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Istomp into the house, sling my shoes down the hallway, and slam the front door behind me. If anyone ever tries to tell you that sports are easy, don’t listen to them. There are harder jobs for sure, like, oh, I don’t know, garbage collector or brain surgeon. But just because their lives are worse than mine, doesn’t mean I don’t struggle too sometimes.

And right now, I’m struggling.

It’s not that I’m not good at what I do. I’m actually the best. Did you know that forty percent of all pitchers who get an elbow injury have to get surgery for it? There’s a reason they came up with the term “Pitcher’s Elbow.” It’s for people like me.

Not that I have any injuries, thank God. As the star pitcher for the Philadelphia Prairie Dogs, I can’t afford to let that happen to me, so I make sure to do my stretches every day — every morning and every night. My physical therapist says that my arm is in great shape, but every day I wake up terrified that all my fingers are going to have dropped off in my sleep.

It doesn’t help that I just got home from a long, long practice and I don’t feel like I made any progress whatsoever. The fact is, if we want any chance of winning the World Series, I have to be the best. And if I don’t work for it, I’m not going to be the best. That thought terrifies me more than anything.

“Mr. Kerr.” A voice snaps me out of my brooding. It’s Maria, my cleaner. “Mr. Kerr, is everything all right?” She’s a young Mexican woman with brown eyes and a pretty smile. I don’t know that much else about her though. I never really get time to ask. I think she lives here with her family, looking to try and keep them all healthy and safe. That seems right to me. Anyway, I always give her a big bonus at the end of the month, so at least I feel like I’m putting my money towards something good.

“Yeah, I’m fine. Thanks, Maria,” I say, doing my best to smile at her. “Just a bit stressed.”

She nods like she understands. “You have a big game coming up, yes?”

"Every game’s big when we’re heading for the playoffs.”

“Are you going to make it to the finals this year?” she asks, and I have to bite my tongue to stop myself from correcting her. I suppose I should find it sweet that she’s asking about my career, but I really don’t want to have this conversation right now. I don’t really want to speak to anyone at all.

“Let’s hope so,” I say distantly, then add gloomily, “Otherwise, I’m going to be a washed-up retiree who never even made it into the World Series once.”

She smiles again. “There’s still time, sir. This year can be the year.”

“Glad someone’s confident,” I mutter. “Anyway,” I say more loudly, “if you don’t mind…” I make a little gesture to mime please go away, I’m busy.

Fortunately, Maria gets the hint. “Well, I’m finished for today. I’ll see you tomorrow?”

“Thanks,” I say again, absently, turning away from her and listening to her shuffle away. She’s a good woman. She sure puts up with a lot from me.

I hear her close the door quietly behind her as I wander to the kitchen to see what Pierre has left me for dinner. I am, like, so lucky that I can afford people to look after me. If I had to actually cook for myself, bad things would happen.

Plus, today’s the day he will have been here. He comes over three or four times a week and makes me a full week’s worth of meals. Breakfast, lunch, and dinner. Almost makes working myself to the bone worth it.

“Nice,” I say to myself as I find several boxes of food stacked neatly in my fridge — noodles and stir-fry and breakfast rolls. For now, though, I grab a protein shake from the door and slam it back shut. I can’t sit down to eat just yet. I still have too much restless energy.

I pace back through the house, through the main living room into the smaller, less used living room, then back through a door into the pantry. All the doors in this house make no sense, like the architect was trying to make a fun labyrinth instead of a functional house. The electrician too. I swear they wired all the light switches in a completely illogical way just to wind me up on purpose.

This pacing isn’t doing anything. I finish the last of my drink and groan in frustration. Why did I focus on my fastball today when my slider needs work? Why did I let Antonio show me up? And worse, Xavier! He’s barely even a reserve and still he struck more people out than me.

Should I be resting my arm? Maybe. But I need to do something. I can’t just sit here uselessly all day. There has to be some way I can make myself better.

It hits me as I stomp back through the hall and spot my sneakers. If I say so, it’s a brilliant idea. I’m going to go for a run. That’s an arm-free kind of way to clear my head that still feels productive and gets me the hell out of this house. I’m going to lose my mind if I stay in here like this. I just need to feel my heart pounding in my chest and my lungs struggling for breath.

It might not fix everything, but it’s definitely a good start.

I head back to the kitchen to grab a protein bar, forcing myself to eat all of it even though I’m really not hungry. I can’t afford for my muscle mass to drop at this point, not when we’re so close to the goal.

I toss the wrapper in the trash, then grab my running bottle and strap it to my hand before heading back to the hall to shove my feet back in my shoes. I’m not wearing the best clothes for this, but shorts and a T-shirt will have to do. It’s warm enough out, a nice spring day. Not that I have time to care about stuff like that.

Quickly, I do a mental checklist, wiggling my toes to make sure the laces aren’t too tight. I’ve got my water, my keys, my sunglasses. Let’s go.

But I hesitate for a second at the door, then take my phone back out of my pocket to toss it onto the side table. I don’t want any distractions. All I want is to go out for half an hour and not have one single thought in the world. No texts, no conversations. Nothing except the grind. The universe can give me that, right?


CHAPTER 2
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Idrum my fingers on the steering wheel, creeping forward ever so slightly in a vain attempt to will the traffic light into changing. But the cars in front of me stay resolutely still. I watch as another minute ticks up on the car clock and swear under my breath. I can’t afford to be late again. Suzette will skin my hide if I am.

For a nurse, she’s maybe the least understanding person I’ve ever met. She has kids too. You’d think she would at least have a little appreciation of how annoying school-run traffic can be. Not that I actually have kids. I’m responsible for a kid, but he’s not mine. Matt is my kid brother, a product of our parents’ complicated relationship and years of drama that I do my best not to think about.

He’s probably the love of my life, though. I would do anything in the world for him, including, but not limited to, cooking his every meal and raising him like he was my own. Plus, a twelve-year age gap between us means he’ll always be a little baby to me.

But I won’t be able to keep providing for us if I lose my job because of stupid school traffic again. I should just make him take the bus home after baseball next time. At least then I’ll probably only hit traffic one way, because his school is on the way to the hospital. Carpooling with him seemed like a great idea at the time but I’m starting to rethink that plan.

The light changes, finally, and I glare at the car in front until it starts crawling forward. I only just make it through the light before it turns red again, and just as I start actually putting my foot on the gas, I make a right turn straight into more traffic.

The hospital is literally three minutes away from here, but my phone is telling me that traffic is going to make it more like fifteen. All I can do is sit here and watch as the time keeps creeping up and up, and hope that breathing in the fumes from the car in front of me isn’t going to give me carbon monoxide poisoning. As much as I enjoy doing the evening shift, the traffic part sucks.

As I crawl past a parking lot, I do some mental math, an idea occurring to me. I’ve sat in this traffic before, and I know the map isn’t lying to me — it probably is about fifteen minutes to where I want to be, despite it only being two blocks away. But if I pulled into this lot and ran for it, it would probably only take me five. I’m not too unfit, so I could definitely make it, even if I don’t really want to run. Still, it’s the difference between being ten minutes late and half an hour.

I flick on my blinker and dive into the lot, and to my relief manage to find a spot. I give myself one heartbeat to sit and take a breath, then get out of the car and slam the door shut. Parking only costs five dollars here, and as I cram coins into the machine, I consider doing this more often. It’s just a shame this parking lot has a maximum of three hours, because even if it was fifteen dollars for nine, that would still be vastly cheaper than hospital parking, which I still have to pay despite being a staff member.

This does mean that I have to remember to dash back over here during my break and move the car, but it’s worth it because the red car that was in front of me has moved maybe twenty-five feet since I parked. I reach into the car to grab my backpack and sling it over both shoulders.

With one hand, I grab a strap to keep myself steady, and with the other, I pull out my phone to text Suzette. Sorry I’m late. Traffic was hell.

As I get going, I keep my phone in my hand, glancing between it and the path, hoping that I don’t trip on a branch or something. I’m half-expecting Suzette to call, but she doesn’t. She just replies with a thumbs-up emoji, and I nearly put my phone away — except then three dots appear, and I just know she’s typing out paragraphs and paragraphs of things I’ve done wrong this week and demanding “correctional action” for all of them.

She’s lucky that I love my job, because she sure as hell makes it difficult sometimes.

As I round the final corner towards the hospital, my lungs are burning. It’s not even funny how out of shape I am. I keep telling myself I need to work out more, but between Matt and my work hours, I never seem to find time. And anyway, I’m on my feet all day at work. Surely that counts as exercise? The nausea rising in my throat is telling me a different story, though.

Panting and sweating, I glance down at my phone again, only looking up to wipe the sweat from my eyes, and because I’m not paying any attention at all, suddenly the man is right in front of me and, with a yelp, I smack straight into him and send us both crashing to the ground.
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The woman lands on top of me in that movie-worthy-straddling kind of way, which would be funny if she wasn’t pinning my arm to the ground at a weird angle. I cry out in pain as we hit the ground, scraping my face against the sidewalk as I turn to try and get away from her.

“What the hell, dude?” I yell as my senses recover enough to push her off me, sending her sprawling to the ground beside me. The movement of doing it sends a shockwave through my arm and jars my elbow in some of the most acute, blinding pain I’ve ever felt. It grips me like a metal claw covered in spikes and poison, and I clutch my arm in agony. “You’ve broken it!”

“Don’t be so dramatic!” she snaps as she pushes herself up, dusting the dirt from her clothes and retrieving her backpack before she softens and reaches out her hand to help me to my feet. I take it without complaint, taking deep breaths to try and ease the pain. She frowns at me and says, “I’m so sorry. I didn’t see you.”

“Well, you should watch where you’re going,” I mutter, wincing as I explore my elbow with my fingers. I don’t think it really is broken, but every tiny pressure sends another shot of agony up my arm.

“Let me see,” she says, reaching out to me. I snatch my arm away from her with a hard glare, but she insists with her own stern look. “I’m a nurse. Let me see.”

“Some bedside manner you’ve got,” I sigh as I give in, letting her take my arm in her hands so she can peer at it.

“It’s looking bruised already,” she says, her face twisting into the kind of frown that I can only call bad news before she catches herself and wrangles her expression back to neutral. “I’m on my way to work right now. Let’s get you to the hospital where a doctor can have a look at it.”

“No!” I say sharply, pushing her away again. “I’ll be fine. I just have to shake it off.”

“I don’t think this is a shake-off injury,” she says with more authority than she has a right to have. But before I can say anything smart in reply, she pokes me in just the right place that it makes me want to crumple back to the floor and wait to die. I growl, not trusting myself to speak in case I say something I’ll regret. “Come on.”

She gestures ahead of us, and I know I have no further arguments I can make against following her, which makes me even grumpier. At least she’ll probably give me special treatment and get me in with the doctor faster, which is about the only positive I can see in this whole situation.

“I have a job, you know,” I say as we approach the hospital. It’s an ugly building, a gray cube of a high-rise, no doubt filled with diseased and dying people. Nothing about it is cheerful at all. There’s a reason I try to avoid going. And anyway, the team doctor looks after me well enough that I don’t usually need anyone else.

I can’t think about the team right now. The idea of not being able to go back to play is worse than unbearable. The game is my whole life. Being told I can’t do it will be like tearing my soul out. “I can’t miss work,” I add. “I can’t lose time just because a clumsy idiot fell on top of me.”

“You might not have to. We don’t know how bad it is yet,” the woman says gently in that practiced kind of tone that doctors and nurses use because they’re not allowed to shout at their patients.

But somehow her calm exterior just makes me angrier. It’s like I’m about to lose my whole life and she doesn’t even care that it’s all her fault. Whether or not that’s actually true isn’t relevant — because right now I need someone to blame, and she’s here. I yell again, “I’m going to get you fired if you’ve damaged me!”

Maybe that’s a bit too harsh, and she probably doesn’t deserve a difficult guy being on her case — and the way the receptionist rolls her eyes when we walk through the door basically proves that they all think I’m a dramatic loser who shouts when he can’t get what he wants. But the pain is stopping me from caring about any of that. Right now I am going to be difficult until I get what I want. And that might just be getting her to suffer just as much as I am.

The woman doesn’t reply to my outburst, though, just raises her eyebrows ever so slightly, like she knows I couldn’t get her fired even if I really wanted to. I don’t think I do really want to, but if she gives me bad news, I’m going to lose it. And unfortunately for her, she’s going to be in my firing line.

She leads me through the corridors, past sick and other injured people, some of whom are even managing to smile despite the fact they’re probably all dying. The more people we walk past, the sicker I feel. What if I’m about to die too?

And then we dip into a little room, out of the way, with drawn blinds and just a hint of a distantly crying baby. Maybe this is a torture room. Maybe this is where all liability cases go to die.

“Wait here,” she says. “I’ll be right back with a doctor.”

Before I can say another word, she darts out the door, leaving me to sink slowly onto the bed, the covers crinkling underneath me, and wait for someone to give me more attention — or at the very least, painkillers.
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“Well, isn’t this just good enough,” snarls Mrs. Briar with sarcasm as thick as a pie crust as I return her charts to the foot of the bed and make a note of the medications I’m about to go and get for her.

She’s a miserable old woman who comes into urgent care at least twice a week because of her diabetes/joint pain/arthritis/stomach problems… Well, you get the picture. Something is always wrong and nothing is ever good enough for her. But because I’m the only person she’s ever come anything close to liking, I’m the one who always gets made to deal with her — whether I want to or not.

We’re busy as hell today, as usual, and I don’t really have the time or the energy to argue with her, so I let her complaining slide off me, choosing just to puff up her pillows again as I start walking through the progress I have to make through the rest of the ward after this.

I have to go and see little Timmy, six years old, bright as a button and always smiling even though he’s always in here too. His immune system isn’t right, and no one can solve it, so for now we’re just patching him up the best we can and trying to soothe his neurotic parents. I’m going to go and give him a sticker or something to cheer him up a little after this.

Then I have to go and check on the usual gaggle of various teenagers with concussions and broken ankles and swollen knees because not one of them thinks, Oh, hey, I’ve already got an injury — I should stop playing sports and let it heal. No, instead they’re all, Oh, no, my college admissions will look terrible if I don’t keep playing every sport ever invented by man twenty-four seven, and that means I have to hurt myself so much worse!

And then after all that, if I get a moment, I’m going to go and see Jackson again, who’s currently lying in bed looking very sorry for himself. The guilt of knocking him over is pretty all-consuming — but really, he didn’t move out of the way either. He must have a pretty high-stress job, though, from the way he was acting. And the more I think about it, the more he is kind of familiar to me, and I can’t quite place why.

On the surface, he’s the same as any other generally handsome guy, with the strong jawline, the bold nose, the blue eyes that are severe and cutting and yet seem to speak of hidden, sensitive depths beneath. Ugh, listen to me! You’d almost think I’d developed a sudden obsessive crush on him. Even though I’d have to be out of my right mind to not recognize that he was attractive — because he definitely is — after what he was saying about getting me fired, I don’t want to take any chances. At this point, it’s not worth not being nice to him.

“You know, back in my day,” Mrs. Briar is saying, “old women used to get priority treatment. Now look at me. Cast aside in pain and no one cares.”

“That’s not true, Mrs. Briar,” I say gently but with just a touch of my very best nurse-mode authority. “I care. Why do you think I always come and see you?”

She huffs grumpily, muttering a nonsense syllable because she knows full well she hasn’t got a good response for me. At least it’s stopped her flow of vaguely offensive remarks.

“Tell you what, Mrs. B,” I say, patting her gently on the shoulder. “I’ll go and talk to Doctor Brown about your meds right now, and on the way back I’ll bring you an extra slice of apple pie. How about that?”

She glares at me, but to my relief nods in assent, slumping back in defeat.

She can be incredibly difficult, but basically, the best way to make anyone of any age do anything is to bribe them with treats. With the best smile I can muster — which I know that at this point in my shift definitely looks strained — I excuse myself and head back off onto the ward. I give Timmy a fist bump when I see him and do my absolute best not to roll my eyes at any teenagers.

Fortunately, no one is too difficult, so I leave everyone comfortable and head back out, intending to go find Jackson. And it stays an intention for at least another thirty minutes because on my way back to his room, I get stopped three or four times by patients and other nurses who want something from me. I guess everyone knows that I can’t say no to stuff, because I get sidetracked with blood-drawing and temperature-taking and bandage runs until finally, finally I can sneak off to Jackson’s room.

Unluckily for me, I’m getting close to my break and I have the feeling that he’s going to make me miss it by being as equally demanding as the old man who I just helped to the toilet. I take a deep breath, centering myself, then rap on the door and enter.

It’s absolutely no surprise at all that I get greeted with an unhappy glare. “How are you feeling?” I ask with a big smile. He grunts in response. “That good, huh?”

I smile harder as I approach the bed. It’s a challenge, I think, to get him to crack. I’m going to get a little out of him, even if it’s just a fact about him, or a little smile, or even a thank you. There’s a human being hidden inside there, and I’m going to dig it out no matter how hard that is. It’s then, as I pick up his chart, that I realize I don’t even know his last name.

“How’s your pain level?” I ask, glancing up at him. He grunts again indecipherably. “Is that good or bad?”

“Fine. My elbow hurts.”

I sigh and approach him, stretching out my fingers in warning that I’m about to inflict damage upon him again. “So, is it fine or does it hurt?”

“It hurts, okay! It hurts! And it would be great if you idiots could do something about that.”

“Thank you,” I say, relieved that he’s not making this even more difficult.

I return to double-check his chart and frown. He’s already on the maximum dosage of painkillers that we allow for cases like his. But I have a feeling that a little bit of placebo effect is going to work perfectly here.

“Did Doctor Brown manage to come and look at it yet?” I say casually, racking my brains to figure out why the name Jackson Kerr is familiar to me. Who is this guy?

“Yeah, he took me for an x-ray.”

“I take it he hasn’t come back with the results yet?”

He shakes his head unhappily. “I haven’t heard anything yet, even though it’s been forever.”

“You do realize that you’re not the most important person in this hospital, right?” He gives me another foul look. Honestly, he’s worse than Matt after too much sugar and not enough sleep. Why did this guy never grow out of being a teenager? “Let me get you some more painkillers sent down,” I say.

“Really?” He narrows his eyes suspiciously. Maybe he’s smarter than my cunning placebo plans after all.

“Yes; it’s my job to make you comfortable. I’m here to look after you, regardless of what you might think.”

“And here was me thinking you were here to hurt me even more.” With that I get just the faintest of wry smiles from him. Not a major success and not the kind of success I’m hoping for long term, but it’s a start. Jackson Kerr can be made to laugh after all.

“All right,” I say, pushing a button that does absolutely nothing in the hope that he’ll believe I’m getting him more drugs sent. “I’m going to go on my break now. But I’ll be back after to make sure everything’s okay here.”

“Really? But we’ve only been here for three hours!”

I ignore the comment, biting my tongue against saying, You have been lying down for hours — I’ve actually been working. “Anyway, I’ll be back soon.”

He gives me a look, but before he can say anything else, I back out of the room and shut the door behind me. It would probably be fun to verbally spar with him for a while longer, but my break will only last so long, and I want to take it.

I head back out into the corridor, where I barely make it three steps before someone else wants me for something. I end up running around on errands for another fifteen minutes before finally I manage to sneak into the break room, slump into a seat, and rest my head on the table with a thump.

It would be so easy to nap right now. But I can’t. I have too much to do.

I let myself have one of my twenty minutes of break just zoning out, then drag myself up to my locker so I can grab a protein bar out of my bag. I don’t feel hungry, but I’ll need the energy later because my day isn’t going to get any less busy.

I check my watch. Seventeen minutes. If I go now, I can grab my car and dump it in the hospital lot. This time, I don’t run as fast, but I do power walk. By the time I sling myself into my car, I’m out of breath, but fortunately the roads are empty so it takes me the one minute it should have taken earlier to swing into the only free space I can find, right at the back of the lot.

Too soon, I have to get back to work, so I take a deep breath, center myself, then head back out. Mrs. Briar waves angrily at me as I pass her, so I grit my teeth to nod and smile at every complaint she’s about to launch at me.

Eventually, I manage to discharge her despite the grumbling, promising that I’ll go to her house and check on her personally if she keeps having issues. Before anyone else can come and bother me, I dash off to Jackson’s room.

He startles as I close the door, having been lost in a daydream or something. “Oh, you’re back.”

“I said I would be.”

“Didn’t think you meant it,” he sniffs. It’s clearly a challenge, and I am going to rise to it.

“I always mean what I say,” I lie with my very best smile. Nobody always means what they say. Sometimes you have to tell tiny little white lies to make feel people feel better. That doesn’t make you a bad person. It just means you care about other people’s feelings.

He grunts disbelievingly but says nothing else. I almost feel sad at the lack of banter, but I do also have things to do. “I’ll go and check up on the status of your x-ray, then, unless you need anything else.”

“An extra pillow. My back hurts.”

I’m about ninety-nine percent sure he’s lying to me just to be contrary, but I keep smiling anyway and go over to the cupboard to fetch a pillow. He’s sitting straight up when I turn around, and I keep my face in a very deliberate professional neutral as I tuck it in behind him, pushing slightly on his shoulder to encourage him to lie back down. “How’s that?”

“Much better,” he says.

I step away before the spark of attraction I feel can ignite. It’s stupid, I know, but I have eyes and no time for dating. I’m allowed to find people attractive. But I can’t act on it, especially not at work. I just wish he wasn’t giving me that look, like he’s asking a question I can’t answer. “Good. Just buzz if you need anything else, okay?”

“Okay,” he grins, and I turn on my heel and leave the room before my mind can run away with me.

Not that it really helps, because even as I keep going through my checklist and helping people out, that little grin Jackson just gave me is lodged firmly in my brain.
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Not even five minutes go past before Freya comes into the room and starts bothering me again.

Okay, maybe it’s more like an hour, but it feels like less. I swear she’s only being so attentive because she thinks I’m going to sue the life out of her. And I guess I did threaten her career, but I didn’t really mean it. I was mad. She’s way too hot to get into legal trouble with.

Is that an inappropriate thought? Maybe, but I’m bored. And she is hot. And there was a weird moment earlier where she made my heart rate spike to an alarming level. I’m allowed to have fantasies. They don’t have to mean anything.

She smiles at me, but before I can say anything snippy or flirty — I hadn’t decided which — Doctor Brown follows her into the room. He’s a short man with blond hair, which I think is quite ironic. But he’s pretty nice, all things considered, and he seems to actually be competent, which is a change from a lot of doctors I’ve been to see before.

“Well, Mr. Kerr,” says Doctor Brown, holding up a brown envelope. “The good news is it’s not broken.”

“And the bad news?” I’m sensing a heavy but in that sentence, and I don’t think I’m going to like what I hear.

“Unfortunately, it looks like you have managed to sprain it pretty badly, so I’m going to recommend we sling that up for you and that you avoid putting too much unnecessary pressure on it at all for the next couple of weeks at least.”

My mouth drops open as my stomach does a flip. “At least! Are you kidding?”

Doctor Brown shakes his head. “It’s not the news you wanted, and I get that. I’m sorry to be the one to deliver it, but if you want it to get better, you’ve got to let it rest.”

“I need my arm,” I say bluntly. “You don’t understand. This can’t be happening to me. I need this arm to work.”

“Most people do.” Doctor Brown raises his eyebrows, the way people do when they’re keeping their mouths shut because anything they can think to say would be inappropriate in a professional context.

And that’s the last straw for my temper. I can’t stand the idea that he and Freya are standing here judging me, thinking I’m just some brat who can’t have what he wants.

Sure, I guess I am being a brat. But the angry words just slip out of my mouth like snakes. “Don’t you know who I am?”

They both shake their heads, and I scoff in disbelief. “Are you kidding me? You think I’m just some uptight asshole? Just some guy here to make your lives more difficult — and that because I’m rich, I’ll get away with demanding whatever the hell I want? And sure, I am rich, but I’m not the ass you think I am. I don’t want you to fix me because I’m being difficult and I want to pay for it — I want you to fix it because I need it to work! I’m not going to let some idiot nurse ruin my whole career — my whole life! — just because she was too dumb to watch where she was going.”

Freya takes a step back like she’s been slapped. A twinge of guilt hits me, but my rage isn’t quite settled yet. “You know what? Screw you guys. You’ve broken me, and now you won’t fix me. You’ve ruined everything, and you don’t even give a single shit. Thanks so much for all your hard work.” I slump back on the bed, exhausted as the power of my yelling suddenly leaves me, deflating me like a balloon. I’m going through the stages of grief faster than anyone ever has before, and this is depression.

Freya, regaining herself, raises her eyebrows higher than I could have imagined possible, and the depression fast-forwards into a sickening shame about my outburst. I know I have a reputation for being an asshole, and I know it doesn’t take a lot for me to lose it and yell, but that was unfair for these guys. Yelling at coaches is one thing, but at overworked medical staff?

I am furious, but I guess saying they’ve ruined me is kind of dramatic. It’s not really these guys’ fault that I’m not going to be able to play anytime soon. Well, it actually is Freya’s fault. She did knock me down. But she was right, too, when she said before that neither of us were exactly looking where we were going.

Doctor Brown steps forward, clasping both hands in front of him, drawing himself up in an attempt to regain control of the situation. He doesn’t need to bother with the tight-lipped warning smile, though — I’ve calmed down now. “I have got some good news for you, though. You won’t have to stay with us any longer as an inpatient. But I don’t want you driving, or doing anything but going home to sit down today. Have you got anyone at home who can look after you?”

“Look,” I say, gritting my teeth to try and keep my tone even, “I live maybe twenty minutes’ walk from here. Just let me go, and I can walk home, and it’ll be fine.”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Kerr, but it’s against my medical judgement to let you go if you don’t have anyone to look after you, even just for a couple of days. It would be irresponsible to let you go injure yourself even more by walking home in the dark and having an accident. And I know you don’t want to come back here with a break — just as much as I don’t want you to.”

I say nothing, unable to think of any sort of reasonable or even unreasonable argument, and trying to decide if that was actually an insult or not. “Just tell me how long it will be before I can use the arm again to throw.”

Doctor Brown’s face falls. “I can’t say for sure because I’m not a physical therapist, but I would suggest at least a week of rest before doing anything more than light activity with it — and certainly no throwing. And I wouldn’t be surprised if they don’t let you back to things like throwing and working out for at least a month.”

“At least a month? That’s ridiculous!”

“Ridiculous it may be,” says Doctor Brown as diplomatically as he can. “But I’m afraid that’s the way it is. Now, unless we get an emergency and need this room, I’m happy to let you stay here until you can get someone to drive you home. A guy like you must have some friends or family who’d be willing to help you out for a couple of days at least. You don’t need supervision, just a helping hand.”

