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          SARAH

        

      

    

    
      I love this place so much.

      Gazing out my office window to the ballpark below, a sense of peace settled over me. To me, Old Bay Stadium was the most beautiful place in the world. The late February sun was just setting over the field. The stands were empty now, but spring training was just a few weeks away. Soon the new season would begin, and the stands would be filled with loyal Baltimore Bay Bird fans. During the off-season, I still had plenty of work to do running fundraising events for the Bay Birds.

      Tearing myself away from the window, I focused on the task at hand. I made sure to grab all the paperwork I needed for tonight’s event at the Hyatt Hotel, which was located just across the street from the ballpark. Tonight’s fundraiser was to support the Baltimore Bay Birds Foundation, our general funds charity account that we used to support a slew of local organizations.

      I arrived at the hotel to find everything operating smoothly for the event. My stomach flipped with happy anticipation as I gazed at all the activity going on around me. I adored being so involved with a sports organization, and the charity aspect of my job never failed to warm my heart. I’d left home, clear across the country, in the hopes of making a fresh start. Here in Baltimore I had found a warm and loving community and had made some wonderful new friends. After a year and a half, this place felt more like home than anywhere else I’d lived.

      Some of the Baltimore Bay Birds players began to arrive, looking dapper in their tuxes for this black-tie event. I was always so grateful for the athletes who took time out of their busy schedules to support the worthy causes promoted by the Bay Birds organization. Among the first people to arrive were the second baseman, Matt Jovey, and his wife, Julia, who also worked for the ball club. Julia was the head groundskeeper; she did an incredible job caring for the most beautiful ballpark in all of baseball. Matt was a dear friend of mine, and I knew I could always count on him to show up at my events.

      “Hey there,” I said with a smile as I walked toward the couple. “You guys look great.”

      “Thanks,” Matt said, the hint of a smile at his lips and warmth in his deep blue eyes. He was never one to display a lot of emotion, but he was as kind as he was quiet. The strong, silent type I supposed. Exactly the type of man I was looking for, really. A kindhearted soul who would someday make a terrific father. I dreamed of meeting someone like him who I could settle down with and raise a family.

      A good family. Not like the horror show I grew up with.

      “Look at you, girl,” Julia said, her pretty hazel eyes lighting up. “Give us a twirl.”

      I obliged, spinning to show off my shimmery black dress.

      “You are fine, Sarah,” she said with a laugh.

      “You’re no slouch yourself,” I said. Julia was resplendent in fancy dress slacks and a black and white blouse. She rarely wore dresses. In fact, the only one I’d seen her in was her wedding gown. At the reception, she’d changed into jeans and had worn a cowboy hat while she danced with Matt. That had been, without question, the most fun wedding I’d ever attended.

      Several other players arrived, which was wonderful. Gazing across the room, I caught sight of our shortstop, Brady Keaton. I was thrilled to see him as his presence was always a huge draw. No doubt we had sold hundreds more tickets the minute he’d announced he would be in attendance. Often, athletes with his level of fame wouldn’t bother doing charity events, but he attended as many as his schedule would allow.

      It made me so happy to see so many players supporting the Foundation. By now, I knew who I could count on to show up and who I couldn’t. I inwardly grimaced as I thought of Trace Ridgerton. The catcher for the Baltimore Bay Birds, Trace was my least favorite type of person. A cocky athlete who thought he was better than everyone else. Too good to attend charity events. He never came to any fundraisers, and I knew better than to ask. He was also quite the womanizer—another reason I despised him. During the off-season, Trace had made headlines for getting into a fistfight with one of the New York Kings after sleeping with the guy’s wife. What a jerk.

      Love and light, I reminded myself. That was my mantra. I always did my best to wish others love and light, even if they were someone I didn’t like. Especially when they were someone I didn’t like.

      Ever since high school, I learned to keep away from the likes of Trace. I couldn’t stand the guy, but that didn’t mean I wished him any harm. Fortunately, I rarely had to deal with him since he wouldn’t go near an event like this anyway.

