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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Taking a deep breath, Ezra stared at the stone-grey building looming ahead of him.  The parking lot was almost completely empty, and that was because he was the only person ridiculous enough to show up just as the doors were being unlocked.

      Of course, he had to believe he wasn’t the only new guy who would show up for class two and a half hours before the first bell.  Other people had to be that way too.  He couldn’t be alone in this.  That would just be too pathetic.

      As he started toward the sidewalk, an obnoxious, rumbling, popping muffler sounded off in the distance, and Ezra hugged his bag tighter to his body, hoping that car was heading for the other parking lot.  His chronic anxiety was bad enough on his good days, but starting a new job had him on edge worse than he’d ever been.  He hadn’t slept at all the night before, and the vast amount of caffeine he’d already consumed had him trembling like a chihuahua.

      He licked his lips and told himself he could do this.

      “Don’t be a fucking coward,” he whispered to himself.  “You’re the boss of those kids.  They can’t tell you what to do.  You’ve trained for this.”

      Oh, if only his parents could see him now, practically pissing his pants in the staff parking lot over his fussy private school job teaching culinary classes to teenagers.  Of course, he could get a class full of sociopaths who raided the knife drawer and chopped him up to feed their parents at the charity spaghetti dinner, but logic forced him to doubt that.

      This wasn’t some episode of Hannibal Chef Jr.  This was high school cooking class.

      New job—sure.  New city—he could deal with it.  He just wished he could be a little more normal about it all.

      He laughed quietly to himself, knowing how he must look, cackling like a goddamn loon in the middle of an empty parking lot.  Maybe it was a blessing he showed up at ass o’clock.  At least no one was around to see his humiliation.

      Pulling the strap over his head, his bag slapped against his backside as he took long strides toward the door.  The path would lead him to the first-floor hallway in the language wing, the route he’d memorized when he’d been given a tour by the assistant principal three days earlier.

      Ellis Hobbes was brusque, but not necessarily mean, mostly just harried with last-minute, first week of school panic.

      Ezra didn’t envy Ellis’ job, nor did he want anything like it.  He decided to go into teaching culinary because his anxiety made it impossible for him to function in a professional kitchen, and he didn’t exactly have celebrity hook-ups, so he wasn’t going to make it big, let alone pay bills, as a private chef.

      Teaching was his only other option if he wanted to stay in his field, and the private school hadn’t required him to take all those certification classes that the public high schools had demanded of him.

      Ezra also hoped that because it was smaller and more pretentious, which was the kindest word he could come up with, they might go easier on him.  But he didn’t have a lot of faith.  He was cursed with terrible nerves, a baby face that made him look ten years too young to be doing any job, and the inability to raise his voice the moment he was confronted by anyone or anything.

      He’d struggled all through his years in college, frat boys finding out that a slightly aggressive tone turned him into a fucking fainting goat.  They all thought it was hilarious to torture him, and he spent six long years trying to go unnoticed so people would just let him be.

      It was a disaster in the making.  He was going to make a goddamn mess of this.

      But it was what it was.

      His hand was a little sweaty as he reached for the door handle, and for a second, it didn’t give.  He thought he was going to have to endure the humiliation of calling someone to let him in, but then he felt the latch click, and it swung back so fast, it almost sent him flying into the bushes.  His only saving grace was that there was no one there to witness his almost-humiliation.

      “If a teacher falls into the bushes and there’s no one around to see,” he muttered to himself, “did he make a sound?”

      “Uh.  Do you do that a lot?”

      Ezra only just managed to keep from shrieking as he spun to his left and saw a woman there with a massively pregnant stomach, blonde waves, and a smirk on her face.  She had her arms crossed over her mound, and he had a feeling she could probably wield the thing as some kind of weapon if she really wanted to.

      “Do I,” he said, his tongue threatening to stutter.  He swallowed and tried again.  “Do I do what?”