I think that’s another backhanded kind of compliment but I’m not a hundred percent sure. He says it so reasonably, it’s hard to tell. But it looks like he’s not going to budge, so I just sigh, giving in. “Fine. I’ll see if I can get someone.”

Doctor Brown nods, satisfied. “Good. Now, you’ve got a buzzer — just call if you need anything, okay?”

I nod, not trusting myself to say anything else. I just want to be left alone now.

They both share a glance, then nod subtly and head for the door. As Doctor Brown steps through, Freya lingers and turns back to me. “I’ll come back soon.”

I have no idea why she’s so obsessed with me, or why she hesitates as she goes. Surely she can’t be crushing? I know I’m a great-looking guy, but she’s the last person I would ever have expected to see that look on. It’s not like I struggle for female attention — I know what attraction looks like.

Why does she care?

And worse, why does it feel so good that she does?

This can’t all be in my head. But as the door closes behind her, leaving me with the memory of her smile, I start to doubt it. It’s her job to be kind, isn’t it? What this is really telling me is I need to get laid sometime soon.

The silence of the room and the murmuring of the rest of the hospital around me is crushing — everyone else with someone, with their people who love and care. People whose families are uncomplicated and lovely, who don’t misunderstand them or act like they’re unreasonable for wanting a life. It must be so easy for them all.

As for me, I don’t know a single person on earth who I want to call and ask to pick me up tonight. And that means I’m trapped in here for the rest of time, or at least until I can persuade them that I don’t need anyone except myself.


CHAPTER 6

FREYA
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I’m on second shift today, which is always my favorite one because I usually get to see Matt after school before I leave and I can get out of here by midnight, meaning I’m home by twelve thirty and can get some sleep in before I drop Matt off at school. As he gets older, I’m getting him to take the bus more often, though.

He used to be afraid of the school bus when he was a kid, believing that it was going to take him away and that he’d never come home. It got really bad after Mom died. That’s when I started driving him all the time. Now he’s a little older, he’s a little braver. But I don’t like to see him cry, so most mornings, I drag myself up after six hours of sleep and drop him off before coming home to collapse back into bed.

Today has been quieter than usual — still busy, of course, but by the time eleven thirty hits, I manage to pass Jackson’s room, where he’s still sat looking sorry for himself. As I stare as subtly through his window as I can, Doctor Brown comes past and does the same thing.

We share a look. “He’s not got anyone to pick him up, has he?” I say.

Doctor Brown shakes his head. “Doesn’t look like it. But he can’t stay overnight; we don’t have the space to spare for some rich guy moping about the place.”

“I’ll take him,” I say without thinking. I realize immediately that I’m probably going to regret it, and not just because it means spending more time with Jackson. No doubt he lives in the exact opposite direction to me, so it’ll take me three times as long to get home.

If Doctor Brown and Jackson both agree to this, I’m so getting Matt to take the bus tomorrow. It’s not true to say I don’t care, because I do, but I’m exhausted.

“You don’t have to do that,” says Doctor Brown.

I shrug. “Well, somebody’s got to. It looks like he doesn’t have any friends.”

“Weird, but looks like it. You still got a half hour or so in your shift, right?”

I nod, and Doctor Brown leans in and winks at me.

“Get him out of here now. I won’t tell anybody if you don’t. This way, at least you’ll still be on the clock for dealing with him.”

“Thank you,” I whisper. The relief of getting to leave a little early rushes through me, and I nod at him again before dashing into Jackson’s room before anyone else can call on me to do anything.

I shut the door behind me and clear my throat to get Jackson’s attention. He startles, his eyes flying open from the little nap or daydream he was having. I don’t feel bad for disturbing him, even if he did look peaceful.

“Come on, get up,” I say as I head over to the bed.

“Huh?” is all he says in response, blinking slowly. Maybe he was actually asleep. Whoops.

“I’m taking you home. Put your clothes back on.”

He gawps at me, blinking hard as he takes in what I’m saying. But I don’t hesitate for long enough to let him get any ideas. Instead, I pull back the covers and gesture pointedly to his pants that are crumpled on a chair. He doesn’t complain, just gets up slowly and goes for his clothes. I turn my back for the sake of his dignity, even though it’s nothing I haven’t seen before.

“Okay, ready,” he says a moment later, and I turn back to him.

“Cool. Come on.”

I crook my finger for him to follow, and we walk with purpose down the corridor. Not wanting to be seen by anyone who might question where we’re going, I weave us towards the back staircase where I sneak him out. Jackson gives me a look at the idea of having to go down a flight of stairs, but I ignore him. It’s not really him I’m sneaking out. Doctor Brown might have given me the go-ahead, but Suzette won’t be happy if she learns I’ve left early.

When we hit the exit, I look left and right to check no one’s about, and then start marching off towards my car.

“Ugh, how far away did you park?” Jackson groans. “Don’t you get staff parking?”

“I wish. No, I’m all the way at the back — but hey, at least your legs still work, right?”

He doesn’t have a witty comeback for that. I bite my tongue to stop myself bringing up the two extra blocks we’d have had to walk if I’d left my car in that other lot. Somehow, I don’t think that news would cheer him up.

I press the unlock button on my fob, and my little car beeps a welcome at me. Jackson looks down at it, but to my surprise doesn’t comment on the size or age or general wear. It’s not the flashiest vehicle by a long way, but it’s reliable and gets me where I need to go. I can’t ask for more than that.

We drive in silence, only broken by the radio and his occasional directions. At least it isn’t a long way. Before I know it, I’m pulling up to a mansion with a pristine lawn and a long driveway, something that’s a far cry from anywhere I’ve ever lived.

It’s not that I thought he was lying to me about his vast fortune exactly — because he sure acts like he comes from money — but hearing somebody say “I’m really rich” is one thing, and pulling up outside their absolutely massive house is quite another. I can barely afford the two-bed apartment Matt and I live in. It’s unfathomable to me to imagine living somewhere like this. This guy is luckier than he realizes.

Suddenly, I’m starting to panic that maybe he does have the sort of power he was mouthing off about and that I shouldn’t have been so quick to dismiss him as a snobbish ass who’s dramatic as all hell for the sake of it. Ruining me wouldn’t be a drop in the ocean to him.

I pull up in front of one of the four garages attached to the house, shut off the engine and jump out to run round and open his door for him. “Let me help you inside.”

“I’m fine!” Jackson snaps, but I help him anyway and make him hand over his key so I can unlock the door. I don’t know why it should take me by so much surprise that his front door is as simple as lock and key. What was I expecting — laser beams?

He shoves his way inside and beckons for me to follow. As I do, I have to struggle to not gasp at the sight of the high ceilings and the real oak side tables. “Wow,” I say lamely. “Nice place you’ve got.”

All I get in reply is a huff. Then, as he flings his shoes away to the side of the door with a grunt, he remembers his manners. “It’s late. Do you want something to eat?”

My eyebrows knit together in surprise, but then I grin widely. “That would be great, actually. I’ve been on my feet all day.”

“Come on, then,” he says, gesturing again for me to follow him through to the kitchen.

Honestly, I’m still getting over the different rooms all having different doors. Imagine having that kind of space!

The furniture throughout the house is beautiful, too — bookcases with polished glass, pristine cream rugs, and matching table and chairs. Everything is very expensive and very clean. He clearly gets someone in to clean for him. Just another luxury I wish I had.

But still, as I walk through the house, I can’t help but feel like I’m walking through a show home, like this is some real estate agent’s idea of what a house should look like — coordinated and minimal. It’s lovely and aesthetically pleasing, but there’s no sense that anyone lives here. There’s no personality. There aren’t any pictures or mementos, no bits of clutter lying around from trips or visitors. It almost looks like he doesn’t know anyone, or that he hasn’t been anywhere at all.

All this stuff he has, all the life he’s lived, and yet he barely seems to have anything to show for it. It almost makes me sad.

Almost, because one thing is clear about him: he’s a baseball fan. There isn’t much in the way of decoration here, but what little he does have is all related to baseball. It’s all merchandising — old jerseys and bats tastefully pinned to the wall, and framed clippings filling in wall space in a way only an interior designer could think to do.

And, it’s all from the Prairie Dogs.

“You must like the Dogs, huh?” I ask as we cross into the kitchen, pointing at the single tea towel by the stove in the Philadelphia colors.

He turns to me, tilting his head in confusion. For the first time since I met him, a ghost of a smile passes over his face. “You really have no idea who I am, do you?”

I shake my head. “Should I?”

“Do you like baseball?”

“Clearly you do,” I say, but he doesn’t reply. He just keeps giving me this look, like he’s trying to solve a puzzle. “The Dogs are my brother’s team,” I explain. “I take him to games sometimes. He’s fifteen. I guess I pretty much know the rules, but I’m not much of a real fan. Matt really loves them though — that’s my brother, Matt. He’s on the school team. It’s his favorite part of the day, playing ball. It makes him happy.”

I smile thinly, running my hand through my hair and coming to rest it on my neck, willing myself not to say anything else embarrassing out loud to this stranger. I already feel like I’ve given slightly too much personal information away.

“He loves them a lot, does he? Clearly you don’t pay that much attention.” He sounds weirdly angry about it, like he’s trying to get me to understand whatever cryptic point he’s making. He sighs, and continues like it’s physically straining him. “Otherwise you would have recognized the star player right away.”

As soon as he says it, it clicks in my brain, and as he gestures to himself, I gasp in realization. “Oh! Jackson Kerr! That’s why your name was so familiar to me.”

“Sure,” he mutters.

“Yeah, you’re the pitcher, aren’t you? Number eighty-three! See, I do pay attention!”

With that, I grin hard at him, which only seems to increase his sourness. He turns his back on me and goes over to the fridge. “Look, what do you want? I’ve got a bunch of sandwiches and stuff. Just help yourself.”

“Thanks,” I say dubiously as he moves out of the way. He wasn’t joking; the fridge is huge and jam-packed with enough food to last any normal person weeks. I don’t want to look greedy, but I am hungry, and the wrapped sandwiches look like they could have come from a fancy deli. I pick a relatively small one, full of salad, not too messy-looking. I have to eat this in the car, after all.

I shut the fridge doors, and there’s a moment of hesitation, like neither of us quite know what to say next.

“Well… I guess I should get going,” I say. “I have to get some sleep in before tomorrow.”

“Yeah,” Jackson says absently, like he’s lost in a memory. “Bye, then.”

He doesn’t show me to the door, but as I leave I can feel his eyes on me, watching. I have a thousand more questions — about why he lives alone and why he seems so lonely — but now isn’t the place or time to ask.

As I shut the front door, I take one last look into the house, and it still looks like a hollow shell.

In the car on the way home, in between bites of sandwich — which is exactly as good as it looks — I think about what I’m going to tell Matt. He’ll be really excited to learn that I met one of his heroes today. And maybe a little jealous. And possibly mad that I injured him.

Well, it’s an excuse to see Jackson again. I’m not sure what he’s going to think of it, but as I drive through the night, I concoct a plan. Jackson Kerr has no friends and he needs help. So I’m going to be just that.


CHAPTER 7

JACKSON
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The worst part about all of this is that my arm really does hurt. Doctor Brown sent me home with painkillers, but I try not to take too much medication because I’m terrified that I’ll fail a drug test some time. I don’t even eat poppy-seed bagels. It would be so embarrassing to get suspended for something like that.

Fortunately, I have one of the best chefs that money can buy, so I plan to eat the best food I can get my hands on for the next few weeks — and right now that means a load of carbs. It’s not something I usually do, but seeing as I’m not going to be able to use my arm for the next few days, I figure what’s one or two days of bad habits?

I wake up at my usual time, grab breakfast, take a pill and get mad about how much my arm hurts. Then I get mad at Freya for doing this to me, and then I get mad at myself for thinking about her at all. Once I finish my breakfast bowl, I decide to put all thoughts about her far from my mind forever. And to do that, I need a distraction.

At least it’s just my arm that’s injured. It’s still slinged up, so there’s not a lot I can do with it, but I can kind of figure out a workout plan. I end up basically doing a shit-ton of squats in my gym, and by the time I’m done, my legs are burning and all I want is a hot shower and a lie-down.

So, that’s what I do.

Sure, I miss playing, but it’s kind of nice to have some time to myself.

The downside is, by the time I’ve showered and gotten dressed and flopped down on the sofa in my comfiest track bottoms and sweatshirt, it’s only eleven a.m. How the hell do people fill time when they have nothing to do?

I decide I have no choice but to lie here all day, maybe with the help of my old friend ice cream, and watch movies. You might think that playing baseball is enough for me, that I don’t need any more of it in my life than I get. And you’d be wrong. I love baseball movies.

Lazily, I fire up the TV and access my huge library of movies. I feel like something classic today, something heartwarming. Aimlessly, I scroll until I hit it — The Philadelphia Diamond. It’s a movie I must have seen a hundred times, about a kid and his dad after the mom dies, but I could watch it every day.

I’m just getting to the good bit where the son finally hits his first home run when someone starts hammering on the door.

“Can someone get that?” I holler, but there’s no movement in the house. Damn. I forgot that today is Maria’s day off. I should have asked her to come in to help me out. Not that I need it desperately, but it would have been nice to speak to another human being. One who wasn’t bothering me, anyway.

“Go away!” I yell, but the knocker doesn’t give up. With a groan, I roll off the sofa and drag myself to my feet. “Fine, fine. I’m coming!”

If this is some marketing consultant trying to sell me something, I’m going to be pissed.

In an attempt not to be a total asshole, I sigh and take a deep breath before unchaining the latch and slowly swinging the door open, trying to script something vaguely polite to say to reject the sales pitch before I have to listen to it.

I don’t know exactly who I was expecting to find knocking on my door in the middle of the day, but Freya would have been my last guess. She stands there, beaming, clutching a little box in her hand. She waves when she sees me, her smile unfading. “Hey, Jackson!”

“What do you want?” I say, but before she can say anything else, I change my mind. “Actually, you know what? Never mind. Leave me alone.”

I don’t wait to see her reaction, and can’t anyway because I push the door shut right in her face and walk away. She hammers on it again, but I just return to my movie, sinking into the couch and turning up the volume so I can’t hear her knocking anymore.

It’s petty and rude, I know that. But I just can’t deal with her chipper attitude and belief that everything can be good in the world. I vaguely hear her shout through the door that she’s leaving a package on the step, and I ignore it. I don’t care. I don’t want to look. I’m not going to. I don’t need her package. She’ll go away, and I don’t have to think about her ever again.

Eventually, curiosity gets the better of me, though, and I climb off the sofa to sneak back to the door to retrieve it.

I’m almost a hundred percent certain that there’s no way she’ll have lingered at the door for an hour or so, but I open the door slowly and suspiciously anyway. I do not want to have an awkward conversation about any of this, and I think the sight of her being smug would kill me.

To my relief, the driveway is devoid of life, but when I look down, there is a cardboard box on the step. It’s on the small side, wrapped neatly in brown paper, my name carefully inscribed on it. Frowning, I take it inside.

As soon as I sit down, I rip the paper off and open the box. Inside is a takeout box filled with home-cooked pasta, some snacks, and a pair of fuzzy socks. I’m not exactly a fuzzy socks kind of person, which she would know if she’d spoken to me. But they’re team-name-branded and my size. It’s not like I really need dinner or snacks either, but I guess that’s not really the point of any of this.

The point is that she thought about me. She thought about me, and she cared enough to bring a whole box of stuff just for me because she thought I’d like it or might need it. The guilt of ignoring her twists my stomach into a tight knot.

Movies. That’s what I need now. That’s what will stop me thinking about her.

I wake up a few hours later, still on the sofa, my feet sweltering in my new socks, my hands clutching a bag of the pretzels Freya brought for me.

That’s pretty much how all of the next twenty-four hours go — alternating napping and snacking and wandering about until the next afternoon, when I’m interrupted again by a knock on the door.

“What are you doing here?” I demand when I open the door to see Freya standing there grinning. I’m possibly harsher than I mean to be, but really, can’t she leave me alone for five minutes? It’s like she thinks I’m going to drop dead.

“I see you got my package yesterday,” she says with a wry smile.

Yes,” I say, then add begrudgingly, “Thank you.”

“So, can I come in?”

A confused and slightly grumpy look is all I can muster. “Why?”

“You don’t have anyone here to look after you, do you?”

I purse my lips tightly then confess through gritted teeth, “No. Not other than the cleaner, anyway.”

That makes her smile too, and I find myself noticing the way it makes her eyes scrunch into little pools of joy. Doing that’s going to give her wrinkles. Not that wrinkles would stop her being pretty, but still.

“At least let me in to have a look at your arm,” she says, persistent.

“Don’t you have, like, anything else better to do?” I frown.

She shrugs. “I do. But unfortunately for you, I’ve decided to care. So, this is what I’m doing right now.” Yet again, she flashes me that frustratingly genuine smile, and I find myself staring at the constellation of freckles over her nose. They’re like a scattering of cinnamon over whipped cream. I bet she has them on her shoulders too. Not that I’m going to spend any more time thinking about her skin at all.

That would just be a waste of brainpower.

“Fine. You can come in.”

I step aside to let her in, and as I shut the door, say, “Won’t your brother be missing you?”

“He’s fifteen. He can fend for himself just fine. Plus, I don’t have to pick him up for another hour yet. There’s plenty of time for me to make sure that you’re doing okay first.”

“You’re very annoying. Has anyone ever told you that?”

“Oh, frequently,” she grins. “I take it as a compliment.”

I grunt. How can anyone be this cheerful? Everyone has something wrong in their lives — which means the way I see it, nobody has a reason to be smiling like this all the time. But Freya clearly thinks she does. I don’t believe it for a second, but from the look of her, you’d think nothing ever went wrong with her in her life.

And she’s clearly attached herself to me like a clam, which is infuriating. And it looks like the grumpier I am to her, the harder she wants to try.

We go through to the living room, and I sit on the couch, scrambling for the remote to pause my movie. She doesn’t comment on it, just asks to sit next to me and gently takes my arm in her hands, sending goose bumps over my skin. “How’s it feeling?”

“Hurts.”

“It’s looking fine, just a little bruising.” She examines it, and I have to look away to stop myself leaning in toward her, to get closer.

“Want to watch TV?” I ask, trying to break some of the tension.

“What?”

“TV. Want to watch it? I don’t care what.”

She glances up at me, her mouth ever so slightly open as she processes the information. “Not today. Sorry. I can’t really stay that late today.”

“But tomorrow?”

It’s pushing my luck, but the reaction is exactly what I’m hoping for.

“Okay,” she says, almost uncertainly. “I’m still on nights, but I could come by in the morning after I drop Matt off.”

“Okay,” I say, letting myself smile for the first time in days.

Even after she leaves, I find myself hoping for tomorrow to come quickly.


CHAPTER 8

FREYA
ONE WEEK LATER
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Ikiss Matt on top of the head as I grab my bag and sling it onto my back. He glares up at me from his corner of the sofa. “Where are you going, Freya? You’ve been out every day this week. Have you got a secret boyfriend or something?”

“Matt,” I say with a disapproving shake of my head. “No. I’ve just taken on some extra responsibility at work. It keeps me busy.”

“It sure does,” he says, folding his arms and sinking into the cushion with a pout. “I never see you anymore.”

“Honey,” I reply, an ice shot of guilt burrowing into my heart as I brush my hand over his head.

He huffs defensively. “I just like it when you’re home, that’s all. And you’re always at stupid work lately.”

“I know. I wish I didn’t have to go to stupid work either, but I don’t have a choice.” I kiss him on top of the head again and he mumbles a protest. “You’ll be asleep by the time I get back, so you’ll barely have time to miss me.”

It’s a wrench to leave him, but I promised Jackson that I’d swing by. I’ve gone to see him before my shift every day this week. I know I should probably let it drop, but he needs somebody. He might be rich and a superstar and all that stuff, but it’s also clear that he’s lonely. This is a guy who has everything in the world that he could possibly want, except any meaningful human connection.

We’ve been watching TV lately, nothing serious, but still fun. Friends hanging out and laughing. I have to say it’s good for me too. My whole life for years has just been work and caring for other people. It’s good to have some “me time” where I can just relax.

I’m sure his connection to me won’t last very long anyway. After all, I’m just a nurse. I’m nothing nearly special enough to catch his attention. But if I can make him feel even just a little bit better, just for a couple of weeks, then I’ll feel happy that I’ve done my job.

I jump in the car and start the engine, trying not to glance back at the window because Matt more often than not watches me leave. It turns out that Jackson only lives twenty minutes away from us, and the route I take lets me avoid the worst of the traffic, so it’s not a strain to get there.

Just like Matt, Jackson must have been watching from a window, because he opens his front door before I can even knock on it. “What have you brought today?” he asks instead of saying hello, looking at me expectantly.

I shrug my backpack off my shoulders and shake my head. “Nothing much. Just some leftovers.”

“Right. Come in.” Though his face doesn’t look remotely like he’s enjoying himself or wants me here, I’ve begun to learn that his harsh words aren’t at all reflective of who he is on the inside. He might look grumpy, but the way he takes my coat and offers me anything I want prove that the face is just a mask for the kindness.

I don’t know how he manages to live his life like this, but I am certain that there’s a genuine person underneath all this grump. He’s softening every day too, actually talking to me like we’re friends now rather than me showing up being an irritation. At least, I hope that’s what this is, anyway. It’s what it feels like to me, so I’ll take what I can get.

“Do you want to watch a movie?” he asks as we wander into the kitchen.

As I put my tub into the fridge, I squint dubiously at him. “Haven’t you watched every baseball movie that could ever exist by now?”

He shrugs. “Nearly. I haven’t got round to the romcoms yet because I think they’re stupid, but I guess I’ll have to if I’m going to be a completionist about it.”

I don’t know why hearing him say this crushes me. But it does.

“We don’t have to watch anything if you don’t want to,” I say mildly, trying not to show my disappointment. “I’ve got a couple of hours before work, so I guess it’s not really enough time to watch a movie anyway.”

“I guess. There’s just not a lot else to do, is there?”

“Sure there is. What — don’t you have any hobbies?”

He shrugs again. “None that I can do here. And seeing as I can’t leave my house under strict command, I’m down to napping and movies.”

I fold my arms and fix him with a stern look. “You’re not forbidden from leaving.”

“Really? Then why are you telling me not to push myself?”

“With your arms, dummy. We should go out.”

“A, why? And B, where?”

I should find his constant need to argue annoying, but somehow I find the challenge stimulating. “Fresh air will do you some good. We should go for a walk.”

“What about my arm?”

“Your arm won’t stop you going for a walk.”

“It’s four p.m.”

“And the park’s open all day, every day.”

He glares hard at me, clearly racking his brain to find some more lame excuses to try and blow me off, and when he can’t find one, he just sighs. “Fine. Whatever. We can walk.”

It’s hard not to be really smug. I try not to smile too much, anyway. “Get your coat, then.”

“I don’t need a coat — it’s June.”

“All right, don’t get your coat then. I’m not going to baby you. But the fresh air will do us both some good instead of just sitting here again.”

He sputters some more, but that does seem to be the end of his arguments because he wanders back out into the hall, slumping like this is the worst thing I could ever make him do. I just roll my eyes. He doesn’t have to if he doesn’t want to, but I get the feeling that this act is the only way he can confess to the fact he actually does want to.

We put our shoes on in silence and step out into the afternoon sun. It’s warm, but not as hot as it can be at this time of year. “It’s nice weather,” I say blandly, trying to get more conversation out of him.

Jackson responds with a grunt.

All this silence is giving me too much time to think, because it’s making me think about looping my arm through his, leaning into him like we’re more than just friends. It’s alarming, the way the thoughts pop into my head unbidden. I do my best to shake them away, and as we approach the park, I say, “Do you come here often?”

“No.” He doesn’t even look at me as he offers his single syllable.

We turn along the tree-lined path, the sun filtering through the leaves and dancing over his face, emphasizing his sharp cheekbones and pouting lips. “Why’re you so grumpy?”

“My arm hurts!” he snaps back like that’s all that’s going on with him.

“Sure, but I get the feeling you’re probably like this all the time. I’ve seen what they say about you on sports TV — a great player, but with a face like you’ve been slapped.”

Jackson mutters something I can’t quite make out, and I decide it’s best not to try and push that one any further. I’m certain he’s being contrary on purpose, but I’m not going to let it deter me from talking to him.

“You love baseball, right?” I ask.

“Yeah. Why?”

“Just wondering why you got into it, that’s all.”

He shrugs. “All I was any good at. Couldn’t see the point of doing anything else.”

“You don’t make it to the Major Leagues because you only like it — it’s because you’re good at it. There’s a dedication there that most people don’t have.”

"I guess.” He stares decidedly at the path as we walk, like he’s inspecting the dirt for worms or the path for cracks. Anything but looking at me and opening up.

He’s the kind of guy who I don’t think would ever be satisfied with anything. It’s a shame because he’s got more than enough to be satisfied about. I know life’s not always easy, but having the kind of money that professional sport players have would definitely help me, injured elbow or not.

“I guess you must have played at school, like my brother.”

“He wants to be a player too?”

Finally, that gets Jackson’s attention, his eyes snapping back up to look at me. I frown, realizing this is slightly more personal than I really wanted to get into with him. But it’s too late to back out of it now.

Tucking a strand of hair behind my ear, I say, “I don’t know. He’s at that age where it’s really hard to read what he’s thinking. Sometimes I think he would love to go to college and play baseball. Other times he’s talking about mechanical engineering or poetry or not going to college at all. I find it so hard to tell what it is he actually wants.”

“What about you?” Jackson asks, his eyes still hard on me.

“Me?”

“Yeah. What do you want?”

How have the tables turned on me like this? Somehow I’ve given him the upper hand again, and he’s taken it with both hands. I can feel myself blushing too, which doesn’t help. Damn him for having this effect on me. “Well, I guess I always wanted to be a nurse — and now I am. I’ve got what I want.”

“You must be happy,” says Jackson in the unhappiest tone I’ve ever had the displeasure to hear. And the worst bit is, the unhappy tone is actually appropriate. I don’t have everything I want at all.

“Yeah, I am,” I say quietly, then add, “Why, aren’t you?”

“Me? My elbow hurts.”

And with that, the conversation dies again. It’s such a flippant excuse, because clearly there’s more going on with him than that. This guy has a depth somewhere, and I want to believe that if I keep digging, I’ll find it.

Or maybe it’s just a mystery I’m seeking to solve to make my own life feel more interesting.


CHAPTER 9

JACKSON
ONE WEEK LATER
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Halfway through eating our noodles, Freya looks at her watch, then picks up her phone to scroll back in her messages and swears as she stands up. “Shit, I’m going to be late.”