      Brady smiled when he saw me, and he and his wife, Lyric, headed our way. He was such an oversized presence, that Brady. But in a good way. He was tall and muscular, with dark eyes, dark hair, and light everything else. He had a huge heart and a mischievous personality. He knew how to keep things fun. Lyric was as understated as her husband was outspoken. She had shoulder-length dark hair and pretty blue eyes that were gentle and kind.

      “Great job, Sarah,” Brady said. “Place looks awesome, and looks like you got a pretty good turnout.”

      “Oh yah,” I said. “We sold a lot of tickets.”

      “Oh yah, doncha knoooow,” he said with a grin. Brady loved teasing me about my Minnesota accent.

      “Quit it,” I said with a laugh as I gently punched him in the shoulder. Then I turned to Lyric. “Hey, girl.”

      “Hey,” Lyric said with a smile before pulling me in for a hug. “Everything looks beautiful. Do you need any help with anything?”

      “No, I think everything’s all good. Just relax and have fun. Bars are open on both sides of the room.”

      “Sweet!” Brady said, making a beeline for the closest one.

      As more players began to arrive, Lyric said, “Go. Schmooze. I’ll catch you later.”

      “Thanks,” I said with a laugh. My friend knew the drill. As Director of Community Partnerships and Events, I had lots of work to do, but I’d probably be able to have a glass of wine and sit with her later once the party was in full swing.

      It turned out to be a wonderful evening, the type of event where everything happened on schedule and people seemed to be having a great time. The photographer, a recent college graduate named Toby, kept busy taking publicity pictures all night. I smiled as I watched Lyric graciously pose for several pictures with Brady. Unlike her husband, she was uncomfortable with the spotlight. Lyric wasn’t crazy about constantly being photographed, and yet she never hesitated to pose with Brady for pictures at these events. She knew it would be terrific publicity for a good cause, and she knew how much it meant to me. Both Lyric and Julia had become treasured friends to me, and I was lucky to have them in my life.

      I managed to find a few minutes to sit down and eat at the table with Lyric and Brady. The dinner was delicious, with a choice of steak, chicken, or vegetarian entrées. I indulged in the steak but passed on dessert. It wasn’t easy, given how incredible the chocolate cake, cheesecake, and parfait options looked. But I’d struggled with my weight all my life and had to be sure to eat everything in moderation.

      After dinner, my turn came to give a brief speech. Public speaking had never bothered me much, and I was grateful for the chance to address my audience.

      “Thank you so much to everybody for coming out tonight,” I said from the podium at the front of the banquet room. “The caterers, servers, and event staff here at the hotel did a wonderful job, didn’t they?”

      I paused to allow the crowd to give those hard workers a well-deserved round of applause.

      “Every time I work one of these events, I am overwhelmed by the generous spirit of the Baltimore Bay Birds organization. Thanks to all the players who donated signed jerseys, bats, caps, and other memorabilia for the silent auction. We will be able to raise a lot of money for some very important causes tonight. Through our shared love of baseball, we can reach out and share our love with the Baltimore community.”

      Those weren’t just idle words. I often struggled to express my emotions for this ball club and my adopted city of Baltimore without tearing up, but I managed. My prepared speech highlighted some of the terrific causes that the Foundation would continue to support with the money we raised this evening. The funds would help some of the most vulnerable members of the community, like the poor and the homeless. We supported local veterans, as well as those who had been incarcerated and were looking for a fresh start. And then there was the cause closest to my heart: Maryland Kids Kicking Cancer.

      I wrapped up by saying, “So thank you once again to everyone who came out tonight to support such a worthy cause. And here’s to another year of great Baltimore baseball!”

      The audience erupted in applause, and a fresh wave of love and optimism for the future coursed through me. And to think, I almost hadn’t taken this job. I had personal reasons for my hesitations, but I was so happy I’d pushed past them and wound up here.

      “And how about a round of applause for Sarah Asiago for throwing together this whole shindig!” Brady yelled out, which prompted laughter and loud clapping. That did make me tear up, and I wiped my eyes as I nodded to the crowd before stepping away from the podium.