      “Talk to yourself?”  She narrowed her eyes, then cocked her head to the side.  “The longer I teach here, the worse I get at being able to assess how old everyone is.  You all look like infants, but I’m going to say…”  She tapped her chin.  “Student-teacher?”

      He’d gotten that twice on the tour, and he tried not to bristle as he shook his head, attempted to dry his palm, then offered his hand for her to shake.  “Ezra Mandel.  I’m taking over for…”  He struggled to remember the man’s name.  “Mr.… uh, Suarez?”

      “Raul Suarez, yeah.  He moved back to New York to help out his mom—which is kind of a blessing to be honest because the kids all hated him.  He was forty but he acted like he was ninety and he had a reputation for confiscating cellphones.”  She pushed a collection of hair away from her forehead and took a breath like she’d just gone on a run.  “And that makes you the new foods guy,” she said with some surprise, and he tried not to feel insulted as he pulled his hand away.

      “It’s culinary,” he corrected, straightening his bag.

      She snorted.  “Yeah, no one’s ever going to call it that, so you might want to give that up now.  Anyway, it’s nice to meet you, Ezra Mandel.  I’m Kaila Smith.  I normally teach biology and health, but thanks to this parasite,” she rubbed her hand over the side of her stomach, “I’m down to one class and praying that I don’t give birth on the classroom floor before I go on maternity leave.”

      He tried not to grimace, but by the sound of her laughter, he’d failed.  “I, uh…hope that goes well for you.”

      She shrugged.  “Part of me hopes I go into labor at school.  I can blame it on the stress of my job and make them pick up the bill.”  She beckoned him along as she started down the hallway.  “My husband’s insurance is a fucking joke, and the coverage here isn’t much better.”

      Ezra let out a nervous laugh as he followed her down the winding corridor and came to a stop at the elevator doors.  He liked her, he decided, but he also had a bad habit of liking anyone who was even vaguely nice to him.  He had a long relationship with a terrible ex, and bad friends in his past, and it was all thanks to that goddamn inability to say no to people or to set boundaries.

      But Ezra was also an expert at reading red flags—just like he was an expert at ignoring them.  Kaila seemed a little more extroverted than he would ever be, but she smiled at him with kind eyes and winked a little as she reached past him to push the button.

      He was pretty sure she was good people.

      “Am I freaking you out?  Talking to much?  I know I can be a bit overwhelming.”

      He shook his head quickly.  “It’s not you.  I’m just dealing with the abject fear of being devoured alive by my students.  You know.  Hannibal style.”  He offered an Anthony Hopkins lip-suck and she doubled over laughing.

      “Oh my God, honey, where do you think you are?”  She gripped the edge of the elevator when the doors opened, and he followed her in with flaming hot cheeks.

      “A private school where really rich white kids get away with whatever they want?” he offered.

      Her grin was wide and toothy as she jabbed the third-floor button.  “Okay fair, and look, we’ve had some real winners here, but it’s not like we’re living in DC where you have a bunch of Senators’ kids who have never been told no before.  There are a bunch of students on scholarships and it’s actually fairly diverse.  I mean, admin can be awful because they keep their heads pretty well lodged up the coaches’ and parents’ asses, but it’s not a nightmare.”  She turned serious as the doors opened and laid a hand on his arm as they stepped out into the third-floor hall.  “I promise, it’s going to be fine.”

      Ezra didn’t know how to explain to her that kind, reassuring words did absolutely nothing to help his anxiety.  Hell, his Lexapro and emergency Xanax barely took the edge off some days.  But he appreciated that she was trying—and genuinely at that.

      “This is just technically my first teaching job ever,” he confessed as he started toward the room that would become his own personal space for the next two years of his contract.  He fumbled in his pocket for the classroom door key which he had to keep on him at all times, and he got the thing unlocked without making too of an big an ass of himself.

      “Can I ask you something?” Kaila said as he flicked on the lights.

      The room was exactly the same as he remembered from the tour—though a bit more familiar now.  There were six rows of cooking tables on either side, which would allow twenty-four students total, though the AP assured him none of the classes were ever at capacity.  That was somewhat of a relief.  He could probably take on twenty-four high schoolers if he had to.