“Where are you going?” I blink at her.

“Matt’s got a baseball game after school. I promised I’d go and watch.”

“Aren’t you on nights tonight?” I ask.

She tilts her head slightly, cocking an eyebrow at me like she can’t quite believe that I’d remember that kind of detail about her. “I am, yeah. But I slept all morning. And he’ll understand if I have to leave a bit early to get to work. Not that I’m expecting high school baseball to last for that long. They’re a good team, but they’re not that good.”

I have to suppress a laugh. I don’t want her to misunderstand what I’m laughing at — not her brother and his team, but the whole concept of high school sport. It’s a time in my life that I don’t miss at all. “Sounds nice,” I say weakly.

“You should come.”

I do a double take, thinking I’ve misheard. “What?”

“You should come to the game with me.” She grins at me with that pure sunshine face she’s so good at, then adds, “It’s free,” like that has any kind of meaning to me whatsoever.

“I’m not coming to watch high school baseball. I can’t think of anything worse.”

“You can’t think of anything worse than to watch the sport you love?” she says with a raised eyebrow.

My mouth wobbles open in uncertainty, because whatever comeback I try and throw at her next is going to be hit straight into the stands and give her a win. “How long is it going to be?” I ask. “I don’t want this to be a waste of time.”

“Not too long. Couple of hours max.” I grimace, and she adds, “You know it’s good for you to get out of the house. And besides, if I have to leave, you can drop Matt off at home.”

With a heavy frown and a sigh that tells her everything, I say, “Fine, I guess.”

This time she doesn’t even try to disguise her smug grin.

In the car, she tells me all about Matt’s school career, about how he started as an outfielder and decided to give pitching a go after one game where the pitcher was out sick. I stare out the window so I can smile without her seeing. Her brother sounds cool. Nothing like my brother at all; my brother couldn’t care less about sports. Or me.

Freya drags me through the school to the pitch, and I pull my cap down over my eyes. “No one’s going to recognize you,” she scoffs.

“You never know,” I mutter. I really don’t feel like dealing with fans today.

We head out to the bleachers, and as we pass the food stand, Freya grabs some snacks. I fold my arms, unimpressed. “They don’t even do pretzels here.”

“What kind of school did you go to where you got pretzels?” she asks in disbelief. “I think it’s wild enough that they get crackerjacks and hot dogs here. We didn’t get anything at all at my school.”

“It’s not a ball game without a pretzel,” I say instead of answering the question. In reality, my school wasn’t this fancy either, but she doesn’t need to know that.

Though when she offers me some of her crackerjacks after we take our seats, I don’t say no.

“Who are they playing?” I ask with my mouth full as the teams get ready to take to the field.

“One of the other local schools. They’re not our biggest rivals, but they sure don’t make our lives easy. This is going to be an interesting game.”

Then a kid in a full fur suit waddles out onto the pitch, and the name of the team clicks into place for me. “The Beavers,” I mumble to myself, and then out loud to Freya, I say, “That kid must be boiling in there.”

“That’s Matt’s friend, Benny. He volunteers to do that.”

“Crazy kid.” But the thought of it makes me smile. I can see from the side of my eye that Freya is giving me a look, but I ignore it. This woman is really doing something to me, more than I could have ever expected. Here she is, making me smile and tricking me into going to see high school ball games.

A long time ago, I swore I would never go back to high school. And here I am again — and it’s all for her. It’s with that thought that I realize exactly how much I would do for her if she asked.

I’m about to start complaining again, but then the umpire comes out onto the field, and I hold my tongue, settling in to watch the game. Despite myself, I am a little bit excited. I’ve missed the game, live and real and exciting in front of me.

Baseball is my life. And I’ve been missing it.

The kids settle into their positions on the field, and the home team gets a roaring cheer of encouragement from the crowd. They’re polite enough to applaud the away team too, but the favoritism here clearly isn’t a secret. As the pitcher takes to the mound, Freya elbows me to look as she points out her brother. He has a similar look to her. A Scandinavian kind of pale skin and fair hair.

He throws his first pitch, and I bite my tongue to stop myself from criticizing. It wasn’t a bad fastball, but it goes wide because his elbow isn’t quite in the right position. It’ll take a lot of practice if he really wants to get better.

It’s so hard not to comment through the game on the players and all the things they’re doing wrong, but I feel like I owe it to Freya to at least be slightly nice to her brother. And, in fairness, he does make some pitches that even I can’t fault.

“He’s got a good slider.” I lean into her as he throws. “Oh, strikeout! Nice one!”

She gives me another one of those wry smiles, and automatically I frown hard in response, not wanting her to think I’m enjoying myself too much, even if the truth is obvious.

Instead of engaging, she just says, “You think so? I don’t know that much about it. I just think he looks cool.”

“The pitcher is the coolest job on the field, obviously.” I say it with such contempt that it makes her laugh — and damn her, she has such a cute laugh. I have to stop noticing things like this. It’s seriously starting to affect me. Just ’cause she’s the only person I’ve spoken to recently doesn’t mean I suddenly have to get a crush on her. That would be stupid.

All too soon, the umpire waves his arms to signal a halftime break. “This isn’t typical,” I say to Freya, folding my arms.

“They’re fifteen. Give them a break. Come on.” She jumps to her feet, then reaches out to grab my hand, sending an electric spark that runs right through my arm, all the way down my spine, leaving me feeling fuzzy and warm all over.

“What? Where are we going?”

“They’re losing right now. You’ll be just the boost they need.”

“What?” I say again, but I don’t get an answer as she starts dragging me towards the school.

As soon as I realize we’re heading into the changing room, I dig my heels in again. “Wait. Is this even allowed?”

“They all know me. It’s fine,” Freya assures me, though I don’t feel very assured. I feel like this is going to be a really, really bad idea. She’s never seen me interact with kids, and she probably doesn’t want to. But she has such a tight grip on me that I can’t wiggle away from it, despite my struggle.

As we approach the changing room, she looks at me, an intensity in her eyes that freezes me to the spot. “You don’t have to if you really don’t want to,” she says, softening. “I just think it would be nice for the kids.”

“Fine. Let’s get it over with,” I groan.

She opens the door to the changing room and pushes me inside, leaving me at the mercy of one confused coach and a whole bunch of teenage boys who glare at me for a second before all their mouths drop open as they recognize me.

“Oh. My. God,” whispers Matt, punctuating every syllable hard as he glances between me and Freya. He gives her a strong look, and she shakes her head hard back at him. I’m not one hundred percent sure what this communication is supposed to mean, and I can’t help feeling a pang of envy. My brother and I never achieved that level of psychic communication.

But I’m going to guess it’s got something to do with his suspicions about where she’s been for the last few nights. I throw Matt a look of disapproval too, just for good measure. It’s cute that he’s got the wrong idea, but he definitely does have the wrong idea. So there.

I give the best smile I can muster and take a step forward. “Hey, everyone. My name is Jackson. You probably all know me as the pitcher of the Prairie Dogs.”

They all nod in agreement, staring up at me with wide, expectant eyes. I clear my throat and continue. “I just wanted to say, you guys are doing great. I mean, obviously you’re losing, which is not great. But you’ve made some good plays. Pitcher: your slider is cool, but your fast ball needs work. Careful with the positioning of your arm before you throw. First base: watch the pitcher, not the batter. Don’t get distracted by posturing. Second base: you’re doing good. But…”

I continue around the rest of the team, giving them all little pointers, kicking myself internally every time I’m slightly too mean to a child. This is nothing compared to what our coach says to us, but I’m trying to remember that these are just kids. They don’t need to be bullied by me so they can win a school game. It’s not really that deep.

Hell, even if a college official was here, it wouldn’t matter if they lost. They don’t care if people win; they just want to see how you play.

“So, get back out there and kick the other guys asses,” I say in conclusion with an awkward thumbs-up.

The kids burst into applause that I don’t think deserve, and I nod slowly, wanting to escape. It’s not that I’m not used to this kind of attention — the press are way scarier than a room full of fifteen-year-old boys. But there’s a reason I refuse to do school talks and charity games and all that feel-good, heartwarming inspiration shit. I’m not really sure what to do with that. I’m just not cut out for being a nice person.

I’ve always known that I need to focus all my energy into the game. That’s how I’m going to be the best. That’s all that counts.

“Thank you for those words,” stammers the coach, still clearly confused that a baseball star has found his way into her locker room. “We’ll be sure to take all your comments on board.”

I nod at her in a smile-less recognition, and then Freya ushers me back out of the changing room and back to our place on the stand. “Thank you for doing that,” she says genuinely, her hand still on my arm as we sit down. “It will mean so much to them.”

“It was nothing. I was just saying it how I saw it.”

"Yeah, but it’s not every day a professional star comes to your school and gives you a tip on how to be a better player.”

For a moment, our eyes lock, her hand leaving a burning imprint on my skin, my heart rate increasing like I’ve started jogging. Even I’m not so stupid as to not know what this means. But I can’t allow it. “I guess not. We still gotta see if they win first, though.”

She smiles, finally taking her hand away, leaving a cold vacuum where she was. “They’re only two runs down. I wouldn’t count them out just yet.”

I shrug again, not willing to open my mouth and say something else. She’s right, of course, and there’s still plenty of time for everything to change. But she’s already had way too many victories today. I’m not letting her have another one, especially when she’s already having such an effect on me.

Still, I don’t say no to the snacks she offers me.

The boys bounce back out onto the field, seeming to have a new energy that they didn’t have before. Matt glances up at us before taking his place on the mound. Freya throws him a thumbs-up, and if he sees, he doesn’t react. He’s playing it cool.

It’s tense all the way through the eighth inning, with neither team scoring, just keeping the tie that they’ve built, but Matt comes through in the ninth, striking out the first two batters perfectly. I feel like I’m holding my breath as he goes to throw for the third batsman.

He does a good slider, and the batter hits it high into the air. It comes back down into the midfield where one of the guys catches it with ease.

Freya jumps to her feet, whooping and clapping at the victory, calling out in celebration for her brother. I get to my feet too, applauding, even letting out a tiny whoop to be supportive. Fortunately, I don’t think Freya hears because she’s too busy waving and making signals at her brother, who rolls his eyes at her. Fifteen-year-olds are so easy to embarrass; it’s hilarious.

And then Freya looks over at me and smiles, her face slightly flushed with excitement, and I feel that rush again, the warmth that spreads from my scalp to my toes. Something is happening to me. Something that I shouldn’t be enjoying.

But I think I do.


CHAPTER 10

FREYA
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If I hadn’t just seen it with my own eyes, I don’t think I would have believed that Jackson could be capable of expressing so much joy. And maybe to anyone else, he might have looked polite, standing and clapping, but I heard him cheer. I saw him smile.

That’s a big deal for him. And it’s a good look on him.

We meet Matt after the game and he gives us both a look. I glare at him to stop him making any stupid comments — because whatever he thinks this is, it definitely isn’t.

“Frey, am I allowed to go get ice cream with the boys?” he asks as I sweep him up for a hug, ignoring how sweaty he is. He doesn’t bother to resist.

I’m sure it must embarrass him, but I don’t hold back. “Of course you can, honey. Do any of your friends need a ride?”

“Would that be okay?” he asks, grinning sheepishly. I usually get extra kids in my car when they go out to celebrate, so this is in no way something new. I’m surprised Matt’s still embarrassed by it, honestly.

“Of course. You know you just have to ask, right?”

He nods with relief. “Right.”

I reach out to ruffle his hair — it’s much more out than down these days because he’s almost taller than me. He flinches away, and I back off. I guess the kid can only take so much affection in front of his friends.

Then I glance at Jackson, who’s rocking back on his heels by the car, clearly bored. I point at him with my thumb. “He can come too, right?”

Matt’s eyes grow wide like a cat’s. “Of course. Are you kidding?”

Jackson, hearing that we’re talking about him, shoots me a hard look that says I didn’t agree to this, but the fact is, I’m his ride home and I think it does him good to get out of the house and socialize with people who aren’t me. Not that spending time with teenagers is exactly great social company, but I get the feeling that Jackson hasn’t really spoken to anyone who’s not me or his staff since his accident.

It makes me wonder about his friends, of whom he seems to have very few, and his family, who he seems to think he’s estranged from despite the fact that he sends his mother a big check every month and knows exactly where his brother is and what he’s doing. I haven’t dared ask for more detail because I get the feeling he’d close up like a clam if I tried to. But it doesn’t stop me wondering how much of it is because he refuses to let people in.

Matt waves his friends over and we pile into the car, me and Jackson in the front, and Matt and his friends squeezing into the back. They all mutter a thank-you as they get in, and I pretend not to be bothered by them calling me “Mrs. Odell.”

The drive isn’t long, but I’m acutely aware of Jackson next to me, and Matt behind, watching like he’s waiting to catch us out on something that isn’t happening. I keep my eyes firmly on the road, not wanting to look at anything but the traffic ahead of me, even though I can feel Jackson glancing at me too.

It’s too much to handle right now.

When we finally get to the ice-cream place, Matt jumps out to open Jackson’s door for him. Jackson seems confused, but accepts as graciously as he can, doing an awkward nod as he gets out, and I stick my tongue out at Matt to tease him. He gives me a dirty look, which I ignore. He’s not the only one who can play this game, and I know for a fact that Jackson is one of his heroes.

As we head into the place, Jackson turns to Matt and says, “What’s your favorite flavor, then?” in a tone that comes across as way more patronizing than he really means it to. It’s the voice of a man who never spends any time with anyone under the age of twenty, and I have to bite my lip to stop myself laughing.

To my relief it washes straight over Matt’s back. “Mint choc chip,” he says decisively. “Do you have one, Mr. Kerr?”

“Oh, call me Jackson,” he says, shaking his head like he’s just been severely let down. “Please. I can’t stand sounding like a schoolteacher.”

“Okay. Jackson,” says Matt, trying not to giggle nervously. I hardly ever see him like this, so genuinely excited about something that he almost can’t speak. It takes a weight off my shoulders to see him happy. I know I can’t give him everything he wants, but I at least try to give him everything he needs. I’m just never sure that that’s quite enough.

“Anyway.” Jackson cuts right through any awkwardness to talk about his favorite subject again: himself. “My favorite flavor has to be dulce de leche. Or in places where they don’t have that, I like pistachio.”

“Wow,” says Matt, like this is the coolest information he’s ever heard in his life.

“How about you guys?” Jackson raises his voice to an unnecessary degree to address Matt’s friends and shrugs his shoulders in a way that I’m sure he thinks is inclusive and fun but actually just makes him look like a cartoon character from the eighties. Still, it’s nice to see them getting along.

I linger at the door of the store, not wanting to seem overbearing. I’m enjoying watching Matt open up to Jackson, as well as Jackson opening up to him. It’s a weird kind of friendship they’re striking up, but it’s kind of cute. I know Jackson’s “trying not to smile” face so well by now, and he keeps making it. Classic Matt — he’s a kid so sweet, he could break anyone’s defenses.

They put in their orders, and I see Jackson flash his card. I’m too far away to tell him not to do that. And though the gesture is appreciated, he doesn’t have to do stuff like that for me. I can look after myself and my brother just fine.

Jackson pats Matt on the shoulder before he and his friends scamper off to grab their favorite table by the window. Then he turns to me and beckons me over, inviting me to sit with him while he offers me a chocolate cone. I look at it suspiciously, narrowing my eyes as we sit. “What’s this?”

“For you,” he says, as if I’m being stupid. I’m pretty sure he believes that everyone around him is a mind reader.

“How did you know this is my favorite?”

“Well, I would never have pegged you as being boring, but Matt said this is what you like. So, here you go.”

“Thank you,” I say softly. Yet again, Jackson’s taking me by surprise, pairing his thoughtful actions with an air of callousness that I doubt most people have the patience for. But I take as good as I get, so I add, “And for the record, the chocolate at this place is my favorite. At the place across town, it’s the cookie dough.”

Jackson frowns like he disapproves, and I just raise both eyebrows to communicate to him that I don’t really care what he thinks. Because I don’t. I have every right to be basic with my favorite ice-cream flavors, and I won’t let a snob like him shame me for it. I get the sense that he says his is fancy anyway just to sound better, because I can’t help but notice what looks like vanilla in his tub.

“It’s just you and him, isn’t it?” Jackson asks suddenly, glancing over my shoulder to Matt who’s leaning into his friends so they can all look at a phone and roll back, laughing like whatever meme they just saw is the funniest thing on earth.

And I can’t lie to Jackson, but I can’t help but be guarded. “Yeah, it is,” I say cautiously, not wanting to give more detail than I need to.

“How come?” Jackson asks.

I pause. This isn’t exactly an easy subject, and it’s not one I talk about much. But Jackson’s eyes are so sensitive, focused on me like he’s really listening, like he really cares. Is that just projecting? Do I just want him to care?

Before I can help it, the words start slipping out of my mouth. “Dad was never really around when I was growing up. He was always on and off in my life, sometimes there for birthdays and Christmas and whatever, but we’d go months without seeing him. And then Mom got pregnant with Matt…”

“And you expected your dad would stay?”

I had been staring at a stain on the table, but my eyes snap back up to Jackson at that. “Yeah. Yeah, I guess I did hope so. But the second Matt was born, he gave Mom a pile of cash and ran off. We never really saw him again. It was like he didn’t want to know us at all.”

Jackson nods, then quietly says, “That’s dads for you.”

“Your dad wasn’t there for you either?”

He shrugs, suddenly defensive. “Similar to you. Me and my brother never knew him. I don’t care.”

Unconsciously, I reach out for his hand and stop myself at the last second. “Jackson,” I start, but he brushes me off with a wave.

“It’s whatever, really. He’s gone, so whatever. What about your mom?”

Another loaded question, and one that sticks a lump straight in my throat. Talking about Dad is one thing, because in a way, Jackson’s right. He’s gone and there would never have been anything I could do to change his mind. But Mom…

“Cancer,” I whisper. “Four years ago, she passed.”

“I’m sorry,” Jackson says, his eyes darting down to the table.

Now that I’ve started, I can’t stop. I swallow back the tears and say, “Matt’s lived with me since he was eleven. I just graduated school, just landed my first job, and I thought — well, basically I had to quit that because it was more research-based, and then with Mom and Matt, and caring for them both, I just didn’t have the time. So, I started at the hospital, and Matt and I have been getting by on our own. Mom was gone, and he needed someone to be there.”

“He’s lucky to have you,” says Jackson hesitantly, his eyes darting up to meet mine before flicking away again.

I get the sense that he’s not entirely sure what to say to me. People never usually are when you tell them your mom’s passed. They get this strange look in their eye and an awkward twisting of the mouth, like they want desperately to express their sympathy but aren’t quite sure what the right words are.

The truth is, there’s no such thing as the right words. It’s just a hole that you can’t explain or fill.

“We’re okay,” I add quickly, trying to move past the silent block I sense coming. “We’re happy enough. It’s not always easy, and I have to work more than I would like, so I don’t see him very much sometimes, but we do what we can.”

“It must be nice to have a close family.” His voice is so strained that I can’t hold back anymore, and this time I do reach out for his hand, praying that Matt isn’t looking.

“I wouldn’t give it up for the world,” I say. “What about your Mom, though? Doesn’t she live nearby?”

“Yeah,” Jackson says, “And my brother.”

He doesn’t offer any more information, but I’m feeling bold, so I say, “You could visit them, couldn’t you?”

All I get is a grunt in moderate agreement, and with that the conversation dies, leaving me burning with questions about the life of Jackson Kerr, which I am sure are never going to get answered.


CHAPTER 11

JACKSON
TWO WEEKS LATER
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One of the best things about Freya is that she’s predictable. Now that I’ve figured out her schedule at work, it’s almost comically easy to predict when she’s going to show up at my house. Usually, I’d be kind of annoyed about it because, you know, that’s someone in my personal space. I’m not usually so hot on speaking to other human beings, especially one who tried singlehandedly to ruin my career.

Okay, fine, that’s not really true. I can be honest with myself.

I can even be honest enough to admit to a painful truth. I don’t think I hate Freya at all.

No matter how hard I want to pretend to, she has made my life better already. I’ve barely known her a whole month, but it feels hard to remember a time without her. God, I’d even miss her if she left.

Maybe it’s being trapped inside all day, every day, but days when Freya doesn’t swing by suck. And the days when she can stay for a while are awesome. I’ve never watched so much TV with anyone, not since John and I were kids.

I think we used to be close, once. But we were never anything like Freya and Matt seem to be. They trust each other in a way that I barely thought was possible. Not that I don’t trust people. I trust my teammates to help me win. I trust my coach to know what’s good for me.

I trust my mother to make the world’s most inconvenient decisions possible about me and my life.

But with Freya and Matt, it’s like an easy sort of togetherness, a way of existing that’s full of shorthand and codes and not even needing to speak to know what the other means or is thinking. They just get on. And Freya has been doing this all alone for years.

I couldn’t do all that on top of having her job too. I have no idea how she can have that much patience for other people at work and come home and have anything left.

It’s not that I want all of this with John, but once upon a time, I wanted something more than what we have now. Which is nothing. In fact, I barely ever think about him or his family at all these days. And he’s too busy with his perfect wife and perfect kids in their perfect lives to pay any attention to me.

We weren’t ever that close, but it’s been getting worse as we get older. And yet, seeing Freya and Matt almost makes me want it. Almost.

More than anything, it makes me want to look after her, I realize. Not because I think she can’t do it alone, but because all she does is do it alone.

Anyway, Freya, as predictable as ever, knocks on my door exactly at the time I expected her to. I walk slowly to make it look less like I was lying in wait for her, then open the door and feign surprise, which quickly turns real as I notice she’s brought another box of gifts.

“What’s this?” I ask, gesturing at it before ushering her inside.

Little does she know, today I’ve got a surprise for her. She’s been working so hard for me, and it’s time I gave her a little something back.

“It’s nothing,” she says, handing me the box, a pink flush rising on her cheeks. “I just made cookies for Matt and thought I’d bring you some spares.”

“Thanks.” I push her through to the living room and sit her down, my stomach churning. She really is the best. Like, she bakes and cooks and does all this stuff for Matt on top of her full-time job, and then brings it to me too. I wonder if the girl ever sleeps, because I can’t figure out where she gets all the time from.

I also wonder why she decided to care about me. I don’t exactly make it easy for her.

She takes a seat, and I give her the best smile I can manage. “Oh, no,” she says, her face falling.

“What?” My face immediately snaps back into its usual neutral, which feels much better. This kind of caring thing does not come at all naturally to me.

“Why are you smiling? It’s weird. Are you ill? Are you dying?”

“No,” I scoff. “Just do what you’re told and sit there, okay?”

She throws up both hands, her face twisting into an expression that draws all my attention to the two creases above her nose and down into her bright green eyes. I have to not think about her eyes right now. I can’t be distracted by my own thoughts about her being attractive or whatever. That’s not what any of this is about.

Even if she is kind of cute.

She stares expectantly at me, and I set her box down on the table and take a deep breath. Somehow this plan seemed so much better when I thought of it last night. But I’ve committed now, and I’m not a coward. Not usually, anyway.

“Close your eyes and hold out your hands,” I say, glancing over my shoulder to make sure she obeys. She gives me an even harder look, but obeys.

Quickly, I rush over to the hidden bunch of flowers I bought earlier and pick them up. “Okay, open,” I say, positioning myself in front of her, holding the bouquet out.

Freya blinks her eyes open, frowns hard, then realizes that none of this is a joke as I keep holding the flowers out. Hesitantly, she takes them, looking down into the blooms. “What’s this?”

“Flowers,” I say like it’s obvious, because it is, and because I don’t want to answer the real question she’s asking.

“Why?”

I scoff. “What do you mean, why? Why do you think? You’ve come to my house almost every single day these past few weeks, like your own life doesn’t even matter. I’m not even that nice to you. I’m not that nice to anyone. I don’t understand why you bother. I’m barely worth it.”

I kind of wish I hadn’t just said so much, but by the time I realize I’m doing it, it’s too late.

Still, it doesn’t put her off even when it should. “And so you got me flowers?” she says, grinning like she’s trying not to, her eyes flashing with a kind of light that makes me want to back out of doing this altogether.

I purse my lips tightly as I frown to prove that I disapprove of her happiness. “Yes. Yes, I did. You’re welcome.”

She looks down at the flowers and smiles, and I feel that really weird warm rush spread through me, the one she keeps giving me, where all my nerves tingle. Like I never want her to stop giving me attention and liking me.

I guess this must be the feeling of delight… or something.

“Right, come on,” I say, not wanting to linger in feelings anymore. “We have plans today.”

“We do?” She blinks up at me, her lips falling ever so slightly open in shock. Not that I’m paying attention to her lips.

“Yes. I made plans.”

“I thought we were going to go for a walk.” She folds her arms, challenging me, but I refuse to be drawn. I’ve decided this is going to be a surprise for her, so a surprise it is going to be.

“I’ve got better plans than that.”

“O-kay…” She draws out the word as if suspicious, narrowing her eyes at me. “I’ll trust you this time.”

“You can trust me every time.” I wince at how corny that sounds, and she laughs, a sound that’s musical to my ear.

Am I in too deep?

“I’ll drive,” I say, beckoning her to follow.

“You drive?” she asks, surprised, as she jumps to her feet. “I thought you would have had a chauffeur or something.”

“That’s what you’re for,” I say without thinking, then quickly correct myself by adding, “I can do some things for myself, you know.”

“All right, I’ll believe it. You’re sure your arm is up to it?”

She gestures to my sling, and I shoot her a poison look. I’m only wearing this thing because she’s still making me. “How many times do I have to say that I don’t really need this?”

“At least another hundred. So, where are we going?”

“Surprise. Come on.” I lead her through the house and into the garage, Freya pestering me for details the whole time. But I stand strong and silent. It is a surprise, and she will like it. After all, when was the last time someone took her out to a fancy restaurant?

I hesitate at the doorway for a second when we get into the garage, contemplating which car to use. I don’t want to use anything too flashy in case she thinks I’m even lamer than she already does.

I settle on one of my hatchbacks. We slide in, I start the engine, and the radio comes blaring through. As I scramble to turn down the volume, Freya raises an eyebrow at me. “Country?”

“What’s wrong with country music?” I say defensively.

“No, nothing. I just wouldn’t have thought you were the cowboy-boot type.” She giggles at that, and I press my lips together to try and stop myself from smiling too.

I haven’t wanted to smile this much, this often in years. But there’s something about Freya, about her relentless optimism, her generosity, the way she’s refusing to give up on me. It’s doing something strange to me. It’s making me into a nice person.

We hit the road, and I mutter to her, “We’ve got to take a quick detour first. To my mom’s.”

“I thought you didn’t speak to your family…” Freya says.

