinds of days, when your mind is so fucking tired that your body follows suit. It was hell leaving that beautiful woman’s bed. She had definitely made a hell of an impression on me in the last week. Hell, in the last few months.

I had to get my head on the task at hand, and still I was reeling with images of her in my bar last night and the days prior.

I’d just broken my number one fucking rule when it came to women pre-season.

Typically, I would make sure I had my shit locked down with no lingering questions about expectations. But with April, I’d left everything wide open. Being the wife of a baseball player was hell. I knew that firsthand from the handfuls of fights I’d witnessed players have with their wives. Baseball was a passionate sport and emotions ran high, not only for the players but for the families involved that were often left neglected due to the relentless schedule, and mine would be twice as grueling.

The shit was hard enough to maintain when you lived in the same house. Living hours away and in a different city gave me less than shit to offer her.

I was seventy miles away from The Grapefruit League and fucking twisted deep about the idea of leaving shit that way I had.

Way to go, Pracht.

“Fuck.” I slammed my fist down on the steering wheel as Yogi and Berra looked at me and cowered slightly. “It’s okay, fellas,” I said as I gave them each a rub behind their ears. “Daddy is just a fucking idiot.” The position I was in was impossible and I had no right way to go about it. But fuck if I wanted to let go of the fresh feeling in my chest.

I pictured her smile as I pulled up to the hotel with my insides uneasy. I’d extended the invitation to her and I’d meant it.

April: Give them hell, Coach Pracht. Don’t forget this is what you were meant to do. You’ve got this.

Ball made sense.

Ball was my certainty for the next two years.

April was unexpected.

I had a future full of calls to make. I just hoped I’d make the right ones.

I had a plan and that plan was ball.

And it was time to get to it.
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I sulked for days after Andy left. I kept that damned picture up for the majority of them, staring at it as I lay in my bed every morning after a long shift of frantic calls. I finally took it down on day four, no longer able to stomach the fact that he had only texted a few times.

Andy: Thinking of you.

Andy: Hope you have a good shift, Shero. :0)

It was polite, a way of letting me know he cared but at the same time completely unengaging. After his text this morning, I decided to force his hand.

Andy: I forgot how much I loved this.

April: How is it going?

I waited for the bubble and soon gave up. Minutes later, my phone rang just as I was about to drift off.

“Hi,” I said as I tried to hide my smile.

“Hi,” he said back, his smile clear over the phone. “You just getting in?”

“Yeah, long shift. I was just about to dream away.”

“Dream of me?” I heard the hopeful lift in his voice and felt my heart tug.

“Maybe,” I said playfully as I stretched out in my bed. “So, how is it?”

“Hectic as hell,” he said in apology. “I’m sorry I haven’t called before now. I’ve been swamped with meetings and it’s been balls to the wall.”

“I understand,” I said without prejudice, just happy for the conversation.

“April...I’m sorry I left without saying goodbye.”

“You said it. I felt it.”

An uncomfortable silence stretched between us, and I was just about to say his name when he spoke up. “I just didn’t know what to fucking say. I mean, this is all I’ve got right now and you deserve better.”

I turned the tables. “Andy if you were here right now, what would you be doing?”

His answer was instant. “I’d be repeating our time together.”

“Even the sick part?” I teased.

“Especially that,” he said in a reflective tone that had my surfacing butterflies doing acrobatics.

“Andy, I would want the same.”

I heard his hesitation. “Fuck, April, it’s too much to ask you to wait around.”

“What if I want you to ask?”

There was a long pause on the other end as I waited. “Fuckin A’, beautiful, you mean that?”

“Maybe you let me decide when it becomes too much. And, Andy, yeah,” I said as my heart began to beat rapidly, “I do.”

Another pregnant pause had my nerves on end. “Well, I’m going to look like a dumb son of a bitch today with a smile on my face on a field full of professional assholes. Listen, it’s not much, but I’ve got a few days coming in about three weeks. It’s a tiny window, but—”

“Just let me know when.”

“God, you are something else,” he complimented as he chuckled. “Shero by night, Carolina girl by day, and a fucking angel underneath me.”

I felt his words from the top of my head to the tip of my toes.

“I kind of like you, too, Pracht, even if you aren’t that smart.”

“I really wish I could suck on those lips attached to that sassy-ass mouth of yours right now.”

“But you can’t,” I teased as I ached for the same.

“Get some sleep. I have to get going.”

“Night, Andy.”

“Morning, beautiful.”

I kicked at my bed in a drum roll of excitement. It wasn’t a declaration of love or even close, but I knew we’d just started something, and I also knew Andrew Pracht was worth waiting for.
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Be on time. Bust your butt.

Play smart.

And have some laughs while you’re at it.

- Whitey Herzog
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From the minute I stepped onto the field, I felt my spirits lift in a way I couldn’t have imagined. I’d had a love/hate relationship with ball since my mother died four years ago while I was still crouched behind the plate and calling pitches. Somehow, that resentment had morphed this season into a new beginning of sorts.

I soaked up every minute of it, and for the first time in years, I wasn’t in constant pain to perform, but that didn’t make me any less a part of it all.

From the first crack of ball and bat, I’d been enthralled by the workings of the new and old talent come together to size each other up. Atlanta, a part of The Grapefruit League, was sent to Lake Buena Vista near Orlando for camp. We had a hell of a schedule in front of us. Me, along with the manager, Shaw Wilson, and the other coaches on staff were on the same page, and that’s not as easy of a feat as one may think it would be.

I felt a different level of excitement when I looked over the field for the first time this season. It felt fresh, and honestly, I was excited. I was at the fence this morning as the sun cracked the sky, appreciating the quiet. I needed clarity, and it was also a good excuse to call April when her shift ended. The conversation had been brief, but when I told her the dates of my small window, she had agreed to come down.

After two separate meetings that morning, I watched the players take the field without envy, just anticipation. I could see the determination that covered their faces as they began to warm up. I knew all of their strengths and weaknesses. I’d memorized their stats, their behaviors, especially the relief pitchers I was responsible for. Rookie hazing had commenced as I watched Erickson pull a radio flyer behind him full of ball gear while he wore a pink tutu over his uniform.

I kept a straight face as he wheeled it into the bullpen and openly glared at everyone.

“Fucking Makavoy,” he mumbled under his breath as he tossed the handle and let the wagon go. It banged against the wall and some of the cargo fell to the dirt. He began to push the tutu off his hips as the phone rang in the pen.

I picked it up without hesitation. “Pracht.”

“That tutu stays on.”

I hung the phone back up, knowing that call was from none other than Makavoy himself. I let it slide, knowing he would never touch that phone in the regular season. And to be honest, I liked the bastard.

“Tutu stays on, Erickson,” I ordered as he looked over at me with a ‘fucking serious’?

“I hate that motherfucker,” he said as he kept the tutu in place. 

I didn’t envy him a bit as I made my next request that came out as an order. “Warm up.”

Erickson spotted his glove out of the heap on the dirt. He’d come straight from Double A and it was my task to make sure he was a capable relief for the starters who led the game. I had a good lineup in the pen, but of all of those capable, Erickson was the one I anticipated watching the most. It wasn’t because he was wet behind the ears in the big show. It was because his pitch specialty varied to the point where he could be a serious asset when he got his time on the mound.

As I watched him fire one solid heat-filled pitch after another into the glove of the catcher, I remembered April’s text.

This is what you were meant to do.

A slow smile spread on my face as I embraced it.

Fuckin’ A.
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Andy: I’m no weatherman...

April: No?

Andy: But I definitely see several inches in your future.

I burst out laughing as I read Andy’s icebreaker. In the last few days, we’d only managed short calls and were making them up by text.

April: Funny you say that. It’s all clear skies here.

Andy: Trust me, beautiful, there is a cloud directly above your head.

April: I’ll just have to take your word for it.

Andy: How was your shift?

April: Long.

Andy: Need a drink? ☺

My whole body warmed at the memory of that night.

April: You have no idea how good that sounds.

Andy: I think I’m full of ideas right about now. I’m off to the fence. Sleep well, beautiful.

April: See you in a few days.

Andy: Not soon enough.
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In the time Andy left, I’d made myself the most productive human possible. It helped pass the time as I became more accustomed to freedom from co-parenting with Kenna. I still checked in on her once or twice a week. I’d wanted to tell her about Andy but still felt weird about talking anything man in front of her, which was sad because we shared everything. My short weeks seemed like hell now with thoughts of Andy swirling through my head. I babysat for my sisters every chance I got, using the kids as a distraction. I’d started renovations on my outdated condo and poured myself into doing the labor myself. I was determined to make it a home that felt like home. And when I wasn’t cleaning up spilled milk and cereal or using a paintbrush, I would pass the time with Rowdy.

“So you’re dating that guy from the wedding?” he asked as he shoved a bite of burger into his mouth. We were at The Loophole, a restaurant on Johns Island a few miles away from Andy’s. Rowdy and I did our best to stay away from the more crowded places on the peninsula and the neighboring islands, not to mention Johns Island housed some of the best restaurants in Charleston. I sat back on the bench at the high top and admired the glow of lights behind the bar and the unique twist on décor. It was a mix of metal and wood and reminded me a bit of Andy’s small brewery in his house.

Jesus, woman, get a grip!

“I don’t know what it is yet. It’s new.” Rowdy and I had a strange relationship. We talked like girlfriends, which didn’t seem to bother him much. To everyone else, he was all man, but he was the closest man to me in life besides my dad. He’d been there for me through the years, and I’d been the same constant for him. He looked over at me now as I stared at the cluster of welded bicycle wheels that hung over his head.

“Woman,” Rowdy said as he leaned in on his forearms, “get your head out of the clouds.”

Clouds, hmmm.

“I’m leaving,” Rowdy said as he threw his napkin down.

“Oh, shut up,” I snapped and looked dead at him. “You’ve never let a half pound of beef go uneaten in your life. Now, what did you ask?”

“I asked if you were dating the ball player.”

“He’s not a ball player anymore. He’s a bullpen coach for Atlanta,” I corrected. “They take care of backup, and other—”

“I’m aware of what a bullpen coach is. Pretty boring if you ask me.”

“Well, it’s not,” I defended as I gave him a stern look. “It’s all about strategy. He’s responsible for a lot, actually. He doesn’t just scratch his ass like you would think they do when you see a game on TV.”

“Uh,” Rowdy said with a mouthful. His sport was football, like mine, and we often watched the games together. Sadly, the season was over and now it seemed my protective friend had a line of questioning for me. “So what’s the deal?”

“I’m going to see him in a few days at camp and...I don’t know.”

“You sure you want to mix yourself up with a ball player? He probably gets more ass thrown at him than a proctologist.”

I narrowed my eyes. “Cops can be just as big of whores, and you know firsthand.”

He lifted his hands up in defense. “Mighty defensive today, aren’t we?”

I scoured his face, his dark brown hair and light blue eyes. Rowdy was handsome in and out of uniform. Today he sported a t-shirt, leather jacket, and jeans. The man was easy on the eyes, but to me he was just Rowdy. I always found myself better company for men. No ego fluffing, less whining, no bullshit, just low maintenance fun. With Rowdy, it had always been a no brainer in friend status. Neither of us had ever had those kinds of feelings for the other. For those who think it’s impossible to be just friends with a man without it turning into more, and a good looking one at that, I call bullshit. Almost twenty years of memories with Rowdy was proof enough for me.

“If I’m defensive, it’s because he’s good, Rowdy. He’s a good man. I’ve spent a lot of time with him.”

“You’ve only known him what? A month? And he’s been gone half that time.”

“No,” I said, taking a fry and popping it into my mouth. “Longer, we had all that wedding stuff together.” I pressed my lips together to hide my smile as I kept my eyes on his.

Rowdy gave a knowing grin. “April Turner, why do I suddenly feel like I’m not the only promiscuous person at this table?”

“Couldn’t help it,” I offered up, “the man can stir the puddin’ like no other. He’s an animal, and I can’t get enough.” When I said that Rowdy and I were close, I meant it. We weren’t disgustingly graphic but we overshared a bit. Well, he overshared. I’d been stuck with the same sex life with Tyler for years, aside from the week we broke up that led to my one and only walk of shame. But as of today, I finally had some sharing of my own to do.

Rowdy tilted his head back with a loud bark. “Good for you, woman. Just be careful, okay? That’s big league ball. This isn’t a man who is starved for attention. And I have to admit, I’m kind of bummed. I was hoping you would give Chuck a chance.”

“Never,” I said as I took Rowdy on. “And you know why. I worry enough about you on a day to day basis.” I got slightly choked up as I thought of anything happening to my dearest friend. He texted me after every shift to let me know he was okay. Since Kurt’s death, I’d been overly cautious. The truth was, people were safer not knowing what being behind that headset was like. That’s why I rarely shared it with anyone. It would only sadden them how much can go wrong in a day. I’ve heard firsthand the horror of the most unimaginable situations.

I looked over at the untouched beer we had sitting in front of Kurt’s empty chair. God, how I wished he was sitting there to drink it.

“Don’t go there,” Rowdy said as he reached over and gave my hand a brief squeeze. I straightened in my seat as I tried to perk up, and Rowdy made it easier with his company. 

I spoke up and asked my own line of questioning. “Why don’t you give Michelle a chance?”

Rowdy wrinkled his nose and added a curled lip. “She’s beautiful and funny, but for the same reason as you, I just can’t. Besides, she’s too eager, no chase there.”

I stared him down. “You are a true pig.”

“Was that a double innuendo about being a cop and a red blooded man?” he said with a grin.

“Take it how you want,” I said as I rolled up the sleeves of my hoodie. Yes, that hoodie.

Rowdy gave me that pointed serious face he gave to his perps. “You just insulted an officer of the law.”

“I just insulted an off-duty cop who happens to think that the chase is the best part of dating a woman.”

“Oh,” he said, taking a sip of his beer, “I can assure you I like other parts,” he said with a wicked grin.

I rolled my eyes. “So you’ve told me.”

“Nothing like being cuffed and stuffed,” he said with a wink at my expense. “But with the right man.”

Rowdy had lent me a pair of his old cuffs in my attempt to spark up mine and Tyler’s sudden lackluster sex life and it had backfired in epic proportions, resulting in a full on fight about my fidelity.

SCREW YOU, TYLER.

“April,” Rowdy said suddenly. “Back up, did you say ‘stir the puddin’?”

“You still on that part of the conversation?”

“Hell yes. Does he know you refer to it as stirrin’ the puddin’? Jesus, how does he take you seriously?”

Rowdy, like the rest of the people in my life aside from my sisters, lacked my accent.

“Oh, he takes me seriously,” I said as I checked my phone and smiled when I saw a text from Andy.

Andy: When is the last time you had SWAG?

April: SWAG?

“You haven’t said that in front of him have you? Or during?” Rowdy asked, intrigued.

I looked up guiltily as I found myself on the defensive again. “No, but if I did say that, I promise you he would still take me seriously.”

“Oh, Puddin’, I promise you he wouldn’t, animal or not. In fact, I’ll make a bet with you.”

I looked down at my phone to see I must have missed Andy and frowned. I turned my attention back to Rowdy with false confidence. “Fine, what’s the bet?”

“I bet you he can’t stop laughing long enough to follow through, and if I win, I get first round pick in fantasy football next year.”

“I won that fair and square!” I said as eyes turned our way. I dismissed his bet with the wave of my hand. “This is immature.”

“Because you know there is no way in hell you will win,” he chided as he sat back in his seat, a smug grin on his face. “I’ll sweeten the stakes. If you win, I’ll buy you a game ticket to see lover boy...coach.”

“I’m pretty sure he’ll send me a ticket.”

“For opening day, the best seat behind the bullpen.”

I raised a brow. “And you’re so sure you can get that?”

“As sure as I am I’m going to win this bet.”

I looked down as I saw Andy’s reply.

Andy: SWAG. Sex with a ginger. ☺

I burst into laughter and then deadpanned, “You’re on.”
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I had an easy trip down to Florida in the dead of night. We agreed I’d come down the night before his “window” began so we could spend as much time as we could together before he finished his last training and started the season in Atlanta. I was nervous, excited, and looking forward to more of what we shared. The mood with us was always flirtatious and fun. He was thoughtful in the few hour-long conversations we had on the phone. Andy asked about work, my family, and I been candid about both. He already knew a lot from the time we’d spent together, but it was obvious in our conversations he’d thought of a few specific things to ask.

We’d gotten a little sexy a few times but never had full on phone sex. I knew it was coming. I looked forward to it because, honestly, I’d never had it. Electricity raced through me as I closed in on the miles and my phone rang. I hit my steering wheel button with an “I’m almost there.”

“I drank seven cups of coffee, woman,” he said with a chuckle. “I’m on your time now.”

“Good to know,” I said as I took the exit my GPS led me to. “I appreciate the effort.”

“Did you get the gas card I sent?”

“Yes, and totally unnecessary, but thank you.” What man was that thoughtful? A good man. Tyler often bitched about paying for dinner when we went out.

Cheap bastard.

“Totally necessary. Would’ve come back to Charleston but I have one meeting. It will suck a little time away.”

“Andy, it’s fine. I’ve never been to Orlando.”

“You won’t see much,” he said in a heavy voice.

“No?” I said with a knowing smile. “And why is that?”

“Because I’m going to fuck you into my mattress.”

“Filthy mouth,” I scolded.

“You love it,” he said with complete confidence, as he should because I did. I totally loved it.

“I should make you wash it out with soap.”

“As long as it tastes like honeysuckle.” I frowned. I’d hadn’t brought the bottle with me because I hadn’t been able to find it for the last few weeks.

“I’m pulling up,” I said as I pulled into the hotel.

“Pull around back, six hundred building,” he said breathily. “I’m already on my way down. And don’t you dare get out of that car until I’m standing next to it.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Goddamn,” he said before he hung up. I took it as a good sign. Whenever Andy took the Lord’s name in vain, he seemed to be really turned on. As a southern Christian woman, I should really scold him for that. It was pretty high on the Lord’s do not priority list. But as the hypercritical sinner who wanted his filthy mouth, I decided to keep quiet.

I followed the long row of buildings through the hotel and parked right under the one labeled 600. It was a nice hotel/extended stay. It wasn’t a resort or anything, but it looked decent. I saw Andy fly around the corner of the building and then make long strides toward my car. I opened my door and was greeted with a scorn.

“I believe I said standing next to it,” he pushed out as he took the last few strides to get to me. 

“I’m not that good with authority,” I said as he stepped forward to close the distance. In an instant, I was in his arms, feet off of the ground, my fingers in his hair, his lips locked with mine as we moaned in unison. He pulled my legs around his waist as his tongue thrashed and tasted, and I returned it, just as hungry. When we were desperate for air, he pulled away and gave me a wink. 

“Hey, Carolina girl.”

“Floridian,” I said with a wrinkle of distaste on my nose. Andy took my keys and locked my car then began walking toward the building. I looked back and reached out my hands behind him. “Hey,” I objected, “I need to get my clothes.” I looked back to Andy, who still had me gripped around my waist and walking doing double time to get me to his room. He switched into an impossible sprint with my weight in his arms and I laughed with every awkward rise and fall of our connected bodies. The man was ridiculously strong and fast. I wrapped my arms around his neck as he pushed in the card key then plastered me to the back of the door. I avoided his descending lips and playfully looked around his neck to the space. “Nice, cozy,” I noted, not caring in the slightest what it looked like. My smile faded as I looked into the lethal dark blue eyes of the man I’d spent far too much time thinking about. We stayed that way, quiet and watching each other, as his grip remained firm.

Without a word, his lips descended and my breath caught with the gentleness in his kiss. I latched on, my heart pounding as his feather light lips nipped and sucked my bottom lip before he flicked his tongue inside and slid it along mine. It was a different kind of kiss than I was used to, and I damn near lost my mind as I gripped his hair tight and opened my mouth wider, willing him deeper. It became more urgent as I moaned and rocked my wet core against his stomach. Andy followed me and became more frantic as we began tearing at each other’s clothes. Both of us were still in jeans but bare breasted. He set me on his dining room table and towered over me.

“I’m going to play host. Southern gentlemen should do that,” he said in a robotic voice as I giggled. “Are you thirsty?”

I shook my head with a soft “no” as I cupped the bulge in his pants. He hissed and briefly closed his eyes. “Are you hungry?”

“Uh uh,” I said as I gripped his huge cock, finding it impossibly hard and begging to be freed from his pants.

“Then, angel, can I ask what you might want?” he said, his voice husky as he bent down to unbutton my jeans and latched his lips to my neck.

Don’t do it, April.

A bet is a bet.

I leaned in with dread as I replied in the huskiest voice I could muster. “I want you to stir the puddin’.”

Andy’s face was still buried in my neck as his fingers stopped. I stroked him again to stoke the fire, but it was when I felt his body shake that I knew I had just lost opening day.

SCREW YOU, ROWDY!

I had tried to strike when I knew we were both at our neediest, and I had failed. I felt my cheeks heat when Andy pulled back to look at me as laughter ripped from his chest. This wasn’t his usual chuckle. No, this laugh was hysterical. I looked heaven’s way as I cursed my stupidity and pushed at Andy, who gave in easily as I hopped off the table. Rowdy was right. There was no way Andy was about to follow through. Okay, so maybe stirrin’ the puddin’ was best meant for girl talk, or in my case pig talk, instead of dirty talk.

Andy was still howling as I made my way into the kitchen and grabbed a glass of water. When he followed me in, his body still jerking with his bark, I gave him the dead eye.

“I’ll have you know you just cost me a ticket to opening day!” I piped over his laughter as he closed in and wrapped me in his arms and continued to chuckle. I pushed at his inescapable grasp and was forced to look up at him. His eyes were shimmering with water, and I couldn’t help but let out a chuckle of my own as my face flamed.

“Wheeew,” Andy let out in a breath as he went into another spell and tightened his grip when I attempted to squirm away. “I’m sorry,” he said as he looked down at me while failing miserably to keep a straight face. “I’m sorry,” he said again as his grin won and then another chuckle came out. “But what did you ask me to do?”

“You going to do that all night?”

“Oh, baby, I’m going to do that for the rest of my life. Did you seriously say what I think you just said?”

“Can we drop it?” I snapped, still embarrassed and completely aroused to horngry, like hangry but the horny and angry version.

“No, we cannot drop it,” Andy pushed, looking down at me with amused eyes. “And what do you mean I cost you a ticket?”

I suddenly realized my screw up. I was pretty sure Andy wouldn’t appreciate me telling my best friend, who happens to be a man, that he was talented with his tongue. Even with the most laid back man, that may not go over well. And I knew Andy had a possessive streak. I tried to think of an acceptable lie because I didn’t want to piss him off in the first ten minutes of showing up. I decided post-glow Andy would be the best way to give a confession. Andy waited expectantly, a permanent smile still on his face. I looked up at him and felt the whole of the real truth come out of my lips instead.

“Andy, I need to feel you,” I confessed as I reached up and kissed his lips. His smile disappeared as his mouth joined mine and fused. Minutes later, I was laid out on his bed, my lacy thong discarded, as he hovered above me, broad, hard, delicious, and naked.