      As happy as I was, when I looked around at the couples in the room, I couldn’t help feeling the tiniest twinge of sadness. Still, I enjoyed seeing Brady and Lyric so much in love. And newlyweds Matt and Julia, who couldn’t take their eyes off each other. Deep down, I held out hope that I would be in their place one day. Perhaps someday, I would meet the man of my dreams and we could form the kind of loving family I’d been denied while growing up.

      As usual, I did my best to remain positive. Yes, I truly believed my Prince Charming was out there somewhere.
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          TRACE

        

      

    

    
      “Fuck me!” I yelled in fury as my goddamned rental car slid right into the Honda Accord in front of me. I’d only taken my eyes off the road for two damned seconds to change the radio station, and now I’d be tied up for half the night sorting out a fender bender. At least I wasn’t in my own car—a Lamborghini. Or worse, my beloved Indian motorcycle. Since I’d been in Florida for spring training for the last few weeks, I’d been stuck with a rental car. Tomorrow I could head back to Maryland for the start of the season.

      Riding my motorcycle again was one of the things I was most looking forward to once I got back. Everything made more sense when I could ride free, out on the open road on my bike. Wind therapy, people called it. And it was the truth. Calmed my mind and heart like nothing else.

      Groaning in annoyance, I pulled over to the side of the road. Hopefully, the person I’d hit wasn’t a total asshole. Paying them off without going through the hassle of insurance would be the easiest thing to do. I could afford to pay to make this go away.

      I watched with interest as a pair of long, shapely legs stepped out of the Honda. I slowly slid down my sunglasses to get a better look. This girl was hot. It was like watching a sexy woman walk in slow motion in a movie. Maybe this encounter wouldn’t be so bad after all.

      “Dammit!” Car Crash Lady cried when she surveyed the damage. She had shoulder-length brown hair, light blue eyes, and a killer rack. “Why didn’t you watch where you were—”

      Then her eyes landed on me. She stared at me for a moment. I knew that look. Seen it all my life. I was what you might call “blessed” in the looks department. Tall and muscular thanks to my day job as an athlete, I had dark brown hair and eyes. Whether or not she recognized me as the catcher for the Baltimore Bay Birds I couldn’t say. But I doubted it would matter.

      “Ah … I … mean … are you all right?”

      Yeah. Didn’t matter if she knew who I was or not. I could worm my way out of this one. Easily. My ability to charm women was one of the few things I was confident about in life. Well, that and sports. I wasn’t much good for anything else.

      “Oh yeah. I’m fine. Are you okay?” I asked, managing to sound sincerely worried about her welfare. Girls loved that.

      Nervously smoothing out her deliciously short skirt, she nodded.

      “Y—Yes. Yeah. Yes. I’m okay,” she said, still staring at me. Her eyes drifted downward to my tight jeans and black button-down shirt. Black was for sure the best color on me. I had to stifle a chuckle as Car Crash Lady took a good look at my package before finally looking back up into my eyes. I didn’t understand why women got mad when guys treated them like a piece of meat. I loved it when women did that to me.

      “Listen, let me pay for all the damage,” I said as if I was doing her a favor rather than doing what I was legally obliged to do. “Just give me your information, and I will get this all taken care of right away.”

      Please just go with it, lady. Don’t mention insurance.

      “Um…” She said, gazing nervously at the rear end of her car.

      “What’s your name?” I asked.

      “Nancy Featherstone.”

      “Nancy.” I drew out her name as I said it. She bit her lip and looked me up and down. “I’m Trace. Trace Ridgerton.”

      I scanned her face for any hint of recognition. Nothing. Clearly not a baseball fan.

      “Nice to meet you, Trace.”

      “Nancy,” I said, walking closer to her. “How would you like to go out for a drink?”