I can feel the questions bubbling under her words, but I choose not to answer any of them. “Yeah, well. We’re not all perfect. I’m taking her some flowers, that’s all. Just to say hi.”

“Okay, sure. Then where are we going?”

With a sigh, I give in. “I made lunch reservations. Don’t argue and don’t complain, because it’s all on me and I’m not listening to any of your arguments.”

“I wouldn’t dare,” she says, though she doesn’t stop grinning. Damn her.

We rock up at my mom’s house, and as I pull up her drive, I glance nervously at Freya out of the corner of my eye to try and gauge her reaction. The house isn’t as big as mine, but it’s not small either, and it’s got everything she could ever need. We might not be close exactly, but I wouldn’t let her struggle either. No matter what, she’s still my mom.

“Nice place,” is all Freya says.

I’ve started to learn her smiles as I’ve gotten to know her, and this is not one of her genuine ones. It doesn’t quite reach her eyes all the way.

“You can stay here if you want,” I say. “I’ll only be two minutes. I’m just going to give her these.”

I gesture to the flowers on the back seat then go to open my door, only to be interrupted by Freya. “I can come too. If it’s okay with you. I’d like that.”

We don’t get to discuss it any further, though, because a second later, before I can even think about how to persuade Freya not to come, my mother bursts out the front door and comes barreling towards us like she hasn’t seen me in years. I guess it has been a couple of months since I spoke to her.

That thought is a stab of guilt right in the stomach. “Hi, Mom,” I say with a grimace.

“Hi, sweetie,” she says planting a kiss on my cheek as she wraps me in her arms. “What are you doing here?”

Feeling awkward, I wrap my arms around her and throw Freya a grumpy face over her shoulder. But I can’t make myself mean it, because after the month I’ve had, being enveloped in my mother’s arms is kind of nice after all. “Present,” is all I can manage, grabbing the flowers for her.

“Baby, these are gorgeous,” she grins. It takes all I’ve got not to react. “And who’s your friend?”

As my mom looks her up and down, discomfort washes from Freya in waves, and I feel bad about even deciding to do this at all. I should have known that my mother would react like this. She’s so embarrassing. “This is Freya, my nurse,” I say quickly to try and dissipate any sorts of ideas in my mom’s mind about what we could be.

“Your nurse? Is everything okay?”

“Yeah. Nearly broke my arm — that’s all.”

“Oh, honey. Are you going to be better in time for the playoffs?”

“Yes,” I snap, not in any way needing to be reminded about that disaster looming. “That’s why I’m taking it easy now. There’s no way I’m going to give myself a permanent injury and miss out on the rest of my career.”

Mom takes me in her arms again. “That’s my boy. You always were too sensible. I’m sure you don’t need to be kept in line. Always got a mind on work.” Then to Freya, she says, “My Jackie’s never had reason smile about anything.”

I grimace hard at that, because of course what she’s really saying is that I don’t make enough time for her, and I’ve never been a team player, and I’m a disappointment to the family. It’s what she’s thinking, even if she won’t say it.

“Come on in, both of you. You must be hungry; it’s lunchtime.”

“No, we’re okay,” I start, but at the same time Freya says, “That would be great. Thanks.”

We share a confused look, but an inch is all my mother needs, and before we know it, we’re being herded inside to face whatever Mom is going to throw at us next.


CHAPTER 12

FREYA
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Iclasp my hands beneath the table and smile awkwardly at Jackson. He isn’t looking at me, though. He’s looking at his mother, who’s on the phone talking animatedly to his brother. This was clearly not on his agenda for today, and I almost feel bad for him about it. Almost. He clearly had a plan.

But his mom seems cool, though. Obviously, it’s impossible to really know what’s going on with anyone’s family behind the scenes, but from the outside, I can’t understand why Jackson doesn’t want to spend more time with her. She has been nothing but wonderful to me.

Then again, she did basically forbid Jackson from leaving, because when he tried to get us out of it, she told us that he wasn’t allowed to leave under any circumstances and that she was going to call his brother over to join them.

Jackson did not look delighted about this. And I guess I can understand why. Family is complicated.

“I’m going to have to call the restaurant,” he mutters, partly to me but mostly to himself. “Do you know how hard it is to get reservations at that place?”

“It’s okay, Jackson, really. You don’t need to take me to lunch at all.”

“But I wanted to!” he snaps.

Despite how harsh he seems, I can’t help but smile at that. I haven’t known him for very long, but it seems absolutely typical of him to dress up his kindness in a grumpy face. At this point, I’d expect nothing else from him. I’m learning that it’s his way of caring — to do things for people. He might not be good at saying what he’s feeling, but the more I get to know him, the more I can see the ways that he lets it show that he cares.

“All right,” says his mother, finally hanging up the phone. “John’s going to be here in fifteen minutes with Sophia and the kids.” Jackson scowls more darkly than I’ve ever seen before.

Then his mom turns to me. “I’m Tegan, by the way. I won’t stand for any of that ‘Mrs. Kerr’ business. Tell me, have you got any preference for food, or allergies? Dislikes, likes, favorites? Things so awful you’ve sworn never to look at again?”

It’s like she’s staring into my very soul. I look away, knotting my fingers together. “Um… I don’t really eat shellfish. And I think I might be allergic to cat hair, but that’s about it. I’m quite easygoing.”

“I’m glad to hear it. I’m going to make my baby boy’s favorite lunch ever, all the way back from when he was a kid.”

“Ugh, do you have to?” huffs Jackson, folding his arms.

“Yes, I do. I’ll be damned if you don’t still love my pesto gnocchi.” As an aside to me, she adds, “That was his favorite growing up. He’s always had expensive tastes.”

Jackson grumbles at that. “I’m not like John. I can’t eat a peanut-butter-jelly sandwich every day for the rest of my life.

“Jackson,” Tegan scolds gently, “you two shouldn’t fight.”

“Mom, I’m not three. You don’t need to tell me. And anyway, he’s not even here!”

Tegan doesn’t say anything to that, but the look on her face is clearly expressing the sentiment if you’re so big, why don’t you act like you’re an adult, then?

“All right, kids, I’ve got a lunch to whip up. Make yourselves at home. Jackson knows where everything is.” She reaches out to squeeze Jackson’s arm again, then bustles off to the kitchen.

Throwing his face into his hands, Jackson groans, “I’m so sorry about this. I swear it was just supposed to be flowers. I should have known she’d do this.”

“Don’t worry about it,” I say. “It’s nice to get a bit of mom attention.”

He freezes suddenly, clearly remembering the fact that my mom isn’t around. I shake my head at him fondly. I didn’t say it for pity. I said it because it’s true. “Come on, let’s sit down. Fighting will just make it harder.”

Even though he doesn’t seem happy about the idea, Jackson slumps down onto the couch and flicks on the TV. We barely get to decide what to watch before the doorbell rings, though. “Answer that, please,” yells Tegan, and with the world’s biggest sigh, Jackson gets up, leaving me all alone in the big living room.

I look around, taking in the tasteful décor and neatly framed photos. All the pictures are of her kids, mostly Jackson doing sports and family portraits of what I guess must be John and his wife and kids.

I’m so curious to see what kind of person Jackson’s brother is. From the sounds of it, they’re the kind of siblings who spend all their time fighting, and that’s caused a rift that time isn’t fixing. They’re not at all like Matt and I, who are so close that it would take an event on a scale that I don’t even want to contemplate to break us up.

I get to my feet as John and his wife enter the room, followed by Jackson and two small children. “Hello,” I say, putting on my very best rehearsed smile, realizing just how much I’m encroaching on their family time.

John looks between me and Jackson and raises both eyebrows hard. “Jackson’s girlfriend?” he asks.

I shake my head, and quickly, before Jackson can follow through on the black scowl that he’s wearing, say, “No, I’m a nurse. I’ve been looking after your brother; he’s had an injury.”

“A nurse? All right, Jackie — nice going!”

Clearly Jackson hates the nickname as much as I hate the idea of everyone thinking we’re together, because every time someone says it, he grinds his teeth together and clenches his fists like he’s holding himself back. “I’ve had an elbow injury,” he says tersely. If he doesn’t calm down, I’m going to worry about him bursting something.

“I’m sorry to hear that,” says John’s wife, stepping forward to try and smooth over everyone’s ruffled feathers. This clearly isn’t the first time she’s done this. I feel bad for her, being in the middle of this. She smiles at me and says, “I’m Sophia. It’s lovely to meet you,” then she comes over and hugs me. I pat her on the back gently, not quite sure how I’m supposed to respond.

“We weren’t meant to be staying long,” mutters Jackson.

“Hello, you two,” says Tegan, entering with a huge, steaming bowl of food that she puts down on the table. The second it’s down, she rushes over to hug her second son, and then adds, “And hello to my favorite grandchildren.” She crouches down to their level, and they both tackle her down in a hug. “Have you said hello to Uncle Jackie’s new friend?”

They both shake their heads shyly. I crouch down too, grinning at them. “My name is Freya,” I say with a wave. I get two blank stares in reply.

“This is Carrie and Paul, four and three,” explains Sophia.

I nod understandingly. “I was on pediatrics for a little while,” I say. “But I mostly just stick to general these days. The kids were really cute, but the parents were a nightmare.”

Sophia laughs knowingly. “Tell me about it. I’m a teacher.”

I shiver at the idea. “Oh, God. You’re braver than me.”

“Don’t be silly,” she laughs. “You’re a nurse. You’re braver than I could ever be. I just have to deal with kids — you have to deal with everyone.”

“That’s true enough.” I laugh too, glad to be bonding with someone here. As I do, I’m acutely aware of Jackson staring at me. Does he feel like I’m an imposter just as much as I do?

“All right, sit yourselves down and I’ll bring the rest of the food through.”

“Mom, let me help,” says John.

“No, honey, you sit down,” Tegan says, shaking her head, but John follows her through to the kitchen anyway while the rest of us all sit down. Sophia gets the kids settled, and Jackson and I share another long look over the table.

I can’t really think of anything else to say, so I just bite my lip and stare down at the embroidered edges of the tablecloth. I feel like I’ve passed a test, which is good, but I don’t particularly want any more attention to be drawn to me.

This is family time, after all. It should be precious, even if it’s weird.

Tegan and John return with salad and pasta, and sandwiches that she places in front of the kids. Their eyes light up in delight and they immediately reach for them, batting each other out of the way to try and get the most triangular one. They kind of remind me of the way I imagine Matt and I would have been if we’d only had a year between us. If we’d had a whole childhood to grow up together through.

But we never needed it. We’re already symbiotic enough, and I have a feeling that if we’d had the chance to act like this when we were young, we’d be more psychic than we already are. I try and push these thoughts away. There’s no point in wishing for something you don’t have. Matt and I have each other now, and that’s what counts.

Jackson grumpily starts piling gnocchi onto his plate, which earns him a knowing look from his mother as he starts eating. He ignores it.

“So, you’re injured?” asks John in a way that’s equally curious and confrontational.

Jackson purses his lips. “Yes.”

“But you’ll be back in time for the playoffs?”

“Yes!” Jackson snaps. “That’s why I’m resting now.”

“It’s good of them to give you a personal nurse,” says Sophia, glancing at me. She’s sitting next to me, and I can feel the questions brewing. Jackson just shrugs, and I avoid everyone’s eye, not quite willing to admit that my looking after Jackson wasn’t exactly on the orders of the hospital.

“It’s good service,” says Jackson, and I pretend not to notice the way he looks at me.

I’m pretty sure Tegan notices, though, because she says, “Jackie’s finally found another friend.”

“Yes. Thank you,” he huffs, a faint pinkness creeping onto his cheeks. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him embarrassed before, and it’s kind of a cute look on him.

Gently, I kick him under the table to catch his attention. John and Tegan have moved on to talk about his job, some high-flying business thing from what I’m overhearing of it. But I don’t really care about that. I’m here for Jackson.

He looks over at me, and I smile, hoping that seeming brighter than I feel will infuse him with a little more happiness too. It might just be my imagination, but though he doesn’t stop scowling, his frown seems to lighten a little.

And then he rolls his eyes at his brother, and I bite my lip, amused. This is a side I’ve never seen before, and I think I like it.


CHAPTER 13

JACKSON
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“Fly me, fly me, fly me!” yells Paul, reaching up his tiny hands towards me.

“Sorry, buddy,” I say. “Uncle Jackson’s elbow’s hurt. Means I can’t lift anything up at all.”

“Oh.” He frowns, his eyes wide and watering. Dammit. This is why I don’t hang out with these kids anymore. The level of guilt-tripping they can achieve just by opening their eyes is astonishing.

Well, at least that’s one of the reasons. Painful as it is to admit, I guess it annoys me to see John and Sophia and their perfect family, grinning away with their careers and their children. Everything is just oh so rosy for them — and here I am, a so-called professional baseballer who can’t even win a single significant trophy.

“Tell you what,” I say, crouching down. “Let’s play ball.”

“Me too!” says Carrie, muscling her way in.

She’s slightly older and always fighting for the attention that she sees her brother getting, always demanding to be part of every conversation, whether she belongs there or not. I get it, though. This is exactly the way me and John used to behave. Hell, it’s the way we still behave. The younger siblings always get everything they want. It’s deeply annoying.

Carrie and Paul take their positions. This was a game we invented when Carrie started to talk, called “indoor play ball,” and it’s basically no-rules, imaginary baseball. This way, I can teach them about my favorite thing in the world, and no one has to worry about getting it wrong or breaking anything. It was another great idea from me.

As the kids settle, I glance over to Freya who’s chatting with Sophia. I like Sophia, even though I don’t think she likes me very much. She’s good for John, too.

And then the kids take all my attention back. “Uncle Jackson! Throw it, throw it,” says Paul. This kid’s got a fiery temperament, and he gets almost everything he demands. I can understand why; it must be hard not to cave to a kid like him — all innocent on the outside. Though I bet that, on the inside, he’s secretly a mastermind.

“You ready?” I say, taking my mound and pretending to shine the ball on my shirt. “How’s my catcher?” Carrie falls deep into a squat and fixes me with a hard stare directly in the eyes. She makes a nonsense gesture at me, and I can’t help but smile.

There’s only three people in the world who can break me that easy, and two of them are under the age of five.

When they were really young, I used to babysit for them occasionally, and not knowing what else to do with two babies, we used to watch baseball together. So they know more than most kids their age, and now Carrie’s developing a brain, she’s actually starting to mimic tactics.

It’s probably been over a year since I saw them last, though. They’re getting big. It makes me think about all the moments I’ve missed. Freya’s right about this too, damn her. Family is important, and these kids are only going to grow up once. Am I already distant to them?

I wink at Carrie, but her frown stays stern. A girl after my job, I see. I wiggle, getting ready to throw, and from across the room, John calls, “And here’s Kerr taking the mound, getting ready to throw to the biggest competition of his career — young hotshot Paul.”

This is another crucial element to indoor baseball — somebody to tie the story together. Usually it’s me, but sometimes John can be persuaded to stop pretending he hates sport. It’s the closest we’ve ever had to real family time.

I raise both eyebrows at Carrie, then pitch a fastball directly into her mitt. I think it should have struck Paul out, but John’s clearly feeling generous in his commentary. “Oh, look at that! It sails over the field, right down past second. It’s flying! It’s going! Look at that, it’s gone!”

He cheers and runs over with his arms raised to lift Paul into the air. “Who’s the best little slugger, huh?”

“Me?” says Paul, under no doubt of his competence.

“That’s right,” says John, setting him down and ruffling his hair. “Hey, kids, do you mind going and hanging out with your mom for a minute? I’ve got to speak to Uncle Jackie.”

I roll my eyes. I guess it’s not the worst as far as childhood nicknames go, but I hate it.

“It’s good to see you,” says John, stepping closer as the kids run off.

I grunt, not completely sure where this conversation is going.

He keeps going, barreling on to his point. “We miss you, you know. We don’t see you that much. It’s good when you come to stuff, because it feels like you never want to.”

“All right. I get enough guilt-tripping from Mom,” I snap, then soften. He means well. And I’m not going to say it, but he’s right. I should try harder. “Sorry,” I mutter.

John grins at that, and I shake my head. “Don’t even start being smug about it. I’m sorry I don’t find time for you guys, okay? I should. Don’t say anything. I’m not saying you’re right; I’m just saying… ugh… maybe we should do this more.”

For a change respecting what I say, John just smiles and changes the subject. “They love watching you play, you know.”

“You watch my games?” I sputter.

“Of course we do. We’re family. That’s what we’re supposed to do.”

I grit my teeth hard, grinding them together. How am I supposed to react to that? I mean, really, what am I supposed to say? We’ve never really been good at being the way a family is meant to be.

Somehow, John seems to have learned the art of conversation at last, because he keeps going. “Sometimes we come over here to watch on Mom’s big screen. She still thinks you’re the catcher, though.”

“Still? I thought we finally got through to her about me being a pitcher.”

“No,” laughs John. “God love her, I don’t think she’ll ever understand the rules of baseball.”

We both laugh at that, and even though this conversation isn’t going to fix anything between us or make up for any of the lost time I’ve missed, this is the most natural I’ve felt with John in a long, long while. It’s like there’s a shift happening, something subtle yet real; something that’s telling me I’ve been wrong to isolate from my family. That there actually is a place for me, if I want it.

How have I changed so much in such a short time? At least I know exactly who to blame for this.

“You know, I think you should take a vacation more often,” says John, folding his arms and following my gaze over to the kids. Sophia and Freya are playing with them now, and I can’t help but notice how natural Freya seems to be with them.

I guess it’s one of the main skills of nursing, to be able to put people at ease, but seeing her do it gives me butterflies in my stomach — and even I’m not too stupid to know what that means. I’ve gone and gotten attached. And if I’m not careful, I’m not going to want to let her go again.

“I’m not on vacation,” I throw back, not looking away from Freya.

“A break, then. It’s good to get some of your time for a change.”

“Well, when I retire, you can have as much of me as you want.”

“When will that be?” asks John, and I realize I haven’t told him I’m thinking about it. I’ve barely told anyone, honestly. I don’t want it to be a big deal. It’s not the kind of attention I can handle.

“It’s not so far off now,” I say, hoping I look nonchalant instead of panicked. “They’re already bringing in fresh blood. And I’m not going to be able to keep up at the Major League level forever. I just want to win one World Series. I want to go out on a high. Once I’ve hit the top of my career, then I’ll have all the time in the world for everything else.”

John’s eyes widen, just like his son’s. “Wow. This little break’s really doing you the world of good, isn’t it?”

“I didn’t want it,” I say, trying desperately to hold on to my carefully constructed persona of someone uncaring.

“I’m pleased to see it,” is all John says.

I know that what he means is it’s nice for them to see me, and it’s good that I’ve been thinking about my future. He’s pleased to see that I’m caring about stuff other than the game. And usually that kind of condescension from him would drive me nuts. Just because he’s got his life together doesn’t mean he knows everything. I still have a few tricks in me.

But as I keep watching Freya, I can’t help thinking about her. Really, it’s not the break that’s done anything for me. It’s been the influence of someone who really cares. Someone who’s been willing to put up with all my bullshit, to see through to the person I could be underneath. Who am I becoming?

“Anyway,” says John, finally letting awkwardness win again. “Let’s keep playing ball, yeah?”

“Yeah,” I say, and for the first time in years, give my brother a genuine smile.


CHAPTER 14
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Finally, Jackson gets bored of lunch and decides that we have to get on the move.

“All right, I’ve got to get Freya home,” he says, looking at me as if to ask if that’s okay. I nod slightly, and he gestures for me to get to my feet. As I do, and carefully slide my chair under the table, a rush of relief washes through me.

It’s not that this hasn’t been fun; it’s just… well, spending time with someone else’s family is always a lot, isn’t it?

Tegan launches to her feet too, grinning wildly at us. Stretching out both hands, she rushes in to give Jackson a huge hug and plant another kiss on his cheek. “My baby. It was so good to see you. Please don’t leave it too long till next time.”

“Yes.” He nods awkwardly, accepting his mother’s embrace but not looking at all happy about it.

Sophia comes up to me while the boys are busy with their grandmother, and says, “It was great to meet you.”

“You too,” I smile.

It’s been nice to have someone else to talk to over this lunch who isn’t strictly one of them. I know I’m more of an outsider than she is, but it would have been worse had it just been Jackson, his brother, their mother, and me. Plus, she’s a really interesting woman — she helped Tegan interior-design this place, and she’s worked for some properly impressive clients with her business.

She does all that work on top of being a mom. I know exactly how tired she must be.

At last, Jackson breaks away from his family and starts making towards the exit. I hurry after him, and Tegan trails behind to walk us out.

I suddenly feel like a huge, awkward cloud has settled over us, because for some reason I can’t explain, I have an urge to reach out and hold Jackson’s hand. It’s stupid and definitely not what I should do, especially with Tegan watching so close. And since we haven’t come here as a couple, and we’re not going home as one either, I push all thoughts of it out of my mind.

There is no us. I am just his nurse, his occasional chauffeur, his friend and sometimes confidant, and that’s all. But in this moment, fleetingly, it feels like I could be just a little more than that.

At the door, Tegan pulls me into a hug. “Thank you for looking after my baby. He needs all the help he can get.” Jackson scoffs with a frown, and she grins at me. “I hope you know he’s not this grumpy really. It’s all an act.”

Jackson’s frown just deepens, and I smile. “I think I’m starting to get him figured out.”

“Well, you’re welcome anytime,” Tegan says, squeezing me hard. “I’ve always wished Jackson would have more friends, and he’d be foolish to let a girl like you slip through his fingers.”

“Mom!” Jackson hisses, a pinkness dusting his cheekbones again. “I told you already, it’s not like that.”

Tegan hums disbelievingly, letting me go. “You look pretty good together to me. There’s an energy here, don’t you doubt it.”

Jackson groans again, and his mother just winks at him. I’d feel embarrassed too if I wasn’t so completely enjoying watching him getting teased. And anyway, I can totally understand where Tegan’s coming from.

We might be pretending to ourselves, but there are only so many lies we can tell when the truth is staring us in the face.

Jackson shuffles us out to the car before Tegan can say anything else. We drive in silence for a while, and I stare out of the window, watching the scenery go past, thinking about everything that’s happened, thinking about Jackson and what Tegan said.

Is it really so stupid to think that there could be something more between Jackson and me?

Even though we have been getting closer and it’s felt so easy to be friends with him, I feel like he doesn’t seem to be interested at all. I mean, I didn’t think I was either, at first. Not really. Sometimes with patients, you hit it off more than you expect, but that doesn’t have to mean anything.

In all honesty, it’s probably kind of unethical to be developing anything close to feelings for him. And yet, he hasn’t really been my patient since the very first day we met. Everything after that has been an act of kindness, of my own free will. It’s been because I’ve wanted to see him again, wanted to spend some time with him even though he’s irritating and cold and grouchy.

Despite all that, I’ve stayed, because when he tries, he can be funny and kind. When he lets go of the persona that he’s built for himself, he can be so much more than the person he pretends to be.

I want to see that side of him more. The vulnerable, true Jackson who cares with a frown. And I guess Tegan saw the same thing in us too.

“I’m sorry,” he says at last, shattering my silent meditations in a way that catches me off guard. “I really wanted to make today special for you.”

“It has been,” I say. “It was certainly a surprise.”

He chuckles at that. “I should have known going to my mom’s would last ages. I don’t know why I expected that we could just run in and out again. She always has to make things difficult.”

“That’s mothers for you,” I say quietly.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” he says quickly, running a flustered hand through his hair. “I forgot. I didn’t mean to upset you.”

“Don’t worry about it. Really, it’s okay. My mom was a beautiful person. I’m not afraid to remember that. It hurts that she’s gone. But that just makes spending time with people like your mother more precious.”

He lets out a quiet, contemplative hum, like he’s seeing things from an angle he hasn’t considered before. As usual, he fascinates me. How can a person who cares so much be so blind to the ways other people think?

Feeling bold, I keep going. “If you find your mom irritating or wonderful or both, I don’t really care. It doesn’t change how I feel about my mom. But I have a feeling spending more time with Tegan could change how you feel about her.”

Jackson stares firmly out of the front window, his eyebrows knotted as if in deep concentration. Again, I’m getting that kind of urge to hold his hand to comfort or support him, I’m not sure which. And honestly, maybe it’s a little bit for myself too.

“I’ll take you to dinner another time,” he says, changing the subject.

“For the record,” I say, taking a breath, still lagging behind, “I would like to go to dinner sometime too. Just because it didn’t happen today doesn’t mean it can’t happen ever.”

“Really? You’d want to? I wasn’t sure how you were going to take the idea, to be honest.”

“Sure, really. It’s good to hang out with you. I enjoy it.”

He takes a deep breath as if to steel himself for what he’s about to say, and my treacherous heart skips a beat. “You know, despite what my mother thinks, I am glad you became my friend.”

“Me too,” is all I can say.

We hardly say anything until we get back, as if everything that could possibly need to be said has already been said.

It seems to take hours to get there, but finally he pulls into his garage and turns off the engine as the doors slide shut behind us. The atmosphere in here is heavy, thick with the feelings that we’re clearly both feeling but are not quite brave enough to acknowledge.

How can this man have changed my life in such a short amount of time? How can he have gone from hating me to having this kind of spark, this kind of magnetism? How has he started to mean so much to me?

We get out of the car slowly, and Jackson goes to open the door to the house for me. As I pass him, I brush close to him, and I swear I can feel his heart pounding, beating so loudly that it makes me pause, turning to him, my mouth slightly open, my breath catching. For a second I think this is it; we’re going to kiss. We’re so close to it that nothing else can happen. It’s written in his shallow breaths and half-lidded eyes.

His hand comes up to my shoulder, caressing me gently with his thumb, and then he leans closer, his face a hair’s breadth away from mine, so close that I can almost feel it before it happens. My heart leaps, dancing around my stomach as they both cry out that this is right; this is exactly what I want.

And then he says, “Shit!” and reels away — and just like that, the moment is over.

“What?” I ask, panicking and taking a step back.

“I hit my stupid elbow on the door,” he mutters, glaring down at it as he cradles his arm to his chest.

Not sure what else to do, I step into the house. As he follows, I say, “I can take a look at it if you want.” I’m not too concerned about it being damaged because it was probably the shock more than anything that hurt him.

He shakes his head, then gives me the widest smile I’ve ever seen on him. “No, you’re okay. It’s already stopped hurting. I think I just caught it at a weird angle.”

“I’m glad you’re not hurt,” I say mildly, trying to mask my fluttering heart and crushed feelings.

“Me too.”

We don’t say anything else, and I decide just to make a speedy exit. He waves me goodbye as I leave, and even as I get into my car and start driving away, I can still see him stood there by the door, watching.