He was close, so close that I was able to press small kisses of worship all over his chest as I raked my nails gently down his arms. I rubbed my center against him as he stared down at me and watched my tongue trace his nipple.
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Throw your heart over the fence, the rest will follow.

- Norman Vincent Peale
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Fuck...this woman was incredible. I couldn’t stop staring at her. My cock was screaming for relief as I watched her tongue trace my chest. She stroked my back with her fingernails as she pushed up her hips, her center slick and eager. I loved the feeling of April’s need for me, reveled in it. She looked up to me with question as she continued to run her hands over me, puncturing my chest with the look in her eyes.

I pushed her legs further apart as I lined us up, already fitted with the condom. “You want it? It’s right there, angel, take it.”

She wasted no time as she grabbed me, thick and heavy, and stroked once. April bit her lip as I pushed in slightly and then bucked her hips, asking for more.

“Andy, please,” she said as I coated my tip and pushed in and teased her with it.

“Andy, now, please now. I need you.”

I pulled up her thigh and buried myself deep as her whole body arched off the bed. I didn’t give her a second to think as I swiveled my hips and drove in furiously. April shrieked and then began to moan uncontrollably as she wrapped her legs around me. I pulled back and waited as she looked up to me with equal amounts of green and brown colored lust. Her eyes and lips are what had me fucked. Those alone were deadly, but the feel of her around me couldn’t be matched.

Just as she was about to beg, I drove in again, this time in a deep grind. I hit the spot and felt her core explode and tighten. She was drenched and the control I’d been fighting for disappeared. I snapped as I always had at the feel of her and lost myself.
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I stroked the divot just above her bare ass with my finger as she slept. Her face was smashed into her pillow and every once in a while she would let out a small moan in appreciation of my worship. I looked at the hotel clock behind her and groaned in frustration. My morning meeting was in half an hour and I had to tear myself away from the bed and hustle. I pushed the hair away from her forehead and leaned in to place a kiss on her temple.

“Andy,” she rasped in a needy voice.

And damned if that didn’t feel better than anything she’d done to me last night.
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I came back a few hours later to hear the water running. I was smiling in seconds as I looked at her blaring phone and heard her sweet voice as she sang her slow motion music. I checked the screen to see she was listening to the soundtrack of Hustle and Flow as she belted out how hard it was to be a pimp. I chuckled and opened the curtain to scare her with a quick “Boo...ooty opera!”

She jumped back with a welcoming smile and then shrieked out in pain as a massive amount of shampoo streamed down her forehead and landed directly into her eyes. A string of curses came out of her mouth along with a scorning.

“And you say I have a dirty mouth,” I said as I watched her stomp her feet with the sting.

“Pain gives me a pass, and most men have the good sense to get naked in the shower with a woman, but not you, Pracht.”

“Sorry, beautiful, and hey, that’s no way to talk to me. I brought you a present!” I defended, enjoying the sight of her sexy wet curves in front of me.

“Well, that’s unfortunate because I can’t see shit,” she said as she attempted to open her eyes.

I moved the curtain, stepped in with my jogging shorts and t-shirt on as I held her head to help her clear her eyes. She gripped my chest, eyes shut, as she shook her head. “Oh lord, you really are hopeless.”

“If I get naked right now, woman, we won’t make it to our destination.”

“Thought we weren’t leavin’ today?” she said with a small amount of disappointment.

“Change of plans. Get dressed.” I slapped her perfect, full ass hard as I discarded my clothes in the shower and she stepped out. We dried off, and once I had her wrapped in a towel, I led her to the bed where the box sat.

“No Prime tape?” she asked as she looked up to me with red, puffy eyes. I felt bad but I was curious for her reaction to the box.

“Red ribbon is a step up,” she said as she pulled it away and opened the box. She looked at me in shock as she pulled out the hat.

“You’re kiddin’?”

I bit my lips and smiled in lieu of ‘mawking’ her.

“Really?” she said as she pulled out my hat and stuck it on my head, my name proudly displayed on the front.

“Yep,” I said as I took the black hat with her name in cursive on the front and placed it on her head then fastened the strap around her chin.

“Come on,” I egged, “you know you want to say it.”

“I’m going to Disney World!” She fell into hysterics as she hurled herself at me, her smile breathtaking. I felt the rush hit me, the one that I always did when she was at her happiest. I wanted to do more, anything I could do to get her to that point where she was at right then. Her head in my lap, her mile a minute mouth asking excited questions, her eyes trained on mine with adoration. I felt full, and seeing her that happy was the reason.

I unwrapped her as she spoke and her questions faded as I let my fingers graze all the silky parts of her. The ears had to take a leave of absence...just for a minute.
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Standing in line for the teacups, I felt the whisper of his breath tickle my ear from behind me. “If you were a McDonald’s sandwich, you would be called a McGorgeous.”

I belted out my laughter as I looked back at Andy with a full smile. He seemed pretty pleased with himself as I bit my lip.

“I’ll do that for you.” He nodded toward my hitched lip.

“Not in the presence of children, Andrew,” I scorned as I laughed at the beautiful man in the Mickey Mouse hat. He had insisted we wear them, and I had absolutely no objections. We looked ridiculous but we were having a blast. We’d done everything we could do in the amount of time we had. Standing in line and goofing around being our main event. Still it was the best date I had been on...well, ever.

“This is awesome,” I said as I looked over to him. “Did I thank you?”

“Many times, beautiful, and it’s my pleasure.”

“You are sooooooooooo getting to use your Prime box tonight,” I said in the most PG tone I had.

“Like you have a choice. I give you the mouse you give me the pu—”

“Andrew!”

“Kidding.”

“And here I thought you were more mature than Rafe. Huh.” I raised a brow at him.

“First of all,” Andy said with slight attitude, “we are wearing mouse ears in a park full of children in line for a ride where the minimum height to ride is twenty-four inches. Mature does not apply to today. I could use a day without serious, couldn’t you?”

I nodded as he pulled me to his chest and spit out a piece of my mouse ear as he held me tight. “Did you ever get to come here when you were a kid?”

“No, my dad was a roughneck. I’m pretty sure this would have killed him, and we didn’t have the money. You?”

Andy stared down at me as if I’d just confessed some big secret. “What?”

“Should I be afraid of your dad?”

“Everybody should be afraid of my dad,” I said as Andy gulped in exaggeration. “I am. His word is law!” I pulled out the plastic sword sheathed in his belt loop and placed it on his forehead.

“I now knight thee Andrew Pracht, Duke of the Isle of Johns,” I said as I tapped each of my prince’s shoulders and he grinned at me. “There, you have a title. You may be acceptable.”

“Do you think he would be cool with the fact that last night the Duke of the Isle of Johns had his daughter’s legs—”

“Andrew!”

A kid let out a loud wail in the distance as I shook my head in mock disappointment. “Now you have the little ones crying. It’s the ginger in you. You have no soul.”

“No?” He lifted a brow and leaned in close, his blue eyes penetrating. “You think you have enough for us both?”

“I’m fairly certain. I am the queen of soul.”

“You are the queen of bump and grind.”

“Same thing,” I said with a hand on my hip as we moved forward the inch we were allotted.

“It most certainly is not,” Andy chuckled. “You listen to sex er...slow motion music.”

“I listen to the gospel of R & B, and I will have you know it’s soulful.”

“For women fond of sperm,” Andy teased as one of the mothers looked at us, ready to kill.

“Sorry,” Andy apologized profusely with the wave of his hand as he handed his sword to the little boy she gripped in defense. “Won’t happen again.”

“You think we better get something to put in that mouth, Pracht?”

Andy threw his head back and laughed at my loaded question. I’d never seen him so playful and inappropriate. Aside from his slight verbal vomit at the teacups, he behaved himself most of the day. We held hands like we’d been dating for years. Every once in a while he would steal a kiss from me. When we’d made a few laps around parts of the park, we decided to take a break. Arms full of crap we would never need, Andy ordered lunch for us and looked back to me.

“What drink would you like with your forty-five dollar hamburger?”

“Sprite,” I said as I looked at the menu.

“Did you get that? She’ll have a Spri-ite. In English, that’s Sprite.” I punched him directly in his delicious baboon ass as he chuckled and the lady studied us with a smile. 

“How long have you two been married?”

I stood, stunned, as I took my Sprite and stuck the straw in my mouth, forcing Andy to answer.

“Oh, we’re not married. We’re just huge fans of Mickey Mouse. We met online actually. There’s a huge group of us. You see, we dress up in mousy hats and mousy gloves and nothing else—”

“ANDREW!”

Andy just winked at the stunned girl with a “You should join.”

I pulled him to me as I looked back and saw her shocked face turn to one of pure admiration. It was the baboon ass. I understood it. I was pretty sure she would be looking for an online mixer filled with people who did Micky porn. I was pretty sure she would find one.

Andy and I ate everything as we made our round about the park and ended up on the Aerosmith roller coaster.

“I hate this song,” I said as we walked into line. “Don’t Want to Miss a Thing” rang out as my thoughts drifted a bit to the dark side. I realized my mistake as soon as the words passed my lips.

“Why?” Andy said curiously as he draped an arm around my shoulder.

“Prom,” I answered with a short excuse.
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I didn’t ask any more questions. I knew who she was referring to. Tyler, the ex. The same bastard she’d been with for fifteen years.

I cursed under my breath as my knee hit the car in front of us as I slid in next to her.

I’d drawn a conclusion, but didn’t pry because, honestly, she was with me and what more did I need? But my thoughts drifted back to the text.

Fifteen fucking years!

What did she promise him?

She told me it wasn’t sexual, and if that was the case, what could I mean to her?

“This is gonna be amazin’!” she said with genuine excitement as we pulled down our horseshoe seat belts over our heads with a click. Our car slowly drifted up to a tunnel that had a flashing sign overhead that cautioned us.

“Looks like it.”

“Is your knee okay?” she asked from behind the cushioned bar that shielded most of her face.

“I’ll shake it off,” I promised.

“Andy, we’ve been all over this park,” she reminded with concern. Before I could respond, we were blasted into a tunnel of pitch black and neon Hollywood signs as Steven Tyler ripped lyrics in our ears.
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Hand in hand, I took Minnie to every spot her eyes lit upon seeing. My knee was flaring like hell but I bit through the pain. The look on her face, the sheer excitement in her voice, did amazing shit to me. She made me feel full and that was a feeling I hadn’t had...I couldn’t remember the last time I felt that way with a woman.

But the truth was, I had so little to give. Once this break was over, the season would wreak havoc on anything we’d built. I had no idea how to approach it.

I blew out a breath and April stopped her feet to look up at me. “Andy, I’m tired.”

I gave her a grin. “Liar.”

“Fine, I want to go back to the hotel and have SWAG.”

“Well, if you insist.” I grabbed her hand and pulled out my keys.
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“OH GOD, RIGHT THERE!” she moaned as I manipulated my fingers. “That’s so perfect,” she moaned as he I pushed in deeper. “AHHHHH, Andy, you are...oh, thank you.” As soon as we’d gotten back, April had set me down and iced my knee. I knew that was the reason she decided to end our day. She gave me a complete rubdown, and as her strokes turned from maternal to something a little more carnal, I decided to return the favor. She lay stretched out on the bed, topless but still jean-clad, her ridiculous Minnie ears still attached.

I stilled my finger, my dick at a full throb now and in need of her. “I refuse to touch you further until you take that damn thing off.” I flipped her over as she looked up at me, bare breasted, still sporting those damned menacing ears. It was impossible to be truly sexual with a woman with a mouse hat on.

“Fine,” she said with a sigh. “I’m relieved. For a minute, I was really worried you did have some kinky sex thing about Mickey Mouse.”

“I can promise you that will never be an issue,” I said, tossing them behind my back. She looked up at me with a smile and I leaned down to take her nipple as she clutched my head and kept it there. “Andy, did I tell you thank you?”

I moved back from her and knelt on the bed. “No, so pick up your damn ears and get the hell out of my hotel room!” I heard the zip of my jeans before I felt her hand surround me. “Or you could suck my—Jesus, yes.”

“Let’s not get religious now, Pracht,” she said between licks that had my eyes watering. “You have been a little devil all day.” She pushed me down on my back as I grimaced at the hell my knee was giving me. “Want me to stop? We could ice it some more.”

“Yes, April, take your delicious mouth off my cock so I can go ice my knee.” I pushed her head back down as she giggled and then moaned around it. She teased some more and then let her lips pop as I bit my lip and restrained myself to keep from pouncing. “You getting old, Pracht?” she said as she slid her hand up and down my rock hard length. One more wrong move from her and I would be all over it. “Do I need to worry about stamina?”
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After two days in a hotel room with Andy, I knew not to question his manhood ever again as he drilled into me like he was the spokesman for the anti-Viagra campaign.

And I loved every single minute.

He may have a bad knee but his sexual heath would never be an issue, and I’d never been so exhausted. I was sure no more orgasms were possible but Andy surprised me every time.

After another day in the hotel room, only breaking for food and to walk around the park across the street, we resumed our spot on his mattress, determined to ride out the rest of our time together in our favorite place. I would have to leave in a few hours, and I found myself looking at the clock behind his head every few minutes, the dread of leaving him setting in minute by minute. Andy’s room was littered with condom wrappers, clothes, and empty take-out containers, which he refused to let me clean up. Now we were at each end of the bed, Andy’s arm wrapped around my legs and mine stroking the faint curly red hair on his shins.

“You feel good. You feel like home. When I’m with you, I forget I’m not in Charleston.”

His words felt like his fingertips as they stroked my skin.

“When I’m with you, I forget where I am,” I said as I moved up to massage his thigh. We had pillows covering our pink parts, but even if we didn’t, I don’t think there could ever be a shy bone between us. Not anymore.

“This was one of the best weekends I’ve had in a long time. I really mean that.”

“Same here, and I really mean that, too,” he said sweetly as he placed a kiss on the top of my foot.

“Why baseball?”

Andy looked up at the ceiling as if he dreaded his next words. “It was football.”

My mouth dropped open in surprise as he went on.

“I played both up until high school and had to make a decision. I chose baseball.”

“Why?”

“No definitive reason other than I loved it a little more. And my biggest fear was that I wouldn’t make it pro. I didn’t have the edge I had with baseball.”

“Missed opportunities,” I said as I recalled what he said the night we met.

Andy looked at me with a sharp nod. “Exactly.”

“Are you glad?”

He looked at me carefully. “You ever have that moment in time where you know...you just know you are exactly where you’re supposed to be?”

“I think so. Yeah once, definitely.”

“I’ve had that moment with baseball a few times and once it happened it was easy to forget about football.”

“I get it,” I said as I lifted to hold the pillow in front of me.

Andy looked over to me, his blue eyes inquisitive. “What’s your biggest fear?”

“It already happened,” I said without pause. “Losing someone I love. Kurt.”

“Shit, this got deep,” Andy said quickly. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. I get kind of ticked off when I don’t get to talk about him. Rowdy acknowledges it, but Tyler didn’t. He just wanted to move on. The four of us were best friends, before Kurt married Kenna, before life happened. One of us is gone. We need to remember that. We got to live and we need to remember that, too. God, Andy, he was awesome.”

“I believe you,” he said as pulled me to his chest.

“You remind me of him sometimes.”

“I do? How?” he asked as he ran a hand up and down my bare back.

“Just do,” I said as I yawned.

“Well, you remind me of absolutely no one,” he said with a chuckle. “And I love that.” He smacked my ass hard as I winced and twisted his nipple. He jerked back and smacked the back of his head on the headboard.

“You are so going to pay for that,” he said as he nailed me again hard on the ass.

We wrestled a bit in bed before he let me gain the upper hand as I straddled him. Out of breath, I looked down at him as I felt him harden beneath me.

I lifted a brow as I stoked the fire. “I’m a rare breed, Pracht. You got lucky this weekend.”

“I’ll agree with that,” he said as he matched our hands together and then threaded them. “April—”

My phone buzzed and I reached over to take a look at who it was. I felt Andy go stiff beneath me and looked down to see his impassive expression. I opened it and chuckled at Kenna’s new auntie report.

Kenna: Miles farted in my bedroom this morning. He just walked in farted and walked out. I was gagging for five minutes. Noel now has two missing front teeth and refuses to eat anything. They are total angels at school and dicks at home. I’m losing it, woman! And there are two more children here. (Crying Emoji) And I’m just venting, so no, you do not need to move back in.

I leaned over, grabbed my purse, and popped my birth control pill.

Andy stared at me in question as I held out the phone for him to take. “Auntie report, it keeps me sterile.”

“Auntie report?”

I let him read the text and he began to chuckle as he looked up to me.

“It’s crazy because I’m the only one childless and they vent to me, not each other. They call on me for advice.”

“Well,” Andy said, holding the phone out to me. “What are you going to tell her?”

“Why don’t you answer this one?”

Andy pulled the phone back and began to type. I just knew he was going to come up with some crazy crap I would have to explain later but I couldn’t resist. He hit send and showed me his reply.

April: You are raising men. Use a firm hand and never let them forget it was a woman who brought them into this world.

I looked down at his text with appreciation as the phone buzzed again in Andy’s hand.

Tyler: 911

As soon as Andy saw the name and the phone rang, he held out the phone for me to take and slid me gently off of his lap. I pulled on a t-shirt and slipped out the door as I answered. I spoke to Tyler for a few minutes with dread in my chest to let him know I would be home in a few hours. I walked back into the bedroom to find Andy stone faced with his laptop open on the bed, checked out.

I turned my eyes toward my bag and made quick work of packing it. I was tucking my Minnie ears into my purse when he finally looked over at me.

I gave him a smile. “There’s an emergency. I’ve got to get back home,” I said as he simply nodded. I didn’t know if he wanted an excuse but he seemed so pissed off I began to offer one. “About that phone call—”

Andy put up a quick hand. “That’s none of my business.”

“Well, it’s—”

“None of my business,” he repeated.

My face flamed with anger as I tried to control my breathing and make sure I left nothing behind. When I was done, I turned to Andy. “I had so much fun, and I can tell you are busy, so I’m just going to go,” I said, gesturing with a thumb behind my shoulder.

Andy looked me over and nodded. “I had fun too,” he said with a dead tone. He walked over to me and pushed my hair behind my shoulders, his fingers a complete contradiction to his attitude. “You really are so much fun, April.” I felt the fire flood my chest as he placed a slow kiss on my lips and pulled away.

“No, I don’t feel like a whore at all now, Pracht. Sure you don’t want to stick a stack of twenties in my purse before I go?”

I pushed past him and made my way out of the door only to be caught before I could make my escape. I whirled on him. “Cold again, huh? When you figure your shit out, give me a call!”

“Seems like you’ve got your own shit to deal with,” he said absently as he gave me a wink.

That wink was enough to set me off. “You know, I’m not that much of a contradiction to the southern woman, Andrew Pracht. I’m fond of a good fattening recipe and extra gravy. I’m addicted to the smell of fresh cut grass and sweet tea. I’m a little louder than I should be at times. I’m not shy with my opinion and I sometimes over-deliver. I believe God, family, and football are religion, and come first. And I often let my emotions get the best of me when it comes to them. But I also believe that the love and respect of a good man is a pot of gold. But I won’t take shit from any man when I don’t deserve it. Tyler was my best friend for half my life. We have history, a lot of it. But the reason why I am leaving has nothing to do with him, and if you would have let me explain the situation to you instead of making half-assed assumptions you would have heard he was calling for Rowdy, whose mother just had a stroke. I’m going to go drive the hundreds of miles to be a loyal friend to him because he deserves it and he and his mother are family.”

This was the second time he’d pushed me away and I wasn’t having it. We’d spent too much time together to go the other way. I heard Andy’s “Wait” as he gained on me at the hotel door. “Hey, April, wait. Where are you going?”

“I just told you. I’m going home and you can go to hell with Hitler!” I said as full-blown laughter erupted out of his chest. He followed me out with a soft “Hey” and stood at my trunk while I threw my bag in it.

“You really do like me, don’t you?” he said with a panty-dropping grin.

I looked at him, incredulous. “I believe I already told you that. I could literally count the brain cells in your head right now.”

Andy gave me a smug face, which only made my anger burn hotter. He cupped my cheek with a wink. “Fighting means you’re passionate, and you don’t give passion to just anyone.”

“The way I see it, fighting means it ain’t working.”

Andy gripped my arms and brought us face to face. “Beautiful, if you aren’t fighting once in a while with the one your fucking, you aren’t fucking the right one.”

“The only one fighting it, Pracht, is you. I think at this point I’d rather have the stack of twenties,” I snapped as I opened my door and threw my purse into my car.

“You mean that?” he said as the smile fell off of his face.

“No, but I do mean this. I’ve got fifteen years of baggage I’m not bringing to your doorstep, remember that.”

He wrinkled his nose as he moved in on me. “So passionate for me.”

“If wanting to knee you in the nuts right now is passionate, then I’m the Holy Grail of passion, and don’t bother to say you’re sorry. It’s going to take at least two hundred miles to forgive you.”

“But how long before you miss me?” he asked with a lift in an infuriatingly sexy voice.

I took a long look at him and closed my eyes to fight the smile on my lips. “One.”

Andy wrapped me in his arms and leaned in and kissed me until I fell against him to catch my breath.

“Jesus, you are a twisted little ginger.” I sighed.

“Little?”

“I’m leaving,” I said, ripping myself from his arms before it began to really hurt. “Call me when you are back to normal and the demons give you back your sliver of soul.”

“Can I call you up, soulless?” His tone no longer playful, he faced away from me for a brief moment and then brought imploring eyes back to mine.

“What?”

“April, I don’t know if I’ll get it all back,” he said honestly. He looked at me ruefully as his eyes darted over my face and then back to mine. “But what if I told you if I found it, I’d want to give it to a woman exactly like you.”

I leaned in and whispered in his ear. “It’s already back, Andy.” I kissed his cheek, got in my car, and buckled my seatbelt. I could tell he regretted his behavior and I knew I would have to continue to be patient with him, but it was time I called him on his bullshit and I had no regrets in doing it. I waved through my window and he waved back before he shoved his hands in his pockets.

I’ll wait for you, Pracht.
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There are three types of baseball players: those who make it happen,

those who watch it happen and those who wonder what happens. 

- Tommy Lasorda
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Well, Pracht, aren’t you just fucking 0-2.

Fuck if my damned insecurities didn’t fuck up the end to a perfect weekend. She should be doing double time to run away from me now. My phone buzzed with a text and I smiled until I saw it wasn’t April.

Kristina: Hey.

I looked back in the direction of April’s car and made my way into the empty hotel room. April’s absence was evident, and it fucking blistered me. I stared at Kristina’s text and mulled over answering. I hadn’t heard from or seen her in the seven months since she left. This woman had been one of my best friends for years until I’d fucked up and fallen in love with her. She didn’t deserve the cold shoulder.

Andy: Hey.

Kristina: I was scared you wouldn’t text back.

Andy: Don’t be. What’s up?