      And that’s how we wound up discussing the details of the car crash, among other things, at a high-class bar in Fort Lauderdale. I’d wanted to take her someplace fancy rather than touristy. Everything was ridiculously expensive in Florida anyway, but this bar was on a whole other level. Women were usually really impressed with places like this. They also seemed to find it alluring that I always ordered a stiff drink like whiskey rather than an ordinary beer.

      Car Crash Lady was quite excited, if a bit skeptical, when I told her what I did for a living.

      “You’re really a pro baseball player?” she asked, her eyes lighting up. I could tell she wanted to believe me.

      “Yeah. See?” I said, searching the internet for some photos of me in uniform with the team.

      “Oh wow,” she said, her face practically glowing. “You’re incredible, Trace.”

      You’re worthless. How stupid you are. I took a healthy swig of my whiskey as if that would kill the sound of my mother’s voice in my head. Of course it wouldn’t. Nothing did. Then there was the all too loud sound of my own voice in my head.

      No. I’m not incredible. What happened to Betsy was all my fault.

      Another sip of my drink did help shut my mind up for a bit. Sometimes it took a few minutes to get to where I needed to be.

      As much as I preferred to sit here talking about how great she thought I was, I knew switching the conversation to her would work to my benefit.

      “So, tell me about you,” I said, leaning in to pretend to be enchanted by whatever came out of her mouth. Then she proceeded to prattle on, something about being a legal secretary and whatnot.

      By the time she was on her second glass of wine and I was on my third whiskey, I figured it was time to make my move. After all, I had to get up somewhat early to head back to Maryland tomorrow.

      “I don’t know about you, but I feel like we have a real connection here,” I said, gazing into her eyes.

      “Yeah, me too,” she said breathlessly.

      “Would you like to come back to my hotel room?” I asked, holding my breath as I waited for an answer.

      With hardly any hesitation, Car Crash Lady said, “Yeah. I’d like that.”

      I paid our tab, and we both drove our cars back to my hotel. Hers was a little banged up but still drivable. My rental car had a few scratches, but I’d paid for the rental insurance so the damage wasn’t my problem.

      We had an incredible night together, the perfect capper to wrap up spring training. Car Crash Lady had a rocking body, and I loved that she was a screamer in bed. It was always a huge ego boost to think anybody walking by my hotel room would know some lucky woman was getting it good from a guy who knew what he was doing.

      Lucky for me, she was a heavy sleeper, so I had no problem sneaking out early in the morning. I left her a note thanking her for a great time along with my agent’s contact information. I wrote that she should call him and he would make sure all the car damage was taken care of. She was a great gal and all, but no way was I about to give her my personal phone number.

      I headed to the airport to return the car and hop on a plane to Baltimore, ready to start a brand-new baseball season.
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        * * *

      

      Just a few weeks into the season, everything was going great. I was settled back into my house, located about twenty minutes from Old Bay Stadium. Opening day had been awesome as always, and it felt great to be back behind the plate in Baltimore. I’d been hitting well, and all was perfect in my world.

      Then I got hauled into the owner’s office. Gary Devilbuss himself wanted to see me. I told myself he probably wanted to discuss my contract, which was up at the end of this season, but deep down I knew that couldn’t be true. My agent would handle that. After the day game ended, I showered quickly and nervously headed over to see the big man.

      “Sit down,” Devilbuss ordered the second I appeared in his doorway. His gray eyes narrowed as he sneered at me. The fat, graying guy could pass for Santa Claus if he had a beard, except he wasn’t exactly jolly right now.

      Not good. Not good at all.

      I did as directed, taking a seat across from his desk.

      “Is everything all right?” I asked.

      “No,” he said bluntly.

      “Oh.”

      “As you know, you’re already on thin ice with your off-season shenanigans,” Mr. Devilbuss said.

      The word “shenanigans” struck me as hilarious for some reason, and it was a genuine struggle not to laugh. I tried to focus on what he was saying.

      “I’m not sure what you—”

      “You slept with Kurt McCracken’s wife and then got into a physical altercation over it,” he said.

      Oh. That.