The second I’m out of view, I burst into tears and feel stupid for it. Today has been one hell of a roller coaster, and I don’t know how else I’m meant to process it. I’ll stop before I get back — I don’t need Matt to ask any questions I can’t answer about this nothing that’s happening.

But I can’t help but wonder if I should have tried again, if I should have been braver and leaned in for the kiss that we were so close to having.

If I should’ve tried harder for this thing that I was so close to wanting.


CHAPTER 15

JACKSON
ONE WEEK LATER
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Isit by the window staring out, clenching my fists to try and stop myself from getting up and pacing. Freya will be here soon. She’ll be here, and she’ll bring my chart just like she promised she would yesterday, and she’ll tell me I can go back to playing — and then this whole nightmare will be behind me.

It’s what I have to tell myself, anyway. I have to believe that this month of agony is going to be over any minute now. I don’t know what I’ll do otherwise.

Maybe staring out the window isn’t my best look, though. I’ll just back off a little bit. Not too far, so that I can’t see when she pulls up in the drive, but just enough so that when she gets out, she doesn’t see me watching and waiting for her like I’m insane.

I can’t wait for this nightmare to be over.

At least something good came from it, though — I found her. I’ve only seen her a handful of times since we went to my mother’s, and I’ve missed her. I mean, it’s only been about a week, but still, I’ve become so used to seeing her almost every day that not seeing her for more than two days is weird.

I’m just glad it hasn’t been too strained since what happened after my mom’s. That’s the kind of moment that breaks friendships — an awkward “will we, won’t we?” that some people never bounce back from. But we’ve just carried on, “business as usual,” even if nothing has been the same since.

I should have just kissed her the other day. That’s the truth.

She clearly wanted it too. It’s not just my imagination. She was leaning into it just as much as I was. If she really hadn’t wanted me to touch her, she would have pulled away. I can’t imagine she’s the kind of girl to get peer-pressured into doing anything she doesn’t want to.

And if she’d told me to stop, I would have done. I’m not a bad person. I don’t want to force anyone into anything. But the way her eyes had half closed, her lips slightly opened, her chin tilted up towards me… How are those signs of anything other than attraction?

If she doesn’t want me after all that, she’s giving me very mixed messages. Somehow, I don’t think I’ve got my messages mixed at all.

Finally, I spot her car and jump to my feet. But I don’t race to the door. I force myself to walk slowly, counting my steps so by the time she knocks, I still have a couple of paces to go before I get there.

“Good morning,” she says, waving the paper in front of my face. “Guess what I’ve got, before you even ask.”

“I was going to say hello first, actually,” I say with a pout as I let her in.

“Uh-huh. Sure,” she says like she doesn’t believe me.

I tear open the envelope and scan the results. “I’m cleared for PT? That means I’m better, right? I can go back to playing!”

She folds her arms. “You know nothing about the how this works, do you? You won’t be doing anything like playing sports until they think you’re better enough.”

“How long’s it going to take before I can play?” I ask desperately.

She shrugs, her face softening in pity. “I wouldn’t bet on it being less than another month.”

I groan. “But we’re getting towards playoffs by then! I need my arm to be back in action now.”

“And I’m telling you, you can’t have it,” Freya says sternly, nurse mode activating again.

I know I’m acting like a baby by sulking, but in my defense, baseball is my whole life. This is like me telling her that she’s not allowed to be a nurse anymore. That she’s not allowed to care for other people. It hurts.

Then something occurs to me. “Wait,” I say. “You’ve brought this from work.”

“Yes,” she says, her brow furrowing in confusion.

“That means you’re off for the rest of the day now, right?”

“Technically, yeah. Matt’s staying at a friend’s tonight, so I’m in no rush, but I do have a lot of chores that I need to catch up on.”

“But you have time to stay for dinner?” I ask hopefully.

Freya hesitates for a second, and I think she’s going to say no, that all of this is going to be over and I’m going to mean nothing to her for the rest of time, but then she nods. “Okay. What have you got? Impress me and I’ll think about it.”

“I think my chef left a curry in the fridge. Otherwise I can order pizza. With mozzarella sticks. And fries. And garlic bread.”

She stares hard at me for a moment, but then her face cracks into that warm smile I’ve come to adore. “You had me at curry.”

It’s at that exact moment that I know I have to be brave and make this the best dinner I’ve ever served a woman. If I don’t impress her with this, then that’s going to be the end of our relationship, such as it is. If I don’t tell her how I feel, she’s going to slip away from me before we even begin to tap into our potential.

“Do you want to watch a movie first?” I ask, all but batting my eyelids at her.

“No,” she says, and I do a double take. That was not the answer I was expecting, and especially not said so bluntly. “I don’t want to watch any more baseball movies. But if you pull up News Room, I’ll watch that with you all day long.”

I sigh audibly, slumping in relief. She really had me going then. “All right. Awesome.”

We wander into the living room, and I flop onto the sofa, grabbing the remote to flip on the TV so I can open one of the seven thousand streaming services I subscribe to.

Lately, we’ve been watching this show, News Room, a mockumentary about TV journalists in an office doing their thing and getting caught up in the usual drama of romance and careers and whatever. It’s pretty funny, and the episodes aren’t very long either, so it’s been good whenever she’s been in a hurry.

It comes up fast, and I hit play on the next episode. As I settle back into the seat, I try not to notice my heart beating faster at the idea of sitting next to her. Doesn’t help that I swear I feel her move towards me a little too, shuffling in as if she’s debating whether or not to lean onto me, like she wants to settle into my arms.

I barely manage to concentrate on the show at all because I’m too busy thinking about holding her, about stroking her hair and caressing her body. And then my mind turns down a route I’ve been trying to avoid; I start imagining pressing my lips to her skin — and then I can’t stop, the fantasy turning into slipping my hand under her shirt and feeling her soft belly, then roaming up to her firm breasts, which I’ve been trying not to notice at all.

I’m so wrapped up in my thoughts that it feels like only a second has passed before the end credits are rolling. I glance down at my smartwatch and blink. “This is an acceptable time to eat now, right?”

“Maybe, if you make it slowly,” she says, sticking her tongue out teasingly. I have to look away to stop that thought process going any further.

“How about a glass of wine to entice you?”

“I shouldn’t. I’m driving.”

“You can always stay in the spare room,” I say, then clamp my mouth shut hard. I can’t believe I let that slip out. Better, I guess, than saying well, you can always stay in my room, which is what my thought actually was.

She flushes bright red, and I feel like I’ve made a horrible mistake. “Let’s go find that curry,” I say quickly, trying to cover my gaffe. Freya nods and follows without a word, her face still flushed.

I’m dying to ask her what’s going on in her mind, to put me out of my misery about the way I feel, but, like a good coward, I don’t say anything at all.

I grab the curry from the fridge, glad that I wasn’t remembering wrong, then dump it unceremoniously into a bowl. Freya watches me closely, hawkishly, like she’s afraid I might not know how to reheat my own dinner.

“Get comfy,” I say, wanting to get her to look at anything else but me. “Take a seat.”

She does, but I can feel her eyes still on me. They make my skin prickle.

The microwave hums, filling in our silence, and when it beeps, I make the mistake of touching the hot bowl with my bare fingers. I grit my teeth to stop myself wincing, then poke it with a fork to stir it. It smells great and it’s bubbling, but I throw it back in for another thirty seconds to be sure.

And the whole time I’m “cooking,” I stare at the microwave so I don’t have to face her.

Finally, I can’t avoid it anymore. “Thank you,” says Freya as I hand her a bowl.

“My pleasure,” I say, then take my seat on the other side of the table. It’s like a showdown I don’t want to face.

Why does this feel so hard? We’ve done this a hundred times before. And yet, everything is different now.

“This is really good,” she says as she eats.

“I know. Pierre is the best. I’m so lucky to have him.”

“I wish I had a personal chef,” Freya mutters, and I find myself feeling guilty for reasons I can’t quite put into words.

“You should come over more often,” I say, trying to be brave.

She scoffs at that. “I come over nearly every day.”

“No — I mean not for work.”

“Because?” She can clearly hear that there’s an end to that sentence and she’s urging me on her with her wide eyes and full, kissable lips.

“Because,” I say, more grumpily than I mean to, “I like having you here, okay? You’re a good friend.”

“Friend…” she echoes, and I can’t tell if that’s disappointment in her voice or not.

“Would you want it to be more?” I ask, deciding that the direct approach is the best one.

“Would you?” she asks back, decisively not answering my question.

Is this her way of letting me down gently? But she deserves my honesty, so I simply say, “Yes.”

With that Freya sets her fork down, rounds the table, takes my face in her hands, and kisses me hard.

For a second, I’m too taken aback to react. But then I melt into it, her lips pressing hard against mine, her tongue flicking against me in exploration, her hands warm on my face. Eventually I manage to regain enough of my senses, but when I go to place one of my hands on her waist, she pulls away a little.

“Was that okay?” she asks almost nervously.

“God, yes. I say do it again.”

She leans down and presses her lips into mine again, passionate and warm with just a hint of desire. Something starts stirring inside my stomach, a lustful attraction that I’ve been trying so hard to hold back. But now her lips are on mine and our hands are tangling and roaming, and I don’t need to hold back any longer.

“Freya,” I whisper into her mouth, dragging my teeth over her lower lip to make her gasp. “I want you. I want you now. I want you so badly it hurts.”

“Me too,” she whispers back. “I have for a while.”

It’s tempting to start arguing, to question why she’s never acted on these feelings when we’ve both been wanting this for so long, but I don’t. I have more important things to do. Instead, I just lean up to kiss her again, rising to my feet so I can wrap my arms around her properly and pull her into my chest.

Carefully, I run my hands down her back, then wrestle with the hem of her shirt so I can touch her bare skin. She shivers slightly, grinding into me like we’re about to start merging into one. My cock is definitely paying attention now, my erection starting to grow in my pants. “Freya,” I growl, “let me take you to bed.”

I take hold of her hand, threading our fingers together, and as I do, her other hand sneaks down to feel my hard bulge. She draws a deep breath. “You really do want me.”

“You have no idea how much.”

I don’t waste any more time talking. I scoop her up so she can wrap her legs around my waist, and we keep kissing as I carry her to the stairs. “This is so bad for your elbow,” she says as we hit the bottom of the staircase.

“Hey, I’m back in commission. I need to try it out.”

“You’re not that much better yet. At least let me walk up the stairs.”

Reluctantly, I put her down, already missing the warmth of her body against mine. We all but run to my room and barely stop for breath before collapsing onto the bed, our hands all over each other, my fingers working at her shirt so I can feel her bare skin.

She moans as my fingertips dance over her stomach, her muscles clenching like she’s not quite ticklish but sensitive enough to react. Emboldened, I move higher, pushing her shirt up more so I can cup her breasts through her bra, tracing the lace and imagining what must be underneath.

“Fuck, Jackson, stop teasing,” Freya groans as I let my lips press into her skin.

“We’re wearing too many clothes for anything else,” I protest, and with that she wrestles us back to sitting up so she can tear off my shirt and start unbuttoning my pants. I let her get as far as pushing them down, but then flip us over so she’s beneath me, half-naked and panting. “Not so fast. I want to see you first.”

I kick off my pants, and when I look back, she’s reaching around her back to unclasp her bra, letting her full breasts fall free. All I can do is gasp with want, then bend down to devour her.

She writhes underneath me as I kiss and nip at her skin, my hands and mouth getting to know every inch of her breasts until finally I make my way down to her pants. I pull them from her legs in one smooth move, and just seeing her wetness glistening makes my own hardness ache.

“Freya, you’re fucking beautiful,” I say, and mean every word.

She blushes and tries to tell me to shut up, but I shake my head, not having it. “I am going to make you feel so good,” I whisper, and they’re the last words I get out for a while because my tongue is too busy doing other things, making her explode around me.

She makes the cutest noises when she comes.

Her legs tremble through another orgasm, and even though my jaw is starting to ache, I’m not about to move until she’s completely satisfied.

Eventually, she pushes on my head, and I come up for air. Her hair is a messy halo around her head, her cheeks pink and dimpled from her smile, her breasts rising and falling with her chest. “You’re good at that,” she gasps.

“I try my best,” I grin.

“Fuck me. Now,” she demands, and I can’t disobey.

I scramble across the bed to my nightstand so I can rummage in the drawer for a condom. Fortunately, I’ve got one, and the second I’ve rolled it on, she grabs me with both hands and flips us over so she’s straddling me, her hair dropping down into her face, her smile as wide and lovely as ever.

“Fuck, Freya,” is all I can say, my hands coming to her hips to grip her soft skin.

“That’s my plan,” she grins, then slowly — so slowly it’s a delicious kind of agony — she sinks down onto me, her mouth in a perfect “O,” our hands twisting together until she can’t sink any further.

And then she starts moving her hips, and I start seeing stars.


CHAPTER 16

FREYA
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I’m slow to wake up, warm and cozy in a lightly air-conditioned room. I feel like I’ve just been in a dream, one of those really vivid ones that feels so real that it confuses you when you wake up, but what I experienced last night was no dream. It would take a strong dose of delusion to make me believe that.

Jackson’s arms are wrapped tightly around me, strong and muscular and protecting. Right here, in his arms, in his bed, I feel safe and cared for, like not everything in the world is my responsibility. It’s a feeling I haven’t had in a long time, and I almost never want it to end.

But only almost, because as soon as the endorphins start to clear, I remember that I haven’t looked at my phone all night and I have no idea how Matt is doing.

“Shit,” I hiss, my eyes snapping open and darting across the room to look for my phone. Did I leave it in the kitchen? No, I think I left it in the bathroom last night at some point, in between kissing and washing and sleeping.

“Hey, what is it?” mumbles Jackson from behind me, squeezing me tighter and kissing my neck.

“I need to talk to my brother,” I say.

“Can’t you wait five more minutes?” He presses his body into mine in persuasion, and it so nearly works.

“It’s tempting,” I say, sighing and settling back into him. “If I didn’t have to get up, I wouldn’t.”

“You don’t,” says Jackson, his breath dancing over my skin.

“Let me go check on Matt, then I’ll come right back.”

“Deal.”

I can feel Jackson’s eyes burning into my naked body as I get up, and though I shiver at the cool air of the bedroom, I don’t bother to put any clothes on. Jackson’s seen it all now anyway. I don’t have anything to hide.

Fortunately, my phone is in the bathroom exactly where I hoped I had left it. I pick it up, and to my relief, I only have one message from Matt.

All good here. See you after school tomorrow.

I let out the breath I’ve been holding. I’d have felt terrible if he’d needed me and I hadn’t been there.

I quickly write back, Sorry I didn’t reply last night — went to bed early. Sorry if you worried. See you later, love you the most.

I hit send and almost immediately I get a thumbs-up in reply. I should tell him off for being on his phone during school hours, but I can’t bring myself to be upset with him right now.

As the churning in my stomach starts to settle, I take a deep breath and set my phone back down. I give myself another minute in the bathroom, calming myself down, then pad back into the bedroom.

Jackson pulls the covers up to let me back in, and I crawl back into his arms without hesitation. “You’re so warm,” I say, nestling in as close as I can get.

“All the better to cuddle with,” he says smugly.

I take another deep breath, trying to lose myself in the sensation of the here and now. “Jackson, what are we doing? What does any of this mean?”

“Is this your way of trying to tell me that you didn’t have fun last night?”

“Oh, no. God no. It was great last night. Really, really great. Mind-blowing, actually. No one’s touched me like that in a long time.”

“Can’t understand why,” he says, his hand rolling down my thighs again. I giggle, my skin prickling with ticklishness. His lips find their way to my ear, and he starts nibbling on the lobe, sending a shot of desire straight to my core.

It’s not that I want him to stop, not at all. I just need to be sure. “Seriously, though. What is this? What are we?”

“You had fun, yeah?”

I nod slowly. “Yes. So much fun.”

“Me too. So, why make anything complicated? If it’s fun, let’s keep doing it. Do we need more words than that?”

I roll over to look at him, his face as soft and sincere as it gets. Like this, I can see exactly why he’s a heartthrob, with his pouting lips and intense, deep eyes that you can get lost in. I don’t really know what I was expecting him to say, but I don’t think it was that.

Am I disappointed?

No, I don’t think so. I mean, what was I really expecting — him to drop to his knees and propose? The idea of Jackson wanting us to be exclusive is laughable, when I think about it. But I guess it might have been nice if he would have been willing to commit, just a little more. Just so this could feel a little bit like ours.

But I’m not greedy, and it makes me dizzy to imagine doing this again. Besides, it’s probably too soon to label ourselves as being in a relationship anyway. I don’t want to put any sort of pressure on him, especially not when he’s lying here telling me that he wants me.

It feels like such a long time since anyone wanted me like this, and I don’t want to burst the bubble.

Dating in my situation isn’t exactly easy. Most people think it’s kind of weird that I live with my kid brother, and some people don’t even get as far as brother before assuming he’s my actual kid. It’s hard to bring people home and know Matt’s going to be there too.

Most people who have ever come home with me have stayed the night, and we’ve had a decent enough, albeit quiet, time — and then they leave, and that’s it. Somewhere inside me, I believe that Jackson could be different, but I don’t want to get my hopes up prematurely. Especially when he seems so hesitant to commit to anything.

If this is all we are for now, I can be happy with it.

“So, you do want to do this again?” I ask, trying not to sound as uncertain as I feel. I don’t want him to think I’m pathetically insecure.

A slow smile spreads across his face. “You really think I’m a total player, don’t you? You probably see me as some big sports star who can have any woman he wants and disposes of them the next day like they’re nothing.”

I chuckle a little at that. I never really got that impression about Jackson at all. Hell, I’m sure it’s true that he could have anyone he wanted, and that many, many people have tried. There’s just something about him that makes me feel like he doesn’t rush into things. That when he commits, he means it.

I guess that’s why it stings that he doesn’t want to commit to me.

“I’m not like that at all,” he continues. “I mean every word I say. And you, Freya, are beautiful, and I would keep you in my bed every single day of the week.”

I giggle nervously, feeling my face flush hot red with embarrassment and desire in equal measures. “Okay, okay. Who are you, and where’s Jackson gone?”

“I’m right here, baby,” he says, adopting an awful dumb accent that just makes me laugh more. “I’m not all grump, you know.”

“I know,” I whisper, leaning in to kiss him again. “Just ninety-nine percent.”

“Hey!” he growls, and before I know it, he’s rolling me over and kissing me again, nuzzling into my neck and pinning me down, his cock hardening against my leg. “When do you have to be at work?” he whispers in my ear.

“I’m on late shift,” I say, my heart leaping into my throat, gasping as his fingers start roaming over my bare stomach. He has such a light touch, such a way of setting my whole body ablaze and giving me moments of mindless ecstasy. I have a feeling that the second time with him is going to be just as good as the first.

“Good,” he says, not giving up on his teasing. “So, that means you can stay all day?”

“Well, I was kind of thinking we ought to go out this afternoon,” I say breathlessly as his kisses turn more passionate, his tongue roaming over my collarbones and down towards my breasts. “You know, get you some fresh air. It’s good for you.”

“You always know what’s good for me,” he hums, sending a vibration all the way through my chest. “And it’s true that getting out is good — but I prefer this form of exercise.”

With that he dips his head down and swirls his tongue over my hardening nipple, making me groan as the wetness between my legs becomes too much to ignore. “Fuck, Jackson,” I moan. He’s barely even touched me, and already I’m so sensitive and wanting that it’s almost unbearable.

“Has it really been that long for you?” he asks when he finally surfaces for air again.

The temperature of my face ramps up another few degrees. I shouldn’t be embarrassed by this, and yet… “It’s been a while,” I confess.

“I would never have been able to tell,” he says, smiling into my skin.

I can feel my blush spreading down my neck now. “You flatter me,” I giggle.

He catches my eye and raises both eyebrows cheekily, but doesn’t say anything else. Instead, he just shuffles his way down my body, laying a treasure trail of kisses down my skin, over my belly button towards my sex until finally he puts his tongue exactly where I want him to, and sparks explode inside me.

I swear I never understood what that term meant until Jackson got his hands on me. He’s doing things to me that I didn’t even think were possible. He makes my eyes roll back and my hips buck and my vision blur as I come again and again, his endless stamina never wavering, like his only purpose is to lie between my legs and make me feel higher than I ever could have believed.

I shudder my way through another orgasm, crying out uncontrollably, the sound ripping out of me so loudly that it makes him come up for air. “Still want some more?”

“Please,” I whine, needing it more than anything, “I need you inside me.”

He sits up on his heels, drawing all my attention to how hard he is, despite the fact that I’ve been hogging all the attention. If anything, it looks like my pleasure has excited him even more.

He scrambles over the bed to grab a condom and rolls it over himself, throwing me a grin as he does. “Are you ready for me?” he asks, his voice husky and low.

“Yes! Stop talking and fuck me, please.”

“Yes ma’am,” he growls, then slides deep inside me, burrowing his face in the nape of my neck as he starts to move his hips. All I can do is cling to his back, gasping with every thrust as he brushes over my sensitive clit.

I come again around him, and he lets out a long moan, pressing a messy kiss into my cheek. “You’re gorgeous.”

“You’re gorgeous,” I say back, and though it isn’t a great reply, it’s true. He moans again and deepens his pace, and I swear neither of us have another single thought until we’re both coming in unison, crying out and tangling our fingers, letting the pure pleasure of the situation wash over us as this climax hits.

Finally, once the wave passes, he rolls off me, flopping down, breathing hard. “Jesus, Freya, you’re so good. You’re delicious.”

I cover my face, failing to hide my giggle, and blush. “What does that even mean?”

He shuffles closer to me, wrapping his arms tight around me and cradling me to his chest. “It means you’re so gorgeous that I could eat you up all day, every day.”

“I’ve never seen you like this before. I thought last night was a weird blip.”

“You’re not a blip,” he says, squeezing, and I’m so glad he can’t see my face right now because my eyes are tearing up like I’m about to cry.

“Jackson,” I whisper, my voice cracking. “You’re never like this.”

“I’ve never felt like this before,” he confesses quietly.

Neither of us quite knows what to say next, so we just lie still, wrapped in each other’s arms, our breathing synchronizing in the stillness. This should be awkward, having just opened up so totally to each other, but it feels right. I don’t want to push this any further because I don’t want him to retreat, but it does make my heart flutter to know he’s feeling all this for me.

And it’s not a question anymore. I feel exactly the same for him.

I think I might even love him.

And much as I’d love to cuddle all day long, eventually nature starts calling and I roll over to face him. I press one gentle kiss into his lips then say, “I have to go pee.”

He pouts hard at me, and I laugh. “I’ll be right back.”

“You’d better be.”

I go as fast as I can, then jump back into bed. “What’s the plan today, then?” I ask.

“What do you mean, the plan? Isn’t having a sexy, lazy day enough?”

“A sexy, lazy day?” I scoff. “And there’s the Jackson I know.”

He sweeps me back up into his arms, and I feel myself melting again. “It’s not all bad, though, right?”

And with that, I know I’m completely gone. “No,” I whisper, kissing him and giving in. “It’s not.”


CHAPTER 17

JACKSON
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Sweat is literally dripping from my forehead as I leave the hospital from my physical therapy. I like my PT. I mean, I hate her while I’m doing the exercises because it makes my arms ache like crazy, but Doctor Minogue really knows her stuff, so I can’t complain too much.

Sure, I don’t want to do the exercises, but I need my arm to get better more than anything else in the world. And for my elbow to start working again properly, I have to do my exercises. It’s as simple as that.

Plus, I have Freya to tell me off when I get lazy, and it doesn’t hurt when Doctor Minogue says that I’ve been doing a great job and my progress is fantastic. Who doesn’t love a bit of ego stroking?

I linger at the main entrance, wishing I had a towel. I’m a bit earlier than I expected to be, so I’m just hanging out, watching people come in and out. I still don’t like the hospital, but now I’ve been coming more often, I’m finding myself less freaked-out by it. Kind of.

I’m glancing around absently, then I suddenly grin and wave as I spot a certain blond young woman heading towards me. In a stroke of epic luck, I managed to get a PT appointment that aligned with the end of Freya’s shift so we can do something fun this afternoon. So, finally, I’m going to take her for that dinner I’ve been promising for ages.

She gives me a little wave as she gets closer, and I can’t help but think about how cute she looks in her scrubs. Hardly anyone can make medical wear look good, but somehow Freya manages it.

“Okay, I’m here,” she says. “How are you? How was Doctor Minogue?”

“She says I’m doing fantastic,” I brag. “She says my arm’s going to be back to business in no time.”

“Brilliant! That’s great, Jackson. I’m so pleased for you!” She reaches out to take my hand and raises up on her tiptoes to kiss me, which takes me by surprise so I flinch away.

Sensing my discomfort, she sinks back down and backs off, grimacing in embarrassment. I want to reach out for her, to say sorry, but I can’t figure out how to, and by the time my brain unfreezes, she’s already sweeping the awkwardness to the side, pretending it doesn’t exist. “Come on, let’s get going.”

Before she can give me any other chance to redeem myself, she’s off. I shouldn’t have flinched, but it’s hard not to when this isn’t the kind of affection you’re used to. Girls usually like me for my rugged good looks, my status, and hot nights, not for cute dates and holding hands.

But Freya feels different. I don’t want people to look at her and think she’s just my arm candy. I want people to realize what she means to me. Unfortunately for her, being blond and gorgeous means that being seen kissing a baseball legend means people are only ever going to think I’m using her for my own gain.

I know it’s not like that, and I hope she does too. But this is all I can do to protect her from that.

“And how was your day?” I ask as we walk.

Freya sighs, rolling her eyes. “Oh, my God, it was long. I’ll tell you all about it in the car.”

As we head off in the car, Freya starts telling me about all the annoying people she’s had to deal with all day. She tells me about an old woman who wouldn’t sit still long enough to have her blood taken, and a teenager who somehow was walking around on two broken legs, insisting he could still play sports.

“I guess that’s just like me.” I chuckle, slightly embarrassed at the memory of how I’d tried to make her life difficult at first.

“You weren’t the worst patient I’ve ever dealt with,” she says diplomatically. “You still aren’t.”

“No, I was pretty bad. But in my defense, it hurt so, so much.”

“You were having a bad day,” she says, though when I glance over at her, she’s not smiling anymore.

“I’m sorry,” I say hoping that my memory is wrong and this isn’t really the first time that I’ve ever apologized to her for being such a dick.

Instead of saying anything else, she changes the subject. “So, where are we going? Or are you driving me somewhere secret?”

“Well, I made reservations at six,” I say, relieved to move past this awkward conversation. “So, we’ve got a couple of hours to kill before then. I don’t have any plans for that. Let’s do something fun.”