      Ezra realized he hadn’t answered Kaila, and he flushed as he turned toward her, dropping his bag on the table to the side of the main cooking station.  “Sorry, uh, yeah.  Of course.  Ask me whatever you want.”

      She laughed softly and shook her head.  “First of all, you’ll find your chill eventually, I promise.  Second, not to be rude, but… is this, like, your first job ever?”

      He burst out laughing, dropping his face into his hands.  “No, and it’s mortifying that you think that.”

      “You just look young,” she stressed.  “Which hey, I mean, you’ll appreciate that later when we’re all aging like raw milk, right?”

      He grinned at her as he dropped his hands.  “I’m twenty-six.  And this is my first teaching job because I just got done with my Master’s.  I had big plans before that to be a chef—be like the Jewish Gordon Ramsay or something.”

      She barked out a laugh, then rubbed her belly like it hurt.  “I would pay to see that.  Like, no joke, big money.”

      He waved her off.  “Well, it’ll never happen.  It turns out that I’m a pile of over-cooked spaghetti in the kitchen.  My anxiety was so awful, I got fired from my first two restaurant jobs on the first day.”

      She let out a low whistle, then grabbed one of the student stools and perched on the edge of it.  “Okay, that’s bad.  Though to be fair, my first job was at this fried chicken place, and I quit during my lunch break because it was that shitty.”

      Ezra walked behind his cooking station and stared down at the long fridge built into the cabinet, and the dishwasher on the end, and all the high-tech equipment he would have never gotten if he was working in a public school.  Drumming his fingers on the counter, he straightened up and looked at her.

      “How bad is this really going to be?”

      She waved him off, then hopped down and jerked her head toward the door.  “Come with me.  I’ll show you where to get the good coffee and the best place to sit where we can watch people come in.  I can give you all the hot goss.”

      His smile was crooked as he palmed his pocket for his keys, then remembered to snag his phone from his bag before following her out.
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      The one thing Ezra liked about Kaila the most was that she didn’t mind doing all the talking.  He had a feeling she probably enjoyed the sound of her voice, and while most people would fling that around as an insult, it genuinely put him at ease.  He was terrible at small-talk and when he wasn’t being expected to perform, he could relax.

      She had a very slight accent, though he couldn’t place it, and the cadence of her speech was soothing.  She talked mostly about herself as she led the way to the arts hall—about her four-year-old, and her husband, and her pregnancy which had been hard on her.

      “I’m ready to shit this thing out,” she said, then grimaced.  “Sorry, I get kind of gross about this whole biology thing, but pushing out a baby really is like taking a massive shit.”

      Ezra laughed.  “I think I’m glad I won’t ever have to know that.”

      “You don’t want kids?” she asked.

      He blinked at her.  “Well, not necessarily. But I don’t have a uterus.”

      She waved her hand dismissively at him again—a habit he wondered if she picked up from teaching.  “Trust me, honey, medical science is making advancements.  There might just be a day you can…” she trailed off, giving her belly a pat.

      “I’ll, uh…consider that for the future.”

      She laughed and reached over to squeeze his arm.  “Anyway, I’m taking maternity leave before the semester is up, but I’ll be back after my eight weeks.  Malik is doing the stay-at-home dad thing this time.”

      Ezra didn’t know what to say.  He liked that their roles were non-traditional, but he couldn’t relate.  He’d only had one boyfriend ever, and he’d never really considered being serious with another person after that ended.  “I dated this guy my freshman year of college,” he said absently as she turned the corner and led them down a dim hallway.  “He came from one of those massive Catholic families with like sixteen kids, and the idea of having so many scared the shit out of me.”

      Kaila came to a stop.  “You’re…gay, or…?”