      To be fair, I’d had no idea that woman was his wife at the time. Sure, I had my way with lots of women, but even I didn’t mess around with other guy’s wives or girlfriends. The truth was, she came on to me in New York. But hell, I didn’t blame people for not believing my story. I didn’t exactly have the best reputation. No wonder Gary Devilbuss was mad. He took great pride in the Baltimore Bay Birds and wanted us to be squeaky-clean.

      “But now you’re being sued, and I do not need any more bad headlines about you,” Devilbuss said in an angry, clipped tone.

      “What are you talking about?” I asked.

      “Your agent called and told me a Nancy Featherstone is suing you.”

      “Who the hell is Nancy Featherstone?” I asked.

      “How the hell should I know?” Devilbuss roared, and I realized I better figure this out pretty quick. I wracked my brain, but I simply did not know anybody named Nancy.

      The big boss blew air sharply out of his nose, and I nearly expected to see steam come out of his ears.

      I was still drawing a blank, leaving me no choice but to wait for the old guy to clarify.

      “She claims you hit her car in Fort Lauderdale,” he said.

      “Ohhh,” I said, the light bulb finally coming on in my head. “Car Crash Lady.”

      “What?” Mr. Devilbuss asked sharply.

      “Okay well, yeah. I got into a minor fender bender during spring training. But I gave her my agent’s info and told her he would take care of it. That way I wouldn’t have to go through insurance. So why the hell is she suing me?”

      Even as I asked the question, I knew the answer. Revenge. She was pissed that I walked out the morning after, leaving no return address.

      “Ms. Featherstone claims she hurt her back and neck in the accident.”

      “That is such bullshit,” I blurted out without thinking. “I had her in all kinds of positions that night, and believe me, she was not injured.”

      That was the wrong thing to say. Gary Devilbuss was notorious for being a family man. Though he knew many of his players weren’t exactly choir boys, he didn’t want to hear about it. And he certainly didn’t want the public to hear about it. That’s why he’d gotten so mad about the Kurt McCracken wife incident.

      “News has already gotten out about the lawsuit,” he huffed. “The woman spoke to local Florida news and now the gossip rags got hold of it. Between this publicity and your other recent indiscretion …”

      Mr. Devilbuss’s eyes narrowed into slits as I waited to hear just how much trouble I was in.

      “Your contract is up at the end of the season, you know.”

      Big trouble. That was the answer.

      “Yes. I know,” I said, sitting up straighter in my chair. This was serious. I loved playing for Baltimore and had no desire to be shipped off somewhere else.

      “I’m not happy with the reputation you’ve managed to get for yourself. That is not the kind of image I want for the Baltimore Bay Birds.”

      My heart seized in my chest. Playing baseball was all I had. I couldn’t let him take this away from me.

      “I understand, sir,” I said, praying he would let me off with a warning.

      “You’re going to need to fix this problem and fast. Otherwise, I suggest you tell your agent to start reaching out to other ballclubs for next season.”

      My mouth went dry.

      “I understand,” I said quietly. I was willing to do whatever it took to make the Baltimore owner happy, but the problem was I had no idea what to do.

      “You can start by doing some charity work for the Baltimore Bay Birds.”

      “Yes,” I said, leaning forward in my seat. “Yes, of course. That sounds like a great idea.”

      Relief swept over me. He hadn’t totally given up on me yet.

      “And stay the hell out of the headlines unless it’s positive publicity. Do some work for the Baltimore Bay Birds Foundation or something, and make sure it’s public so people will see you’re not a total jerk.”

      “You got it. You can count on me, sir.”

      “We’ll see,” he said, narrowing his eyes so far they almost disappeared. Then he stared at me as if to ask Are you still here?

      I jumped up from my seat, eager to get started on whatever I had to do to fix this mess.
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          SARAH

        

      

    

    
      I smiled to myself as I worked in my office overlooking the ballpark. It was a rare mid-week game day, and I loved when I could open my window and catch the scent of hot dogs in the air and hear the sounds of the ballgame while I worked. Game time was still more than an hour away, but the Bay Birds were at batting practice now and some hardcore fans were already in the stands. In a little while, I would even get to go down to the field for the ceremonial first pitch. Finding Hometown Heroes—people who contributed to the community—to throw out the first pitch was part of my job. Today, I would escort a sweet Black man in his late sixties to the field to toss the first pitch of the game. He had spent his life mentoring Baltimore City youth.