“Such as?” she asks, raising both eyebrows like she doesn’t believe that I can be fun.

“Bowling,” I say, picking the first thing that comes into my mind. “Bowling is fun.”

“Yes”, she agrees, “But bowling is also quite an elbow-heavy activity. And I thought you wanted to get back to playing as soon as possible.”

My mouth wavers at this, and I don’t have any sort of defense because she’s right — bowling is an elbow-heavy kind of activity. And Doctor Minogue did just tell me I shouldn’t be putting too much strain on it, despite the fact that it’s looking better.

“Oh,” I sigh. “Fine. Suggest something better to me, then.”

She hums pensively. "You want to do an activity.”

“Yeah.”

“I mean, we don’t have to—” I start to say before she interrupts.

“No, no, I’ve got it. Mini golf.”

“Yeah, we could do that…”

“Oh. Bad idea?” she asks, her face falling like she’s embarrassed.

Quickly, I shake my head. “No,” I say and realize that my tone is still slightly too harsh. “I love mini golf.”

Freya brightens at that, and for the first time all day I feel like she might forgive me for something. “I know just the place,” she says. “I’ll direct you.”

She commands me to turn left onto the highway, and I obey. We drive about twenty minutes before she leads me into what looks like an abandoned industrial estate, highway cars screeching past nearby. “Are you sure this is right?” I ask as we turn into the parking lot of one of the abandoned-looking buildings.

“Yes,” Freya says. “Keep going. Trust me, okay?”

Unfortunately for me, I do trust her, so I keep going. We crawl along and I start to feel just a little bit like I’m being brought here to get murdered. But then, to no one’s surprise and to my complete relief, we turn a corner and there, nestled way behind one of the old mill buildings, is an old-style mini-golf course.

It’s a Revolutionary-War-themed place, and as we step out we are met with the thrillingly tinny sound of fife and drum music being played over shitty speakers. I wouldn’t be surprised if we’re about to be subjected to the same weird song on loop for the next hour.

“It might look a bit weird,” she says, running a hand through her hair, “but trust me, this course is great.”

“Okay,” I say, uncertainly finding myself staring into the eyes of the sentry of the gate, a wooden Paul Revere who definitely needs a paint job.

Freya doesn’t seem at all bothered by any of it, though. “I’m just going to go into the bathroom and change. I should have done it at work but I just really wanted to escape Mrs. Briar.”

“Sure, I get you. She always sounds like a nightmare. I’ll go get us tickets.”

“Deal,” she says, smiling. She’s obviously been here more than once because she doesn’t even hesitate before heading in the direction of the bathroom. I glance over the course and see other players laughing and having fun, swinging clubs at each other and missing balls left, right, and center. I guess she must know what she’s talking about.

I linger in the line for tickets, trapped behind a couple who are taking the longest possible time to decide what they want to do. I fold my arms and stare distantly into the course, willing them to hurry up.

Eventually they do, and I saunter up to the counter. It’s not as complicated as the couple made it seem, but the woman who sells the tickets to me is creepily in character as a Revolutionary War widow. I doubt she gets paid enough to be so committed to this role, and if her grumpy attitude as she uses the credit card machine is anything to go by, she definitely doesn’t. Once I’ve paid and got my tickets, she slumps back into the seat in the corner as I walk away.

At this rate, I’m starting to feel like we should have just taken the risk and gone bowling instead. This had better be worth it.

When Freya comes back, I have to bite my lip to stop myself from reacting too hard. She’s wearing a light-green dress and little cardigan that does nothing except draw my attention to her breasts. That, and the way the skirt floats around her legs makes her look even more wonderful than ever. My heart leaps into my mouth at the sight of her, and I feel like I’m about to forget how to speak.

She’s better than anything I could have asked for.

I hold up two tickets, and she takes one from me with a flourish.

“Are you ready to get your ass kicked?” she asks with a grin.

“Hey, who’s the professional sportsman here? I wouldn’t be too confident.”

“You might be a professional at playing ball, but you’ve got nothing over me at mini golf.”

“Hey, did you just want to come here because you thought you’d win?” I say in mock horror as we pick out our clubs.

“Sure did!” She winks, and I let out the most dramatic sigh I can muster.

“All right. Game on.”

The first two holes are pretty basic, your standard kind of ninety-degree angles and hidden inclines. We both score pars, and I can feel the competitive edge heating up.

Hole three is where it starts getting interesting. We stand at the foot of a water well. For a hole in one it looks like you’ve got to tap the ball into one of the buckets and cross your fingers that when it comes out the other side, it’s going to fall exactly into the channel leading to the hole.

“After you,” says Freya, holding our scorecard in her hand and waving it as if trying to psych me out.

I step up to the little black circle on the green that represents the tee. I’ve never really seen the point of real golf, but as a professional sportsman I take all my games very seriously. I line myself up, put my eyes on the prize, then take a swing.

I hit it way too hard, and it flies over the green, past the water well and into a little groove that puts me at least two more hits away from the hole. I stand frozen for a second, then Freya hands me the scorecard and smiles as if to say Now watch how it’s done.

She takes a swing, and the ball sails straight into one of the buckets. I groan as we both watch it make its way around the mill. It rolls painfully slowly out on the other side, then snakes into the hole. She lets out a squeak of joy and jumps towards me, stretching out her arms as if she’s about to leap into mine. Then she sees that I’m not smiling and holds herself back, and I kick myself again for my absolute failure to show her what she means to me.

“Good job,” I say weakly, putting my hand out for a high five. She gives me one then shrugs in sympathy.

“Hey, don’t worry,” she says. “I’m sure you’ve got at least one hole in one in you.”

“Oh, yeah?” I say, disproportionately bitter about her winning. Maybe competitive sport wasn’t our greatest idea. “And how many do you have in you?”

She grins. “I’ve got the advantage. This is my home field.”

We wander over to the next hole and, determined not to be outdone, I line myself up for the hit again. I take my time, focusing on my swing, plotting out the course I want the ball to take. As a pitcher, I’m not really known for my hitting, but we don’t really have to be. We’re there to throw. That’s the point of us.

But that doesn’t mean my pride will let me lose without trying.

On the one hand, it’s interesting to see just how good Freya is at this and to see how alive she is when she scores well — but on the other, she’s damn good at this. It’s not making me feel good.

She takes her hit, and her ball goes sailing into the hole to give her another hole in one. Eventually, I get my ball in, scoring me a nasty bogey.

This becomes an unhappy pattern, Freya beating my ass harder and harder with every hole as I get grumpier and grumpier about it. Fortunately for my dignity, she doesn’t score any more holes in one until I manage to get one of my own.

We’re all the way up to hole fourteen before I finally get there. My heart is absolutely not in this anymore as I line myself up for the hit. Freya rubs my arm supportively, hiding the score from me. “Go on, Jackson. You can do it.”

Somehow, she’s managing not to be smug about any of this, even though she’s winning. In fact, as my ball soars over the green, under the falling-down miniature of North Bridge and straight into the hole, she cheers in delight for me.

“See! I knew you’d get there!” she says, pulling me into a hug. Reluctantly, I let her, trying to be in any way as enthusiastic as she is.

It’s hard when, by the time we dump our balls by the seemingly misplaced Mount Washington, she’s well and truly won. As we walk away, I don’t even bother to hide my scowl and just hope she doesn’t draw attention to it because my emotions are already feeling a bit too tender for that conversation.

She doesn’t, though. I guess one look at my face says it all.

I’m exhausted by the time we get to the restaurant. After a busy day of therapy and then the epic highs and lows of mini golf, I almost want to blow the whole thing off and go to sleep until I feel better. And even better if Freya would come to bed with me. I’ve never slept more deeply than I did with her in my arms.

But I promised her dinner and, pained as I am to admit it, I have been looking forward to this for a long time.

We get seated, and Freya smiles wide at me when the drinks come. “Thank you for today,” she says. “I had a good time.”

I almost say, Did you? Why? But stop myself before I do. I don’t feel like bickering. Instead I say, “Me too,” and let myself smile. She looks deep into my eyes, and I realize that I would give anything to know what she is thinking about.

“Are coming back to mine after this?” is the actual question I end up asking.

“Do you want me to?”

It’s slightly too loaded, so I shoot back another question instead of giving a simple answer. “Will your brother be expecting you?”

She tilts her head ever so slightly like she’s thinking the problem through, or possibly trying to decide why I’m dicking her around. “As long as I tell him where I’m going to be, he won’t have any issues at all. He’s old enough to look after himself for a night.”

“So, do you want to come back with me, then?” I ask again. “My door is wide open to pretty young women.”

The joke falls flat, and she doesn’t laugh. “Yeah,” she says finally in a way that’s not entirely convincing. She lays her hand on the table, and it takes me a second to realize that she’s inviting me to take it.

I stare at it for a long moment, then extend my fingers towards her. It’s kind of awkward, and I feel like every single person in the restaurant is looking at us — even though they probably aren’t. But still, I can’t help but feel uncomfortable at the affection.

Even though it does feel good to hold her hand, I can’t wait to get home and feel her nestle her body into mine, so I can squeeze her tight and caress her skin. That’s what I’m good at. Private affection. Small shows of love that really mean something. I don’t have patience for overblown PDAs.

Wait. Love?

“What are you going to get?” Freya asks, changing the subject and snapping me out of my thoughts.

I shrug. “The sea bass here is pretty good. What do you feel like?”

“Wine,” she says simply. “Lots of wine.”

“Great idea,” I say and order us a bottle. The waiter cracks it open, and we get through it fast, the faint buzz of tipsiness unwinding the tension that’s been growing in my chest and between us all day, like there’s an invisible barrier that we can’t seem to cross.

When we finally do head home, the night has been good after all. Still, we sit in the back of the cab in silence, and as I watch Freya stare out the window, yet again I find myself wishing I could know exactly what she’s thinking.


CHAPTER 18

FREYA
TWO WEEKS LATER
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Iclap my hands together impatiently, looking left and right again in case I missed him. Jackson was supposed to be meeting me here today — right now in fact — so we could go for a walk together. It’s been ages since we did that, and I was looking forward to spending a little quiet time with him.

My shifts haven’t lined up very well with hanging out with Jackson lately, and that on top of feeling bad for not spending as much time with Matt as I should have done recently, Jackson and I have only seen each other on a handful of days over the last two weeks.

I mean, it’s been good to spend that time with him, even when he’s being awkward and weird and says the wrong things because he doesn’t seem to have a single shred of emotional literacy in his body. All those things kind of add to his charm. It’s usually not hard to tell when he’s gone and embarrassed himself.

Besides, he’s usually so thoughtful in his actions that I can that I can get over clumsy words and emotional fumbles. Just because the way I express emotion is through words, doesn’t mean he has to be the same. I understand all that.

And when I’m in his arms, so close to his frankly amazing body, and losing my mind with the endless pleasure that he gives me, or doubling over laughing until it hurts because of his jokes and stupid stories, or letting him take me out for dinner and other things and not even batting an eye at the price, I know he cares. If he didn’t, he wouldn’t do all that stuff. He would have let me go a long time ago.

Doesn’t stop how guilty I feel that he pays for everything, though, but he refuses to let it be any other way. I accused him of being too chivalrous the other day, and he just shrugged it off, telling me he would do exactly the same for any of his friends. And I believe that. He’s so generous and giving, and he never expects anything in return.

And that’s what makes it so frustrating and weird that he hasn’t texted me to tell me that he’ll be late.

It’s not that I mind him being late. Shit happens to everyone — there’s no use holding that against him. But it’s the way that we specifically chose today to hang out because I don’t have to work and we could spend all day together. And here he is nowhere to be seen, and not even a word to say where he is.

I pull out my phone, half-hoping for a notification but not really surprised when there isn’t one.

This is so stupid. It’s not like we’re actually dating, not in the true sense of the word. And sure, I’ve spent more time with Jackson over the last couple of months than I have with anyone apart from Matt and my colleagues. And, worse than that, he’s made me feel really special. But none of that has meant we’re dating. That’s an intense word.

And he cares. I know he does, and that’s what makes it so annoying when he goes and does this. We might not be dating, but the way he makes me feel is very real. And now I’m standing here like an idiot. Feeling like I’m about to get a broken heart.

I shoot him another text, not even that worried about sounding pushy. Part of me feels like I should feel bad for being angry with him, because what if he’s been delayed for reasons totally beyond his control? What if he’s run into someone else and been knocked in the head and is unconscious in some hospital somewhere? What if he got killed by accident? Anything could have happened — and I’ll never know, because I’m not even that important to him.

He could have been hit by a car or be passed-out in the street somewhere, hemorrhaging, and I’m here thinking bad thoughts about him.

Why won’t he just reply?

It seems to take hours, but at long, long last, I spot a figure in the distance and Jackson comes bounding over, grinning like a lunatic. “I’m so sorry,” he says, sweeping me up into his arms. The shock of him doing that in broad daylight startles me into silence. I’m so surprised, I can barely even hug him back.

He doesn’t seem to notice, though. “I was just on the phone to Doctor Minogue, and guess what she said! She says that I should be okay to go back and start playing again! Like, as soon as tomorrow!”

“Wow, Jackson,” I stammer as his words sink in. “That’s really great.” I squeeze him tightly, my arms remembering how to move. This is everything he’s wanted for as long as I’ve known him.

“I know! I’m so relieved. We only have a couple of weeks before playoffs, and they’re really going to need me if we’re going to get to the World Series.”

“I’m sure you will,” I say, a lump forming in my throat.

But before I can ask him another question, he launches into telling me all about how excited he is to start training again, when he’s going to go down to the pitch, and how he’s been thinking up new plays in his mind for last few weeks while he’s been out of action. I barely even get a word in.

And sure, it’s nice to see him so excited about something. God knows this isn’t a normal amount of emotion for him to be showing, and I’m happy for him. But this is turning into quite a different walk from the one I was expecting.

I try to focus on how nice it is to be here with him instead of really listening. He’s happy, and that makes me happy.

Tentatively, I reach out to take his hand, and he doesn’t even really seem to notice. Usually he reacts awkwardly, like he’s got no idea how to handle real affection. But today, here he is, just letting me slip my hand into his and squeezing my fingers.

For a second, I almost feel like we could be any other real couple wandering around, happy together as we enjoy the sunshine and trees in the park. And in a way that is what we’re doing. I’m just also getting the baseball monologue at the same time.

I shouldn’t be grumpy with him about it. He’s worked hard to get here, and I’m proud of him.

I guess I just wish he had stopped for a second to ask how I am.

“So, what are you doing tomorrow?” I ask in a vain attempt to change the subject.

“Well, we’ll have practice in the evening. But I was thinking about going to the field a few hours earlier, just so I can get some extra time in,” he says, still lost in his bubble.

“Oh,” I say, not even bothering to hide my disappointment.

“Well, actually, now I think about it, maybe I should go in the morning instead. Because a couple of the guys usually go to the field in the morning on practice days to talk over tactics and stuff, and I also really want to meet with the manager because I want to make sure I’m going to be in the starting lineup when we play against the Peacocks. We’ve only ever beaten them a handful of times, and if we want any chance of getting through, we absolutely have to make sure we win against them.”

“Oh,” I say again, nausea rising in my throat.

“Yeah, that’s a great idea actually. Thanks!” he says, as if I’ve actually added something to the conversation. “I’ll go in the morning. I’ll speak to the manager, and I’ll do some personal practice. Really ease myself back in and feel great about it all. Then I’ll go for lunch at the bagel shop near the field. Do you know it? It’s really good.”

“Um, where is it?” I ask, even though I know I have no idea where it is.

“Like two blocks from the field. You should try it sometime. I think they make their own cream cheese, or something like that anyway, because whatever they do to it, it tastes phenomenal.”

I take a hard breath and put my nurse face back on. “Don’t you think maybe you should keep resting a little bit as well?”

That earns me the blankest stare I’ve ever seen from him. “I’ve rested enough these past few weeks. Why do I need to do any more resting?”

“Well, you don’t want to overexert yourself,” I say mildly. I don’t want to snap, but I do think he’s rushing things.

“True, but I also need to get back into the swing of it quickly. So, I’ll take it easy, but I’ll still go. I have to start practice again.”

“Right,” I say, sighing in disappointment. It’s stupid to be disappointed because I haven’t even told him what I’m disappointed about, but I guess if he’s going to be so busy playing baseball, he’s hardly going to have time to hang out with me.

And here I was just about starting to think we meant something.

He moves on to talking about stats and figures that I stopped comprehending a long time ago, so I just nod supportively, trying to focus on being with him, on being happy with him. With his smile and his hand in mine. With the way we’re here together and he’s happy.

I just wish he was happy to see me.

I shouldn’t begrudge him this. It’s not nice of me to be bitter, especially if I won’t say it. Not that he’d give me chance to say anything at all right now. And I am happy for him. Really.

If I think it one more time, I’ll believe it.

We’re still good. He’s here with me, and he’s excited, and soon it will all go back to usual with us.

Too soon we complete our circuit of the park, and finally, finally, Jackson turns to look at me and sees me like I’m a real person. He grins. “Hey, why don’t we meet for lunch tomorrow? You booked the day off, right?”

I nod grimly and he continues. “I should have an hour or so between being at the club in the morning and being at practice in the afternoon, but lunch would be cool. I’ve missed you lately.”

For as much as I’ve wanted to hear those words, my smile doesn’t get any stronger. “Jackson, I can’t,” I say, gritting my teeth against the disappointment that I know is going to follow.

“Oh,” he says sadly. “You do have a day off, right? I didn’t get that wrong?”

“Yes, but the reason I booked that day off months and months ago is because tomorrow’s Matt’s birthday, and I wanted to do something special for him.”

“Oh,” says Jackson again, and that yawning gulf that I’ve felt opening up between us lately grows just a little wider.

“But if you can do dinner later in the week, I’d like that,” I say, trying my best to make it up to him.

He shrugs. “I should have time. You know, with all this training, it’s going to be super weird to not see you all the time.”

That’s the most self-aware thing he’s said all day. I can’t help but let out a chuckle. “Yeah,” I say quietly. “I’ll miss it.”

“Me too.”

Slowly, gently he leans down to kiss me, lips warm and soft against mine, giving me that show of affection again, the one that means I can’t quite give up on him. I know he cares about me. I just worry that the differences between us are too great.

Despite the fact that I think I might love him, there’s no way he could ever love me more than baseball.

We release the embrace reluctantly, his hands lingering on my shoulders as we part. Somehow, this feels like a goodbye.

“I’ll see you around, Freya,” he says, and with that he turns and saunters off, leaving me standing alone in the park, not sure what to feel at all.


CHAPTER 19
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Iskip through the front door. It’s amazing how much better I feel after a whole week of being back in training again. Part of me that was missing has been filled. That need I had to play ball has stopped itching under my skin like a horrible rash — and even better, I haven’t lost all my skills.

I’d been kind of worried that I’d have forgotten how to play after a month and a half, but I am delighted to announce that I am still the best pitcher on the Prairie Dogs.

Now, that’s a thought that fills me with satisfaction.

I sling my shoes onto the rack and wander through to the kitchen. “Hey,” I call out, but don’t get an answer.

Strange, I think. Not that Freya has to be here, but she’s definitely working days this week, and often when I get home late and she’s not working, we have dinner together. It’s about the only time we ever see each other now. We’re both just so busy that we hardly ever cross paths anymore.

It’s making the whole last month and a half with her seem like a dream. It was a good dream, so good that I almost want to get injured again so I can dream it all over again. Almost.

But she’s not here now. And honestly, it’s a little concerning. I hope she’s okay. I mean, it’s not that we made specific plans or anything today. I’ve just grown so used to seeing her that I really notice when she’s gone.

The other day, she and Matt both came over, and that was awesome. It felt like family in a way I didn’t realize family could feel. If only they could always stay.

I pick up my phone to see if she’s left me any messages. I’ve got half a dozen emails and so many social media pings that I’ve actually run out of space for new notifications, but there’s nothing from Freya.

I stare at it for a while, trying to decide what to do, then cave and pull up our messages. As casually as I can, I text her, asking where she is and if she wants to come over at all. I don’t want to sound pushy or anything, but we hardly get any time together anymore, and I miss seeing her.

For good measure, I add that too.

Five minutes go past and still nothing, so I decide to call her just in case. The phone goes straight through to voicemail, the answer message a scratchy recording of her saying This is Freya, leave a message.

“Hey,” I start. “It’s Jackson. Obviously. Hope everything’s okay. I was kind of hoping to see you tonight. Obviously fine if you can’t or don’t want to come over. No problem. Just hope you’re all good. And if you are about and want to come over, then I’m here now, and it would be cool to see you. Okay, bye.”

I hang up, feeling awkward. That was not a great voicemail. I’ve done better voicemails. Everyone has done better voicemails. Maybe I should call her again.

No, that will be too pushy. I don’t want to be too insane.

Instead, I shove my phone into my pocket where I won’t be tempted to look at it, and decide to walk through to the kitchen to see what Pierre has left for me for today.

The first thing I see when I step into the room is a box on the counter, wrapped neatly in brown paper and tied up in a pretty ribbon that’s got Freya written all over it. I rush over to it and rip the ribbon off, tossing the paper on the floor.

Inside is a whole batch of freshly baked cookies, hidden under an envelope with my name handwritten on it. I pick it up, turn it over, and take out a greetings card with balloons on. She’s blacked out the words Happy Birthday and written To my friend instead in her blocky handwriting.

A warm flutter bounces through my chest at her referring to me as a friend. A worse one hits me because I know I wish we were more. But still, it’s heartwarming. Like, I know we’re friends, and sometimes I think we probably are more than that. But we don’t really talk about it very much, so it’s nice to have the confirmation.

Inside she’s written: Jackson, sorry I missed you. Was in a hurry. Have an extra shift at the hospital tonight and had to go. Hope practice went well today. Freya x

I put the card back in the envelope and grab a cookie, shoving it in my mouth. God, she makes some of the best chocolate-chip cookies I’ve ever eaten in my life. That woman could do anything. Oh, I wish she was here. And it’s not even anything to do with the fact that I’m horny — I mean, I am, but that’s not the point.

More than anything, I like to hold her and sleep with her in my bed. It’s nice to know that she’s cared for, that she has nothing to worry about. At least I hope she feels like she’s cared for with me. I want her to feel like she doesn’t have to worry about the weight of the world anymore, at least for a little while. I want her to feel safe.

Ugh, all this worrying is going to give me wrinkles.

I go into the fridge to find the spaghetti that Pierre has prepared for my dinner. I slop it into a bowl, fling it into the microwave then sit down to eat all by myself.

And then I start to think about Freya again. Like I ever actually stopped.

Maybe I should call her again. I glance at my phone, and she still hasn’t even looked at any of my messages. I know she’s at work but usually she’s good at replying to messages.

What if something has happened?

I decide to call again, if only to explain that I’m not worried anymore because I got her package. Even if that’s a lie. I am worried. I mean, I’m sure she’s alive, now. Probably. Unless something happened at the hospital.

Not entirely to my surprise, her phone goes straight to voicemail again. “Hey, me again. Jackson. Got your package. Thank you very much. You know how much I like your cookies. Oh, God, that sounded more like a euphemism than I meant it to. Sorry. I mean… Yeah. Anyway, thank you. Give me a text when you get time. Okay, see you later. Bye.”

I hang up quickly and slam my head onto the table in despair. How do people leave voicemails every day without them sounding terrible? Is that even possible? I’m pretty sure an office job would kill me.

I’m not actually an awkward person, if you’d believe that. One of my major traits is an incredible reserve of confidence. And yet something about Freya makes me stammer and stumble like an idiot.

I finish my dinner then move to the sofa to watch a movie or maybe just have a lie down. I haven’t decided yet. Maybe I’ll put something on to doze off to.

By the time the TV loads up, I’m already half-asleep, so I just let whatever comes on keep playing.

And then mind drifts back to Freya again, as I think about how perfectly our two bodies fit on this couch. About how much I wish I was holding her in my arms.

I didn’t even think it was possible to miss a person this much.

At some point, hours later, I wake up with a cramp and drag myself up to bed to stretch out and sleep for the night. If I even can. I hope I haven’t wrecked this for myself.

I turn off the light and settle in, and then reach out to grab my phone, deciding to send her one more message. Now it’s a bit later, maybe she’ll have more time, or a break, or a little chance to look at her phone. I hum aloud as I think, then write Hey, I know you’re working nights at the minute. I have some time tomorrow morning. Let’s go for a walk.

I waver back and forth about putting a kissy face but ultimately decide not to. I think I’ve already seemed pushy enough for one day.

Now I have my phone in my hand, I open up my social media to give it a scroll, not at all waiting and hoping for a reply. When nothing comes, my stomach sinks even further. I hope she’s okay. I hope this really is just her being busy at work and I’m being paranoid for nothing.

I don’t even realize it until I wake up the next day, but I fall asleep with my phone clutched in my hand waiting for a text that never comes.


CHAPTER 20
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“Nice one!” I yell, clapping and cheering as Jackson runs to first base. He’s not much of a hitter, but in an effort to be supportive, I like to celebrate his wins.

Jackson turns to look into the stands and winks at me. I wave at him and give him a thumbs-up.

I’m not really sure what the worst part of all of this is — if it’s that Jackson hasn’t been giving me any attention lately, or that I’m actually kind of getting into baseball. I think I understand what Matt sees in it now.

He would be so excited to be here right now. It sucks that Jackson has an open practice on a weekday, and Matt absolutely begged me to let him take the day off, but I told him that his studies should be more important than stalking my boyfriend. The word slipped out before I could think, and by the time I’d said it, it was too late to take it back.

Matt didn’t really make a big deal of it. If anything, he acted like I was telling him something he already knew. A huge wave of embarrassment washed over me anyway.

Anyway, seeing Jackson like this, running around and beaming, throwing the ball with such ease and precision, his mind totally focused on the game — all that makes me forgive him for how little we’ve been hanging out lately. There is no doubt at all that this is his natural habitat, and seeing him thrive makes my heart soar.

It doesn’t entirely take away the sting, but it does help.

And it’s not like I haven’t been kind of petty lately too by leaving him on read for slightly longer than necessary and pretending not to see his calls. I know it’s wrong, but he’s doing the same thing to me and it hurts. I just thought we were building something together, that’s all. For a second, I just really believed that he wanted me.

The coach brings all the players together in a huddle, like a gaggle of geese, then waves his arms around animatedly for a while, pointing and flapping and yelling words I can’t make out. At last, he gives a big nod in what I can only assume is approval, and the players scatter off the field towards the changing room.

All but one of them do, anyway.

Jackson runs up to the stands and calls out to me, “Hey! Come down! Let me introduce you to the guys.”