      Ezra felt a surge of panic ripple up his spine.  He hadn’t meant to just blurt it out, but he also hadn’t been in the closet in a long time.  The school wasn’t religious, but it was still private, and God, he might have just outed himself and thrown his whole career in the toilet, and…

      “Babe?”

      Ezra realized his ears were ringing and he was breathing a little too fast.  “I…sorry, I…”

      “My fault,” Kaila said very softly.  She was standing close, but not touching him.  “I didn’t mean to sound like it was a problem.  We’re completely cool here.  I just wanted to make sure I got your orientation right.  I’m bisexual and I fucking hate when people assume I’m straight just because I’m married to a man.”

      He laughed, the sound shaky, and he dragged a hand down his face.  “I’m gay.  I also have severe anxiety.”

      “I picked up on that,” she told him with a softer grin.  “Maybe we should skip the coffee?”

      He groaned and leaned in toward her, bumping her shoulder with his own.  “I’ve been up since two a.m. running first-day disaster scenarios in my head.  If I don’t get coffee, I will literally die.”

      She let out a peal of laughter, then nudged him back before she started walking again.  “Duly noted.  And I’m sorry.  I’ll be careful how I say stuff next time.”

      He wanted to assure her it wasn’t her fault, but he was still feeling a little floaty, so he let the moment pass as she opened the door to a staff room the AP hadn’t shown him during the tour.  It was bigger than the one near the front office, brighter with paintings on the walls, and two enormous sofas put together to shape an L.  There was also a long coffee bar with a Nespresso machine, and several mugs hanging from hooks on the walls.

      “Normally we make you work at least a year before we introduce you to this place, but I meant what I said when I told you I liked you.”  She winked at him before waving her hand at the hanging cabinet, and he opened it to find a vast array of coffee pods.  “The teachers here aren’t rich, but we are spoiled by the lifestyle.”

      He chuckled and grabbed a vanilla one, shoving it into the Nespresso.  “And the mugs?”

      “Communal property.  A lot of people bring their own, so these are mostly decorative.”  She pulled one off the wall that had a cat holding a knife painted on the front.  “This one is my favorite.”

      He took it from her with a grateful smile, then shoved it under the spout and pushed the button.  It only took seconds for the scent of coffee to fill the room, and he let out a small, happy groan.  “I could get used to this.”

      “And you will,” she told him.  She grimaced after that and rubbed a hand over her belly.  “Be right back.  I have to go pee for the nine-hundredth time.  You alright here?”

      He smiled at her and shook her head.  “I think I can figure the rest out.  Thanks.”

      She winked at him as she hurried out of the room, and he went about searching the cupboards for sugar and creamer.  Turning up nothing, Ezra ran fingers into his hair and scanned the room, then jumped a little as the door opened.

      For a moment, he couldn’t breathe as one of the hottest men he had ever seen walked in.

      He was tall, thick, his polo shirt straining against his pecs.  He wasn’t overly muscular, but his arms were defined, covered in black and grey tattoos on his biceps which strangely complimented the expression on his face that was somewhere between a sneer and surprise.  His brown curls were pushed back, but a lock fell over his forehead in a gentle spiral, and it matched the exact shade of short beard which covered his cheeks, above his lip, and down his chin.

      For a moment, they just stared at each other, and Ezra wondered if he’d ever find the ability to speak again.  After a beat, he cleared his throat.  “Hi.  Hey.  Do you, ah…happen to know where the sugar and creamer are?”

      The man blinked then crossed his arms which made the ID on his lanyard tug down along his sternum, further defining his pecs.  It was obscene.  “You’re not supposed to be in here.”

      “No, I uh…I mean, yeah I know,” Ezra stammered.  “But I was told it was okay, and I…”

      “You’re new?” he barked.

      Ezra took a step back.  “First day.  I just needed some coffee.”

      The man scoffed and rolled his eyes.  “Has anyone ever told you coffee will stunt your growth?”

      “What?” Ezra felt a curl of confidence along his spine because he was really fucking sick of people talking to him like he was twelve.  “Are you saying fake science will stunt my growth?”