      I heard a knock at my door, and I assumed it was my secretary with the information I’d asked her to research about food banks in the area.

      “Come on in,” I said.

      The door swung open, and there stood Trace Ridgerton dressed in his full Baltimore Bay Birds uniform and looking slightly sweaty from batting practice. My stomach dropped. It was just such a surprise, and not a pleasant one, to see him of all people at my door.

      “Hi,” I said uncertainly. I knew him of course, but as far as I was aware, he had no idea who I was. He’d seen me around here and there over the last year since I’d started working here, but it wasn’t like I ever saw him at any charity events.

      “Hi. Ya got a minute?” he asked.

      Not really, I wanted to say. I’d been having such a lovely afternoon and Trace was not exactly someone I wanted to be around. But I wouldn’t be rude to him, and I was curious about what he could possibly want from me.

      “Sure,” I said, forcing a smile and trying hard to hide my distaste for him. I did my best to find the good in everyone, but his cocky attitude and the way he treated women really rubbed me the wrong way. That, and I had horrible flashbacks of my teen years every time I laid eyes on him.

      It had taken years of therapy, but I had fought to overcome the bullying I endured both at home and at school. Sports had always been a great comfort to me, so it didn’t help that my chief tormentor in high school had been the star baseball player. That horrific experience had threatened to destroy my love of sports, especially baseball. I was so glad I hadn’t let it steal my joy in the end. Not only was I still a huge sports fan, I had landed my dream job and now made my living supporting a wonderful major league team.

      “You’re in charge of all the Bay Birds charity stuff, right?”

      “Yes, that’s right.”

      “I need to do some charity work,” he said.

      “What do you mean you need to?” I asked. “Did you get sentenced to community service by a judge or something?”

      Trace laughed. “Well yeah. Kind of. Judge Gary Devilbuss. He’s mad because I got in trouble a few times, so he needs me to clean up my reputation.”

      I sighed heavily. Just when I thought my opinion of this man couldn’t sink any lower. Part of my job was to keep up with the comings and goings of the players, and I always read any article about the Baltimore Bay Birds that came up in my online news feed. I knew all about his latest troubles about being sued for some car accident. That, combined with the ugly news about his affair with the wife of a New York Kings player, must have angered Mr. Devilbuss something awful.

      “I see,” I said wearily.

      “What?” Trace said with a smirk. I knew that look. This man knew he was incredibly attractive, and he expected me to fall for his alleged charm like other women did. There was no chance of that.

      “So you’ve never shown any interest whatsoever in any of the community and charity work done by the Bay Birds organization, but now you want to volunteer so it will make you look like a good person?”

      I tried to feel bad for being so blunt, but it was hard. I had seen a lot of hardship and poverty in the city of Baltimore, and I’d also seen players like Matt and Brady giving money as well as donating their time to worthy causes. I’d never been a fan of Trace’s, and his selfishness seriously annoyed me.

      “How do you know I’m not actually a good person?”

      I bit my tongue hard to keep from answering that question.

      “I don’t know you, Trace,” I said, doing my best to keep my voice even. I generally didn’t have much of a temper, but I felt my anger flaring. I had half a mind to turn him down and tell him I didn’t want his help.

      “Would you like to?” he asked, smirking again.

      “No,” I said forcefully. “Not especially.”

      “Damn,” Trace responded, holding his hands up in mock defense.

      Oh my God, this guy.

      My hands clenched, and I fought the urge to toss him out of my office. Not only was he asking me for a favor, but now he was hitting on me?

      All I knew was I needed to get this guy out of my sight before I killed him.

      “Okay, so basically you need the quickest, easiest way to volunteer, to get back in Gary Devilbuss’s good graces, correct?”

      “Yeah,” he said.