Kristina: I heard you were moving to Atlanta. Don’t get mad but Alice slipped up. I’m so excited for you. Bullpen coach! Andy that’s amazing! I’m hoping maybe I can bring Dillon to a game?

Andy: Sounds good. I’ll send you some tickets. Message me your address.

Kristina: That’s not why I texted. I just know he will want to say hi to his Uncle Andy.

Andy: That’s not even a question. But I’ll send you tickets. Text me your address, okay? Take care.

I had to end the conversation. For the first time since she left, I wasn’t curious which shocked the shit out of me. But I knew the reason, and that reason had just turned tires back to Charleston and was the one I was concerned with. And I wasn’t sure she would ever steer herself in my direction again. It was time for some serious recon.

I stared at my Mickey ears that sat on the counter and felt the ache start in my chest. It was then that I truly felt the shift in me. I wanted to call her and tell her to turn the fuck around so I could really apologize. I hated that I’d played ignorant and tried to charm my way back into her good graces. But she knew better. She seemed to know exactly what was going on with me. I wanted that woman back in my arms. I wanted to stare into her eyes, feel her gentle touch, laugh with her, stroke her back, and kiss her perfect lips. I wanted more...more with April.

It was a full five minutes before Kristina answered with her address.

Kristina: Excited to see you.

I threw my phone in frustration at my mouse ears.
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Hours later, my phone buzzed with a message from the right woman.

April: I made it home.

Andy: Can I say I’m sorry now? How is Rowdy’s mother?

April: No, I’m still passionate. She’s going to be okay. It was mild but they are watching her closely.

I thought on my feet, trying to recapture what I’d just stupidly fucked up. I was grasping at straws when I sent the next text.

Andy: I stole your perfume.

The bubbles started moving furiously as I cursed my stupidity. I shot out a text first for damage control.

Jesus, I had no game, except for the one I managed, and even with that one, I was uncertain.

Andy: I stole your Honeysuckle. I’ll send you another bottle. I wanted my pillows to smell like that. It’s the best smell in the world. That’s fucking creepy, isn’t it? It was nice knowing you.

I held my breath as I threw that tidbit of info at her, hoping she wouldn’t label me a stalker. Fuck, I was cracking wide open with this woman. I’d wanted to admit more this morning but I fucked up and got possessive instead. With the way she looked at me, I should have no doubts, but still they lingered. I held my breath, waiting for her reply. But I couldn’t force it. I wouldn’t.

April: I knew you stole it. I saw it in your drawer when I snooped through it to steal a t-shirt. I hope I stole your favorite one.

I blew out a breath of relief.

Andy: So can I assume we are passionate for each other?

April: We shared Kleenex. It’s a given.

Andy: I’m sorry.

April: I know.

Andy: It won’t happen again.

And I meant it, but I knew that words meant shit and my actions would be the proof. It was time to make the call.
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MARCH 31ST

Andy: I’m so glad I own a bar.

April: And why is that?

Andy: I got liquor in the front, poker in the back.

April: Worst one yet.

Andy: You smiled.

April: I did.

Andy: I’m about to lose my shit. How many more sleeps?

I laughed loud as he used my nephew’s sleep question every time I told them I was taking them to a baseball game. I decided to go alone on opening day so Andy didn’t feel any pressure to entertain after what I was sure was a crazy week. Andy made it clear that he wanted me there with the arrival of a ticket, and of course I’d had to suffer the embarrassment with Rowdy and admit he won the bet.

April: Three sleeps.

Andy: Are you sure you are going to be okay coming alone? I don’t like this shit.

April: I’ll be fine. Don’t worry about me.

Andy: I can’t wait to see your beautiful face...and ass.

April: Such a charmer.

Andy: You got the key in case I run late?

April: Yes, Andy.

Andy: Did you just roll your eyes?

The last six weeks had been a blur of work, texts, phone calls, and waiting. Just waiting. Andy had stepped up to a phone call a day, even if it was to leave a message, and usually that message went something along the line of “If you were a tropical fruit, you’d be a fineapple.” Something had changed with Andy after I left Orlando, and I didn’t question it. I only knew I was having the time of my life. He was everything he was when we were together and just as genuine as the night we met, in bits and pieces. And the man could make me smile like I never had before. Even my sisters had noticed a change in me, and so had Dutch, who I still played cards with every chance I got. Alice I continued to miss, but I was so wrapped up in work and my new beau that I, for the first time since Kurt died, felt like I had a life of my own. I’d met Andy on the worst night of his life—a cold night in November and it had drastically changed the routine of my own life. It was a life I was excited about, a life less predictable, a life that seemed to be picking up. I tried hard every day not to admit that my feeling ran deep where Andy was concerned but they did. They ran the length of the cement highway that led straight to Andrew Pracht.

April: I would never roll my eyes. I respect your authority, Brew Master Andy.

Andy: I thought it was Duke.

April: Such a proud man. Okay, Duke.

Andy: Three more sleeps.

April: I miss you.

It was the first time I’d said anything like it. I’d been too afraid to go there. We were still too casual, too friendly with our talk. It was as if we were both afraid to take the leap, and I knew my reasons, but I also knew his. And maybe one day he would tell me his...again. For now it was still easy between us. We were only months in so I didn’t expect much more than what we had going on which was amazing. But the thing was, I knew what he was capable of, and I couldn’t help but hope for it for myself.

My phone rang in my hand and I felt nervous butterflies race through me as I answered. I was walking into my shift and kept my voice low.

“Hi,” I said as I looked at the clock above the glass double doors. I had minutes.

“Say it,” he commanded with need.

“Say what?” I toyed as I heard a room full of men speaking.

“You know what,” he ordered. I could feel the smile on the other end of the line.

“I miss you.”

“I’m going to show you how much I feel the same,” he said, his voice just as low.

“What’s the matter, Andy? Can’t say it? Are you in a room full of athletes with no hearts and bare asses?”

“I got sucked into some hazing bullshit, but your filthy little head would go there wouldn’t it?”

“A room full of half baboon assed professional athletes, uh...yeah it went there.”

“You are so going to pay for that shit.”

“But I miss you,” I said with a giggle.

Get a grip, Turner.

“I’m going to slap that ass again,” he said with menace. “But before I do that I’m going to kiss the lips of the woman that misses me.”

And with that statement, I heard the hell come from all sides. “PRACHT, YOUR PUSSY IS SHOWING!”

“SERIOUSLY, PRACHT, YOU ARE A VAGINA.”

“PURE POETRY, PRACHT, YOU FUCKING DAISY!”

“Oh no,” I whispered as my eyes got wide as saucers at the uproar. “Oh no, I’m sorry.”

“You’re worth it,” Andy said as I heard a shuffle and then a loud laugh.

“Andy?”

“Yeah?” he said, out of breath, as the voices grew louder.

“What just happened?”

“Three more sleeps,” he yelled in the distance as I heard a new voice on the phone.

“Hey there, honey. Pracht has been taken back to the clubhouse to be checked for evidence of an existing penis.”

I smiled as the whole room erupted in laughter. I heard Andy yell out in threat. “You are dead, Makavoy.”

I hoped I did my man proud as I shot back, “Makavoy, is it?”

“The one and only.”

I recognized the name. Andy had said he was the greatest catcher in baseball.

“Well, Makavoy, honey, I swear on a stack of bibles he has a bigger cock than anyone on that team. When you see it, try not to fall to your knees and salivate all over it. That’s a real woman’s job.”

The room exploded again as I heard the guys comment.

“I think I’m in love.”

“Ohhh, Pracht, love that accent.”

“Does she have a sister? I’ll take them both.”

And the one that made me the happiest. “Fuckin’ A.”

Makavoy chuckled closer to the phone as he commented last. “Coach, I think I may want to meet this one.”

“Have a good game, Makavoy,” I cooed and then hung up and clocked in for my shift.

Three more sleeps.
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You always get a special kick on opening day, no matter how many you go through. You look forward to it like a birthday party when you’re a kid. You think something wonderful is going to happen. 

— Joe DiMaggio
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APRIL 4TH - OPENING DAY

I gripped the fence as I watched the sun light the manicured field. I wasn’t alone. There were a few players scattered around, one of them Makavoy, who reminded me of a younger, hungrier me. I was quick to admit he was far more talented and got pulled into the big show with nothing short of a beautiful contract. And though I didn’t work often with him, I was looking forward to watching him grow.

He was quiet as he stood at the opposite side of the fence, his arms braced along the top of it. We said nothing as we took in the field as the sun began to feather light over the tops of the thousands of empty seats. And as if on cue we both pushed away from the gate with satisfaction.

“Feel good?” I asked casually as we both headed toward the clubhouse.

I saw the building pressure on his shoulders as he turned to me with a smug grin. “I feel good about me,” he replied as he gripped his hat with both hands in attempt to shape it. It was a nervous tick.

“That’s fucked,” I scorned, a bit disappointed. He had no confidence in his pitchers, and that was not a good sign. But he was being honest and I couldn’t fault him for that.

“I agree. It is fucked. That doesn’t make it any less true,” he said in frustration. “You’ve seen what I’m working with. Let’s not bullshit each other.”

“It’s my job to know,” I said as thought over his words. “Are you asking me?”

Makavoy paused and then gave me a sharp nod.

I looked him over with stern eyes. “You know you have a pitching coach.”

“I know he trusts you, and I’m not a stranger to the little league, Pracht. I know your game.”

“Come on,” I said as I motioned him over and out of earshot. He followed me into two seats in the stands. “Let’s start with the lineup.”

We sat for a few hours in those stands, words of agreement flowing through each of us, our mindset the same. It was one of those moments I’d told April about. I was exactly where I was supposed to be—the right place and the right time—which only reinforced my decision about rejoining the game I knew. The game I loved. Though I wouldn’t feel the strength of a fresh fastball in my glove, those few hours in those stands was enough. When I stood to leave Makavoy to get to my first meeting, his demeanor had changed a bit and I felt a slightly new confidence pass over him. It was my job to fluff a little after fuckups, and help smooth out the shakes after a bad night, but I knew the pressure of making the right call and I had no issues with the conversation we’d just had.

“Sometimes baseball fucks up,” Makavoy said as we hit the landing toward the clubhouse. It was a compliment geared toward me, and the fact that I’d never been promoted to play in the big show. I turned back to look at him with the shake of my head. “That’s where you’re wrong. It’s game day and I’m here.”
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“Fuck,” I muttered under my breath as I watched Harnett throw away another pitch. We were down 0-2 in the bottom of the fourth. I could tell Makavoy was throwing the right fingers and knew his irritation at Harnett’s execution and occasional brush off. I felt the uncomfortable energy and twitch of the dressed jerseys that stood next to me as the phone rang.

“Pracht,” I answered as I watched the Nationals leave the field. They were in sync tonight, ready to dominate. All I felt on our end was a collective energy of uncertainty, so I had started running flexibility drills a half- inning early.

“Warm them up. We’re looking at Petit.”

“On it,” I said as I gave Petit and Erickson the nod. They took their place along the green of the pen and began to sprint. I hung up and waited as I watched them go through the drills. Fifteen minutes later, I followed as Petit began to toss in, his form on point, his delivery in tune with the fingers thrown. I looked on at Erickson, who was just as warm with his delivery. My pen was ready. At the bottom of the fifth, my phone rang again.

“Pracht,” I said as I pulled down my hat and made my decision.

“How’s he looking?”

“Hot at ninety-six. He’s good,” I said as I tracked his speed, execution, and the number of pitches it took to warm his arm. He was ready.

“Send him.”

“Petit,” I barked. He approached me with confidence, his face a mask of determination. I began my run down of the opposing batter’s line up. I spouted off a few weaknesses I knew from my years as a Swampgator. I’d played with a majority of them in the MiLB, and that was a part of my edge. I’d thrown the right fingers against most of them.

“Torrez can’t handle the change-up. Get him early. Follow Makavoy. He knows as much as you do.” Petit nodded, threw the jacket off of his arm, and made his way to the dugout while Erickson took the burn like a man and continued to throw another solid pitch. I cut my hand at my neck, and he nodded, making his way back to the bench to throw a coat over his arm.

“You looked good,” I said as I kept my eyes on the ball in play. My condolences meant shit to Erickson. He was a hungry rookie who had just lost the chance to pitch in his first major league game. It was the nature of the beast. He would get his chance and he knew it.

When Petit took the mound, I grabbed my old glove from the pile on the bench and let the feel of the leather soothe me. And when the first pitch was thrown and landed in Makavoy’s waiting glove, I hid my grin.

Fuckin’ A.
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I sat in the stands of my first major league baseball game, completely blown away. I’d entered a stadium full of energy and could feel the excitement in the stands. The super-fans next to me had opinions on everything, from the uniforms to the shape of the stadium. And by the third inning, I knew the stats and personal history of half of the players. Not to say I’d memorized them. That was Andy’s job.

There’s something to be said about watching a baseball game in person. It’s an entirely different animal. Maybe it was my new respect for the animal itself and those behind it.

Around the fourth inning, I could feel the tension of the two next to me.

“Harnett’s got an arm, no doubt. He needs to get out of his head.”

I looked down at the bullpen below me every few minutes to try to catch sight of Andy. I knew he was deep into the game, but I had hoped for some sign of him. I’d seen a few players running around and stretching on the patch of grass enclosed in the pen and felt my stomach flutter with hopes. He was only feet below me but unreachable.

And then I saw the number three in clear view come into sight briefly. I looked him over, his hat covering the thick strawberry hair I loved so much. His strong back elongated by his arms crossed stance. His ass...dear Lord have mercy, his ass in those pants made my mouth water. He filled them perfectly, his thick thighs a strong bonus in contrast to everything else.

My man.

I smiled broadly as I stared down at him and prayed he turned around. But he didn’t. And as soon as I got my brief view he was back underneath the awning and I was I left with a breath of disappointment.

“Oh come on, number three. You could’ve posed a little bit longer!” I heard a woman shout to my right. I looked over to her with menace as she gave me a wink.

That stupid baboon’s ass. It was like a beacon.

A sinking feeling slowly started to seep into my chest as I began to notice the collective amount of Moon Pie that surrounded the bullpen. At least a dozen or more women lined the seats surrounding me, some in groups of two or four, some brave enough to sit alone. It was a full-on buffet of Moon Pie: blonde, brunette, and the curtains don’t match the drapes Moon Pie. I noticed all of their attention on the bullpen as some of the relief pitchers began to warm up. The cat calls came next as I braced myself for more.

“I’ve got my eye on you, Erickson. You need help with that warm up, baby?”

Holy shit.

They were bold as the pitchers warmed up only yards away. Some of them stood and inched toward the pen as I watched them line up with their arms full of various crap including...I leaned in closely to inspect.

Oh hell no. What the eff is this?

“They throw underwear?”

The man that sat next to me turned with a sharp nod. “Amongst other things. Sometimes it gets returned with a room number on it.”

“What?” I asked, my face growing pale.

The man looked at me with drawn brows. “Oh, you are green. They are waiting at every hotel in every city. That’s ball.”

I turned my attention back to the women in wait and their eagerness for any attention they could get. I knew it was a part of it. I just hadn’t realized how much.

“Ladies,” I heard security pipe in as he gave them a stern warning. “Keep your presents and take your seats.” Some of them gave up easily and made their way back up. Others, the braver ones, flirted with security, moving their hips from side to side with emphasis. I moved my head around the spectacle in front of me as I tried to get another glimpse at Andy.

I felt the sudden urge to stake my claim and had a horrible flashback of the only time I’d done it. I was in second grade and head over heels for Nick Moore. He’d stolen a kiss or two from me and held my hand secretly every day on the bus. I’d decided after watching my classmates, Lacy and Becky, make him Valentines—better Valentines than the crappy one I’d made—to go verbal...on the bus.

“Listen up, piss ants! Nick Moore is my boyfriend, so you can keep your stupid Valentines to yourselves.”

Nick Moore no longer held my hand after that day. In fact he avoided me altogether. Some boys just weren’t man enough to handle a strong opinionated woman. I suddenly thought about the allowances I’d made with Tyler in our time together and realized he wasn’t one of them either. If I went strong on an opinion we fought or he receded. I remembered Dutch’s declaration that men made for women like us existed and agreed wholeheartedly, especially when I thought of Andy. But I had to admit as I watched the parade of tits and ass prance around before me, that confidence was slipping.

Well, shit.

As anxious as I was to stake my claim on the man who had my full attention I doubted a declaration would do shit to help the situation. I went to my lifeline for a little bitch up pep talk.

April: Alice, please tell me how you handle the groupies!

I looked up when the crowd around me roared as we scored our first run. I had to even myself out. This was ridiculous.

Alice: I don’t. I block them out. Are you in Atlanta?

I decided to come clean with the one woman I knew I could trust.

April: Please don’t tell Rafe.

Alice: I knew it. This is so awesome!

April: It’s so not awesome right now.

Alice: Hang in there.

April: It gets better?

Alice: Trust him. You have to. Don’t let it in. I know you April, you can handle it. And you will call me when you get home.

April: Thanks.

Alice: You’ve got this. I’m so happy for you both!

I zoned in on the game in attempt to ignore the blatant show around me. As the game progressed, I let the insecurity go as I watched a close game unfold before me. By the top of the seventh inning, Atlanta was up by one and the whole park was in an uproar with each play. I was on the edge of my seat when the next Nationals’ hitter came up to bat. I watched as the relief pitcher, Petit, held his own, keeping the game close with a string of solid fast balls. I knew Andy was chomping at the bit with every pitch thrown and was right there with him in the stands. By the bottom of the eighth, and after another change in lineup, I was screaming along with everyone else around me as Atlanta hit one out of the park and scored two more runs, widening the gap. When the game ended in a victory, I couldn’t help but celebrate with my annoying seatmates, who suddenly seemed satisfied with everything.

I watched as a line of women made their way down to the bullpen, some of them with kids who were eager to have their ball signed, some of them eager for another type of signature. The security guard held the locked gate with refusal as he spoke to the disappointed fans. I took a deep breath as I scanned the thinning field and looked down at the pen to see the eyes of Andrew Pracht directly on me.

My heart went into a gallop as I looked back at him and gave him my biggest smile.

He was standing just outside of the awning, his stare undeniable blue and piercing as he looked at me. I stood then with a blush as some of the women vying for his attention looked to see who had his. All the worry I had washed away as we kept our eyes connected in the commotion around us. Andy only broke his gaze when Petit came up and nudged him in the shoulder. He looked up at me along with Andy and a blush began to creep over me as they spoke back and forth.

And then he was gone.
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I waited in my seat for a few minutes and waited on Andy’s post-game instruction. He didn’t know what type of night the game would lead to. I had memorized the damn game schedule for Atlanta and knew exactly what I was in for. I had all but promised Michelle she would be sitting in Rowdy’s lap at the next one to get her to cover one shift for me.

I waited in my seat for a few minutes and waited on Andy’s post-game instruction. He didn’t know what type of night the game would lead to. I had memorized the damn game schedule for Atlanta and knew exactly what I was in for. I had all but promised Michelle she would be sitting in Rowdy’s lap at the next one to get her to cover one shift for me.

 

April: Good job, Coach.

I knew it might take a few minutes to get a response, so I settled in the seat and watched the man on the thingamajig replenish the baseline. I felt odd in my seat as the crowd thinned out.

“Turner?” a security guard said as he approached me.

“Yes,” I said with wide eyes.

“Come with me,” he said as if I was a pain in his ass.

I followed him as he hauled his ass along the field like the weight of the world was on his shoulders. “We won, you know. You could be a little more chipper.”

I heard a grunt as I was walked around the park and back into a hallway. I heard the guys cheers from the locker room and did my April best not to stick my head in the set of double doors that led to what I was sure was every woman’s wet dream. It was a pretty easy task considering the man I was waiting on. After what felt like a year in hell of anticipation, the doors began to open with freshly showered players with bags in hand. I heard Andy’s voice as he came out of the door with who I recognized was the pitching coach from the games we’d watched and another man who listened attentively as Andrew spoke. The man looked over Andy’s shoulder and back at me as I slinked a bit under his stare in hopes of being a bit more inconspicuous. I’d chosen tight jeans, a V-neck Atlanta shirt that hugged my chest and tightened at my ass, and my favorite Chucks. I spent endless minutes perfecting my makeup and left my newly tinted all blonde locks down in long curly waves and was happy it remained that way in the cool spring air.

The man who was speaking to Andy just seconds ago moved from behind him and started walking directly toward me.

My eyes bulged as he came into better focus.

Good God Almighty!

The man was pretty with jet black hair that curled around his forehead in a deep wave. He was tall and had searing aqua blue eyes.

“I’m guessing you are the real woman?”

Makavoy. I gave him a tight-lipped grin..

“I’m guessing you saw his penis and choked up?”

He wrinkled his nose once and bit his lip as he scoured me with his eyes. “It’s not really my thing.” Michelle would have had a heart attack if she saw this man, of that I was sure. And while I thought as much, I was too anxious for the man approaching behind him.

“Ren,” he said as stuck his hand out to shake mine.

“April,” I said as I extended mine.

“Nice to meet the woman behind the man,” he said sincerely.

“I don’t know if I would say all that,” I cooed. Yes, I cooed, I couldn’t help it. He was a whole lot of gorgeous.

“I would,” I heard barked behind Ren’s shoulder. “Now get hell out of my way so I can get to her.”

Makavoy furiously batted his eyelashes in jest as I giggled and he stepped away with a quick, “Have a good night, Coach.”

The hall was empty now as Andy wasted no time scooping me into his hold. We held each other for long minutes, the feeling both foreign and familiar.

“God, you smell good,” he said as he buried his face in my hair.

“I should. You sent me ten bottles of honeysuckle,” I said with shakiness in my voice. A shakiness he heard. He pulled back with a frown to see me smiling. I was still a bit emotional from being in his arms. “Andy,” I said on a whisper and a welcome.

He groaned as he held me tighter to him.

“That was...amazing,” I said as the air around us turned more electric and I felt his hands move up my body as he let me down slowly.

He kept his grip on my waist as he peered down at me with pools of blue that took my breath away. “You with the house of ball now?” he asked, hopeful.

“I could never turn my back on my Gamecocks, but I’m in whatever house you are in now, Pracht.”
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April walked through my high-rise condo in the heart of Atlanta with bulging eyes.

“Was it like an ‘earn your way up’ type of thing? Did I have to prove myself to you or something? You take me to the five and dime motel before I got to pimp the penthouse with you?”

I chuckled as she made her way around the space with wide eyes. In truth, I loved just watching her. We clicked easy. It was nothing like having to try fit puzzle pieces together as I had countless times before. Her jokes, I got them. Her sarcasm, I adored it. Her sassy mouth, I kissed it every chance I got. Her moans, I would never stop working for. Her heart...well, I wanted it.

“It’s not the penthouse,” I corrected. Though I did steal it for a good rate, a perk of being a ball coach.