      The man’s eyes narrowed.  “Listen, I don’t know who you think you are, but this is the teacher’s lounge.  The sign and the lock on the door should have been your first indication that this isn’t a place for students to hang out.  No matter how much you think you need coffee.”

      Ezra spluttered and took a step back out of shock.  “I’m not a student.”

      “I’ve heard that one before,” the man said.

      “I’m the new,” Ezra began, but his words were cut off when the door opened, and Kaila walked back in.  She was humming to herself, but she came to an abrupt halt and her eyes darted between Ezra and the taller man.

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake, G.  Please don’t scare off the new guy.”

      He did not look like the kind of man who would have the nickname G.  He let out a soft grunt and didn’t appear apologetic at all as he dropped his hands, revealing his badge.  Ezra wasn’t wearing his glasses, but his vision was still decent enough to read the name Gabriel Bassani in bold, black letters.

      “This is Ezra Mandel.  Foods,” Kaila said.

      Ezra cleared his throat.  “Culinary,” he attempted to correct, but his voice came out small and timid like it always did.

      Gabriel’s lip curled up, making him look meaner.  “Student teachers…”

      “Full time teacher.  He just got hired to take over for Suarez,” Kaila said with a wave of her hand.  She turned back to Ezra.  “Did you get your coffee?”

      He cleared his throat again, but it didn’t help.  “I was looking for creamer and sugar.”

      Kaila walked over to a tall cabinet and pulled, revealing a fridge where she pulled out a small plastic container of white sugar, and then a bottle of creamer.  “We have an honor system,” she said, pointedly ignoring Gabriel who was still staring at them.  “Whoever finishes the last replaces it.  There’s only one person who doesn’t follow that rule.”

      Ezra’s eyes cut to Gabriel.  He couldn’t help it.  He seemed like the kind of guy who would use everyone’s shit, and no one was brave enough to make him follow the rules.  He was surprised, though, when the man’s cheeks pinked.

      “I do my part, and I also don’t drink the coffee here,” he said, his voice icy-cold.  “And I’ll thank you to stay out of my way for the rest of term,” he finished with a pointed look at Ezra.  With that, he turned on his heel, slamming the door behind him.

      Ezra swallowed thickly, but Kaila walked over and laid a hand on his arm.  “Don’t let him get to you.  He’s an ass at the best of times, but he’s all bark.  No bite.”

      Ezra wasn’t sure he wanted to trust her judgement on that one, but he supposed he’d met worse people.  And, if he was being honest, the ones with the smallest, most disarming bark, really did have the worst bite.
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        * * *

      

      Ezra realized the coffee really was a mistake just as the students began to file in, minutes before the first bell rang.  His anxiety was making him jittery, and the caffeine was only adding to it.  He clasped his hands behind his back, taking slow, shallow breaths as he felt every single one of their eyes on him.

      This was going to be a disaster if he couldn’t get control.

      But he reminded himself that was prepared.  He’d spent the last two weeks perfecting his lesson plans, working on his opening lecture, and practicing his voice of authority.  He just hadn’t expected to feel like someone had pulled a stopper out of his gut and drained every bit of his confidence.

      He leaned against the wall though, trying to appear casual, and he startled when a couple of girls walked up to him.  “You’re like, new, right?” the taller, blonde one said.

      He blinked, then nodded.  “I am, yes.”

      She smiled.  “Nice.  You can sit at our table if you want.  No one else in here knows what the fuck they’re doing in this class.”

      “Or, you can shut the fuck up, Allison,” a guy behind her called.  He was taller than Ezra, and maybe fifty pounds heavier of pure muscle.  He had the look of those football players who used to torture Ezra during his own four eternal years of high school.  He was smiling though, a lot more kindly than his own peers had ever looked at him.  “None of us knows what the fuck we’re doing, but you don’t need to sit with the Mean Girls.”