I raise both eyebrows dubiously, and he waves encouragingly, so I get up out of my seat, jumping in surprise at the snap of the plastic chair swinging shut, and make my way down the narrow steps to the front barrier.

Jackson helps me hop over it, and I linger in his arms for a heartbeat longer than I should. “Matt will be so jealous of me,” I say. “I wish he could be here.”

“Me too,” says Jackson. “Maybe next time. He’s always invited.”

“Don’t tell him that — he’ll hold you to it till the end of time.”

"And so he should. What young man doesn’t like baseball?”

I give him another dubious look but decide against saying anything else. I don’t want to take the wind out from under his wings, not when he looks so happy.

A bunch of the guys come to crowd around us, and I smile at them as best I can. “So, this is Max, Hopkins, Huan, and Roberto. Guys, this is my girlfriend, Freya.”

“Nice to meet you,” I say, a hot blush creeping over the back of my neck. Did he really just call me his girlfriend? In front of people? When we’re not official and haven’t ever talked about it?

Girlfriend is a big word for what I am to him. But then again, by now hasn’t enough time passed that we are something more than just casual friends with benefits? We really have to talk about this one of these days. Right now is not the time, though.

“Where you from, girl?” asks Roberto, offering me his hand.

I take it and let go as fast as I can. “I’m as local as you can get,” I say. “Born and raised in the next town over, and I work in the hospital on Hamilton Street.”

“Oh, the big one,” he says, nodding.

“It’s pretty big.” I laugh, mostly to cover for how intense and awkward this interrogation is. If I’d known I’d be getting the big introduction, I’d have worn a nicer shirt.

“So, you’re the nurse who stalked Jackson all the way back to his house,” sneers Max, looking down on me with the most judgmental eyes you can imagine.

“Well, I wouldn’t say stalked,” I say, touching my face nervously. “Just went above and beyond in the duty of care.”

“And,” interrupts Huan, “he told us that you didn’t even know who he was! Are you for real?”

“Not everyone loves baseball, you know,” I say, clenching my fist to stop myself from snapping. This is Jackson’s team. These are his friends. I want to make a good impression.

“True, but everyone likes a baseball player, especially a hot one like Jackson.”

Jackson laughs, waving his hands at them to try and calm them down a little. I’m not sure if it’s flattering or not that Jackson has been talking about me behind my back. At least he seems to have been saying nice things, even if the truth has been exaggerated here and there. I’ve said things to my friends too. We’re not a secret.

But I did think we were a little more private than the showing Jackson is making of me now. He wraps a possessive arm around me, and I get a little glimpse into the person he’s known for being. An ass.

Right now, I’m just a little thing to hang from his arm and make him look good. It’s a million miles away from the Jackson I’ve been getting to know, and it leaves a sour taste in my mouth.

“Anyway, Frey, we can’t stay very long because me and the boys are going out for drinks. It was good to see you, though.”

It takes my brain a second to catch up with the fact that “Do you want to come?” wasn’t included in that sentence anywhere. It’s not that he owes me anything — and not even that I want to go — but it would have been nice to be asked. Would it have been awkward as all hell being interrogated by at least a dozen men who have only heard rumors about me? Sure, it would.

But he said it himself. I’m his girlfriend. And he doesn’t want to spend any time with me.

He pulls me into another hug and kisses me chastely on the lips before saying goodbye and turning away, leaving me standing there in his world, abandoned for the game that he loves so much, breaking my heart right down the middle.

This hurts more than it should.

I walk back out to my car and just sit in it for a long while, not even bothering to turn on the engine as my thoughts churn inside my skull. I think I know what I have to do. I hate it, but it’s for the best.

It’s too painful to consider, and I’m going to give him a chance to settle. He’s not been back to playing for long; there’s still time for things to go back to normal. Except… I have the cold feeling that this is the normal, and I don’t have much of a place in it. I think I have to face facts.

Something has to change, or I have to break up with Jackson Kerr.


CHAPTER 21
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Isigh a huge sigh and sink onto the hard wooden bench in the changing room. Man, I love baseball. Did you know I love baseball?

Best of all, my arm is feeling right back on top form, and the whole team have been so supportive of my injury. I decided not to tell them that it was technically Freya’s fault because I didn’t want any of them to be nasty to her when they met her. She means too much to me to let the other important group of people in my life dislike her.

Not only was normal practice good today, but I stayed a little later to go through a couple of plays with the coach, and that was all very positive too. We have a big game tomorrow, but I’m feeling good about it. In fact, I’m feeling the best about any of this that I have in a long time. Life is great.

I’m just taking a few seconds to myself when Ben the batboy comes running up to me. “Hey, Mr. Kerr. Can you get your phone? It’s been ringing like crazy in here. Next time can you maybe put it on silent?”

What I want to say is, “Hey, I don’t think you’re supposed to speak to me like that,” but what I actually say is, “Sure thing. Where is it?”

“How should I know?” says Ben. “It would just be really cool if you could get a less annoying ringtone.”

I decide not to say anything else before I regret it. After all, Ben is the one who has to deal with all our dirty socks.

He sighs, shakes his head, and then wanders off, leaving me alone again, my good mood ruined. Who was calling me? I don’t know that many people outside of this room.

I want to change, but a sudden terror grips me that someone has died, so I rush over to my locker and rummage around in my bag until I find my phone. The screen lights up with twelve missed calls. Shit. They’re all from Freya.

And then it hits me. I agreed to meet her for lunch today, and I completely forgot because my phone’s been in here the whole time. It’s not like I even saw her message until now. She’s gonna be so mad with me. And I deserve every second of it. But that doesn’t stop the guilt. I have to get her to forgive me.

I take my phone and sit back down, dialing her number. Straight away, she picks up with a terse, “Hello.”

I launch right into my apology. “Freya, I am so sorry. I got completely distracted at practice because we were going curveballs and plays and⁠—”

“It’s fine.” She cuts me off in a voice that very much suggests it isn’t fine. “I’m glad you’re not dead.”

“Me too,” I say and wince because that’s not what I meant at all. She’s going to think I’m not being serious at all right now.

“Of course,” she says, and I wince again.

“Look, Freya, why don’t we do dinner tonight? Or lunch tomorrow? I’ve been dying to see you. I’ve missed you this week.”

“Sure,” she says, and I’m not certain if that’s a ‘sure, let’s get lunch’ sure or a ‘sure you have’ sure.

I shake my head to myself, trying not to get worked up. “So, lunch, yeah?”

“Look, Jackson, I’ve got to work, okay? I’m sorry. I’ll see you some other time.” There’s a catch in her voice that sounds almost like she’s about to cry. I’ve screwed this up so badly.

“Soon, yeah?” I say, not caring if I sound desperate.

“Okay. Bye,” she says, then hangs up before I get a chance to explain anything else.

“Shit!” I yell, standing up and kicking the bench. How could I be so stupid as to do this? How could I believe there was any way she wouldn’t get bored of me?

Ben comes back into the room and I glare at him, willing him to say something. He doesn’t, but I can feel him looking at me, judging me, having thoughts about things he knows nothing about. It’s enough to make my blood boil, but instead of yelling like I want to, I throw my phone into my bag, slip on my hoodie, and stalk out of the room, pushing hard past Ben as I go.

He calls something out after me, but the ringing in my ears is too loud to hear it.


CHAPTER 22
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Itake a breath and press my finger to the doorbell. Before the chime has even faded, Jackson’s there opening the door for me. “Hey,” he says, wrapping his arms around me as he pulls me into the house.

“You’re in an unusually good mood,” I say.

“Am I not allowed to be happy to see you?” he says, his smile dropping into a more standard frown.

“Did I say that?” I snap, then feeling mean, try to soften. “I’m pleased to see you too.”

He guides me to the kitchen, kisses me on the lips, and sits me down. “Pierre has an awesome surprise for us tonight. He’s made his world-famous Bolognese.”

“Is it really world-famous or are you just saying that?”

He seems to contemplate this for a second, then breaks back into a smile, which makes me smile too. I love to see him happy like this. It makes all it even harder, knowing what I want to say next. “All right, maybe it’s just famous to me. Doesn’t stop it being good, though.”

“Of course,” I say. “How was your day today?”

“Actually, it was great. You know, our numbers are looking really good this season. I think we might actually make the World Series after all. I nearly threw a nine-straight-outs game the other day.”

“Nice,” I say, hoping I sound supportive. He dives straight into heavy statistics and tactics, dropping so many terms I’m not even remotely familiar with, so I barely manage to follow what he’s saying at all. And bad as it feels to admit, I honestly don’t really care about it that much.

I’m trying my best to be a good listener and be there for him, but he doesn’t stop monologuing about baseball even as he reheats dinner and sits down next to me. It’s only when he takes my hand and I squeeze it that I remember again how good it feels to have him here.

“I had a kid come in today at the hospital,” I say, cutting him off. He looks slightly offended, but I keep going. It’s the only way he’s going to listen to me. “It was an injury pretty similar to yours, actually. An elbow strain from doing too much sport at school, and an attitude like it was the end of the world.”

“That’s a shame to get an injury so young,” says Jackson. “You know, when I was at college playing baseball…” And on and on he continues, going straight back into talking about himself and baseball and baseball and baseball.

I tune out almost completely, feeling kind of bad about it — but my brain is saturated with so many baseball facts. An uncomfortable weight is settling in my stomach that’s trying to tell me something I don’t want to hear, but know I need to listen.

The fact is, I do love Jackson. I love seeing him happy. I love it when he we’re here together and he holds my hand and we watch TV. I love it when we go out and do fun things. I love making him smile — and, better, I love making him laugh.

I know he wants what’s good for me too. He’s kind and generous, and never stops texting me. But he never asks how I am, either. He never listens to my stories or wants to hear about my day. I can’t keep feeling like I’m giving everything to him and he isn’t hearing me. I know it’s not on purpose, and it would kill him to know he was hurting me, but I can’t see a way that he’s ever going to change. And I just can’t live like this.

He stops for breath, and I interrupt, asking quietly, “Jackson, can we talk?”

“We already are, aren’t we?” he says, his brow furrowing.

“Yeah. No, we are, but I mean properly.”

His face falls even harder as he realizes what I really mean by that. Artificially lightly, he says, “Oh, okay. Sure. What’s up?”

I take both of his hands in mine and squeeze them tightly. The last thing I want to do is cry, but it feels inevitable. “You’re a great person, Jackson. You really are.”

“Thank you,” he says, still seeming confused about where this is going.

Time to put him out of his misery. “I think we have to break up,” I say, so quietly that he does a double take, thinking he might have misheard me.

“I — what?” he stammers, and the heartbreak is written all over his face, as easy to read as a picture book. I hate doing this to him. “Why?”

I squeeze his hands and take a tearful breath. “I know you love me, Jackson. You have such a big heart, and you care so much. And that’s what makes this so hard. You’re a good person.”

“But?” he asks, his own voice cracking.

“But… you don’t listen. I know you love me and want me, but since you went back to playing… it’s like you don’t listen to a word I say. Sometimes, when we go out, I feel like I’m just there so you can have someone to talk baseball at.”

“You’re not,” he tries desperately.

I let out a tearful chuckle and shake my head. “I know that’s what you think. God, that’s why I love you, too. But I can’t keep feeling like this. I mean, look at today. You didn’t even ask me how I was. Can you honestly sit there and tell me that you feel like you showed any interest in me at all?”

His eyes dart to the ceiling, then to the floor and then back to me, like he’s watching the evening in rewind. “I don’t know,” is the only answer he can give.

“Yeah. That’s what I mean. It’s just starting to stress me out too much, looking after you like a nurse and not a lover.”

He opens his mouth to speak, and I squeeze his hands again, bringing his knuckles to my lips to kiss them. His palms are sweating, his own grip on mine tight, like that might stop me from letting go. “Please don’t fight me. I’m tired, and I don’t want to fight with you. I don’t want to remember us like that. Sometimes, things just don’t work, and that can be okay.”

“We can work,” he says. “I can give you anything you need.”

I can’t help but smile at that. “Not everything can be fixed by giving. I wish I didn’t have to hurt you, and I’m sorry that I am. You’ve given me so much, and I am grateful for it. But I guess I just needed you to say it a little more often. That you care.”

“I do,” he whispers. “I do. I love you, Freya.”

“I know,” I say again, getting to my feet and kissing him on the forehead. “I’m sorry.”

A tiny part of me is hoping that he’ll jump to his feet now, that he’ll rage against the way I’m giving up on us and swear that he’ll be better, that he’ll listen to everything I have to say and be the wonderful man I know he can be. It’s unlikely, of course it is. But for just the tiniest second, there’s a look in his eye that makes me believe that just maybe he’s willing to fight for me.

And if he’s willing to fight that hard, to apologize and recognize the issues, I can forgive him. Forgiving him wouldn’t be hard at all. I just need him to show me he can do it.

He stares at me and takes a breath, and my heart leaps into my mouth unbidden. This is it, surely? This is him saving our relationship.

Then he stands up and says, “Okay. If this is what you need, then okay. I guess it’s for the best if it’s not working.”

My mouth drops open, my ears still trying to catch up with the answer they’ve been given. Sure, I’m pulling the plug on us, but he’s rolling over and taking it, too. Maybe I never was that important to him after all.

I need to get out of here before I start wailing.

“I should go,” I say, choked, pulling away from him. He’s resistant to let me go, our hands burning with the friction between us. It feels like severing a tether, and my hands are too empty, too cold without his.

This is a mistake. Is this a mistake? All I want to do right now is run back into his arms, to be held against his safe chest and to tell him this was some sort of sick joke, that of course we’re okay, and I love baseball really, and I don’t want to go. But none of this was about wanting to go.

Sometimes things just don’t work, and you need to go before you get stuck.

“Bye, Jackson,” I say, turning from him so he can’t see my tears that I suddenly can’t stop from falling.

“See you around,” he says, and as I make my exit, I let myself glance back over my shoulder at him. The look on his face, one of complete devastation, is one I’m never going to forget.

I run out of the house as fast as I can, jump into my car, and drive off. I don’t know where I’m driving to. I just know I can’t go home. And I can never, ever go back to Jackson Kerr.
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The one thing I know for certain is that I categorically do not want to be here. I shouldn’t be at home right now. I should be practicing, or walking, or pitching, or planning, or running, or talking with somebody — or anything other than just sitting at home.

But I’ve been told in no uncertain terms that I have to rest today, that I’m not allowed to go out and damage myself. Under no circumstances am I allowed to damage myself.

After all, our entire future in the World Series rests on tomorrow’s game.

If we don’t win tomorrow, we’re not going to make it. If we don’t win tomorrow, I’m never going to make it. My legacy is going to be nothing.

I just want to be in one World Series. Just one. I don’t even need to win it. I need to feel that crowd, that energy, have that adrenaline flow through my body and consume me until there’s nothing in the whole world that matters except me and the ball and the way it’s going to sail past the batter into a strike. I just need us to get there.

Although when we do get there, I will win it.

More than anything, I want people to hear my name and think, “Yes, that’s the pitcher who got the Prairie Dogs into the World Series. That’s the pitcher who won it all for them. That’s the guy who carried the team to victory and did them proud.”

Ugh! I hate having nothing to do. The boredom is kind of making me want to go to sleep, and I don’t have any better ideas. But it’s five p.m. and if I go to sleep now, I’ll wake up at two in the morning and I won’t be able to go back to sleep, and then I’ll be tired for the game. Not that I think I’m gonna get much sleep tonight anyway. I don’t think my anxiety is going to let me.

It’s stupid to be this worried. I know it is. We’ve been playing great. And we will still be playing great tomorrow. We just have to not choke at the last minute.

Mindlessly I pick up my phone, and before I even think about it, my thumb is hovering over the call button for Freya’s contact.

I lock the phone and toss it away before I can do something I’ll regret. I haven’t spoken to her all week. Not even a single text since she broke up with me. I’ve wanted to, hundreds of times, but I guess I’m just waiting for her to break. I don’t think she will, but somewhere in my heart, I keep hoping I’ll pick my phone up and she’ll want to see me again.

Ever since she broke things off, I’ve been going over and over all our conversations in my head, trying to remember what I said and what she said, to see if I can remember listening to her. The worst bit is, I can’t. I remember baseball, and her being pleased for me, but I can’t remember a single one of her work stories all week.

I’ve gone through some of our old text messages, as if that might make her feel closer to me again, and as I read them, I noticed just how big my blocks of text are and how small hers are. How much I talk and talk and talk, and she listens so graciously, way more graciously than I deserve.

Damnit, she’s right. I needed to do better. How did I not notice this before it was too late? Why did she never tell me?

And now she’s gone, and I can’t even put it right.

I go for my phone again but I don’t want to sink into a spiral of pain and self-hatred, so I put it down once more and cover my face with the pillow.

I don’t really mean to, but I doze off and have a fitful dream.

In it, Freya and I are standing in my kitchen, and she’s telling me those words again. “I just don’t feel like you listen to me. I know you love me, but I don’t feel like you listen.”

She says it all, but instead of standing there mutely, or trying to defend myself like the idiot I am, I say instead, “I know. I’m sorry. I was wrong. Baseball means everything to me, but so do you. I should have taken more care to make real time for you. You mean the world to me Freya, and I really mean it. And if you let me, from now on I mean to show you just how much it’s true.”

I wake with a start, my heart pounding. It’s only been an hour, but I’m definitely not going back to sleep after all that. I can’t deal with having the dreams. I don’t need this kind of stress right now.

What I need is Freya.

I get up off the sofa, stretching and wincing as my back cracks, and wander through the house like a ghost, thinking circular thoughts about everything that’s happened. I need to say sorry. At the very least, I need her to hear that I am so truly, honestly sorry.

How to get her attention, though?

There’s no easy way to reach out to her because for all I know, she never wants to so much as hear my name again. And I think I’ve finally learned my lesson about making it all about me. I have to say something that’s going to prove I care more about her than I’ve ever shown before. But I don’t want to sound demanding or desperate.

I need her back, but I don’t care how. She was my friend before anything else, and hot as she is, I want my friend back more than anything. Hot girls are everywhere. Freya is one-of-a-kind.

Running through drafts in my mind, I find myself back in the kitchen, and of course the first thing I see are some of the cookies Freya made for me last week. The sight of them twists my heart and wrings it out like an old rag, and I have to lean against the counter to steady myself. More than anything, it fills me with certainty. I have to speak to her again, even if it’s just one more time.

And I think I just figured out the perfect way to do it.

I open up a group chat with her and Matt. Appealing to her brother too seems like a more neutral way of talking to her. At least then she has someone to gang up on me with. I write, Hey, hope it’s all going okay. If we get through to the final tomorrow, was just wondering if you’d both like tickets? Best seats in the house, on me. It would be good to see you both.

I decide very firmly against leaving a kiss and send the message before I can double-think it and not send it at all. Freya’s not that into baseball, but Matt is, and this would be so cool for him, to come and watch the game as a VIP. I’m hoping it sounds like that’s what I want to give them, rather than sounding like I want her.

To my despair, the kitchen clock tells me it’s only six forty-five. I go over and grab three cookies and shove them all into my mouth in rapid succession, giving in to the turbulent rush of feelings they give me — the warm memory of Freya’s smile, the agonizing pain of her leaving, the bittersweet knowledge of everything I should have done.

I’m not expecting her to take me back. But I at least want her to give me a chance. More than anything, I need her forgiveness.

It’s going feel like a long, long time until I get an answer. I just hope one comes.


CHAPTER 24

FREYA
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Iam impossibly tired. Like seriously exhausted tired. Like I’ve had to take a sick day tired. That is so unlike me, but I didn’t have a choice. I can’t work like this.

I nestle back into my bed and pull the covers over my head, breathing in the warm air. The last thing I want to do right now is get up, and I’m glad I don’t need to. I’m all alone in the house right now, and it’s blissful.

Matt’s got a half day at school today, so it’s not like I get the full day to myself, but I never mind spending some actual time with him. Even if I feel disgusting, it’s good to hang out. I should probably get up before he comes home, but what I want to do is just sleep and sleep and sleep until this weird fever passes.

Sleeping is also a really good way to avoid thinking about Jackson. Well, eighty percent of the time, anyway. It’s not like I can control having dreams about him. I wish I could.

It’s been almost two weeks since I broke up with him, and I’m hurting even more than I expected to. And I expected it to hurt a lot.

Matt’s been amazing this whole time, because of course he has. He’s been there for me, helping me with dinner and getting himself to school today when I felt really sick. He’s a good kid, and I love him so much I could eat him.

It gets harder, though, when Jackson won’t leave it alone, especially when I’m trying so hard to stand by my decision and not cave. The other night, he texted to say that if we wanted to go, he could get us the best seats in the house for the World Series game.

Of course, I didn’t watch the qualifying game, but Matt did, and the cheers of victory told me everything I needed to know. I felt certain that Matt was going to hate the fact that I let the professional baseballer get away, but if he does resent me for it, he hasn’t let it show at all. Maybe I should take Jackson up on the tickets for Matt’s sake.

But I also don’t know what to say in reply. So I haven’t even read the message again since we got it.

I shut my eyes and groan. Maybe I caught a bug or something from the hospital. It happens, and it would be a nice explanation for what’s going on. Tidy. And so much easier than contemplating some facts I’m trying very hard to ignore.

I don’t like to ignore facts. I like to be a good nurse and confront the truth, even if it’s hard. I like to make patients feel truly cared for, and I know I should do the same for myself.

Somehow it’s harder for me, though.

I barely want to think about it, but the fact is, my period is late and I am usually as regular as clockwork. It would be easy to pretend, but I’ll never be satisfied until I know for sure.

Unfortunately, finding that out means I’m going to have to subject myself to the humiliation of buying a pregnancy test.

I look at my phone, bright under the darkness of my covers. Matt won’t be home for a while yet, so this seems like perfect timing. I can do this without him knowing, then if it’s negative, I can pretend it never happened — and if it’s positive, I can work out what to say later.

I clench my fists and throw the covers off me. I still feel sick, but I have a quest now, so I’m not going to spend any more time worrying about anything. And telling myself that enough times might even make it true.

Fortunately, there’s a pharmacy about fifteen minutes from the apartment, so I shove on a hoodie and my running shoes, grab my purse, and head out of the house. A walk will do me some good as well. The fresh air can’t hurt, and I can just choose not to think about Jackson. Easy.

I don’t know why I’m embarrassed to be going into the store. It’s not like I’m going to run into anyone I know. And even if I do, it’s not abnormal to be going to the pharmacy on my day off, especially when it’s a sick day. Not that anyone would question it — but if they did, I could very easily write it off as going to get some medication.

The air conditioning blasts onto my face when I step inside, a nice relief from the warm day outside. Even though it’s September now, it’s still weirdly warm outside.

Ironically, I was just talking to some of the midwives about pregnancy testing. They were telling me about how the newer ones are way too expensive for what they are, and at the end of the day, all you need to know is yes or no. All that stuff about how far along you are is basically just stuff the hospital is going to tell you anyway.

Still, I don’t want to get the cheapest one. But I also don’t really feel like spending forty dollars on a stick that I have to pee on.

I clench my fists, take a breath, and walk with as much confidence as I can muster over to the baby-care aisle. The packages all scream at me in muted pinks and soft purples, claiming all sorts of things that I don’t really need to know. I don’t exactly need to take a DNA test to know who the father is.

I don’t get how this could have happened, though. It’s not like we weren’t careful. We always used protection. As I stand there, the prices wavering in front of my eyes, I’m racking my brains trying to figure out just when this could have happened. I guess protection isn’t perfect, or maybe there was one time where we didn’t use a condom even though we knew it was a bad idea. I mean, we’re both clean, so it’s not like it was that big of a mistake. Sort of.

I shake my head trying to expel all these thoughts. It’s not worth dwelling on now. Arbitrarily, I grab two of the mid-range tests and shove them in the basket that I picked up to hide them.

Then I hurry over to the cashier, wishing desperately that they had self-service in this place, and dump the basket on the counter with a thud.

“Hi, honey. How you doing today?” says the lady behind the desk. She looks down at the tests as she picks them up. “This could be exciting,” she grins.

“Yeah,” I say noncommittally.

“What are you hoping for?”

I shrug, trying not to let my discomfort show too much on my face. “I don’t know,” I tell her. And that’s actually true.

There are two paths here. One will bring the relief of not having to tell anyone that I ever did this. And the other might bring Jackson back to me.

These are thoughts I can’t contemplate now, though. I broke up with him. I can’t just go letting him back in because I’m pregnant.

Oh, my God — what if I’m pregnant?

“Well, I bet it’ll be exciting to tell the daddy,” says the cashier, blundering into a conversation she can’t see I don’t want to have. “When my husband and I got pregnant, we were taking tests all the time, and he’d sit in the bathroom with me holding my hand until the result came through. We were so delighted when it was positive.”

“I bet,” I mutter.

“So, your total is forty-two dollars, thirteen cents. Cash or credit?”

“Credit,” I say, whipping out my plastic card.

“Just go ahead and slide that in when you’re ready,” she says, then giggles at the dirty joke she just accidentally made. I don’t react. The machine seems to take an age, and the whole time I feel watched, like somebody I know is going to see me and question me and know exactly what’s going on.

Finally, my receipt starts printing out. “Well, good luck, honey. I bet you’ll be an amazing mom.”

“Thanks,” I say curtly. “Can I have a bag?”

She smiles sympathetically as she hands me a brown paper bag, and I snatch it away from her slightly too harshly. “Thank you,” I say, trying to make up for how rude I’m being. She just beams at me and gives me a little wink.

I hurry home and head straight into the bathroom. My hands shaking, I open both boxes and lay out all the contents on the bathroom counter. It’s not exactly a difficult process, but I still hesitate, not quite ready to face what either of these tests could reveal.

I just have to stop wavering. It’s best to just get it done, like a vaccine or removing a Band-Aid.

With as much dignity as I can muster — which when you’re peeing on a tiny stick is not a whole lot — I take both tests and set them back on the counter. I could sit and stare at them for five minutes, or I could do the sensible thing and set a timer and go and do something else.

I take the middle ground between both options, choosing to set a timer and then sit on the floor in terror.

If there’s a child inside me, what am I going do? It’s not that I don’t want kids. I’m just not ready for them. Between Matt and my job, all of my time is taken up, and by all accounts newborns are even more high-maintenance than teenagers, so how am I going to find the time to look after a baby and Matt?

He would be wonderful with a kid, even though he’s a kid himself. I could trust him with anything, so I’m not worried about that. It’s Jackson I’m having nervous palpitations over.

A vision of him teaching our kids to play baseball flashes through my mind, and I can’t help but laugh to myself. “Stop it,” I mutter quietly. “This is pointless.”