She put her hands on her hips as she stared back at me. “What are we, two floors down? I could totally get used to this,” she said as she zigzagged back and forth between rooms. Most players that had a contract bought a house. Those of us who owned one and were more short-term got a pretty sweet deal when it came to temporary housing. I’d earned my way up and loved her reaction to it. “This tub. Oh. MY. GOD.”

“There’s a sauna and fitness room next door.”

“I’m not giving up my key,” she said as she waved the card in the air and made another round through the expansive condo.

“I wasn’t going to ask for it back,” I added as I looked around the space. It truly was a remarkable space made of high ceilings, marble floors, and an incredible view of downtown. It was all decked out in glass and metal—a little too modern for my taste, but I had to admit it was impressive.

“Holy big blue hair, you have a private infinity pool! Oh man, it’s too cold to swim.”

She was running around the space now, and I could sense the nervousness in her. I walked over to the fridge and grabbed the bottle of champagne I’d been chilling for us.

“Want a drink?”

“Hell yes!” she exclaimed as she popped her head out of the master bedroom. “Wait,” she said as she wiggled her brows. “What kind of drink?”

“Not that kind tonight,” I said as she gave me a grin.

“Old man,” she teased as she made her way toward me.

“I think you know better than to push that button,” I warned. She gave me a small smile and bit her plump lips.

“Want to know something weird?”

“Hit me,” I said as I handed her a glass of the bubbling liquid.

“I like your house more.” I stared across the island at her. “But you could use a pool.” She swallowed a large sip of champagne and then placed it on the island and stared at the stem between her hands.

“April, look at me.” When her beautiful green eyes shot up to mine I went on. “Why are you nervous?”

“I’m not,” she said as she played with the bottom of her glass. “And if I was a little nervous, Pracht, you didn’t have to call me out on it.” I took the strides around the counter, and when I got to her, I tilted her chin up.

“I think I might have pegged you right, baller, shot caller,” she said with an uneasy laugh.

“I’m not a rock star,” I said with a chuckle.

“But you get to live like one,” she reminded with a whistle. I waited on her as she squirmed under my stare. “It’s just a lot.”

“I felt the same way when I walked in,” I whispered as I took her lips. 

She shook her head. “It’s not just this place. It’s the game, and the...piss ants.”

“The what?”

She stuck her tongue in her cheek and averted her eyes as I forced her to face me again. “What, beautiful?”

“You know the leeches, the hoochies, the Moon Pie slingers.” I grinned down at her as she looked up at me with narrowed eyes. “You love that I hate it.”

“I do,” I said with certainty. “But I’m sure that you’ll be happy to know I hate that you are surrounded by cops who want my puddin’.”

“That really does sound ridiculous,” she said with a toothy grin.

“Yeah, it’s by far the worst word in the history of dirty talk.”

She leaned forward and wrapped her arms around my neck as her fingers gripped my hair. “So now that my puddin’ is here what are you going to do with it?”

“What do you say we do something no one else has ever done before?”

She giggled as she gripped my jersey and looked me over with appreciation.

“What’s that, Pracht?”
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“I hate to break your heart, but I’m pretty sure people have done this before,” I said breathlessly as he pulled my panties down and threw them behind him to the rear window of the Limo. “In fact, I’m pretty sure this limo is filled with plenty of incriminating DNA.”

“They may have,” he said as he licked down the inside of my thigh with a grin before he looked up at me, “but they have never done it the way we are going to do it.”

And I swear on a stack of bibles they hadn’t.
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Half an hour later, after I was assured the limo was an appetizer, I was dragged into a restaurant themed in solid gold. Huge globes of light cluttered the ceiling as we were whisked into a private booth shaped like a seashell and treated like royalty. I couldn’t wrap my head around it as we started a six-course meal and I was dizzy with lust at the man in the tailored suit who sat next to me. I’d pulled out the only suitable dress I had when he suggested we dine right. I felt severely underdressed for the place we were in but Andy assured me I looked beautiful. But Andy always assured me I was beautiful. In the place I sat, I felt...uncomfortable. He’d taken three calls since dinner started and I hadn’t been upset by them. I knew it went with the territory. On the last call, he left the table as I ate a “palate cleansing sorbet,” as the waiter called it. I felt odd and electrified in my seat. It was like stepping out of the normal and into a very beautifully decorated Twilight Zone. At the same time, I had to admit my insecurities were getting a good crack at me. Andy was a bad-ass and not just because he had a good job in the majors or currently lived in a multi-million-dollar condo, but because he was the full package. He was gorgeous, ridiculously smart, funny, sensitive, well spoken, and very well endowed. I tried my April best to come up with my own strong points but after a few minutes, I sighed into my seat.

Your boyfriend is a coach in the major leagues.

That thought swirled around my head as I looked over at him. He stood near a waterfall of glass littered with gold lily pads in a suit that made him look a world away from me.

“Sorry, that was the last one,” he promised as he sat next to me. “That any good?”

“Yeah, try it,” I said, pointing to his tiny bowl.

“I want yours,” he said as he nodded toward the spoon close to my mouth. I leaned over and gave it to him as he smiled with satisfaction. “You are so passionate for me.”

“You just called me a sucker,” I said with an eye roll.

“I’m passionate about you too,” he said with a seriousness I’d never heard. The world was put right again as he leaned in close and took my lips with a gentle kiss. When he pulled away, I was a puddle of limbs. He kissed my cheek and then ran his hand down my bare arm as he studied me. “April, seeing you in those stands tonight was worth every bit of the waiting. I don’t want the piss ants, okay?”

It took every bit of strength I had not to shed tears of relief. It was exactly what I needed to hear. “K.”

He slipped in closer to me as he pressed a kiss to my temple. “I fucked up bringing us here. I just want you alone.” He studied me for several minutes before he spoke. “This isn’t us, is it?”

“Nothing wrong with trying something new, right?” I looked over to him with a smile. “I’m enjoying it.”

“Sir,” he said as he called the waiter over. The waiter looked perplexed at Andy’s request. “Can we please just cancel the next course and can we get some chicken soup to go?”

“I’ll see what I can do,” he said as he eyed me in his impeccable dress before making his way to the gold kitchen.

“Andy, really, this is pretty awesome,” I said, looking over the restaurant.

“Really?”

“Yes...” he looked on at me and called my bluff. “Okay, I’m tired. I just want to go home, stuff my face, break out the Prime box,” I said with a wink, “and then get into my soft-suit.”

“Soft-suit?”

“Yeah, I’m a soft-suit soldier, Andy,” I admitted honestly. “When I’m home, I don’t wear lingerie like I’m sure you assume I do. I’m more of a sweats, tank, no bra type of girl. I’m sorry if that disappoints you,” I said with a wink.

“You know what I love about you?” Andy mused as he threw his card down on the table.

“What?” I asked as I set down the spoon and gave him my attention.

He leaned in with a whisper. “Everything.”

Minutes later, designer chicken soup in one hand and me in the other, he guided us out of the glowing restaurant. In his lap back in the limo, we kissed the entire way back to his place. His fingers threaded through my hair as our lips moved slowly. When we pulled to a stop and our mouths separated, I felt like I’d come back to him in a way. We sat in his new condo and slurped chicken soup until we both couldn’t keep our eyes open. Prime box forgotten, that night he cradled me in his warm arms, his head on my pillow, and our limbs tangled.

It was the first time I wanted to tell him that I loved him.
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MAY 1ST

My phone rang at 3 A.M. I was off and suddenly alarmed, even more so when I saw it was Andy.

I slid the phone open as I turned down the volume on my CSI marathon.

“Andy?”

“It’s my mother’s birthday. Don’t say I’m sorry.”

“K.”

I waited for an eternity before he spoke again. 

“I miss her so much.” He wasn’t tearful, but the pain in his voice was enough to slice me in half. 

I said the only thing I could say. “I’m here, Andy.”

“I know, beautiful, and I wish you were here. I miss you so fucking much. I miss home. I miss my fucking dogs. I miss brewing. Tell me again why I chose to do this.”

“Because you love it, because it’s in your blood, and it’s what you were born to do, and because you are good at it. So good that you are one of the select few who get to coach a team of the best athletes. Because you earned it, you deserve to be there, and because everything else can wait.”

“April, she died so fast...so goddamned fast I didn’t have time to do anything. One minute I knew, the next minute she was gone. I mean, thank God for ball, and at the same time, I still hate it, too. The thing I love most in the world kept me from the person I loved most when she needed me.”

“She knew you would be happier playing than watching her die, Andy.”

Silence.

I didn’t know if I had screwed up by saying that, but I was sure if I was a mother that would be my way of thinking.

“Andy?”

“I’m going to go get some sleep, okay? I’ve got a meeting in three hours.”

“Did I say something wrong?”

“No, no, not at all. You’re perfect. I just wanted to...hear your voice.”

“I can talk as long as you need to.”

“I know. I appreciate that. Trust me, you helped more than you know. Good night, beautiful.”

“’Night.”

I sat for ten minutes before I sent him the link to “Trust in Me”. I hoped it would comfort him, and at the same time help him grieve. God knows I had to force myself to still, think and let it hurt a few times after losing Kurt. I prayed it helped. I prayed, by some miracle, it gave him some of what he needed. And I expected nothing less than the text I got back.

Andy: How the hell did you know?

I never texted back.
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MAY 15TH

As a southern woman, I was told by my grandmother, Rocker, when you really cared for a man, you showed him with your smile, the words out of your mouth, and made good use of your wooden spoon. As I snuck into Andy’s condo at 4 A.M. with said wooden spoon in hand, having earned myself a half-shift off due to overtime I put in last week, I planned on doing all three. He’d been complaining here and there that he missed the comforts of home and had recently gagged on a Miracle Whip sandwich. I felt his pain as I unloaded two travel sized jars of Dukes Mayonnaise. I was sure he could get in Atlanta but wasn’t sure he had time to shop. My mission was to remedy his homesick situation as I carefully and quietly unloaded the goods. I’d not only brought the mix for a homemade breakfast of biscuits and gravy, but I’d also spent a pretty penny on a basket full of all things Charleston. I had mix for Shrimp and Grits, She Crap Soup, Low Country Broil, locally cured bacon, condiments, jams, sweets, and...Nyquil.

The Nyquil was so I could fall asleep on Andy’s time. I was a night owl and wanted to make sure I was well rested on a few hours of sleep to spend with him. I carefully set out the ingredients, so much so that you could hear a mouse fart. I moved like molasses making sure to keep the noise to a minimum. I was an expert in the kitchen, a ninja, and it was one of my only talents. His kitchen was fully stocked with utensils; I knew that from the last time I visited. I was prepared to not only cook, but cater to my man with the few hours he had off. Excitement raced through me as I grabbed the bag of flour and placed it front and center. The seal was giving me hell so I searched for a pair of scissors and came up empty. I pulled out a knife to help with the release but all it did was tear the paper. Frustrated and becoming tired from the long trip and my heavy cargo, I pulled at the seam of the bag again to no avail. I stood back and decided to change before I went any further. This was an act of love after all, and I needed to be in the mood.

I dug through my overnight bag on the couch and pulled the short silk cami over my head and went back in. Mind set on being his breakfast goddess, I once again gave the flour bag a good yank....and unintentionally made it snow in May.

I took another dose of Nyquil, unable to feel it’s affect due to the adrenaline rush of pulling it all together for Andy. The mess I would clean but the biscuits were my main focus. They had to be handled with expert care.

Ninja!

And this is where I shined. I brushed the white residue off my arms and cursed silently at my now flour covered negligee. I had also spent a pretty penny on that. Determined again and excited that Andy lay clueless and sleeping in the room down the hall, I ignored the fact that flour covered every surface of his kitchen. I decided to go ahead and make the biscuits with cleanup in the back of my mind as I took another shot of Nyquil to make sure I was able to sleep and wake up on his time. I looked at the dust covered kitchen and realized it wasn’t so bad and began to measure honey with my eyes.

Just a drop or two.

Rocker would be so proud.

I preheated his oven, and clicked on the light in a race against the sleepy drug I was sure should have kicked in and began to beat one egg. In my haste, I tipped the honey jar, Johns Island Dark, over and I caught it right before it hit the floor. I didn’t have time to clean it up because I had to cut the biscuits and get them in the oven so they would fluff up perfectly. This was time sensitive perfection and I was bringing out my April best. After a few stirs, I rolled out the smooth mixture on the conveniently flour covered counter. I’d only made enough for four with the small amount I had left in the bag, but four would be enough. I had just cut the perfectly rounded biscuits and stomped my feet in small celebration just as the Nyquil hit me. The timing was perfect and I gave myself a good pat on the back. I set the temperature and put the biscuits in the oven and sat back to watch them cook. I had a hell of a mess to clean but it would all be worth it. I propped myself on the counter, my arms covered in a little flour as I waited for the magic to happen.

Andy was about to love another thing about me.

Ninja!
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Do what you love and give it your very best. 

Whether it’s business or baseball, or the theater or any field. 

If you don’t love what you’re doing and you can’t give it your best,

get out of it. Life is too short. 

You will be an old man before you know it. 

- Al Lopez
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I woke up exhausted, my knee barking as I went to take a leak. Another day in Atlanta and not a fucking thing to do. The thought crossed my mind to surprise April in Charleston. I’d left Yogi and Berra in boarding down there after camp and I was anxious to get my boys back. I would have to find a place in Atlanta to board them when I was out of town. There was no way I was leaving them behind much longer. I looked at the clock and saw it was ten.

“Shit,” I muttered. I assumed April was already asleep. She’d texted from work last night. I dialed her anyway to leave a message as I grabbed my toothbrush. I jumped when I heard “Fat Bottomed Girls” ring out from the kitchen.

“The hell?” I said with a grin. “Beautiful, are you here?” I made long strides down the hall as my chest expanded with the idea of her so close to me. I skidded to a stop when I saw my angel laid out on my kitchen island in a sexy as fuck negligee and covered in a bakery aisle.

I surveyed the horrific mess as she snored lightly. She roused only a little when I realized I was still ringing her phone. I pressed end as I scraped my hand over my mouth to survey the disaster before me.

I looked at the counter full of locally made Charleston supplies she brought with her and felt my chest warm. Rows and rows of jars of locally made jams, honey, and other condiments sat proudly on display. She’d also brought me my favorite sweets consisting of Bennie Wafers, Moon Pies, and Pralines from my favorite downtown bakery. Multicolored canvas bags full of Charleston made mixes were stacked along the backsplash as tempting, mouthwatering tastes of home. She’d even brought tea from the Plantation and a few six packs of my beer from the only store in Charleston that carried it. I visually saw every place she’d grabbed the counter full of treasures from and the trouble she went through to get it all. I looked at the horrific mess and then studied the beautiful woman on it and knew then and there I had fallen for her. I walked over to see the blinking light on the oven, and opened it to see a sad display of uncooked homemade biscuits and chuckled. She’d forgot to press the start button.

I walked over and picked her up off of the counter as she roused slightly. I saw the half-empty bottle of Nyquil and sighed in disappointment. She’d gone through a lot of trouble to get this done and apparently cracked under the pressure. “We may have to do rehab if you keep this up.”

“Andy,” she cooed with a sigh on her lips, her eyes still half closed as she smiled up at me in a flour-covered haze. “I made you some good stuff.”

“You made sure I wasn’t getting my deposit back,” I said as I chuckled down at her and walked her down the hall.

“Oh God,” she said as she perked up a bit, “the biscuits!”

“They were perfect,” I said as I pulled her tighter to me. “You ate them?! I was going to make bacon gravy,” she said as she pushed her perfect lips out in a pout. I lay her in bed and placed a warm kiss on her temple. “I couldn’t resist. I’m sorry. Get some sleep.”

“It’s okay,” she said as she pulled her pillow closer and mentioned something about being a ninja in the kitchen. I looked back down at her with a smile.

“Yeah, baby, you got that right.”
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“Oh man,” I said as I woke up and looked at the clock. It was noon! “Damnit.” I sat up and saw the dust fall from my hair. “Oh crap.” I reached up and felt the unmistakable stickiness of honey. I was a total mess. Why hadn’t he waked me?

THE KITCHEN!

I ran from the bedroom and skid to a stop when I saw it was perfectly intact. Had I done it? I saw a half-eaten bag of Benne Wafers on the counter, smiled, and then frowned. I missed it. I heard the deep baritone of Andy’s voice and peeked around the corner.

He sat at the small dark wooden table with his Kent glasses on and his laptop open while he chatted in nothing but a black pair of briefs. Phone in hand, I snuck a picture of him as a sin-filled thought of evil Shero and strawberry Kent crossed my mind. Three shampoos later, fresh and ready to execute my new plan, I came out in my snug Superman t-shirt and matching red thong with a condom cradled in my hip as I approached him. He looked up, still deep in conversation, and waved me toward him as he appraised me from head to feet. I motioned to him that I would wait as I circled the kitchen and searched for any signs of mess. It looked spotless as I looked back over to him in question. He gave me a wink as he waved me over. I moved closer and did a little “like my outfit” pause with a hand on my hip. His eyes darkened into deep-sea as he gave me a brief nod. Careful not to interrupt what seemed to be an important conversation, I took a seat next to him at the table and almost yelped as he jerked me into his lap.

“I think it’s up,” he said into the phone as his hand caressed down the length of my back before his fingers playfully trailed down to my thong. “If he thinks so,” he said as he full on began to massage my ass with hot hands. I moved to get up, knowing this was dangerous, and was brought down hard against his stiff interest that he lightly ground into me. I was instantly slick. He moved his arm around my chest and pulled me back to him, my head resting beneath his chin. “Two, maybe three this season,” he said as he slowly pulled the hem of my t-shirt up and over my breasts. “I emailed their lineup. They could switch it up, but what worked then may work again.” His fingers trailed over my nipples and down my stomach as I kept my mouth tightly closed. Unbelievable heat filled me as his hand drifted lower and he spread my thighs wide, my ass resting on the edge of his lap.

“I can’t call that now. That’s something I’ll have to take a look at,” he answered evenly as his hand slid under the fabric, and I bit my lips so hard my eyes watered. He brushed his fingers over my clit and then down as I wiggled in his lap, my orgasm already within reach. He slapped my thigh when I let out a moan, and I jerked to attention as the breath shot out of my body. I looked back to him as I saw the scorn in his eyes and the slight smirk on his lips. He faced me forward, pulled me firmly back to him, and slid his hand down again. I swallowed hard as I did everything I could to keep from screaming out. A skilled magician with an award winning sleight of hand, he quickened me to the point of frenzy. When I was just about to succumb, his fingers moved down and explored until I was aching. I thrust up to add more friction and was spanked on the inside of my thigh again. Face burning, I held my hand over his as he rubbed the red area he had just branded with the rough pads of his fingers and then slid them back into me. It was heaven. It was hell. It was Andrew Pracht, and I was addicted. His hand quickened again as I bit my lip and attempted to close my legs. He pulled out and slapped my thigh again, this time much harder. I swallowed my yelp, my thighs blazing, my whole body desperate for release.

He worked me again and I could hear my slickness and felt his steel twitch against my back. I was going down and fast as he flicked and soothed me.

“Oh,” I said softly and was rewarded with another slap against my thigh. His fingers came back in sweet torture as he pulled his hand out and brought it above me...and straight into his mouth. I turned to look up at him and saw him close his eyes as he sucked my arousal off of his finger. When he opened them and caught my heaving chest, I saw his smirk return. I reached behind me, gripped his bulge as he moved my hand away, and shook that same finger he now used as a weapon in a quick z in front of me. Blue eyes paralyzed me, filled with intention, as he licked the pad of his fingers and moved them over my exposed breasts before he concentrated on my nipples. He pinched just enough to make my clit pulse before I watched his hand slide slowly back down, open palmed, into my panties. His fingers spread me as he hooked my clit moving it in a deliciously rapid pace. I felt one hand cover my mouth as the other worked me until I was biting his fingers in muffled release. I lay limp against him until I felt the slap on the side of my ass. I shot up in shock but didn’t have time to register as the condom was plucked from my hip and he stood us up and pushed me down onto the table, my center drenched. The lace was at the top of my thighs in seconds.

“I was thinking the same thing,” Andy said with unbelievable ease, “if we let him work a little with Makavoy, yeah, yeah,” he said behind me as I remained bent over, completely soaked and out of my mind with need for him. It didn’t matter how many times I’d had him. I wanted more.

I felt his thick length nudge my entrance as I held my breath. “I think so. We can save that for tomorrow.” I felt the tug of my hair and then I was full, so full. I let out a steady breath as Andy stood completely still with me full of his cock. I muffled my moan into my t-shirt as I felt the same amazing stretch. I’d never felt so good, so full, so fucked. I began to move against him and was stilled with his weight as he pressed me against the table and worked a stronger pull on my hair.

“Tomorrow,” Andy said losing only a tiny bit of his phone voice. I waited patiently, my neck bent with the grip on my hair, my ass on full display my breath coming out like I was in Lamaze class. I was on the verge and I wouldn’t last much longer. Just the feel of him was enough. He began to move as I lay across the table, my mouth bursting with small breaths. It was all I could do to keep from screaming as my body began to shudder with another orgasm.

“Why so quiet?” Andy asked as he swiveled his hips and I burst into flames.

“You son of a.... ohhhhh!” I said as my legs went limp and I let go, my whole body rocking with the weight of it. Andy forced me back onto the table in the same position. “Andy,” I cried helplessly.

“I missed you so fucking much.” He stroked furiously, but kept his hands gentle as he molded me. I shattered again, my heart beating too fast for me to be able to live. Unable to stand I went slack against the table and was flipped over gently as the laptop was pushed into the chair next to us, along with a stack of papers and a water bottle. Andy towered above me, the most beautiful man I’d ever seen. His beautiful, light strawberry hair perfectly mussed. His face transformed slightly by the black glasses making his blue eyes shine just a little more. His chest glistened with sweat that trickled down his abs. I lowered my eyes to see where his attention lay. He rubbed his cock against me as I let out a breath in anticipation. His eyes roamed my body until they reached my face. He leaned over, placed a slow kiss on my lips, and then trailed a blaze of tongue down my chest before he dipped his head, as his black rimmed glasses brushed my thighs. He pushed my legs up so my feet sat next to my ass and surged forward as his tongue thrashed and sucked along my center. I gripped the edge of the table above me as he thoroughly tasted, sucked, nipped. He pulled back and kept his fingers on my center as he looked over to me. “I want you bare,” he said before he leaned in again and with only one swipe of his tongue, I came. “I want all of you, April. Let me have all of you.”

I looked to see the need and question in his eyes as he gripped his condom-covered cock and shook my head as I mouthed a soft “no.”

He didn’t hesitate as he stood to his full height and buried himself deep and gripped the top of my thighs. His strokes were short and rough, and I felt him harden further as a deep groan built and escaped from him. He leaned over again, his arms extended as he thrust one last time and released with his lips parted, and our eyes locked. I saw a glimpse of him then, the man he was the night we met, the vulnerability as he came down. I opened my mouth to speak but he broke our connection with a soft kiss on my neck.

My chest filled with emotion as he moved his lips up and kissed me briefly before he pulled himself away entirely and pulled me off the table with his hand.