      She flipped him off and Ezra knew he should probably confess that he wasn’t a student and do something about their blatant disrespect.  He just…didn’t know what.  He didn’t want to be the uptight asshole.  He had big dreams of being everyone’s favorite, chill professor.

      “I, uh…well.  It’s nice to meet you both.  I’m…”

      The bell rang, cutting off his words, and he straightened up as the last few students came in—most of them on their phones, bashing into tables and chairs as they didn’t look up.

      Fuck’s sake, he’d have to make another rule before someone got burned.

      “We’re waiting for the new teacher,” Allison said, leaning in toward him.  “Mr. Suarez had some family emergency and he had to quit.”

      “I heard he had a mental breakdown because his fourth period kept getting into fights and he got punched in the face,” one of the jock’s friends said.

      Allison’s friend laughed.  “I heard he was fucking Mr. Hobbes,” she added, referring to the assistant principal, and Ezra blinked, still not quite how to slide in the fact that he was their teacher.  “And they broke up, so he left the country because he couldn’t take it.”

      Ezra cleared his throat, trying to regain control. “I’m sure Mr. Suarez and Mr. Hobbes would appreciate you not spreading rumors about them.”

      “Oh my God, you fucking nerd,” the jock said.

      Ezra reached for his badge, then realized he wasn’t wearing it.  Not a great look.  Turning on his heel, he walked to the front counter and grabbed it from the front pocket, sliding it around his neck.  When he turned, he saw surprise settle onto their features, then Allison grinned, and the jock shrugged.

      They didn’t care.

      Great.

      “Everyone, please get into your seats,” Ezra said, his voice not loud enough, but most people heard him and complied.  He wished he had something—like maybe one solid shot of vodka.  He’d danced on a bar after half a bottle of Grey Goose his sophomore year of college and made out with his first stranger.  One shot might actually help him grow a spine with these kids.  It was too bad he had morals.  “My name is Mr. Mandel, and I’m your new culinary professor.”

      Silence greeted him, and he wished he had a chalkboard or something, just to give his hands something to do.  Instead, he had a smartboard with a stylus he didn’t know how to use yet.

      Yeah.  He was fucked.

      “I’m taking over for Mr. Suarez who most definitely didn’t flee the country with a broken heart, nor did he have a break-down because his fourth period students beat him in the face.”

      There was a small titter of laughter.

      “But I’m not here to talk about that.  I’m here to teach you how to cook so someday, in the far future, you can fool your dates into thinking you have your shit together and can keep house.”  Silence met him for a second, but just before he could panic, the room erupted into a laugh.  He breathed deeper, told himself not to swear again, and he leaned against the counter.  “Anyway, sorry for swearing.  Now, who wants to start with telling me where Mr. Suarez—who is alive and well—left off.”
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      “You don’t need to throw it that hard.  Just lob it at me.  Gently.”

      Gabriel tried not to bristle at his brother’s patronizing tone, but he couldn’t help himself.  In fact, it took a concentrated effort not to pull his arm back and aim his fastball right at Pietro’s fucking mouth which never stopped running.

      It wasn’t exactly an unusual or foreign feeling, either.  Pietro lost his two front teeth when he was seven because he wouldn’t let up, and Gabriel had clocked him right on the playground.

      He’d been grounded for a week because of it, but he had no regrets.

      It was just how they were.

      It got a lot worse after his accident, though.  Pietro had always been the baby of the family, the youngest of nine, though barely.  He was exactly seven months and three weeks younger than Gabriel—and that was because he’d been born six and a half weeks early, and pretty much all of their baby photos were the two of them in matching clothes sitting in strollers, or strapped to their parents’ backs in those weird little baby backpack things.

      As they got older, strangers assumed they were twins, and their older brothers treated them like they were, and their parents let it happen. Gabriel supposed it was a lot easier than explaining to people that their catholic family popped out kids one right after the other until they couldn’t.

      Growing up, they did everything together—though weirdly unalike in every way except their love of baseball.  Gabriel had been a child prodigy pitcher, and while Pietro couldn’t throw a decent pitch to save his life, he was breaking pro batting records by the time he was sixteen.