He’ll be upset if I don’t tell him, but I also don’t know how to. I don’t think I could bear it if he reacts badly. I don’t think I could cope with it if he didn’t want anything to do with me ever again. I mean, that’s pretty much how we are now. But breaking up is one thing; being an estranged father is another.

It was easier for me in a way, without my dad. I was old enough to remember him leaving, so I knew he didn’t care. And even though I still miss him, I know there’s no force on earth that could make him come back. He wasn’t ready to be a dad. As an adult, I can understand it.

Now, of all times, I think I can forgive it. As I sit here on my bathroom floor, three seconds away from bursting into tears, I can understand it all. The fear of the enormity of the rest of my life stretches out in front of me, and thinking about my dad makes me want to cry even more than I already do.

All of this is like a floodgate, like picking a scab on a wound that hasn’t healed and it’s gushing blood all over the floor. I don’t want that for my baby.

So, what do I do if Jackson gives me no choice?

With a shrill beep, the alarm goes off and I jump, smacking my hand into the cabinet. “Shit!” I yell.

Then I stand up and look before I can think about it.

I stare at the tests in horror, my stomach dropping to my feet. I know I’ve been ignoring Jackson unfairly, but now the message isn’t just going to be, “Hey, I don’t feel like coming to the game,” but instead, “Hey, I don’t feel like coming to the game. Also, by the way, I’m pregnant with your baby. Surprise!”

About a thousand different drafts of that text fly through my head, and not one of them sounds any good. I want to burst into tears, but I’m too numb to do anything.

And before I can get anywhere near crying, there’s a knock on the bathroom door and Matt bursts in, his mouth dropping open as he takes in the scene before him.

Shit.


CHAPTER 25

JACKSON
TWO HOURS EARLIER
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Iswear that whatever Freya has done to me, it’s like she’s put a curse on me. I check my phone every forty seconds to see if she’s replied to me yet, but I haven’t even got any read receipts on it. She is totally ghosting me. Matt’s read my message, but he hasn’t replied either. Why?

This whole thing is making me feel insane. Why won’t Freya answer me? I hope she’s okay. I hope she’s not off partying, celebrating the fact that she never has to see me again. But I also hope she’s not upset by it all.

Oh, I just don’t know what to think! This sucks.

I don’t want to be pushy, but it’s been three days and nobody has said a word to me — and I haven’t even double-texted either of them. I’ve thought about it, but I haven’t done it. That means it’s definitely time for another thoughtless act.

I pull up Freya’s contact and text her quickly, Hope everything’s okay before I can back out of it. Unfortunately, habit makes me put a kiss at the end of that text. Urgh, I should not have done that. Too late to take it back now.

I don’t really know what I’m expecting after that. Well, I do. I’m expecting a response. And I don’t get one.

I have training in the afternoon, and I spend all day trying to forget everything and focus on playing ball. I throw some great pitches and some shit ones and try not to let all the creeping doubts about being ready to win the World Series snake into my brain. I know these thoughts are part of the reason I’m playing so badly.

But at least some of it is Freya, too.

After practice, I get to the changing room and immediately run for my phone to check it. Still nothing. Maybe she’s dead. No, she can’t be. I’ve seen her posting on social media. Maybe she’s getting back at me for all those times that I ignored her in favor of playing ball. I get how she feels now.

It absolutely sucks.

And, yeah, she doesn’t owe me a response but I still would like one, at least to know that she’s alive — and so I can tell her I’ve learned my lesson. To tell her that, okay, baseball is always going to be important to me, but that I would think harder before letting it consume me.

Would that even be good enough, though?

In another act of almost complete thoughtlessness, I pull up Matt’s contact and decide to text him as well. Hey, haven’t heard from you in a few days. Just wondered if you were all okay. As soon as the message sends, I feel like a complete idiot. Is this really what my life has come to? Chasing a girl through her brother?

I get changed and have a hot, hot shower, ignoring the other guys yelling at me about wasting water. They can cope. I don’t get out until I hear utter silence in the changing room so I can towel off and get changed in peace. I take my time with it all, not wanting to be disturbed, enforcing some screen-free time to try and clear my thoughts.

Then I drive home, doing my absolute best not to think about any of it. The last thing I want is to die texting and driving, so I leave my phone well hidden in my bag. My fingers are itching for it, but I will be responsible. I will. There’s nothing that can’t wait ten more minutes.

The second I pull into my garage, I grab my phone, unlocking it before the door has even shut. Matt has read the message but not replied. All right, that’s it. Without really thinking, I slam the call button, furious for no reason.

Matt picks up pretty quickly. “Hi, Jackson,” he says, disinterested, like he’s being forced to call an uncle he doesn’t like for Christmas.

“Matt. How are you?” I say, trying to infuse my very best charm into the phone line.

“Good. How are you?”

“Fine,” I lie. “How’s Freya?”

He cuts straight to the point. “You do realize that if a girl doesn’t want to talk to you, it’s because she doesn’t want to talk to you — right?”

“No, I know,” I say, feeling the conversation spiraling out of control. Desperately, I try and claw it back. “I’m just worried about her, that’s all. Neither of you replied about the tickets. I don’t know if you want to come.” It’s a pretty weak reason to pretend to be calling, I realize as the words slip out my mouth.

I’m certain Matt sees right through it too, but he indulges me. “I would love to come. Thank you so much for the offer. I don’t know if Freya will, though. Baseball’s not really her thing.”

“I know,” I laugh. “She tried her best when she came to training, but she was so confused.”

“She knows the basics and that’s about it,” Matt says. I can hear him crack into a smile, and suddenly I feel like I can turn this around again.

“Yeah!” An awkward moment of silence passes where I can hear Matt’s breathing, and I’m sure he can hear mine, and I know it’s my turn to speak but I’m scrambling to find the words. “Look, Matt, I’m not trying to get back in her pants or anything, okay? But could you just tell her to shoot me a thumbs-up or something, just so I can stop worrying that she’s dead?”

“She’s not dead,” Matt replies dryly.

“Will you please just ask her to text me back? I want to tell her I’m sorry.”

“Sorry?”

“Yeah. I’m sorry. I don’t know how much she’s gossiped about me. But you probably know that I should have been better for her. I just want to tell her I’m sorry for that. I’m not asking her to take me back. I just wanted to know that she deserves the best. I don’t want us to have ended on a bad note.” The honesty tries to stick to my tongue, but I force it out anyway.

Matt hums in consideration. “All right. I’ll tell her. But I’m not promising anything. And if she doesn’t call you back, please don’t call me again. You know I’ll side with her no matter what, so it’s pointless trying to get me to do your dirty work. Okay?”

“Okay,” I say feeling disturbingly humbled by the teenager. I consider telling him that I miss him too, but I think that would be too far given the conversation we just had. “Either way, I’ll get you those tickets, yeah? It’s the least I can do.”

I can hear Matt break into a smile. “Thanks, Jackson. You’re the best.” He catches himself as he’s saying it, but it’s too late. The words slip out.

I decide not to hold him hostage on the phone any longer because if I do, I’ll be smug and that’ll ruin everything. “I’ll see you around, kid,” I say, and hang up before I can say anything else.

He texts me two minutes later, as soon as I reach my living room. Just got home. I’ll talk to her now.

I send him back a thumbs-up and flop onto the sofa, my heart pounding.

“Girl troubles?” Maria asks, leaning over me and making me jump.

“None of your business!” I snap, which answers her question for her.

She hums, sticking your nose up into the air with an air of triumph. We might not be all that close, but it’s pretty hard for a woman who’s washed your underwear not to know all your dark secrets.

“Stop trying so hard,” she says. “If you want my advice⁠—”

I cut her off. “I didn’t ask.”

“Yes, but you’ll take it. What’s meant to be will be. If she wants you back, she’ll take you. And if she doesn’t, leave her alone!”

I throw up both of my hands. “Okay!” I say. “Message received.” I give a salute, and she laughs, shaking her head before drifting back off to her work.

It’s only as she leaves that I realize I feel the lightest I have in days. What’s meant to be will be. It damn well always is.


CHAPTER 26

FREYA
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Seconds pass where we just stare at each other. Matt’s eyes flick to the tests and back to me, his mouth dropping open in shock and horror. There’s no way I can pretend that this is anything other than what it is.

At last, I burst into tears.

“Hey,” says Matt, alarmed. He rushes to wrap his arms around me, and I sink into his embrace, a sob welling out of my chest.

I’m not sure how long we sit there for, Matt gently stroking my back and shushing me as I weep into his shoulder. All of the stress of the last week is uncoiling in the form of uncontrollable sobs, and there’s nothing I can do to hold back the tide. All this time, I’ve tried to never show Matt weakness, to be strong and sturdy for him. To be someone he can always rely on, no matter what.

I guess I must have done a pretty good job, because I can’t think of anyone’s comfort I could want more in this moment than his. Despite the sense of panic I can feel emanating from him, he just sits with me. He doesn’t say anything, just sits with me until finally the great waves of emotion shrink into smaller ripples and allow me to move again. I wipe my snotty nose on my sleeve. “I’m sorry,” I sniff.

“What for?”

“I’ve gone and done something stupid, and now I’m going to ruin both of our lives — and it’s all because I’ve been too stupid not to see what was happening right in front of me.”

“No, Freya!” says Matt, squeezing me. “You’re the best person I know.”

I let out a loud, watery laugh, my eyes stinging and my chest aching. “I wish I hadn’t broken up with Jackson,” I whisper, the confession welling out of me. “I’m pregnant with his baby, and I ran away from him — and I’ve let everyone down.”

“No, you haven’t,” Matt insists, and his sweet innocence makes more tears flow. He’s such a good kid. He deserves everything in the world. “I’ve got something to tell you.”

“What?” I sniffle, swallowing hard. Here was me thinking I was the only one with the big confession today. Has he been keeping secrets from me too?

What a mess this all is.

He hesitates like he doesn’t know how I’m going to take it, then says, “Jackson called just now.”

“Jackson?” I splutter. “Why?”

“Because he’s worried about you. Because you haven’t replied to any of his messages and he wants to talk to you.”

“I don’t want to talk to him.”

The idea of Matt and Jackson talking behind my back makes ice freeze in my blood. I knew they got on, but I didn’t realize they were that close. It’s definitely a miracle that Matt doesn’t hate me for all this.

“I know,” he says gently, stroking my hair. “I’m not saying you have to. He hurt you. You don’t have to forgive him if you don’t want to. But you’re clearly still hung up on him. And he wants to apologize to you for not being there for you when he should have been.”

“He wants to what?” I yell, more loudly that I mean to.

Matt chuckles. “I know — I couldn’t believe it either. But that’s what he said. He wants to say sorry. I think he’s been doing some soul-searching, so maybe it’s worth hearing him out. You don’t have to commit to anything. And if he hasn’t changed, well, you can just ignore him again. You need someone who’s going to look after you, Frey. Don’t waste your time on anything else. You’ve looked after everyone else for so long. I want you to have someone who’s there for you without question.”

A noise that’s half sob, half laugh escapes me. “Who let you be such a wise and good kid?”

“You did,” he says with a wry grin I recognize from my own face.

“I’m glad you don’t think I’m a total screw-up,” I say, adjusting myself to hug him tightly in return. “You know, even if this doesn’t work out between me and him, you should still go to the game. I don’t want you to feel like you can’t.

“Believe me,” I’m planning to,” Matt says, grinning.

“Good.” I breathe a sigh of relief, the tightness in my chest releasing its grasp a little more. “Anyway,” I say, taking a deep breath and trying to shake myself back into some order despite my puffy eyes and croaking voice. “How was your day today? Did you have fun at school?”

Matt raises an eyebrow hard on me. “I don’t think school and fun will ever belong in the same sentence, but it was okay. It might be okay if you’re like, a genius, but I just don’t think school’s for me. I’m not smart enough.”

“Hey,” I say firmly. “No putting yourself down like that. You’ve got a brain in there and everyone knows it. You weren’t destined for science and math, that’s all. There’s way more out there than that, and grades don’t prove anything. You know that.”

“Yeah,” he concedes. “I’m not sure I believe in destiny. Not usually, anyway.”

“What does that mean?” I ask, pushing myself up.

He hops to his feet to help me and shrugs. “Dunno. Some things are definitely stupid and you make them up as you go along. But other things… I don’t know. They feel like they’re meant to be.”


CHAPTER 27

JACKSON
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I’m woken up by a banging on the door. “Go away!” I yell.

The hammering doesn’t stop, though, and putting a pillow over my head doesn’t make it go away.

With the game and everything else that’s going on right now, I’m doing some stress relief the best way I know how. And that is to lie down and watch baseball movies that I’ve seen a hundred times before. Matt hasn’t texted me again, and Freya still hasn’t answered my message — and I’m now starting to really have doubts about our big win.

I am going to yell at whoever this is so hard they’re not even going to know what’s⁠—

“Freya?” I gasp as I swing open the front door. “I wasn’t expecting to see you here. What’s wrong?”

A rush of fear hits me as I imagine all the scenarios that could have happened to bring her here, crying on my doorstep. A million things could have gone wrong, but anything that makes Freya cry… it’s got to be bad.

I don’t stop for more questions. Instead, I lead her through to the living room and sit her down on the sofa. “Okay,” I start. “You know I love having you here, and you’re always welcome. And it’s really good to see you. But I need to know what’s going on right now before I start to get real worried.”

She lets out a watery chuckle. “I’m fine. And so is Matt. Honestly.”

I sit next to her, keeping a respectable distance between us.

“I just have something to tell you,” she says.

“You’re not making me feel better about this.”

She reaches out her hand to take mine, and I have to actively remember how to breathe. It feels so damn good to have her hand in mine again. It’s only been a week and a half, but that’s a week and a half too long. I almost blurt that out, but she needs to give me her news first, so I bite my tongue.

She takes deep breath and then just says it straight. “Jackson, I’m pregnant.”

"You’re what?”

“Pregnant. With your baby.”

“Mine?”

She shakes her head. “Who else’s do you think? You know I’ve been faithful to you this whole time. There’s nobody else’s it could be.”

“What?” I say, my brain still trying to wrap itself around the news. “Wait — no, I didn’t mean it like that. I just meant⁠—”

“I’m teasing,” she says, smiling hard and squeezing my hand.

“You’re pregnant,” I say again, not sure what else to say. I’m sure my face is doing something weird right now, something inconvenient and inappropriate, but really, how are you supposed to react when the woman you love bursts into your house in floods of tears and announces that she’s carrying your baby inside her?

“I know this probably isn’t what you were wanting to hear,” she says shakily, closing her eyes as she activates business mode. “But I needed to tell you the truth. I’m not saying you have to talk to me, and if you don’t want to be involved, I get it. I won’t ask you for anything if you don’t want me to. If you want us to leave you alone forever, then I will.”

“Freya,” I interrupt as gently as I can, “what makes you think I’d ever, ever not want to be involved with you or our baby?”

Her mouth opens and closes a few times as she tries to understand what’s going on. I take advantage of the silence to make my own confession. “Freya, believe me, there is no world where I don’t want you back. You broke my heart when you left. You absolutely shattered it.”

“I’m sorry,” she whispers, tears welling in her eyes again.

“No, but you’re right,” I say. I need to get this out. “All the things you said about me not listening to you, about me not making time — I understand now, I think. I have big dreams. You know that. Everyone knows that. I want them more than anything. But… I guess… well, I don’t want them more than I want you. I can’t promise I’ll be perfect, but I’ll try to be better. I’ll make more time for you and give you everything you deserve. If you want me back at all, I’m yours.”

I run a hand through my hair, letting out a breath. “I wasn’t expecting to have a kid ever, if I’m honest, but the idea of having one with you? It’s…” I flounder for the words. This is going nothing like how I’d daydreamed it would go, and it doesn’t help that she’s not sticking to the script, but I make the best landing I can. “Look, whatever you decide is your decision, but I’ll be here for you no matter what. I’m sorry I let you down, and I promise to try not to again.”

“Jackson,” she says softly, and I hold my breath for the hit, “you’re going to be a wonderful father.”

With that she bursts into tears again, and I bundle her up in my arms, pulling her in tight. “I love you, Jackson,” she mumbles into my chest. “I’m so sorry for pushing you away without talking to you.”

“And I’m sorry for the same. But hey…” I shuffle to look in her eye, stroking her cheekbone gently with my thumb. “For real, make me one promise, okay? Promise you’ll tell me if you feel like I’m not listening. I can sit here and make you all the sweet promises you want. But if I don’t know what you’re thinking, I can’t put it right.”

“Okay, deal,” she says.

“I love you, Freya,” I say, and any other words we might have left in us are lost as our lips crash together, tasting of salt and regret and the future yet to come, hand in hand.


CHAPTER 28

FREYA
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Ihold Matt’s hand tightly in mine, both of us holding our breath as Jackson scrapes the pitcher’s mound with his foot. The atmosphere in the stadium is electric, everyone waiting for the key moment.

We’re at the top of the ninth inning, waiting for Jackson to do his stuff. He’s been on great form all season, and his work has all been worth it, because here we are in the World Series, three zero up on Atlanta. And though the bases are loaded, I’ve got a good feeling about this strikeout that Jackson’s about to make.

He’d better, anyway. If he loses this game, I’m going to be devastated for him. This is all he’s been working for, for his whole life.

“He’s got to do it,” whispers Matt, mostly to himself. “He’s got to do it.”

“He will,” I say. “They’ve got this in the bag.”

Matt shakes his head, not as confident, but I refuse to put that energy out there. “Come on, Jackson!” I scream. Even though we’re sitting just behind home plate in the best seats in the stadium, I doubt Jackson can hear us. He turns to look anyway, as if he just knew we were talking about him.

He throws Matt and me a grin, and we wave back. He’s never happier than when he’s playing ball. The only other time I ever see that smile is on date night while I’m telling him my stories about work or Matt or whatever else is occupying my time. It’s not been long, but already he’s sticking to his word. He has changed, and it’s only for the better.

There’s nothing about this moment that I would change — well, other than to guarantee the Prairie Dogs’ win.

Matt squeezes my hand as Jackson turns back to the game. “He’s got to do it,” he says again. I just squeeze his hand back.

It all comes down to this. Matt says that this is the most strikeouts Jackson’s ever made in one game and I believe it. There have been a couple of close moments but, overall, Jackson’s managed to keep them from getting an advantage. He’s getting tired now, though — it’s been a long game, and I can see him rolling his shoulder to try and shake out some of the fatigue.

He’s going to get such a good back massage from me later, and that’s just the start of it.

Jackson takes a breath and so do we. He steps back and then, in a beautifully fluid motion, sticks his leg into the air like a dancer, then shifts all that momentum into the ball.

For a moment the entire world seems to stop, squeezed into that ball, stretching out as long as it can go. It’s the slowest fastball I’ve ever felt.

And then time snaps back into place, and Matt and I both scream for joy as the ball sails past the batter, and the umpire crosses his arms in a way that can only signify a strikeout.

The entire stadium starts jumping, and I feel like we’re going to cause an earthquake, but I don’t care because I’m so delighted for Jackson. And for the rest of the team, of course, but mostly for Jackson. This is everything he’s ever wanted. And finally, it’s his.

The look on his face tells us everything we need to know about how much it means to him. He drops to his knees, mouth wide open like he can’t believe it.

If I could, I’d go and wrap my arms around him, kiss his lips, and tell him how proud I am of how far he’s come. He deserves every success, and I love him all the more for it because he meant every word he said to me in his house that day. He’s not perfect, but he’s trying, and that’s all anyone can ask for.

He scrambles back to his feet as the team rush at him, and I wave, saying, “I love you!” at him even though he can’t hear. He blows a kiss back at me, then gets swallowed into the celebration tackle.

Jackson has done his best to get us privileges to meet him afterwards. But he has to talk to the press first, and he told us it might take him a while to get to us. As expected, we get efficiently escorted into the depths of the stadium by a burly guard and deposited into a side room.

“They’ll be in the press room now, ma’am, but we’ll get you settled in here. You can watch the reporting on the TV, and I’ll let Jackson know you’re here, for when he’s ready,” says the guard with that vague disinterest most security seem to have.

“Thank you,” I smile. He flicks on the video stream and shuts the door behind us.

“I can’t believe they won,” Matt says quietly to me, like saying it too loud will undo it.

“I can,” I say. “They worked hard for it.”

“Yeah, but working hard doesn’t always mean you’ll succeed.”

“Who turned you into a little fortune cookie?” I ask, ruffling his hair.

He shakes me off, and we both turn our attention to the screen and the guy who has changed both of our lives forever. Jackson looks at the camera as if he knows we’re watching and waits for the journalists to start asking their questions. Most of it is just run-of-the-mill stuff. How was training season? What was it like to get back to playing at such a critical time?

One guy with a nasal-sounding voice and an accent that’s impossible to place catches Jackson’s attention and says, “So what’s next for you, Jackson? What’s your plan for the rest of your career?”

“The rest of my career is going to be a long time relaxing,” Jackson says smoothly. “Let me put any rumors to rest right now. I am retiring. In fact, this is the last game I will ever play with the Prairie Dogs.”

Light gasps scatter around the room, and I get the feeling from the look on the coach’s face that Jackson hasn’t yet discussed this with him.

“You all know, my ambition was always the World Series. And now we’ve won it, I think it’s time to go out on a high. I’m not done with baseball yet. But recently, I’ve learned that there’s more to life than the game. I’ve realized that family can be important too. So, yes, I’m retiring. Starting now.”

With that, he gets up and walks out of the room without another word.

Matt and I share a baffled look. “Where’s he going?” asks Matt.

About three seconds later, the door opens and Jackson bursts in, almost breathless from running to us. “Freya,” he gasps.

“Jackson, what the hell are you doing?”

“Didn’t you hear? I’m retiring.”

“Why?” asks Matt, just as shocked than I am.

“For you guys,” he says. “For the baby. What more do I need?”

He breathes out hard and looks at us both as we stand there with our mouths wide open, neither of us knowing what to say now. Then he lets out that easy grin and starts laughing. Matt glances at me from the corner of his eye as Jackson comes up to us and collects us both in his arms, and, as if it’s contagious, we both start laughing too, until the three of us are hysterical, our ribs aching from joy.

“Jackson, your career,” I say at last. “What are you going to do?”

“Well, Ms. Journalist,” he says teasingly, and I hit him lightly in the arm to knock some sense into him. “I don’t know yet. Coach, probably. But it doesn’t matter. I got what I wanted. I got the win, and I got you.”

From behind us, I hear a camera shutter click, and my stomach does a somersault as I realize that that quote is probably going to be a headline.

“They’re looking at us,” hisses Matt. “What do we do?”

“Hide your face if you don’t want to be in the paper,” mutters Jackson, then he turns his head to look at me. “But I think we should give them a real good picture for the front page. What do you think?”

I grin at him. “I totally agree.”

With that, he sweeps me up in his arms and kisses me hard, his big, gentle hands cradling my body as his soft lips melt into mine, every single atom of his body crying out with the promises he’s making to me, and every atom of mine believing him. Nothing in the world matters but this. Our family.


EPILOGUE
FOURTEEN MONTHS LATER
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Richie wrestles with me as I try to get him out of the car. “Hon, come on,” I beg, finally managing to pick him up and deposit him into the stroller. He looks up at me with the same puppy-dog eyes as his father’s, and I shake my head fondly. “You’re going to grow up to be a sportsman just like your daddy, aren’t you?”

He farts in response. Such is the life of a five-month-old.

I wheel him through to the field, where Matt and Jackson are still playing. Jackson meant every word of what he said to me that day. We’ve moved in with him, he’s coaching Matt’s team, and we’re happy. He still has his grumpy moments, but he smiles more than ever these days. Matt likes having someone other than me there, too; someone he can talk ball with endlessly and run around the house with.

“Hey, Freya!” hollers Jackson from the field. “We’re just finishing up.”

“No rush,” I call back, parking Richie and myself on the bleachers to watch.

Matt comes up to bat, smacking it far into the outfield. I cheer for him, and he looks back at me with a look that’s half disgusted and half pleased that he’s getting recognition. As always, he’s a teenager. He’s going to be embarrassed by me, and he’s going to have to cope with it.

The boys keep batting for a while, and I sit back, relaxing into the slow pace of the afternoon. I can’t say I’m not excited to get back to work — yes, having a baby is a full-time job, but I feel ready now. I’m getting bored at home, and I know Jackson is more than capable of looking after Richie without me needing to be there all the time.

I didn’t realize it before, but I couldn’t do this without the support he offers. It’s good to have someone I can lean on.

Finally, the last kid bats, and the group start packing up. Jackson gives them all instructions, then jogs over to me and Richie. He picks our baby up and launches him high into the air. “Hey, batter!” he grins.

“Careful!” I say, holding out my hands instinctively.

“And hello, love of my life,” he says to me, cradling Richie to his chest and leaning in to kiss me. “How’s your afternoon been?”

“Richie cried for most of it. I think he’s restless. We went for a walk, which calmed him down a bit, but he’s in a mood.”

“He missed his daddy, huh?” Jackson nuzzles his face into Richie’s. I have no idea if the kid can tell how much we love him, but every time I see Jackson with him, my heart swells fuller than I ever thought it could.

One of the other kids runs up to us and coughs to get Jackson’s attention. “Mr. Kerr? We’re ready now.”

“Great,” Jackson beams, and that’s the first thing that tips me off that something is happening. He might be a changed man, but old habits die hard, and this amount of visible happiness is worrisome.

“Jackson, what are you up to?” I ask suspiciously.

He just shrugs, placing Richie back in the stroller. I narrow my eyes at him, but he stays silent, committed to whatever scheme he’s cooking up behind my back.

Fortunately, I don’t have to wait much longer, because all the kids suddenly part into formation, dashing around like synchronized swimmers until they’re in the shape of a heart and a question mark. I stare at them in delight and confusion.

And then I look back down at Jackson, and he’s dropped to one knee, a ring held between finger and thumb.

I gasp. “Jackson… What is this?”

“Freya Odell. I love you. Marry me?”

I burst into laughter and tears all at the same time. Most people make big speeches when they’re proposing, confessing their undying love and swearing to be with their partner for all eternity. Of course Jackson wasn’t going to do that, though. This is so him — straight to the point and yet so, so romantic all at the same time.

“Yes. Of course! Of course I’ll marry you.”

He leaps to his feet, slides the ring onto my finger, then lifts me into the air to kiss me, spinning us around so the rest of the world blurs into oblivion, leaving only us in focus. All that matters right now is his lips on mine, his arms gripping me tight, and a silent promise between us that we’re not going to let go. That this is forever, through the rough and the smooth. It’s me and him against the world.

It’s perfect. Just like our family. It’s all going to be perfect.

The End
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I hope you’ve enjoyed Freya and Jackson’s story! Sign up to my mailing list to get news, freebies and more!

Layla x
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