I felt a strange distance then, one I was sure I was imagining, because minutes later he was washing me down in the shower. He didn’t say a word, and I didn’t push for any of his as we took turns soaping each other down.

While we dressed, I looked over at him as I slipped on some fresh panties. “I trust you, Andy. I just don’t want to get pregnant, not now, maybe not ever.”

Andy paused as he held the hole of his t-shirt at his neck and then pushed his head through and pulled it down around his toned stomach. “It’s fine. I had no right to ask that.”

“Andy, I have my reasons, but I trust you. I’m not intimate with anyone else.”

“It’s fine,” he said, a little more forcefully.

Ouch.

Andy just looked over at me as if he was seeing someone new, went into the bathroom, and shut the door.
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Baseball is ninety percent mental. 

-Yogi Berra
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I placed my hands on the sink and stared back at my reflection. This woman had me completely confused. Every look, every word, every action told me she was mine, and still I felt her hesitance. I didn’t have any reason not to trust her. Still, she’d just denied me when I’d basically asked her for more trust, more of her, all of her. Regardless of how fucking confused I was I wasn’t going cold on her again. I promised her, and honestly, I trusted her. I already knew we were exclusive, though we hadn’t discussed it. I knew this thing was much more physical, and though we kept it light, it was getting deep. I was fucking in love with her, and though I felt like she shut me down in a way, I still knew I was the man in her life.

It would be so easy to walk out the door and put her on Front Street and ask every question on my mind, but that would be forcing it, and I may not want to hear the answers. She was the epitome of everything I wanted in a woman, and I wasn’t going to fuck this up with any lingering insecurities. I felt stronger and more confident with each passing day, and I knew she was part of the reason. Hell, a majority of it. Only a woman could make a man feel this powerful. She was outside that door and I was sure she could feel the distance from my reaction.

Turn it around now, Pracht!

I took a deep breath and reeled the need to stake my claim and verbalize my feelings. It would come naturally. I believed that. I believed that with April. I took a step back mentally opened the door and found her sitting on my bed, texting on her phone.

“Auntie report,” she said as she looked up at me briefly for any sign of anger. “Apparently there has been a diaper cream incident,” she said with an uneasy giggle. “Andy, you have got to see this picture.” She looked beautiful perched up on the bed Indian style, her golden damp hair lit from the sunlight that spilled into the room. I had everything I needed in front of me. Today I had this woman in front of me and no amount of overthinking was going to fuck it up. She held up the picture of Layla, who was covered from head to toe in white paste.

I barked out a laugh as I looked over to April who smiled with pride.

“She definitely gets it from her aunt.”

April snatched the phone from my hand, defensive, as I pushed her beneath me with a chuckle our hands battling for the phone. “You are never allowed to cook in my kitchen again.”

“You’ll regret you said that,” she said as she looked up at me with hazel fire. “I brought my wooden spoon and everything.”

“Well, take your wooden spoon and get the hell out of my house,” I barked as I pointed a finger at the bedroom door.

“One of these days you are going to order me out and I’m going to leave.”

I leaned down and kissed her thoroughly until she was wrapped around me in the way we always fit. She may not be ready for the words but I could show her. “Not this time ,okay?” I whispered as I kissed her softly.

“K,” she said as she ran her fingernails through my hair. Words fell away, and I kept them away as I worshipped every inch of her until they didn’t matter.
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Andy: The table at this hotel looks just like the one in my condo. Suddenly, I’m starving.

April: For puddin’?

Andy: That’s still not sexy.

April: I’ve got news for you, neither is Moon Pie.

Andy: What are you doing?

April: On my second hour of night shift. It’s pretty quiet except for Michelle. She is explaining the do’s and don’ts of anal.

Andy: Pay close attention.

April: When I’m a corpse, Pracht.

Andy: It was worth a shot.

The emergency line rang just as I was about to text back. And as the most horrifying thirty minutes of my life and the woman who called played out, I knew that text would stay unanswered.
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The next day, I stayed steadfast in my devotion, keeping myself busy the best way I knew how. At that moment, I was in a pool surrounded by nine children, a sure way to keep my mind off the bile that constantly threatened, but as the shrieks continued, I felt my nerves start to fray.

“It’s mine!” I heard shouted for the fifth time. I looked up for some help from my three worthless sisters, who chatted away on lawn chairs about the very children they were letting me attend to...alone.

“Laura,” I said sharply as she ignored me while her daughters fought for a set of goggles. “Laura,” I said again as she ignored me and continued to chat with Kenna. I rolled my eyes as I captured the goggles in my hand and both twins started to scream bloody murder. I hurled them at my deaf sister and nailed her chest as she looked on at me with murder in her eyes. “Got another set of those?” I asked as I waded toward them with a strapped down Layla in her float, who was backing me up with a “Hewoooo Wara!”

I looked down at her chubby, wet cheeks and kissed them dry. “You’ve always got my back, don’t you, baby girl?” She just giggled until we both got splashed in the face by a rambunctious set of twin boys. Layla coughed and choked as I scolded Miles and Noel and then looked helplessly at my sisters. When none of them looked my way, I felt my blood begin to boil.

“Drowning is the number one cause of infant death!” I yelled at the top of my lungs. Needless to say, I had their attention. Laura, Kenna, and Jamie looked on at me in pure horror as they scanned the pool for their children and found them safe and then turned angry eyes to me. I gave zero fucks. “Do any of you three idiots know CPR!?” Kenna looked at me with shock on her face as Laura and Jamie shot me death glares.

“That’s what I thought. Kenna, handle your boys! Laura, you mind finding those damned goggles before I lose my hearing? Jamie, I’m pretty sure Becca shit her swimmer.”

Laura scoffed at me, open mouthed. “What’s up your butt?”

“I’m not just your babysitter,” I said as I emerged from the pool and handed Layla to her mother. “I’m your sister. Maybe I wanted to talk too,” I said as I toweled off.

“Sorry,” Kenna said as she walked over to the boys and gave them a good tongue-lashing. I looked over to Jamie with my hands on my hips. She got out of her chair, just as offended, and spoke to her girls breaking up another fight before she resumed her place on her lawn chair. I walked over to my purse on the deck and emptied the contents onto the glass table. The kids all went back to their frolicking as all three of my sisters looked at me and then contents of my purse in question.

“This, ladies, is spermicidal lube. It helps with pregnancy prevention.” Kenna laughed as I picked up my packet of pills. “These,” I said, flapping the pack at them so it rattled, “are birth control pills. You take one a day like this, see? Magic,” I said sarcastically as I popped the pill into my mouth and swallowed. “And this helpful friend right here,” I said, holding the gold and black package above my head, “is our little champ and best friend. He stops those amazing swimmers from reaching the prized Turner egg!”

Kenna burst into a hard laugh as Laura and Jamie looked at me with resting bitch face. “If you don’t want to have any more of those screaming things to ignore, this is how to do it.”

“What are you trying to say?” Laura asked, offended. She was always the touchy one, but I had to admit, I was being an asshole.

“Oh, I don’t know, pay attention to your kids! Maybe I want to enjoy them in spurts like you all do and not all at the same time, while I’m ignored.”

Jamie looked at me with menace. “Well, then maybe it’s a good thing you don’t have any.”

“Jamie,” Kenna snapped in my defense. I held up my hand as I felt the sting of her words. I looked at my unsuspecting sisters in their swimming suits, the sun a contradiction to the cloud I carried with me.

“I’ve heard horrible things...horrible things that can happen when you aren’t paying attention, or even worse, when you are. I keep it from the three of you because I think we’ve all been through enough.” I paused to look at Kenna. “But I’m telling you now, things happen every single day! And I can guarantee you when the worst day of your life comes, you get no warning.” I heard my voice crack as hot tears streamed down my face. “And there’s no recovering from it!”

“April,” Kenna said as she watched me crumble.

“Just watch them, okay!” I yelled as I grabbed my towel and made my way home, a total and complete disaster. It was one in only a handful of times in my thirteen-year career as an operator I’d taken my job home with me, and not only that, unleashed on my poor sisters. I went home and surrounded myself with blankets as I tried to block the call from my head. It was useless. I moved from my bedroom to my kitchen and popped open one of my SHERO beers, declaring myself a hypocrite as I took a sip. I wasn’t a hero. I was too much of a coward on certain days to ever think of myself that way. I opted to sit in my chair on the screened in porch adjacent to my bedroom.

Every once in a while, I let myself crack with the weight of the job, and tonight was one of those nights. I wasn’t going to get any sleep and I knew it. I braced myself for the onslaught as I listened to the wind blow through the quiet trees. Charleston had turned warm but the small amount of chill in the night air was welcomed against my legs. I needed the quiet. I sat thinking of the last year of my life and how hard it had been to let Tyler and Kurt go at the same time. I thought about the days I spent with Kenna while she mourned as silently as she could through the house. And we, together, kept life going. And then Andy came along and well...while I loved him, he wasn’t a part of my every day. I never told him much about my job unless I had something funny to tell. But a large part of it was anything but. Our time together was precious, and I didn’t want to weigh it down with the heavy, when I felt heavy, which was seldom. It’s true you reach a certain level of numb as you work in a field full of daily drama. I’d been dealt several calls of every kind, but the one I’d taken the night before...that one I couldn’t shake. I felt the levee expand as my breathing got heavier. I heard the horrible cries of the woman over and over in my head as I gripped the chair I sat in with white knuckles. I had to get it out. I needed something. I needed...another beer. I headed for the fridge when “Fat Bottomed Girls” started to blare from my phone.

I dropped the newly retrieved beer and it clinked against the counter. I caught it just in time as I answered the phone.

“Andy,” I said in a breath just before the dam burst.
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“Hey, beautif—”

The voice on the other end of the line did not belong to the woman I spoke to every day. I felt dread course through me as I walked into my hotel room in a panic.

“April, what’s wrong?” Endless sobs ripped through her as my chest exploded with the need to be there. “Please, baby, talk to me. Try to calm down, okay? Please try.” When they remained heavy, I went in again. “April!” Another bout of anguish came through as I pulled my duffle from the floor. “I’m leaving. I’m coming right now.” She continued to cry as I grabbed my clothes without really concentrating on what I was packing. I was losing my shit with every rip from her throat.

After a few minutes, I tried again. “April, are you home? I’m coming.”

“No,” she said with a crack. “No, no, Andy. Give me a second, okay? I’m okay. Just let me wash my face.”

“Okay.” I sat at the edge of the bed as I heard water running. My chest pounded as adrenaline raced through me. It seemed like an eternity before she picked up again.

“Hi,” she said in a small voice. “I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t have answered the phone in the state I was in. I wasn’t thinking.”

“Why the hell not?” I replied, surprised.

“This isn’t a good time, Andy. Can we talk tomorrow?”

“The fuck? Hell no we can’t talk tomorrow!” I was aggravated but had to check myself. “What is going on?”

“Are you in Kansas?” she asked in a small voice. “How was the game? I’m sorry I didn’t get a chance to see it.”

I stayed silent, biting my tongue. The game was a fucking disaster, but I wasn’t about to admit it to her, and it was the last thing on my mind.

“It was just a bad shift,” she offered as a shitty excuse. “I’m sorry I didn’t text you back.”

“I’m fucking helpless here,” I said, grabbing my glove and sliding it on. “Baby, please tell me what the hell is wrong.”

“It was just...” I heard her bite back another cry. “It was just a really bad night, and I yelled at my sisters today. I said some scary shit to them that I’m sure they won’t forget in front of my nieces and nephews. Andy...I broke right in front of them.”

“I want you to do it to me,” I said as I racked my brain, trying to figure out how soon I could get to her. It was 1 A.M. and I was sure the earliest flight wasn’t for four hours. “I can be there early in the morning.”

“Andy, don’t, damn it. Listen to me. It was a bad night. I’ll get over it. They happen sometimes.”

“Tell me,” I pleaded again. “Just tell me.”

There was silence on the end of the line, and just as soon as I was about to lose it, she spoke up. “It was the perfect storm,” she said softly as she hiccupped. “It was a call I got after you texted me.”

Relieved that it wasn’t a number of horrible things that raced through my head, I prompted her to go on. “Tell me.”

“What if I told you four people died? You would think no big deal, right? Four people died. It happens.”

She wanted me to agree with her, so I did. “Yeah.”

“But it’s a bit different when you know the details, when you hear it unfold. Andy, four people died last night, three of them were a young couple with an eight-month-old baby and a man who stopped to try to help them. His wife watched him die, and I’m the one who answered her call right before it happened.”

I sat back in my bed as April gave every gruesome detail, her heartbreak for the woman pouring from a deep place within her and into my ear. I swallowed hard as she told me that she couldn’t stop hearing the woman’s screams. Every word out of her mouth was a piece of lead that settled into my stomach. There was no pulling her out of this. No quick fix. There was no stupid joke to make her smile. Her heart was toast and her head obliterated. I had no idea how to help her, which made it worse for me, sitting in the hotel as her pain crossed the miles between us.

“I want to be there right now. I want to be there.” It was all I could say.

“Andy, that kind of thing happens every day. Sometimes I push right through it. Most of the time I can, but this time...this time it got me.”

“You are so fucking brave, April. You are so strong, but no one truly human can take that kind of pressure day in and out without letting the steam out. Are you sure you don’t want me to come?”

“No.” She hiccupped again. “I’ll see you in a week. I’m okay, really. I just needed to get it out.”

“I don’t believe you. Fuck, I hate this. Goddamnit!” I kicked the hotel table over as I tried to temper my frustration. When I felt even enough, I asked the question I feared the answer to. “How often has this happened?”

“What?”

“How many times have you not picked up the phone when I called...because of this?”

“Don’t put that on me, Pracht, or you. And I told you, it’s not often. If I couldn’t handle it, I would quit.”

“Is this why you’re afraid to have children?” I had to know.

“Yes.”

I got it. I really did. Her fear was losing someone she loved. She’d already dealt with it. I also knew what she wasn’t saying. That she could never go through the loss of a child. It had nothing to do with anything else. It was her fear and the job she loved that paralyzed that part of her. It was a matter of what she could handle and what she couldn’t.

I still felt her devastation on the other end of the phone even minutes later. She had always been so eager to share the funny shit that went down, but never told me a single thing about the rest. She had a huge cross to bear, and she did it so well, she hadn’t given me a chance to take care of this side of her. I was angry at her for it, but I knew it was another selfless act on her part—another reason for me to love her. And, God, how I loved her. Aside from the wiped out woman who occasionally greeted me after a long shift and drive, she never let it get past that. She was so incredibly strong.

“Andy, let me go. Get your sleep. Game day tomorrow.”

“There’s always a game day tomorrow,” I said, pinching my nose. “Go get in bed. I’m not letting you off this line.”

“K,” she said as her breath shuddered. That blow to the chest was enough to level me.

“Turn off the lights,” I instructed as I turned off my own. I lay on top of my bed as I thought of anything I could to take her ache away. I did the only thing I could do. I just started talking. I told her of a few places in Atlanta I wanted to take her to when she came to visit. I told her about my plans to expand the bar post-season, and ideas for new beers. After a few minutes, she’d joined in and began making suggestions on the expansion of the bar. We swapped stories about our families. She opened up more about Kurt, a soft spot that I knew she needed to talk about. I told her about my mother and how I missed her, about the way she raised me to believe that women were the light of the world, and I knew without a shadow of a doubt I was talking to one of the brightest ones. I told her I thought she was one of the strongest, bravest, and the most beautiful woman that I’d ever met. I stayed with her on that phone, giving fuck all about the meeting I was missing until I knew she was asleep.
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JUNE 30TH 

As a woman in love, and whose object of affection is always hundreds of miles away, you will find yourself doing some crazy shit to keep you both sated. You may take several risqué pictures of yourself and send them through text message for their enjoyment. You may send dirty sin-filled sentences along with those texts. You may also, for instance, have Facetime sex in the bathroom on your break at a 911 call center.

“Woman, let me see,” Andy ordered as I spread my legs further, my back against the wall, and my pants around my ankles. I looked into the phone as Andy’s hungry eyes stared on.

“Wider,” he pushed out, a man on a mission as he stroked his thick length with fervor.

“Andy, shhh,” I said with large eyes, afraid someone would hear. I flushed the toilet to muffle his orders. Not the sexiest thing in the world to do, but I wasn’t working with much. I also had the faucet running just in case. It was a single toilet bathroom, but I had no idea of the muffle-strength of the door. For all I knew, they were chewing popcorn outside said door and Michelle was commentating on form. Kind of a “who’s in the hot seat now” karma type kick in the ass. I tried not to think of what lingered outside while I took orders from the horniest coach in the major leagues.

“My break is almost over,” I said as my face flushed with the sight of him, raw and powerful as he fisted himself. 

“I don’t come until you do,” he warned with menace as I worked my fingers over myself, letting the desire take me over. “Oh,” I whisper-moaned as I began to feel my orgasm approach.

“I want in that pussy so bad,” Andy groaned as he pumped furiously. My breathing escalated as I looked on at him, his back against his headboard at his condo. I had my collared shirt pulled up around my breasts and my hand working fast as I spoke next. “Andy,” I moaned as I saw his cock jump with the sound of my voice. 

“Come on, beautiful, give it up,” he beckoned as I put one hand over my mouth and gasped softly against it.

“Fuck yes,” he coaxed as he erupted over his hand, his slowing fist intoxicating as I studied it.

“I want your lips so bad,” he whispered as he trailed a clean finger over the screen.

“I want you to have them.”

“Tell me they’re mine.”

“They are yours,” I agreed.

“Too many sleeps,” he groaned out in frustration.

“I have to go,” I said as Michelle knocked on the door with a “You alive in there? Is that Andy I hear? Are you flicking the bean?”

Andy threw his head back and laughed as I narrowed my eyes at him and pulled my pants up with my free hand.

“I miss you,” I heard him say as I brought the screen back so I could see him.

“Same here. ’Night, Andy.”

“’Night, beautiful,” he said as I ended the call, both satisfied and mortified at what stood behind the door. I stared in the mirror as I tucked my shirt in my jeans. My face was beet red.

“I’m not feeling well,” I answered Michelle as I turned off the water. “Go down the hall.”

“Fine, but I know what you were doing.”

I washed my hands as I let my breathing even out. “And now the whole freaking floor does, too. Thanks, Michelle. I was going to hook you up with Rowdy but fat chance,” I hollered through the door.

“Promises promises,” she said as I opened the door and she beamed at me. “So busted,” she said in a low voice. “Seriously hot though, you lucky bitch.”

“Yes, I am,” I said as I rounded the corner to our shared desk. No one looked my way. Aside from Michelle and her assumptions, I was safe. “I’m going to surprise him next week. He thinks I can’t take off, but I got my shift covered. I can’t handle another two weeks without him.”

Just as I was about to go into details, a call came in, and Michelle picked it up.

Her eyes lit up, and I knew that devious look on her face before she mouthed “Mattress Dial.” I shook my head because, honestly, I was good in that department. “Oh God,” she said as she clicked off. “It’s two male voices...wait, three! WE HAVE A FUCKING ORGY!” I shushed her as the heads of several operators turned our way in annoyance. Samantha, who was backup tonight, clicked on with interest as I rolled my eyes. Michelle repeated her obligatory, “Charleston 911, what is the address of your emergency?”

I heard both Michelle and Samantha burst into laughter as curiosity got the best of me.

“Yeah, right there, right into my pink...oh yeah,” a man’s deep voice growled as another joined in. 

“I assure you it isn’t pink,” Michelle chided into her headset, knowing the orgy couldn’t hear her.

“I’m just going to beat it up, you fairy,” another, more high-pitched man chided as I heard groaning from another. 

I held up four fingers as Michelle muted. “Four is pretty low,” she scorned, “even for you, April.”

“There are four of them,” I said as I turned to Samantha to confirm it.

“I want the lamp,” one of them said roughly as Michelle and I grew wide-eyed.

“Charleston 911, what is the address of your emergency?” Michelle repeated. The call was getting interesting, and I was happy the phone wasn’t ringing.

The men went on without any idea a team of emergency dispatchers were listening in. “No, princess, not tonight. You are just going to have to settle for what I’ve got for you.”

More groaning ensued as we waited with bated breath for the introduction of the lamp. Samantha clicked off and picked up a new call, her face twisted as she gave a thumbs down. She was tapping out. I didn’t blame her. Some of the things said were beginning to scare me. This wasn’t hot sex. This was just...strange. The word unicorn was gasped out, and I decided I had my fill when some weird chanting began. I clicked off as Michelle stayed on, enthralled, before she was forced to answer another call. Thirty minutes later, we got a call for an ambulance. A thirty-seven year old man had a lamp embedded in his rectum. A day later, Michelle got written up for yelling the announcement of a “Fucking Orgy” on an emergency line. She’d clicked off when she said it, but it had been recorded on seven other calls from dispatch operators. I was surprised they had showed as much leniency. Though we often joked to keep things less heavy in The Coop, her offense was serious. Michelle gave up the F word that day to keep her job, but swore she would retain the right to use the word orgy when appropriate.

If you think that didn’t happen, think again.
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It’s a strange thing to love a man that you have to reconnect with every so often. Some weeks I would miss him due to his schedule and exhaustion. He just didn’t call as often or text as much. I didn’t take it too much to heart because, honestly, I was still allowed to be Aunt Pril, even after my meltdown. Jamie had apologized a number of times for her comment, and I had accepted wholeheartedly. My sisters and I were close, and they knew I was coming from a place of love. Even in Andy’s absence, I had a career and family life that took up a lot of my time, but I also had the highlight reel of our relationship to remind me on the lonely nights. April and Andy’s greatest hits. I’d taken dozens of pictures all the way back to Orlando. When I felt a little neglected from the lack of the man I missed most, I used the pictures to comfort me. I had two favorites. One of them was one I had snapped in line at Disney World. Andy and I leaned in close with goofy grins. I missed him a lot. I craved a time where he could be a part of my every day life. I’d resigned myself a long time ago to keep my promise to him. But I had to admit, the longer we went without any sort of declaration of feelings, the more I worried that I may be a bit too wrapped up in Andy. He had my heart, my attention, my devotion, and any amount of time I had to spare. I knew without a doubt that I loved him and would do anything for him, including wait. But for how long?

Dread filled my chest as I flipped through the pictures, and a whisper of a promise I made to myself on a chilly night last November hit me like a ton of bricks.
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The other sports are just sports.

Baseball is Love.

- Bryant Gumbel
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JULY 6TH

So far, this season had been filled with unimaginable highs and lows. Two things were evident as I weighed my options in the fifth inning. The first was, I had some of the best relief pitchers in major league baseball in my lineup. As a first-year pen coach, I was gloriously lucky. The second was, even though my bullpen was everything I’d hoped it would be, the team itself was not performing as well. But they remained steadfast, determined, and showed up to every game with fight in their posture and a taste for a win on their tongues. I did my best to give my opinion. Some things worked, some things didn’t. Either way, I was on a constant high along with my pen full of capable pitchers who continued to get their job done. We were in sync, but had a whole new set of teams to pitch against in the coming months.