      Trace was being honest with me. I’d give him that. He could have come in here claiming to be passionate about helping people in the city, which would have been worse.

      Sighing again, I pulled up the schedule on my computer.

      “We have a food drive coming up. People get a chance to meet some of the players if they bring food for the needy.”

      “Do you have room for one more on that one?”

      “Yah, sure,” I said.

      He cocked his head curiously. “You from the Midwest?”

      I stared at him for a moment before answering.

      “Yes,” I said. “I’m from Minnesota.”

      “No kidding!” Trace exclaimed. “So am I.”

      “I know.”

      “You do?”

      “Yes. I’ve read your file.”

      “You did, huh?” he asked, cockiness in his voice.

      Don’t flatter yourself, I thought. I had to be careful. I’d come darn close to saying that out loud.

      “I’ve read everybody’s file. It’s part of my job to know about the players. Their interests, their strengths, and possible areas of interest in charity and community. Things like that.”

      “What made you come all the way out here from Minnesota?”

      I wasn’t sure why I did it, but I decided to reply honestly.

      “To escape.”

      “Escape from what?”

      “From everything that happened in my life before the age of eighteen,” I said sharply.

      I supposed I’d told him the truth for shock value. Anything to wipe that stupid smirk off his face.

      It worked—he seemed intrigued and leaned forward.

      There was a knock on my open door, and both Trace and I turned to see my administrative assistant in the doorway.

      “Sorry to interrupt,” Brenda said.

      “No, it’s fine,” I said. “Come on in.”

      Brenda walked over to my desk with some paperwork for me, and Trace wasted no time looking her up and down. She wore a tight skirt, which I was sure he thoroughly enjoyed. She placed the papers on my desk and then looked over at Trace.

      “H—hello, Mr. Ridgerton,” she said.

      “Oh, please,” he said, waving his hand in the air and pretending to be modest. “Call me Trace.”

      “Okay. T—Trace,” Brenda said, blushing.

      Happy now? Now you have a woman falling all over herself for you. Brenda could do what she wanted, but I sure as heck wasn’t about to make a fuss over this guy. Trace was undeniably attractive. Muscular of course, since he was an athlete. With his dark hair and dark brown eyes, he had strong, masculine features and looked great in his baseball uniform. When not dressed for a game, he wore expensive clothes and frequently wore black, which even I had to admit was his color. Still, I didn’t find him attractive, because his cocky personality was so unappealing.

      “This looks great,” I said, looking over the research she had done for the food banks project. Brenda knew I preferred working with actual papers so I could make notes and highlight things, and I appreciated her thorough work.

      “Is there anything I can get you?” she asked me while still looking at Trace.

      “No, that should do it. Thanks.”

      “Okay,” she said, sounding disappointed. Well too bad. Trace could hit on her during her own time. Right now I just wanted to get rid of him.

      Growing more irritated by the minute, I waited while Trace stared at Brenda’s backside as she left the room. I did my best to keep my face neutral. The last thing I wanted was for Trace to think for one second that I was jealous of the attention he was showering on Brenda.

      “All right,” I said once she was gone. “Let’s get you scheduled for the food drive. Now, once you commit to this, it is very important that you don’t back out. Barring an emergency, of course. Your name will be all over the publicity materials, and your fans will be expecting to get the chance to meet you.”

      “Got it,” he said with a grin.

      I hated to admit it, but the truth was Trace did have a very loyal fan base. He was quite popular and, unfortunately, he knew it. We took a few minutes to work out the scheduling logistics and to discuss the procedure for safely meeting with the fans during the event.

      “Sounds great,” Trace said with the familiar smirk on his face.

      I swallowed hard, still struggling to quash my anger. I couldn’t help being upset. There were so many genuinely needy, hungry people in Baltimore, and I felt like Trace was not only using them to get out of trouble, he would get his already massive ego stroked in the process. It simply wasn’t fair.

      “You can count on me,” he said.

      “I hope so,” I said grimly.

      “Catch ya later,” Trace said with a wink. Then, at last, he left my office.