      It had been absolutely no surprise to anyone at all when they were both drafted their senior year of high school, then given four years to play college ball and finish their degrees.

      Gabriel also knew they would both survive comfortably in the MLB because while Pietro was asked to stay in Colorado with the Denver Vikings, the Salem Canons clamored to sign the genius seventeen-year-old who could throw a submarine pitch better than some of the pros.

      And it would have been great.

      Hell, it was great. It was perfect, in fact.

      He got exactly two amazing years in Salem, proving himself on the mound.

      And then his life was ripped apart by the accident.  He was at the wrong place at the wrong time, then suddenly life as he knew it was gone.

      Gabriel spent the first few years after almost losing his arm desperately wanting to blame someone for it.  He wanted it to be because some person was careless or drunk so he could have someone to hate for ruining his life.  At twenty-four, he wasn’t really emotionally mature enough to accept or understand that sometimes, shit just happened.

      He didn’t want to be the guy who was accidentally mowed down by a car that was swerving out of the way when a toddler broke out of their parent’s grasp and ran into the street.

      The woman behind the wheel wasn’t even going that fast, which was the kicker.  If she’d hit Gabriel head on, he’d have broken a couple of ribs, maybe even suffered a concussion which would have put him out for a few games.

      Maybe even a season.

      And then he would have gotten right back up and went straight back to living his dream.

      Instead, her car knocked him to his knees, then the bumper pinned his arm to a bench and dragged him around the support beam.  It destroyed nerves and tendons, ruining his ability to grip a ball…

      And that was the end of his baseball career.

      Just like that.

      It took him two years before he could lift his arm up to his eyeline.  It took three years before he could hold a fork in his hand without shaking it so hard, he dropped all the food onto his plate.  It took five years before he could look at himself in the mirror and not want to make it all stop, because he wasn’t sure who the fuck he was if he wasn’t a pitcher.

      Even now, a decade later, he still had trouble wrapping his mind around how quickly it had all changed.

      Ten minutes before the accident, he was a rich sports star married to his college sweetheart, living in a nice house with a long career ahead of him.  He planned to be one of the greats who played so long, the die-hard fans begged him to retire because he was fucking up the game with his old bones and weak, arthritic grip.

      Six days after the accident, his wife left him, he was officially retired from the MLB, and he was jobless.

      He gave Cecily the house in the divorce because he had no plans to stay in Salem, and he moved back home to Indigo Falls, the one place swore he’d never return.

      And it wasn’t like he hated his childhood home.  Indigo Falls held nothing but good memories—but the return was painful in more ways than he really wanted to think about, and it didn’t help that all of his brothers—at least, all but Pietro—had moved away.

      Suddenly, it wasn’t home.  It was just an empty shell reminding him that there was never a way to turn back the clock.

      When he first set foot back in Colorado, Gabriel assumed that having his brother close by would make the transition easier, but instead, it was so much worse.

      Pietro didn’t talk to Gabriel for months, dodging his calls and cancelling dinner reservations.  It took Gabriel showing up at his house without warning, demanding to know why he was getting the cold shoulder, to learn that Pietro was afraid Gabriel was going to be angry at him for not being the one who got hurt.  The confession had taken the wind out of his sails, but it hadn’t dulled the pain of abandonment because Gabriel had gone through his recovery entirely alone, and when he finally reached out, Pietro just proved to him that he couldn’t count on anyone.

      He tried to explain to Pietro that he never once wished it was him going through this, because he wouldn’t wish that kind of pain on anyone, but Pietro wouldn’t hear him.  He just kept apologizing, and eventually Gabriel just stopped talking about it.

      Things started to settle, and Gabriel took the awkward, uncomfortable silence as their new norm.

      It was the same even now, ten years later as they stood on the abandoned field, in front of the little batting cage with the stacks of old restaurant plates lined up for the breaking.  The field was a relic of their childhood—their little league team which had seen enough championships to lay a path out for their future.