Same game, but different opponents, and it was a beautiful thing. I’d worked my ass off to get my pen in the shape it was in and it showed. Meeting after meeting when I spoke, they listened. It was enough of a pat on the back to keep doing what I was doing. It felt right. I felt justified in returning to ball. I lacked no confidence now as I ran the pen, and I saw the respect I earned across the players’ faces when we rallied.

Baseball was home. It was heaven, no matter how much I resented it at times for taking me away from my other home, which resided in the arms and eyes of April Turner. 

I watched as Willis took a pitched ball to the hand and tried to shake the sting off. After a glare in the pitcher’s direction and a short fit of cursing and jumping up and down, he stared down at his hand with what I knew was a subtle smirk. It would leave a nice mark. When you get hit on the skin by a fastball while up at bat, you take the hit. You don’t rub out the evidence. You let it soak in like a badge of honor and leave a seam scar. I had my fair share of burns from the threads of a fastball. I slid my finger along the edge of a large mark across my thumb. I’d never rubbed the evidence away. I’d reveled in the burns of being singed by the game I loved most. But of all the scars that graced my hands and body, the newest one, the one that remained invisible, was the one I was most thankful for. April was my biggest and boldest seam scar. She’d clocked in the fastest and brazened her way throughout the whole of my heart. She’d come in with her threads and pieced me back together a better man. A man more capable of taking any hit that came my way. She’d done that for me by simply letting me get through the initial sting. She’d watched me stare at the fresh wound as it soaked in and then patiently waited until it healed up. And with the decision to love her completely and without reservation, I’d given her the power to rub it raw and had no regrets.

With another hard-earned victory under my belt, I looked over to the field as the players recessed and the fans dispersed. My only thought now was to get post game meetings over and to get on the phone to call my woman. I needed her in my every day and knew she felt slighted a bit in the last month. I hadn’t been able to do anything but keep up with my schedule. I was determined to make it up to her with the All-Star break coming up. I was going to do it in a big way.

“ANDY!” I heard yelled out from the top of the awning, the voice behind it all too familiar.

I made my way from beneath it to see it matched the face I recognized.

“HI, UNCLE ANDY!” Dillon called out to me as the blow of seeing them both had me stunned for a second. I smiled in surprise, made my way toward them, and met them at the landing at the edge of the field as the security guard unlocked the gate.

“Hey, you!” I said as I scooped Dillon into my arms. It was a strange but welcomed feeling to the chest. “Sup, buddy!”

“I loved this baseball game so so much!” he said with a smile. I noticed one of his teeth missing and pointed to the empty space. “You did, huh? You knocking your teeth out now to show how tough you are?”

“Nooooo,” he said with a laugh. “It felled out and the Tooth Fairy came.”

“Unh unh, momma has you believing in fairies, does she?”

I finally looked over to Kristina, who eyed me with a smile. She was the same knockout she’d always been with long dark hair and beautiful eyes. I felt strangely vindicated in that moment from no longer being in love with her. She seemed happy as she spoke, and that made me happy. She leaned in for a hug, and I embraced her with a strong one in return. It was painless. “Good to see you, Andy,” she whispered, “so good.”

“Same here,” I said as I looked down at Dillon. “Erickson, Petit, get your butts up here. We have a little VIP.” Erickson made his way up as Dillon’s eyes rounded and he gripped me tighter. Petit followed but was stopped by an onslaught of fans the minute he stepped onto the landing. I looked at Dillon, who was six now, and a lot more animated, but he was still a little slugger. He clung to me and shied away from Erickson, who tried to make it easy on him. 

Erickson grabbed his little glove and shook it behind my back. “You want me to sign this, buddy?”

Dillon nodded into my shoulder as I looked down at him. “Man up, little dude. You’ve got one of the greatest pitchers in the league talking to you.” Dillon gulped his breath as I sat him down in front of Erickson, who kneeled and signed.

“You want to play ball, little guy?”

Dillon nodded, a replica of his mother, his eyes wide as she and I shared a smile.

“I want to be a catcher like my Uncle Andy.”

“Baseball isn’t much without a good catcher.”

“You have funny eyebrows,” Dillon observed. 

I let out a laugh as I kneeled down with him, knee be damned. “He does, doesn’t he? They look like caterpillars.”

“Ew,” he said as he lifted his hand up to touch, and I shook my head and stopped him.

“Nice kid,” Erickson said with a chuckle.

“Truth hurts. The verdict is in. You freak kids out. It’s called manscaping. Do something,” I said as he retreated back down to the field.

I turned back to share a laugh with Kristina and studied her. She was all smiles for Erickson and Dillon, and I couldn’t believe how easy it was to look at her without an ounce of regret. I thanked God for unanswered prayers, and that is when I caught sight of her.
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I’d watched the game along with the rest of the crowd, enjoying it with a different game plan in mind. I had hit Andy’s condo earlier and delivered twin labs. He’d been months without them, and I could tell it was starting to really bother him on the phone. He never asked me to bring them when I came, and with one loaded van full of kids and two of the worst behaved dogs on the planet, I knew why. In his bedroom, I had unloaded honeysuckle on fresh sheets and dumped the rest of my birth control arsenal in the trash...well, other than my pill. I was in love, but I wasn’t completely crazy. Tonight I would give him the intimacy he’d asked for all those months ago. He expected to see me for the All-Star break at home next week, but I couldn’t wait a day longer. It had been a hard couple of months with our schedules but we had made it this far. With half a season to go, I wanted the lingering question between us answered. I owed it to him and to myself to be honest. Tonight I was going to pull the trigger and tell the man I loved him.

I was about to approach the security guard, whose name was Joe, to ask him to take me back to wait on Andy. Turns out Grumpy actually liked me after the first half-dozen times he led me back.

“ANDY!” I heard a woman call from the bottom of the landing. I saw him emerge from inside the pen and look up at her with a smile. Then the little boy next to her called him Uncle, and I felt my whole heart drop. It didn’t even take me a full ten seconds. I knew exactly who the woman was, and she was drop dead gorgeous.

No.

Andy met them at the stretch of concrete just up the row of steps at the edge of the field as Joe the traitor let him through the gate. As he scooped the little boy into his arms, I felt the kick of it straight to the end of me.

“Shit.”

“Oooooooooh, yeah. That’s a bad word,” Miles said as he looked up at me with big round eyes. Kenna had come with me after a long talk we had after my meltdown. She’d scorned me for a good hour on holding back with her about Andy and insisted on coming with us to Atlanta so she could keep the boys after the game, and so I could be alone with Andy. With tearful eyes, she told me she was happy for me and to never hold back another smile from her again. I loved her so much.

“Mom does not say that word,” Noel chimed in. I deadpanned at them both. 

“Do as I say, not as I do,” I said in my father’s tone as I brought my attention back to the beautiful piss ant who was currently clutching my man.

The crowd was thinning out and I started to panic as I realized he would see me in a matter of seconds if we didn’t move from out seats.

“Come on, boys,” I said as I grabbed their hands, keeping my eyes trained on the reunion beneath us.

He doesn’t love her anymore. He can’t.

I walked us halfway up the steps where the traffic was thicker as I looked down at Andy. He was kneeling with Erickson and her little boy...Dillon, and I could see the adoration in his eyes. He loved that boy. He’d loved her. They shared a smile that leveled me as I looked on, and my heart shattered in my chest. 

Miles and Noel began to protest, “You promised us we could meet—”

“Aunt Pril, you said we were going to see the dugout!”

Heat filled my face as I choked back on the idea of her wanting him back and the possibility that he would reciprocate. Her posture looked intimate. Was it, though? Was I acting like a crazy person? Should I just approach and say hello? Yes, yes, I could do that. I could be the mature adult I was raised to be and face this thing head on. It was only after I saw another look they shared that I realized my greatest fear was no longer just losing someone I loved, it was losing Andrew Pracht. And then the man I loved looked over at her while she looked at her son, and that was all I needed to see.
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I stayed with Kenna in her hotel room as I avoided Andy’s calls. He assumed I was in Atlanta, that much was evident by the two labs who I was sure greeted him and may have scared the shit out of him. I wish I’d been smart enough to go back to his place and erase the evidence of my trashed arsenal. Instead, I may have damaged my nephews permanently because a crying Aunt Pril drove them back to their hotel without keeping her promises. Kenna stayed with me in the hotel bathroom that night as I told her what happened. She tried to reason with me each time Andy called and urged me to take them, but I was the one who saw them together. I was there the night he confessed his love for her. It looked so natural between the two of them, and it hurt so fucking bad. What was I going to say, anyway? I know you never came out and told me, but I saw you tonight with the woman I know you were in love with. I know you don’t remember that conversation, but I do and, well, you told me you basically quit ball and built a house in hopes to put her little family of two in it.

“He hasn’t even told me he loves me,” I said as I wiped my face. “But he so easily told me that night that he loved her,” I said through my tears. “He calls me his angel, his Carolina girl, his Shero,” I said with an eye roll. “Being treated well and being loved are two different things, right?” I asked Kenna as she eyed me with worry. I was sure even in my darkest days with Tyler she’d never seen me so upset. “I mean, look what I have to compare him to. I don’t know what the difference is, do I? I’ve lived so long without knowing what the difference is!”

“Tyler loved you,” she offered.

“Like Kurt loved you?” I demanded.

“That’s different.”

“You want to stay in this bathroom, don’t lie to me,” I said as I washed my face again.

“You were happy some of those years, April,” she reminded me. “Don’t dismiss your whole relationship because of a couple of shitty years. That’s how they work. Kurt and I had ours, too.”

“You’re right, you’re right,” I said as I blew my nose and patted my face dry. “It’s just...God, I love him,” I said as I looked over to my sister, who let a tear drop out of her eye. She was sharing my heartache with me. I loved her so much. 

“That’s love, April. The real thing you feel right now, that’s love. Don’t worry about what you did or didn’t have with another man.”

The phone rang again, and I ignored it.

“You’re being a jack-ass,” Kenna said as she held my phone. “He’s calling again. He’s not going to give up. He’s probably worried and wants to know where you are.”

“Fine,” I said as I pulled the phone from her hand.

April: I was going to surprise you but I had an emergency at home. I’ll text you when I’m back. XO

I showed it to Kenna who nodded. “Yeah, yeah, for now that’s good.” I pressed send and faced her again.

“I can’t,” I said as I looked at her on a plea. “I love that man more than I loved Tyler in all those fifteen years. Kenna, this is that serious. And if he doesn’t feel the same, I won’t recover. I know how much he wanted her. I know how much he loved her, but he’s never made it clear to me.”

“Okay, so you calm down and go talk to him.”

The phone buzzed again as I looked down.

Andy: I saw you at the game.

April: I told you I had an emergency. I’ll call you when I get home.

Andy: Okay.
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I had no choice but to believe her. I’d seen her with her nephews in hand before she disappeared into the crowd. I figured she would meet me outside the locker room and made a quick excuse to Kristina, but she never showed. When I got back to my condo and saw the dogs, I got excited about the night ahead of us. I began to worry as I wondered what could have happened to keep her. When she didn’t answer the first call or text, I started to panic. And then when another half hour passed, I was wrapped in a full-blown panic attack.

 

Why hadn’t she texted me or answered my calls?

 

I stared at the bed covered in Moon Pies and then saw the condoms in the trashcan. Was she finally going to give herself to me? I called her again and it went straight to voicemail.

Andy: Why won’t you talk to me? Just tell me if everything is okay!

Andy: April, damn it, answer the phone.

April: I’m home safe. Everything is fine. I’m sorry I worried you. I’ll call you later.
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I sat with my dad on Dutch’s freshly stocked pond as we threw lines out in the morning sun. I had hoped a few days would ease the ache in my chest, but nothing had changed. I still couldn’t talk to Andy about what I’d felt that night at the park. I was still reeling from seeing him with Kristina. It was a horrible blow to the daydream-come-reality of the man I wanted most in the world. The man I wanted for myself. Was he settling for me? Was I settling again? The way I’d sworn to myself I wouldn’t after Tyler? It sure seemed like I’d blown that promise to myself all to hell. I was heavily in love and Andy hadn’t uttered a single word about a future. Was I delusional? Did she want him back? Did he still want her?

The bags under my eyes echoed those same questions as I sat quietly on the boat, taking in the beauty of Dutch’s secluded spot.

“It’s beautiful out here,” I whispered. “I want something like this for myself someday.” I closed my eyes briefly as I thought of Andy’s house, my dream home.

“You do, huh?” my dad muttered as he slowly reeled in his line.

“Yeah, deep down, no matter how hard I fight it, I’m a country girl.”

“You don’t say,” he said with a smirk as he tossed a new line out.

“Yeah, Daddy, and apparently I have an accent,” I forced in, teasing.

“Wonder where you get that from?” he teased back, his accent just as thick.

I just nudged his shoulder as he sat back in the small boat, legs stretched. Another long bout of silence stretched between us, and I was okay with that. We did it a lot. I needed the peace of just being with him. When we hunted, I would sit for hours perched up with him without a sound. 

Minutes later, I caught a large mouth bass and held it up to him with pride.

“Nice,” he complimented as I unhooked it and let it go.

“This is nice, isn’t it? Dutch said we can come out as often as we want.”

“She’s good people,” he agreed.

“She really is. I hate that she’s here alone all the time. She plays cards, Daddy,” I suggested. “And she loves her tequila,” I said, knowing they had those things in common.

“We can play a few hands with her,” he said as he pulled in a fish far bigger than the one I just trophied. 

“Show off,” I said as he released the fish and chuckled.

A while later, after a long stretch of casting lines, my daddy turned to me with his serious face. “We’re not cranking this boat until you tell me what’s wrong with you.”

Emotion choked me as I shook it away. “You don’t want to hear about it, Daddy. Man problems.” He gave me a stern look and I shook my head. “You don’t.”

He kept quiet and threw out his line. After another blistering ten minutes in the sun and his refusal to move out of the way so I could crank the boat, I sat back down in defeat.

“Fine, I’m in love with a major league baseball coach. His name is Andy and we’ve been dating for months. I’m scared he doesn’t feel the same, or can’t, or won’t. He’s been hurt and he’s hell bent on not being hurt again. So when he’s with me, he’s with me, but when he’s not, I have no idea. I’m frustrated. You should know he treats me like gold. Daddy, he is gold.”

He sat a minute longer.

“He believes it has to come naturally, and I agree, but we are so damned good together, Daddy. He’s just so busy with the season while I’m here wondering what I mean to him. I’ve been patient and it’s getting to the point where I want to know where we stand. I wasted all that time with Tyler, and I don’t want to do the same thing. With him, I can’t. It would be way too painful. And now, the woman who left him broken may be back, and I’m avoiding him because I’m too chicken shit to find out and...God...can we please just leave?”

Another long bout of silence followed before he spoke up.

“Dads aren’t supposed to say this, but I’m partial to you, Sassafras, and I think you know that.”

My eyes welled up as I looked over at him. It’s the first time he’d used my pet name on me as an adult.

“You are the most like me, and it’s not because we are buddies. It’s because you just are.”

“I know,” I sniffed, letting my emotions get the best of me. My daddy didn’t comfort by hugs. His words were always enough.

“So you know you’re a fighter,” he said as he glanced my way.

“Yeah, but don’t you think it has to come naturally? I don’t want to force it, but I don’t think I can hide it anymore.”

“Seems to me he needs a wakeup call.”

“Daddy, Andy is the kind of man I’ve wanted my whole life. The kind Tyler could never be. The way I feel about him...I couldn’t manage again with anyone else. I know it. I know it’s Andy. I knew it the night I met him. I don’t want to lose him.”

“You got to have him to lose him.”

Ouch.

The truth hurt, and my daddy was always so blunt with it.

“What do I do?”

“You fight for what you want, and if it doesn’t turn in your favor, you walk away.”

“And what if I don’t get him?”

My dad stayed silent as I blew out a breath.

“I’m proud of you,” he said on a whisper. “Who you are isn’t something a smart man will let go of. Remember that.”

I nodded. “I raised four smart, beautiful women. I’m pretty sure there is a good man out there to love each of them.”

I looked over to him and was saddened he suddenly seemed older in that moment. My heart squeezed, and it was all I could do to keep in my seat. He put his reel down and pulled me into his bear hug. When he let go, he cranked the boat, but not before he splashed me with some water and a sideways grin.

“If you are hot, Sassy, you have an entire pond of water beneath you to jump in. Some of the best solutions are the most obvious.”

He was the best father in the world, which more than made up for his single parenting. I swallowed the rest of my fear and looked over my hero, the bravest man I’ve ever met, and took his advice to heart.

“Thank you, Daddy.”




[image: ]




JULY 10TH

This is it.

That was my only thought as I checked my appearance in the rearview and took a deep breath.

I didn’t want to lose Andy, but I couldn’t handle being in the room with him, unable to show my feelings. It was too much to handle. Whether we meant to change it or not, the relationship had turned from playful into something deep and meaningful, and if he wasn’t going to acknowledge it, it was time to point it out. I was in no rush to marry or start a family. Never had been, really, but a committed relationship with him would be all that I needed.

I had no leg to stand on when it came to him.

He gave me everything and nothing at the same time.

It was time to woman up.

Alice had summoned us all to Dutch’s for a barbecue to kick off All-Star break. I’d texted Andy to meet me there. His reply was short in that he would see me there. I knew my vague texting and unreturned calls had ticked him off, if not hurt him, but I had to get myself together. I’d been nothing but emotional the last four days.

In an attempt to distract myself from my racing thoughts, I flipped through the radio stations. I caught the beginning of an old Celine Dion song “Love You More”, and couldn’t help the diva that came out as I cranked the volume...all the way up. I felt each word like a stab to the chest. Completely immersed in the lyrics, I pulled up to Dutch’s house, unwilling to let up, venting all my frustration, my jaw shaking in true diva form as I sang at the top of my lungs.

Sing it, sister.

Palms up and forearms bent in front of me, I was going to see this through, safely hidden behind a row of cars. I was practically screaming out every word, my heart completely ripped open, living the lyrics about a woman who was waiting for a man she was sure she deserved.

I feel you, sister.

Willing my skin thick and ready to fight for what I wanted, I hit the crescendo, gripped the air through my fingers, and turned them into a fist. I let the emotional woman in me take over as I “Ohed” along with Celine with a grand finale when I caught movement out of the corner of my eye.

I turned to see Andy laughing hysterically outside of my car, his hands on my doorframe, his face level with mine outside of my driver’s side window. I felt my face flame as I turned the music down to a dull roar. I let the window down as he chuckled deep and gave me big, overly animated, beautiful eyes.

His laughing finally slowed and it took me a solid ten seconds to brave another glance in his direction.

“What is that? The soundtrack to The Lion King?”

In an effort to save face, I let my fuck it attitude kick in but felt weak at the sight of him.

“Deviled eggs in the cooler in the trunk,” I ordered.

“Passionate today?” Andy paused and looked down at me with apprehension before he let out a quick and defeated “Yes, ma’am.”

He made quick work of gathering the small cooler and then looked over to me as I grabbed my purse and locked the car. I began to walk as he stood in front of me to block my retreat. “Hold up there, beautiful. Is there something on your mind? Do you want to tell me why the hell you’ve been avoiding me for days?”

“I haven’t been avoiding you,” I lied.

Andy spouted off the texts I had sent.

“’Long shift. I’ll call you soon. Working a double, can’t talk. You’re probably asleep, so I’ll call you later.’”

“Andy, we need to talk, but later, okay?”

“No, not okay. Let’s talk,” Andy commanded as he stopped me again, his free hand on my arm as he shifted the small cooler to cradle it in his other.

“Not now. Let’s go eat,” I said as he kept his grip on me.

“That can wait,” he said with a deadly voice.

I took a deep breath as I looked into his now lethal blue gaze, his face twisted with confusion, and his light brows drawn together. He looked edible in ball shorts and a simple tee, and I wanted so much to simply forget about my decision and smooth things over, but my resolve came back and bitched slapped me into demanding an answer for both of us. Still afraid to execute, I lashed out.

“How about just this once, Andy, you wait.”

He gave me a hard look and let my arm go as we walked silently to join the barbeque. I forced a smile as Alice caught sight of us and gave us a warm, welcomed, and firm hug. Andy greeted her with his usual, “Hi, doll,” but I could feel the tension rolling off him. It was the first time we had been at real odds since he left Charleston.

Rafe was the next to greet us and made it a point to give me hell about my late arrival. “Why so late, April? Did they have a sale at the farm? Two live chickens for a dollar?”

“Better mind yourself, Rafe. Alice has a mad crush on Josh Hamilton. Said he was her future next ex-husband. And the woman does own a plane.”

Rafe’s smile disappeared as Alice cut her eyes at me before she made a mad dash to the safety of the house. Andy made quick work of excusing himself to the kitchen to unload his arms as he followed her.

“Oh, no you don’t, Alice Hembrey!” Rafe said, hot on her heels as those around us laughed at our exchange.

Sorry, Alice.

The crowd was small. Just a few of the Swampgators, Andy, and Rafe’s old minor team, who I recognized from the wedding. Our hostess, Dutch, shot the shit with those around her, a fresh bottle of Patron front and center. It was All-Star break, which meant Andy would be home for days. We’d been looking forward to it, had even made plans, but everything was suddenly up in the air.

“God, I’ve missed you,” Alice said as she emerged from the house and gave me another hug. “I like the girls in Denver, I do, but this is so much better.”

“Sorry about the slip with Rafe,” I offered after throwing her under the bus.

“No worries, he’ll punish me later,” she said with a wink as she pulled away and studied my face.

“What’s wrong?”

I made big obvious eyes at her just as Andy walked by with a fresh beer in his hand and shook my head. I’d been pretty tight-lipped with everyone through the majority of my relationship with Andy, except for McKenna, and it was only recently that I’d confessed to her the whole story. The truth was, I was involved in the passionate affair I’d hoped for with Andy, but I just wasn’t sure if it involved love on both parts. But, I was about to find out, and I was terrified. If I couldn’t get my emotions under control, which were rearing their hormonal heads every few minutes, I was going to have to wait until I could. The last thing I wanted to do was fall apart in front of Andy.

As if Dutch could sense my unease, she pushed a shot of courage toward me as she spoke to Waters and gave me a wink. I took it and raised my glass to her in thank you as we took a silent shot together. I turned to Alice, who eyed the shot with distaste, and looked queasy as I swallowed it. I studied her and drew my conclusion but kept my smile to myself. 

“Nothing, it’s hot is all. I’m going to grab some water.” I gave Alice another hug in my silent knowledge and felt what she was hiding poorly with our next embrace. I choked on emotion as she pulled back from me and looked around us. “I’ll tell you later, okay?”

“Okay,” she said as she looked at me skeptically. 

I made quick work of becoming invisible as I grabbed a water bottle from an open cooler, pulled my sunglasses down, and went to lay by the water. It was hotter than Satan’s sauna and the humidity was insufferable, so I pulled off my t-shirt to reveal my bikini top and lay back down. I kept my shorts on as I heard a few catcalls and pressed my lips together to hide my smile. I’d given up the 4 A.M. honey buns.

“Does he know how beautiful you are? Does he know if he doesn’t try to snatch you up and soon he is feeding you to wolves like me?”

My heart sank as I remembered Andy’s words from months ago. Did I fall in love with a wolf?

No. Not then, not now. That’s not Andy.

I was either about to make a mistake and lose Andy or push for the committed relationship I wanted. That was all I’d wanted. And if he wasn’t eager on the receiving end of what I wanted from him, I would lose him, or worse, I’d let him go. Or like my daddy told me, it meant I never had him. And the fear of that alone had me bracing myself for the pain it would cause.

The worst words a woman could ever hear from the man she loved were “I love you, but I’m not in love with you.” Translation, “I was fucking you because I had nothing better to do or no one better to spend my time with.” That sentence was just a verbal slap in the face to any effort a woman could spend on a man. And, at times, vice versa, because in Andy’s case, it had happened to him. I could never forgive Andy if he led me on in that way.

The thought anchored me. I had to know.

Still, I couldn’t believe that was the circumstance with us, and that’s where the fight in me kicked in.

I looked over to see intense blue eyes study me. My lips parted as Rafe spoke to him on the opposite side of the porch. Andy watched me with a mix of heat and anger. I forced my eyes closed behind my sunglasses as I made myself the worst of guests by ignoring the crowd around me, not offering any help to those cooking. I was raised better, but couldn’t stomach being sociable with my head and heart at odds. I loved him too damn much. I wanted him too damn much. Andy had me, heart and soul.

“April, I need your help in the kitchen,” Alice called for me a little too sharply, bringing me out of my sun-induced stupor. I pulled my t-shirt on, pushed my sunglasses to the top of my head, and followed her into Dutch’s large kitchen as she opened the fridge.

“You want to tell me why you’re hiding in a corner?” she asked in a motherly tone. She would be an amazing mother. Tears choked me again as I washed my hands to keep my emotion in check. It was becoming impossible. I was far too raw.

“I’m not hiding,” I lied. “I’m decompressing. It’s been a long week.”

Alice put her hands on her hips. “Fine, if you are going to make me ask, I will. What is going on with you and Andy?”

“I don’t know,” I said honestly.

“April.” She gave me a pointed look, and for the first time since her engagement party, I felt safe laying it out. I had nothing to lose at this point...but Andy.

“This stays between us, okay?”

“Promise,” she said with a wink.

“This is a not a winking promise,” I said with seriousness.

“Okay,” she promised.

“The night of your engagement party...I kind of fell a little in love with the best man.”

Alice’s eyes widened as she took the lid off the deviled eggs. “The engagement party? That long ago, really? I thought you just started dating in February? You never said that on the phone.”

“Because it’s ridiculous in a way. It was like an hour we spent together and he has no idea.”

“Tell me.”

“He was drunk, remember? Like Cooter Brown drunk.”

“Who is Cooter Brown?” Alice asked with honest brown eyes.

“Jesus, am I the only one who knows that expression? Alice, that’s not the point. He was bottomed out, completely gone, and at first, I was just going to help him get home, but...he just started talking, and I couldn’t stop him. I didn’t want to. He was just so damned raw, so clearly in love, and so damned broken hearted.

“But the way he spoke, Alice, the things he said. I got so wrapped up and I got envious. I wanted to be on the receiving end of that kind of love. I wanted to be her, to be Kristina. And the way he spoke about her, about his mother, he was just so perfect. Alice, he was just torn to shreds. He was bleeding in front of me and I just wanted to take his pain away.” I felt the burden of all that I’d felt for him ease away as I came clean. “I looked into that man’s eyes and I saw him, and he was beautiful, so beautiful I fell in love on the spot. I just knew that he was something special, that he was...” I choked a bit on my words as she stood and watched me. “That night, he made me promise to give my heart to a man who deserved it. He told me to make him earn it, and before I promised him that, I swore I wouldn’t waste any more time with a man who didn’t love me the same.”

“So this has been going on since my engagement party?”

“For me, yeah, for Andy...no. When I went to his house later, he didn’t remember any of it.”

“Oh...no.”

“It crushed me. I mean, I thought at first I was talking to the same guy, but when I realized he had no idea, I just...” I unfastened my hair and ran my hands through it. “I had to let it go. And then when we spent some time together...it was great. God, Alice, it’s been the best time of my life, and the sex...is unbelievable.”

Alice nodded, stopped the workings of her hands, and smiled over at me. “Really?”

I leaned in, dying to share with her what I knew she was keeping secret.

“That man can stir the puddin’ like no one’s business.”

Alice barked out a laugh as I leaned in a little further.

“It’s always the quiet ones, isn’t it?” We heard Rafe smart off in the background as she lifted her brow. “And maybe the not so quiet ones, too.”

“He’s the best I’ve ever had, and he makes me feel so damned good. Not just the sex, but the way he treats me. It’s amazing. I feel so much.”

“Oh, April, that’s wonderful.”

“I know. It is...except it’s been going on for months and I know he’s busy with ball, but every time I think there may be more between us, he refuses to pull the trigger.”

“Shit.”

I chuckled a little as Alice belted out rare profanity.

“That’s not all,” I said as my thoughts drifted to last week. “I showed up at the game last week, and remember how I told you I was going to surprise him with the dogs?”

“Yeah,” she said as she began to shuck a pile of corn and I joined in.

“Kristina showed up with Dillon after the game.”

“Oh,” she said as she looked at me with wide eyes. “What happened?”

“I panicked. I left. I saw them hug, and I saw the way he looked at her and how much love he had for that boy. I flipped out and left.”

“Oh shit!”

“You are getting really good at the cussing,” I pointed out as I grabbed another ear.

“I blame Rafe. You can, too,” she said with a wink.

“So now I don’t know if she wants him back, if he wants her, or if he’s just passing time with me. I mean, I didn’t think that for one second until I saw them together and now I have no idea.”

“I haven’t talked to her in a month,” Alice said with worried features. I knew she was nervous about being caught in the middle. Kristina was a dear friend of hers.

I looked to Alice with seriousness. “I’m not asking for anything like that. This is between Andy and me. I would never do that or ask that of you.”

“I love you both, and I know you wouldn’t. But I know Andy, too, and I’m positive that he’s crazy about you. I can see it when he looks at you. April, you have got to tell him.”

“That’s just it, Alice. I’m scared to do it. He’s there...I mean, he’s there. He shows me everything in bits and pieces but he’s been guarded. Hell, he spent the first few months pushing me away. God, and then he pulled me close enough to get burned and I want more. I’m keeping my promise to him, and he has no idea he’s the one who made me make it! I can’t look at him anymore and pretend I’m okay with the casual situation. I can’t pretend I’m not in love with him. I can’t shut it off, and I can’t settle for less. I don’t want to be his ‘fun.’ I’m in love with him, Alice. All of him, even the untouchable part he keeps from me, which I know is all about protecting himself.”

“Tell him.”

“I can’t force this because it shouldn’t have to be a forced thing, but I promised myself after Tyler I would never do that again. I’m almost thirty-four years old, Alice. I’m too old to be someone’s ‘fun.’ Maybe I should just let him go.”
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One of the beautiful things about baseball is that every

once in a while you come into a situation where you want to,

and where you have to,

reach down and prove something. 

- Nolan Ryan
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I washed my hands and grabbed my beer as I stepped out of Dutch’s bathroom then paused when I heard April on the other side of the wall.

“I promised myself after Tyler I would never do that again. I’m almost thirty-four year’s old, Alice. I’m too old to be someone’s ‘fun.’ Maybe I should just let him go.”

“I told you what I think.”

“I know, but you know what, Alice? I wouldn’t trade taking him home from the engagement party that night. You know what’s funny? He asked me once if I’d ever felt like I’d been exactly in the place I was supposed to be at one time and I told him I had. And that time was that night and the time I spent with him then. That was the moment because I wouldn’t give up knowing him that way—the way he was then or any of the time we spent together after. But I made a promise and I will keep it because I have to, because I want to, and because I owe it to both of us.”

What. The. Fuck?

She was talking to Alice about me and that wasn’t a good sign. Unable to hear another word due to the overwhelming tightness in my chest, I shut the bathroom door hard. Accomplished in my mission to stop the shit talk, I made my way into the kitchen wearing the fakest goddamn smile imaginable.

“You ladies need any help?”

April stared down at the lettuce she was tearing as Alice looked up at me with hell in her eyes.

“We’ve got it, Andy.” Whoa, Alice had never looked or spoken to me quite like that. April tried in vain to nudge her as Alice gave me the evil eye.

Without acknowledging the deep shit I was in with Mrs. Hembrey, I walked out of the house and saw Rafe at the cooler grabbing a fresh beer. “Rafe, a word,” I said as I gripped him by the collar of his t-shirt and yanked him around the side of the house.

He gave me a curious look until he was jerked from where he stood and forced to bitch down and lean toward the grip I had on him.

“What the fuck, man? I’m happy to see you too, but your foreplay is a bit uncalled for.” I let go of his shirt as he scrutinized me.

“Did you forget to tell me something about the night of the engagement party?”

“You got drunk. Oh...and I tucked you in,” he said as he straightened his shirt and twisted his beer then took a sip.

“Did you maybe forget about the part where April drove me home!?”

“You don’t remember?”

“Not a fucking thing,” I said as I ran my hand through my hair. “Fuck.”

Rafe looked dead at me and knew I wasn’t in the mood for his usual shit, not that that would stop him.

I looked to him again. “You don’t know what happened?”

“Not a clue. What’s up, man?”

Had she been holding out for me this whole time?

“You wouldn’t recognize him, that’s what she told me,” I said as I remembered our early conversations.

Jesus, I’d been so blind.

“What?”

“She told me I wouldn’t recognize him, recognize myself!”

“You probably should get out of the sun because you’re fucking fried, man. What in the hell are you talking about?”

“April.”

“Oh, well, she must be teaching you deer speak.” Rafe chuckled as I glared at him.

“Have I changed?” I asked him seriously. “Am I an asshole?”

Rafe scrutinized me as his lips turned up. “You got a little fat, but that happens to women your age.”

“Goddamnit, Hembrey!”

“Maybe you are a bit bitchier, but I blame it on Atlanta. They suck.”

“I don’t see you playing in the All-Star game,” I fired back.

“Ohhhhhh, you’re bitchy,” he joked.

“Fuck,” I said, exasperated, as I grabbed his beer out of his hand and tilted it back. I needed something stronger, but I guessed that’s what got me in this situation in the first place. My heart raced as I thought of how she spoke about me. Was she done with me? Was I delusional? Was she truly holding out for someone else? There would be no way I could handle that. No. Fucking. Way.

“Women like that deserve the best version we can give of ourselves,” Rafe said as he crossed his arms and studied me.

“What?”

“That’s what you told me before I went after Alice. I know you’ve been fucking April, and I’ve kept quiet because I can see something good there, but right now, she looks miserable, and believe it or not, I care about her, so I have to ask you. Are you doing right by her?”

The unsure look on my face said it all. I thought I had treated her well. I’d been honest, but I’d never once promised her anything. She had every right to be on a head trip because we were as close as two people could be, and she was a woman who deserved the commitment that came with it. She at least deserved the goddamned words. The words that told her I wanted her over anyone else, the words that assured her I wanted to be with her in every way. Had my hesitance to tell her I loved her cost me?

“I fucked up.”

“Then end it and do it now.”

After all we’d shared, I’d been so fucking selfish. “That’s not it. I’m after her, Rafe. I swear I am. I got caught up in the season and things have been so good, I didn’t want to push her.”

“That’s a cop out. Fuck, man, I’m only two beers in and this is way too deep for a picnic.”

“Souuuuuuuiiiiieeeee,” I heard April yell in pig call with a quick, “That’s for you, Rafe! Everyone else come eat.”

Despite my reeling head, I let out a loud chuckle as Rafe looked at me with the roll of his eyes.

“Damn, if you end up marrying her, I’m not riding on the back of a tractor to get to the church. Fuck that noise.”

“You love her,” I joked as he pulled his beer back and finished it.

“I do. She’s a good woman and friend to my wife. I guess the question is, do you?”

Yes, was my answer, but Rafe wasn’t going to be the first one to hear it.

Rafe quickly turned the corner and came back at April with a shit-eating grin. “April, we’ve arranged for you to wrestle a thirty-pound catfish with your bare hands today. You know, to make you feel more comfortable.”

“Rafe Hembrey!” I heard Alice bark as I looked up to see April glance over at me and then look away.

Fuck.
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“To Rafe and Alice, may your days be filled with ball and good beer—Andy’s Local, that is—and may your nights be filled with love and laughter, mostly at the size of your poor husband’s penis.” The whole ballroom erupted in laughter. “That wasn’t a joke,” Andy deadpanned as Rafe gave him the bird from where he sat.

We were all gathered around the TV in Dutch’s living room, watching footage of the engagement/rehearsal/wedding. Alice had someone put together an entire video of all things Hembrey. Most of the room was amused or smiling, but I couldn’t keep my eyes off of Andy on that screen. I felt the lump form as his sentiments rang true. I glanced over at him to see his eyes intent on me. Tears began to build so I looked back to the video to keep them from coming. I was a train wreck and a lovesick woman. I stared at the gorgeous man in a tux as he continued to torture Rafe with his toast.

“It’s not too late to back out, doll,” Andy urged as Alice yelled out, “Never!”

“Fine,” Andy rasped as he looked at them both with sincere eyes and a brief emotional pause. “May your little league be plentiful, and may at least one of them be able to throw a decent pitch.” Andy got a few boos and a “Times up, Pracht” from Rafe. “But mostly,” Andy said with pause, “may the two of you always look at one another the way you are now, keeping those of us around you inspired.” He got a couple awes and a “He’s mine tonight” from the table full of scantily dressed bridesmaids. Andy raised his glass on screen. “To the bride and groom, and a bottomless marriage.”

“To the bride and groom,” the crowd agreed as glasses were clinked.

I looked up again and saw Andy hadn’t taken his eyes off me.

And that was the moment I broke.

I did what any woman on the verge of tears would do. I panicked.

“Miles’s Boy Scout ceremony is today. Oh my God, I totally forgot! Alice, I have to go.”

I braved one last glance at Andy, who narrowed his eyes before I apologized to the rest of the party. “I’m so sorry. I forgot. I have to go.”

“It’s Sunday!” Alice said just as ready to call me on my bullshit. “And I haven’t even announced I’m pregnant!”

The whole room burst into cheers as I finally let my knowledge of her pregnancy show when I looked over at her with surfacing tears. “I knew it!” I proclaimed as I walked over to hug her tightly then pulled back and smiled. “I’m so happy for you!” I hugged Rafe next around the neck without an ounce of prejudice. “God, another Hembrey,” I said as I looked at him with a genuine smile. “Congrats, Rafe.” He hugged me back briefly with a sincere “Thanks, April.” He let me go with a wink as he embraced the rest of the hugs and back pats that came his way.

On the verge of crumbling and refusing to ruin their moment, I hugged Alice again with a quick look of apology and excused myself. I’d sucked it up enough, and my fuck it attitude was nowhere to be found. I let my tears fall as I hauled ass back to my car, but stopped short when I saw Andy at my driver’s side door, legs crossed.

“Where are you going?”

Tears came rapidly as I failed at being in control. “Andy, I want to talk but now isn’t the right time, okay?”

“Not okay,” he insisted as he studied me. He wasn’t going to let me leave without an explanation.

I took a deep breath as I faced him fully. “Andy, I lied to you. Well, I didn’t lie, but I wasn’t always honest.”

He simply nodded as my heart fell at my feet. His face was unreadable as I continued and his blue eyes pierced me for truth.

“Andy, I don’t think I can do this anymore.”

“Because you have to keep your promise?”

“Oh, I kept my promise to you, Andy.”

I saw the shock register in his face as I continued. “I just may have broken one to myself, but I’m fixing that now.” I let myself say the words. Just this once, I could say what I felt. “You gotta know he’s the best man I’ve ever met. He’s really the only man I’ve ever wanted, and I love him.” I blew out a breath as I hiccupped back a sob. “I love him.”

“I see,” he said, dragging his shoe through the dirt.

“I mean, we had a great time. We kept it casual, and I’m thinking this won’t bother you and we can still be friends.”

“Sounds good,” he said as he stepped away from my car.

“I’m sorry,” I offered as I tried to read his face. “I’m just not cut out for casual...”

I practically leapt to the door as he grabbed my arm close to the shoulder and forced my face to his. “What’s his name?”

“His name?”

“Yes, beautiful, what is his name?”

“Andy, I have to go.”

He shook his head in a jerk. “Not before you tell me his name.”

“What does it matter?” I pleaded as he kept his grip tight.

“We know it’s not Tyler, right?” I nodded. “And it’s not Rowdy, either, is it?” I nodded again. “So I’m going to ask you again. What. Is. His. name? It’s just a name...between friends.”

He turned me to fully face him. I looked into his eyes as he slowly leaned in and plucked away my tears with his lips. I stood there in shock as he pulled back to cup my face. His question was a whisper, his eyes swimming with emotion I’d never seen. “What’s his name?”

“Andy—”

“Is that a question or the answer?”

“Both,” I said as I let the rest split open and bleed freely in front of him. Oh, how the tables had turned.

“We are not doing this here. Get in the truck,” Andy said as he walked over to it and opened the passenger side door.

I stood, stunned, at his response to me.

“Get in the truck,” he snapped as I narrowed my eyes at him, my tears still falling steadily.

He walked over to me, lifted me with ease, and placed me in the passenger side. He jumped into his seat, and I could feel his eyes on me. Anger radiated throughout the cab as I stared out the window.

“Have I mistreated you in any way?” he asked softly.

“No, never,” I said. “It’s not what you think, Andy.”

“Look at me.”

I wiped my face of watery debris and failed as more followed. Andy leaned over and captured more tears with his lips. It felt just a beautiful. “What in the hell made you think any of this was casual?” He didn’t wait for my reply as he turned the ignition and kicked up gravel as we left Dutch’s place in one hell of a redheaded hurry.

We rode in silence as Andy sped down the highway. I could feel his agitation. He probably thought I was hell bent and devoted to another man. I kept my eyes glued to the window with no idea what to say. He wanted answers and the only one that I had was that I loved him.
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It began to rain hard as we crossed into Johns Island. We made a run for it to his porch, and he said nothing as he opened his front door and held it open for me. It had been months since I’d first been to his house, and being inside of it was both foreign and familiar. And the time we spent here seemed like far longer than six months ago. Andy went to his guest bathroom, leaving a trail of water behind him, and came back with a towel. Nothing in his posture reminded me of the man I was once so at ease with. He was hell bent on answers. He stood over me, wiping down his face and arms as I stood there with the towel in my hand. I didn’t have a choice but to filet my heart and show him the contents. I drew in a deep breath.

“No more hiding from me, no more,” he warned just as I was about to speak up.

I nodded as I faced him head on with the whole truth.

“The night of the engagement party...I kind of fell in love with you a little.”

Andy looked down on me, his face unreadable. I didn’t take the time to interpret it.

“You were heartbroken over Kristina and vulnerable, and you told me some really personal things about yourself...about her,” I said as I studied him. He was still as stone as he waited. “We...danced together to Etta James.” I saw the first change in his face. “That’s how I knew about the song. You told me about your mother. You told me about your resentment toward ball because of her,” I choked out as he stared on at me. “You kissed me,” I said as I pressed two fingers to my lips. “You made a hell of an impression on me, but, Andy, you were a total mess.”

I saw the shock on his face as if he was just beginning to understand.

“But it didn’t matter because I kind of fell for every broken piece of you. You told me I had a beautiful heart,” I said as I looked up to him and pushed out one last terrified breath. “You made me promise to give it to someone that deserved it. You told me to make him earn it, and so I did,” I whispered. “I gave it to the only man who deserved it. I love you, Andy.” I rushed through the rest, unsure if I could deal with eight months of the repressed I love you that gushed out of me.

“I know how much you loved that woman, and when I saw you with Kristina last week, I...I’m not proud of myself. I know I could have handled that better but, I felt sick...like maybe I was just...maybe you couldn’t feel for me the way you did her. I was going to tell you then. I was tired of dancing around it, but then I saw you with her. It wrecked me.”

Andy stared me down as his eyes brimmed with emotion. I was stunned as he took the step between us and lowered his head so we were face to face.
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Love is the most important thing in the world.

But baseball is pretty good too.

-Yogi Berra
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She stared back at me as I stood, speechless. When I stayed mute, she took my silence as rejection as my heart bottomed out and then sealed with her in it. For once in my life, when it came to a woman, I’d made the right call. Relief washed over me as I studied the woman that was my forever.

As the words passed her lips, I smiled, and apparently that wasn’t the reaction she wanted as she began to speak more rapidly, her arms flailing at her sides, her lips moving a mile a minute.

I was too stunned, too relieved, and too far gone on her to stop her as she hammered into me, a woman scorned. She was full blown furious then as she flapped her arms rapidly like a chicken and then lifted the love finger straight in my face before she stomped out of my front door into the light rain.

I went after her as I found the words and shouted at her retreating back. “I’m going to borrow Rowdy’s Taser so every time you go off on me you can’t run! Stop right there, Turner!” I ordered, not willing another minute to pass as I finally claimed the woman I loved. She stopped her feet when a loud thunder boomed in the distance. She looked back at me as the slowing rain filtered between us, defeat written all over her beautiful features. I saw her hurt, her confusion. I saw the love of my life.

“I’m about done being ridiculous for the day,” she said as she lowered her shoulders. “Can you please take me home?”

“You are home. And if you’re wondering who loves you right about now, I can tell you that it’s me.”

I made my way to her, unwilling to punish her for the hell she put me through the last few days. I’d gone out of my mind. I’d been a train wreck, but it was not the time to punish her for it.

“I’m nothing but a distraction for you,” she said as I approached.

“You’re a fucking miracle,” I said as I took long strides toward her soaked frame. God, she was so beautiful, so perfect, so full of love, so...mine. I reached her with no shame as I let my emotions take over. I made sure I had her eyes as the rain stopped altogether. I gripped her beautiful face and kissed her with everything in me. When I pulled away, I let it all go. “I’m so fucking in love with you and I have been for months. I want you and only you. I can’t see ever leaving your side. If you’ve been waiting for me, beautiful, I’m standing here, telling you right now, I’ve been waiting on you, too. I’ve been waiting my whole life. Don’t ever try to take yourself away from me again.” Her tears fell and multiplied. With understanding, I saw relief cover her features as I pulled her to me like the lifeline she was. She held me tightly, her hands in my hair. “I was so afraid you couldn’t love me the way you loved her.”