      Of course, Gabriel had never really considered he’d end up a history professor and high school volleyball coach—but then again, he’d never really let himself look beyond the mound.  Now, he stood in front of his brother with his arm cocked back, trying to ignore the wincing pity on Pietro’s face, and the urge to lob the baseball at his nose because his arm might be fucked, but his fastball was still pretty goddamn fast.

      It could definitely break some cartridge.

      “I know that look,” Pietro said, letting the bat fall to rest on his shoulder.  He rolled his left one back, then dropped the bat and tapped it against the edge of his dress shoe which was going to be fucked beyond repair from the gravel and dirt.

      Not that Pietro would care about shoes.  He had enough money to buy a designer shoe corporation if he wanted one, though Pietro had never been the kind of guy to flaunt his cash.  He had remained far more humble than Gabriel had been in those early years, and sometimes Gabriel wondered if the universe was just trying to teach him some big, cruel, cosmic lesson about himself.

      “Do you want to set up the tees?” he asked.  Before Gabriel could argue that he was perfectly fucking fine to pitch a couple of balls, Pietro set his bat aside and went on.  “What did I say now?  You’ve got that, I accidentally ate laxative brownies, face.”

      Which happened once in college.  Once.

      And it was Pietro’s fault.

      “Let me guess, someone put Ex-Lax in your Wheaties this morning,” his brother goaded.

      Clenching his jaw, Gabriel dropped the ball into the bucket, then hauled it over to what was once home plate—though now it was just a cracked bit of plastic that hadn’t yet been taken by the elements.

      Their batting cage wasn’t a batting cage at all, either.  It was the remnants of the fence where a peewee catcher once stood, talking shit as eleven-year-old Pietro walked up to bat.

      Before Gabriel left Indigo Falls, the city had a plan to restore the field, but by the time he returned with his tail tucked between his legs and some pissant education degree under his belt, it had fallen to ruins.

      Or well, it had fallen into the pit of old memories no one wanted anymore.

      He grabbed one of the tees from Pietro’s hand, then set it a few feet from his brother’s before reaching down and balancing a ball on the top.  Pietro stood a few feet away with both bats, and after stretching his uninjured a bit more, Gabriel took one and balanced it on his shoulder.

      He couldn’t bat with both arms anymore—and he’d never really been good at that part of the game anyway.  But he was also aware he was better one-handed and permanently injured than most people were with two perfect limbs.  It was just harder to stand next to his brother who had won MVP seven years back—two years after winning Rookie of the Year.

      “So, is this the silent treatment?  I stepped into one of my fucking Monday nightmares where I wake up and I time-traveled to twenty years ago where we’re still asshole teenagers?” Pietro went on.

      Gabriel let out a sigh, then turned and with his left arm, swung the bat.  It connected with the ball perfectly, sending it flying across the short distance and into the first dinner plate that was propped up against the brick pedestal.

      The ceramic shattered, and the ball bounced to the right.

      “Not bad.”

      Gabriel dragged his right hand down his face and ignored the tremors in his fingers.  “It’s been a week.”  His voice sounded rough, having not used it most of the night.  Usually, Pietro was content to just listen himself talk, but he was a persistent little dick when he knew something was wrong with his brother.

      And he was unfortunately perceptive.

      “Do you want to talk about it?”  Pietro didn’t even look as he hit the ball and sent it flying.  He dropped the bat, then went to set up two new plates from the box of restaurant rejects.  Pietro’s best friend James had done the whole, buying real estate and restaurant franchises, and Pietro was often involved, though he was never brave enough to take the step into ownership.

      Gabriel might have judged him if he hadn’t understood completely.  It wasn’t just his love of history or his enjoyment of watching young athletes step onto the edge of the pros, it was also his abject fear of all that responsibility.

      “How was spring training?” Gabriel asked him instead of answering the question.

      Pietro raised a brow, then stepped back and scuffed his shoe in the dirt.  “You never ask
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