“Oh, baby,” I said as I pulled back with the truth. “She could never be you.” I leaned in as she sighed into me while I whispered to her. “How can you not see that you are the one who brought me back? How can you not have known I came back only for you?” She pulled back and gave me the smile that had my heart wrapped around it. “You are the only woman I was meant to love, April. I’m so fucking sorry you doubted for one second that my heart wasn’t yours. But it is, beautiful. It’s filled with only you. You are the one,” I said as I leaned in and kissed her like I would never stop because I never wanted to. When her hiccups subsided, I captured one last tear from her cheek. “I’m going to take you inside now, April. And then I’m going to make love to you all night. And then we’re going to talk about why you lied to me for months.”
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He held my hand as he led me up the stairs and into his bedroom. We stood at the foot of the bed as Andy cupped my face in his wet hands. I was still overwhelmed and relieved by his earlier words and felt my world tilt back to resume its pace as he looked down at me.

“I love you.” They were the only words spoken as he leaned in and took my lips. We stood for endless minutes, kissing. His tongue so gentle and so thorough my moans came rapidly. Andy set the pace, my heart pounding with the beat of those three words.

He undressed me slowly until I was naked in front of him. I did the same and pulled his shirt over his rock hard chest before I slid my hands down his arms. I worked his belt as he discarded his shoes and we paused again as we stood bare.

Andy kept his blues on my greens as he lay me down on his bed and took his place between my thighs. He asked me a silent question, and I answered with words. “Nothing between us ever again.”

He gripped my hair and kissed me thoroughly, his tongue my undoing as he slid his fingers into me to find me drenched and ready. Without pause, he placed his thick length at my entrance and pressed in until we clicked. I gasped at the feeling of him, my lips parted, my emotions running freely as he looked down at me with undeniable satisfaction and lust. 

“It’s too good,” he gasped out, “too perfect. Forgive me. I can’t fucking handle it.”

He began to move, his eyes helpless and so completely vulnerable as I writhed and moaned beneath him. His strokes left me full as he did everything in his power to make it last. I was completely under his spell.

“I’ve waited for you so long,” he murmured as he made love to me and covered me with his touch. “You’re my dream.”

Eyes glued to one another’s, Andy moved his hips in a gentle caress as he cradled me. He refused to let go of our connection as he took in every gasp, every moan, and every whisper of his name. I watched his face as it flickered with emotion and his eyes as they filled with overwhelming love. Mine continued to spill over with relief and love. He was there, all of him, and had been all along, and I was the woman who had won him by keeping his promise...and mine.
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“You loob like a drowned rat.”

“You loob like a Fraggle.”

“What’s a Fraggle?” Andy asked as he stuck a fresh Kleenex up his nose.

“What you look like, or as Alice would say, Google it,” I said as I hummed the theme song to Fraggle Rock.

“Is that deer speak?”

“Uh uh,” I scorned, “you aren’t allowed to Rafe me.”

Sick again, yes, both of us, but this time we were prepared. After a solid day of lovemaking and...more, and hours of talking, Andy finally knew our whole story. He hated the fact that he still couldn’t remember that night but cringed at a few of the details. In the end, we both decided that it happened as naturally as it could. We both had hearts to put back together before we could give them to each other. The whole time I thought Andy had been the reluctant one but the truth was, we had needed a little time to come back into ourselves, and what better way to do it than with the one you were meant to share your whole heart with?

Andy kept a close eye on the Nyquil as we bitched and moaned about the fact we couldn’t handle a little rain. Our plans for break...were slightly screwed, and I couldn’t have been happier.

“This sucks,” he said as he whined through his Kleenex.

“But it doesn’t, right?” I said with a smile I couldn’t hold in. I was too happy to be bitchy.

“I lob you,” he said as he pulled me close.

“I lob you, too.”
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Three days and a box of Vicks Kleenex later, I invited all nine of my nieces and nephews over for a playdate. I sipped on sweet tea on the hammock off his front porch as Andy put out the fires of daycare left and right and looked up to me, helpless. I played immune as I read his paper. That night Andy hand-fed me my birth control pill and refused to touch me until he’d emptied an entire tube of spermicidal lube. We had each other, we were in love, and seemed to be on the same page for the moment, and that was all that mattered.

Still, we left the wrapped and ready condoms in the box.
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NOVEMBER 5TH

“Alice, I really don’t think it’s necessary to rent a ballroom for a baby shower. You had one at Dutch’s and a separate one in Colorado. How much more crap do you need?”

“I want what I want!” she said as she wobbled down the lobby of the same hotel she hosted her engagement party. I just followed her as she stomped around like a mad woman, nine months pregnant and pissed about it. She’d spent the day demanding that we get manicures and facials, complaining that she needed to be pampered. She insisted we dress up for a night out and then proceeded to drag me to an odd meal at McDonalds for food she claimed Rafe would not let her eat. After a day of pampering, a wasted use of makeup, and an overdressed meal of fast food, she led me through the hotel to reassess the “decoration” situation.

“This is why I’m never getting pregnant,” I said as she tore through the lobby, her grip on my hand like I was her upcoming kid as she ushered me through the ballroom door. “Crazy ass hormo—”

Alice pushed me into the room, out of breath and with a smile. “You’re welcome,” she said sweetly as she closed the door, leaving me alone. I turned to scan the ballroom and my breath hitched when I saw it was mostly decorated just as it had been the night of the engagement party. Hundreds of white and lilac roses—my favorite color—were displayed in large vases throughout the room and on the linen covered tables. What seemed like thousands of candles were lit and complemented the hue of the glowing crystal chandeliers that hung above. It was completely romantic, but the thing that caught my eye was the lone bottle of Johnny Walker that prominently sat on the bar counter. I jumped when Etta James began to sing “Trust in Me”. I felt the lump form in my throat as I walked to the bottle and studied it. It was unopened. 

“Andy?” I called out to the empty room.

I turned around, expecting to see him behind me, but when I came up empty, I knew there was only one place he could be. I made a beeline for the parking lot where I’d truly met him exactly one year ago and burst through the doors.

My beautiful man was standing in the exact same spot he had been that night, tuxedo clad with a devastating smile on his face. My tears were instant as I placed a hand on my chest, my heart pounding out of control. I waited on him to speak first. 

“You’re beautiful.”

I swallowed hard, my emotion getting the best of me, the way it always had where Andrew Pracht was concerned. Eager for more, I remembered my words. “You think I’m beautiful?” I asked as my whole heart squeezed and the cluster of butterflies burst in my stomach.

“I do.”

“I love you,” I said, unrehearsed. Andy held his hand out for me to take as he looked to me for help. “What comes next?”

I pushed the shakiness out of my voice as I walked over to him. “Well, you are actually supposed to have ripped your pants to shreds and flashed me your huge penis.”

“Can we skip that part?” he said with a grin as he took my hand and pulled me closer to him.

“Makes it less authentic, but sure,” I said as he stroked the back of my hand with his thumb.

“So then what happened?” he asked as he looked down at me, pure love in his eyes.

“Well, you told me you were done with beautiful women and to move along in a shooing like motion. Something like this.” I gestured with the hand he wasn’t holding.

“God, was I lying,” he said with the shake of his head, “but only in regard to one beautiful woman.” He looked so damned edible in his tux, I could hardly contain myself. He pushed his free hand through his strawberry hair and pulled me closer.

“And then?” he asked.

“And then you admitted you smoked a cigarette, called me feisty, and fell flat on your face.”

He showed me all of his teeth and then pushed his brows together in disbelief. “Let me get this straight. You fell in love with me on a night that I got piss drunk, flashed you, insulted you, dismissed you, and fell flat on my face?”

“I did.” I admitted. “You also told me I was fond of sperm.”

“Can’t forget that,” he said as he shook his head with an embarrassed smile.

“But then you danced with me,” I reminded as I heard our song coming through the speakers above us. Andy kissed my hand, then let go, and gave my hips a gentle squeeze.

“How about we do something else?” he whispered, his voice hoarse with emotion as he stepped away and got down on one knee. “How about we do something no one has ever done before?”

He looked up and took my left hand in both of his. “It’s my turn to make a promise and keep it, okay?”

I nodded as I let the silent happy tears trickle down my cheeks.

“I promise I’ll never go cold on you again, April Turner. I promise you all the love in this heart of mine, the heart you own. I promise you I’ll be everything you want and need me to be. I will be the man you fell in love with and more. I’ll be the best friend you are to me, your comfort, your support, and I promise to be there when you need me the most, and even when you don’t. You will never, not ever, not even on the bad days, question my devotion and love for you.” Andy’s voice broke then as he took a deep breath, his eyes shimmering with hope. “You brought me back a better man, and I’ll love you ’til my last breath for it. Will you marry me?”

Andy looked up to me with expectancy, and I gave him my line. “Yes. With all my heart, yes, but Andy, I’m pretty sure people have gotten married before.”

“Yeah, I know,” he said as a tear slid down his cheek and he slipped the glistening rock on my finger, “but I’m pretty sure no one has ever done it the way we’re going to do it.” I nodded in agreement, my lips trembling as he stood and pulled me into his arms. “Thank you,” he said as he twirled me in his arms and we kissed for a blissful eternity. We stared at one another as the song played on repeat, and he danced slowly with me in his arms. I looked up and thanked the full moon I’d wished upon just over a year ago as we swayed together with excitement. We remained that way until he lured me back to our private ballroom where we had a drink—wink wink—and danced the rest of the night away.
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At the end of your last season, all you can do

is the leave the game with more respect

than you started with and hope you’ve left your mark. 

- Andrew Pracht
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COLORADO VS. ATLANTA - PLAYOFFS

ONE ½ SEASONS LATER...

“He’s going to surprise you, Hembrey. Follow the fingers,” I whispered under my breath.

I watched as Rafe shook away one suggested pitch and then nodded at another. He wound up and threw a heat-filled curve and struck the batter out.

I couldn’t help the pride that filled my chest until Rafe positioned his glove briefly over his junk. A move I knew to be his signature “You just got fucked by Rafe Hembrey, move along.”

“He’s still doing that?” I asked with a chuckle.

“Yes, and Clover is picking up on it!” Alice said while shaking her head. She walks around some days with her little glove on her who-ha!”

“Who-ha,” Clover repeated as she giggled and turned to me then to her mother who had a “no” written all over her face. She was most definitely Rafe Hembrey’s kid.

“We’re here!” my wife said proudly, sticking her perfect ass in the face of strangers as she and my father-in-law, Marcus, slid down the row in the box behind home plate and took the two empty seats next to mine.

“Hey, beautiful,” I said as I pulled her to me and took in the scent of honeysuckle.

“Hey,” she said as she gave me her best smile and a promising kiss. “I thought we weren’t going to make it. Daddy took forever getting here on his bike. Apparently, he loves Colorado,” she said as she grinned back at him. We’d arrived by plane earlier that day, but Marcus insisted on riding his cycle. He told me he had plans on taking Dutch away for a few days while we were in Denver.

“I found a few spots,” he offered quietly. Dutch looked over at Marcus and gave him a wink, and I saw him return her sentiment as he mouthed the words “Hey, baby.” It was the damnedest thing, and I couldn’t help but feel happy for her. The two had been inseparable since they met. Dutch remained tight-lipped while Marcus didn’t seem to care. I motioned Marcus over so he could sit next to her, a ritual he had started back in Charleston where Dutch held season seats to the Swampgator games. Apparently, there was one Turner who was loyal to the house of baseball, and it wasn’t my Gamecock jersey wearing wife.

Clover, who took turns greeting each of the new arrivals, lurched at April when she saw her. “Aunt Pril!”

“Hey, little pretty!” April said with a laugh as she welcomed her with open arms. Clover was my pride and joy, and luckily for us, I got to see her often during every season. After a few chatty minutes, Alice grabbed her little girl and placed her back into her lap as I leaned over and whispered into my wife’s ear, “Are you a beaver? ’Cause daaaaaaaaaam.”

She tilted her head back and let out a loud laugh as she turned to me with the smile I loved so much, the smile I worked for every day she came home with the emergencies of the world resting on her shoulders. As long as I could get that smile, I knew she would return to her headset. Her strength amazed me, and when she couldn’t find any, I was quick to remind her that she was one of my heroes, and Yogi Berra was no longer in first place.

I finished my contract with Atlanta last season and went home to run the most successful brew house in Charleston. My beer became a local demand, and though I was thrilled with the offer from Atlanta to stay on as the pitching coach, I opted to be home with my wife. I was a successful bar owner, master brewer, and husband, and it was more than enough. I had zero regrets. I’d gone as far as I wanted to go. The most important time of my career, I’d realized, had been spent as a minor league catcher. I didn’t need titles or earned accolades to accent my career. I just wanted to make my mark. And as I looked on at Rafe, my best friend, a man in his prime, a man who I’d made some of the journey with, I couldn’t help the overwhelming clarity that raced through me as I watched him pitch the best game of his career.

“God, the look on your face is awesome,” April said as she leaned over and gripped my hand. “What are you thinking?”

I looked over at Alice, Dutch, Marcus, and Clover, and then back to the woman who was always going to be my forever, my chest filled with certainty. I was exactly where I was supposed to be.

“I know,” she whispered as she squeezed my hand and moved it to palm her swollen belly. “I feel it, too.”

A long time ago, I was sure ball would be my whole life, that my dream of playing in the majors would never change. That I would never find anything that filled me up quite like the feeling of the glove on my hand or the excitement of a new game day. That was my dream, but that was the dream of a boy. The man I became decided that every season wasn’t meant for ball. That some were meant to be spent growing with the people who shaped you, the people who made you forget about the ideas of the past and gave you a glimpse of a future far more promising. I’d prematurely tried to force my way into a different season, I stumbled a little, but the victory was so much sweeter as I held the hand of the one woman who brought me back to focus.

Real love, the good stuff, the kind you can’t live without, comes with more than just a decision to love. It comes with the price of patience and understanding. April recognized and memorized the deepest part of me, the part I wanted fulfilled the most, and reflected it back to show me just how perfectly we fit. And for that, I became forever hers.

I’d made thousands upon thousands of calls in my life, but the one I was most proud of, the one that I knew would be my most remembered, was that I gave up the majors for love.

 

THE END
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“Ladies and gentlemen, we’re just about ten minutes outside of Charleston. Current conditions are sunny and seventy-three degrees. We hope you’ve enjoyed your flight. Please keep your seatbelts fastened as we prepare for landing. We know you have a choice in air travel, and we appreciate you flying with us.”

Seconds later, a more muffled Darth Vader order was barked at a faster speed.

“Flight attendants, prepare for landing.”

Freedom.

That was the only thought that crossed my mind after my mother’s unexpected, tearful, and mortifying goodbye at the Ohio airport.

“Remember your virtue. It’s the most sacred thing a woman has,” she said as she eyed the man behind me with distaste.

“Mom, don’t start this,” I said as she looked me over with threatening tears. I’d never had the heart to tell her. At twenty-four, I hadn’t been a virgin for years. She’d raised me to wait for marriage. I’d let Brian Callahan lift my skirt instead. A move I regretted, but I’d been far too curious.

“You keep yourself safe,” she urged again as she looked around us for any sign of disorder. My mother, though nurturing at times, had the bedside manner of Carrie’s mother from that terrifying Stephen King movie. Though I was never beaten for menstruating or locked in a closet to pray, she’d sheltered me to the point of almost making me wear a chastity belt to my senior prom. It had been a miracle she’d even let me go. Though I’d never been much for breaking the rules, due to her constant harping and paranoia, I was convinced I would burn in hell for taking a hit off a joint at a senior party, which I snuck out to attend.

And when I lost my virginity, I was even more convinced my soul had no safe haven to depart to. It was only months later that I realized if I didn’t remove myself from her iron grasp, I too would start to reach that level of crazy.

She wasn’t so much religious as she was paranoid. She feared everything and everyone and was always sure she could find a motive in someone else’s kindness. She remained unmarried after my runaway father divorced her when I was five. I knew I was all she had, but I had to get away. I’d only remained well-rounded due to my movie mothers: M’Lynn, Clairee, Truvy, and Ouiser from the movie Steel Magnolias...and, well, Uncle Buck.

College was a five-year blur. I rarely ventured from my dorm room at Cornell. It took all of those five years of school and even a few more years of flight time to slip into my newer, less terrified self. College had only salvaged me until summer hit, and I’d ended up right back in hell: Dayton, Ohio.

If I wanted any semblance of a normal life, I had to move far away from her, where I wouldn’t feel like I had to report my every move.

No, this freedom would be completely different, and the cloudless, neon blue sky through the rectangle window to my right told me so. I pulled up the forecast on my iPhone as soon as the crew announced it was safe and saw that sunny skies would be a constant for the next week. True spring was in full swing in the south and a far cry from the bipolar weather from which I came.

I’d just left the dreary, bleak slosh of my former life behind and quickly discarded the thick sweater I’d boarded the plane with. Charleston had mild to non-existent winters, beautiful sandy beaches, and was now my home.

That alone was enough to sell me on the move.

That and the fact that I would be one of a few manning the entire flight simulation program at the newly built Boeing plant.

They say all good things come to those who wait, and as I deplaned and began walking toward the exit, all I could think about was that I’d waited long enough. I’d been dying in a gray hell, longing for a taste of everything for as long as I could remember, and I would take a bite out of it all. I’d spent too many years of my life living vicariously through movies.

That day and every day that followed would be the best days of my life.
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I saw my new Prius make its way down the circular lot at the airport entrance. I flagged the driver down, and as soon as he spotted me, he smiled and got out of the car to help me with my bags. He was an older man, mid-fifties with salt and pepper hair and kind blue eyes. He didn’t look like he’d missed a meal...his entire life. Carl was sweating like he’d just run a race as I reveled in the crisp spring air. I made a mental note to toss my sweater in the trash at home, as soon as I located...home.

“Ms. Blake?”

“That’s me. You must be Carl,” I said as he shook my hand with a smile.

“Call me Alice. Thank you for going out of your way to help me today.”

“No problem at all. I was happy to do it. So here she is,” he said as he pointed out a few features of my Toyota while he tucked my large suitcase safely in the trunk before handing me the keys.

“You can drive me back to the lot, and I’ll answer any questions you may have.”

“No need. I’ve researched it enough,” I said as I took the wheel and began syncing my iPhone.

“Just a few more papers to sign and it’s all yours,” he said with a slight southern lilt in his voice. I loved the accents associated with the south. So far, every single person I’d contacted in regards to my move had been nothing short of friendly and personable.

After buckling my belt and taking a look around the cabin, I asked for the address to the car lot and ordered Siri to start directing me.

“There’s really no need. I’m happy to give you directions,” Carl offered. I turned on the AC, despite being completely comfortable, and I saw his instant, but silent thank you.

“I’ll be relying on her quite a bit, so I need to make sure we get off to a good start,” I said, slightly uneasy.

He simply nodded. “You said you were working at the new Boeing plant, correct?”

“Yes, I start tomorrow.”

“Well, it’s less than a quarter mile from where we’re sitting. We’ll be driving by.”

“I know. I’ve researched that, too,” I said as I flushed slightly.

Google was my vice.

“New city, new job, this is an exciting time for you.”

“It certainly is,” I said as I listened to Siri guide us out of the airport. I spotted the plant, the place where I would be spending the majority of my time, making sure well-trained pilots lifted and landed safely. But I was far more fascinated by the palm trees playing peekaboo through the sunroof.

“I’ve never seen a palm tree,” I whispered in awe.

“Welcome to the Palmetto State.”
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By the time I had made it to my new fully furnished condo, I was running behind to meet the realtor.

“I’m so sorry,” I rushed out, barely able to take in my lush surroundings as I met a casually dressed woman at the door, my overstuffed suitcase and carry-on in tow.

“No worries. I had to walk my Skeeter, anyway, so I swung by when you texted.” I was sure “Skeeter” was a pet name but got no further explanation. She turned the key and gave me an animated face with big eyes. “Well, take a look around.”

I braced myself. Renting from afar was scary business, but so far the drive into the complex had been absolutely beautiful. I’d even spotted a free roaming alligator on the pond bank on the drive in. I was tempted to stop and take a picture. I held my breath and then let it out in a huge and happy gust as I took in my new digs.

“Oh wow,” I chimed as I walked into the spacious kitchen with marble floors and new appliances. Adjacent and across the bar top was an even larger living room complete with dark wood floors and a stone fireplace. I was convinced it wasn’t just a home but a haven.

“The pictures really didn’t do it justice,” she said as she watched me closely. “I had the maintenance man put your boxes in the living room. They arrived today. I didn’t want you to have to drag all that stuff up yourself.”

I barely heard her as I looked at the beautiful furnishings. Things I’d never dreamt of in a place of my own, things without doilies under them. My mother loved doilies, crosses, and lace. I shivered at the memory of my old bedroom.

“It’s”—I damned near teared up—“perfect.”

“Ahhh, hon, you’re going to love it here! It’s a lot quieter than the other complexes in the area. What is it that you said you do?”

“I’m a flight instructor.”

“Wow,” she said, clearly impressed as I took a look at the leather couch and big screen TV. “Well, here you are.” She walked over and dropped the keys into my waiting hand. “Your copy of the rental agreement is on the counter. You said you’ve never been to Charleston?”

“No, ma’am. I’ve done a bit of research on the web.” I turned to her, my chest bursting with excitement. “Thank you.”

“I think I’ll call you in a week. Just to see how you’re doing.”

I looked at her with a curious glance.

She gave me a knowing smile. “Oh, honey, you don’t know where you are...yet.”

When she shut the door, I clamped my hands over my mouth to cover my squeal, but I knew she’d heard it. Ten minutes later, I was dressed in an oversized white tee, pink panties, black Ray-Bans, and knee-high socks, sliding across my new hardwoods to Bob Seger. And it was the best day of my life.
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You know that part in the movie Top Gun when Kelly McGillis walks around, sex clad in aviators and an oversized bomber jacket while the gorgeous buffet of pilots sit a little straighter in their chairs and do their best to intimidate their new instructor? In that movie, Kelly took zero crap as she fired at will, demonstrating her expertise and rightfully gaining the upper hand. I’d imagined something similar for my first day as an instructor.

This was not that.

First, the white-walled classroom was freezing, and I was positive my nipples were perked up in an embarrassing display through my tight, thin, pink sweater. My pilots were all in their late thirties to early fifties and looked nothing like a young Tom Cruise or Val Kilmer, aside from one man who seemed completely uninterested in a damn word I was about to say. I was disappointed not to see one woman in the class of around fifteen pilots, but it was expected. It saddened me to no end that the majority of those in the air were still men. The percentage still 97% men in the industry.

Well, I was in the other 3%, and I was sure that these men felt that same contempt for me as they did sexy McGillis because they all looked bored or pissed to be there. I studied them for several moments as they rudely kept busy on their cell phones.

“It’s not the same plane as you are used to, gentlemen,” I said with certainty and in lieu of a greeting. “More advanced, glass flight deck, larger wingspan, and it’s faster than anything you have ever flown. And you don’t know how to operate it.”

That got the attention of the only good looking pilot in the room. At least I knew I had read his thoughts.

“I’ve been in the air, gentlemen, and often. If you want to compare swords with me, simply open up your packet and take a look at my flight log. I don’t need your respect, but I do need your attention.”

One by one, cell phones were set down, and all eyes landed on my nipples.

Well, it was progress.
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