      Sighing heavily, I got up from my desk and looked down at the field below. I was disappointed in myself. I’d let Trace get to me, and I had failed in my quest to be kind to everyone, even those I disliked.

      Closing my eyes, I pictured Trace’s face. Just imagining that smirk made my blood pressure rise. Still, I soldiered on.

      “Love and light,” I whispered. “Trace Ridgerton, I wish you love and light.”

      I opened my eyes and took several deep, steadying breaths. I reminded myself that I did not know Trace’s story. For all I knew, he had reasons for being so insufferable.

      Glancing back down at the field, I saw Brady signing autographs. My tension eased as I watched him joke around with his fans.

      Most of the Baltimore Bay Birds were a joy to be around. And I was grateful.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

          TRACE

        

      

    

    
      Well that was unpleasant.

      I’d managed to put on a happy face during my meeting with Angry Charity Lady, but it hadn’t been easy. You would think someone in that kind of job would enjoy helping others, but not her.

      I tossed my regular shoes back in my locker, grabbed my cleats, and then slammed the metal door shut.

      “Problem, Mr. Ridgerton?” Brady teased.

      “Nothing I can’t handle. Just had a run-in with one hell of an ice queen,” I muttered.

      “Are you saying you found a woman who is actually immune to your charms?” he asked.

      Chuckling, I said, “Yeah, I guess you could say that. I had to meet with that head of Bay Birds charity woman. Sharon something-or-other?”

      “You mean Sarah?” Brady asked, sounding surprised.

      “Yeah, that’s the one. What a nightmare she is.”

      “Wait,” Matt said, wandering over to us. “Do you mean Sarah Asiago?”

      “Yeah. Her. She’s kinda mean,” I said, hating how I sounded like a wounded child. But I couldn’t help it. She had been super frosty to me.

      “What are you talking about?” Matt asked, his blue eyes wide. “Sarah’s one of the nicest people I’ve ever met.”

      Brady nodded, as did several other players who were listening.

      “Sarah Asiago,” I repeated to make sure we were all talking about the same person.

      “Yeah. She’s a real sweetheart. I helped get her the charity director job,” Matt said. “Well, her credentials got her the job. I just told her about the job opening and put in a good word for her.”

      “She and Lyric get along great,” Brady said with a shrug.

      “And I consider her to be one of my best friends,” Matt said, sounding defensive. He seemed genuinely pissed at me; rare for a chill guy like him. Made me wonder if maybe he had a thing for Sarah, which was kinda messed up considering he’d just gotten married.

      Brady slung his arm around my shoulder and said, “Looks like she just can’t stand you, champ.”

      Laughing, he let go of me and headed out to the dugout.

      “Son of a bitch,” I muttered as I laced up my cleats. I would only have to deal with her for this food drive and then I would be done with her. So I guess it didn’t matter what she thought of me.

      Well, it shouldn’t matter.

      Trying to put Sarah out of my mind, I concentrated on the details of the game. It was still early in the season, but the Boston Red Rebels were in our division, so every game we played against them was important. I headed out for the opening ceremonies.

      I stood at the railing of the dugout and joked around with Brady and some of the other guys for a few minutes. Then Sarah of all people came walking out of the clubhouse and onto the warning track. I couldn’t help staring at her. She was dressed in a knee-length skirt, which showed off her shapely legs.

      “She is attractive, isn’t she?” Brady asked, amusement in his voice.

      It annoyed me that I’d been caught looking at her.

      “Sure, I guess,” I grumbled.

      Sarah was beautiful. Annoyingly so. There was simply no denying it. She had blondish, slightly brownish shoulder-length hair. Dirty blond, or maybe honey-blond you could call it. Her bright blue-green eyes lit up when she smiled, which she’d been doing since she walked out onto the field. Seriously, she smiled at everyone, and she looked like a completely different person than the one I had met in her office a short time ago.

      I watched as she joked around with Julia on the sidelines. Julia’s pre-game field preparation was done, and now they were just waiting for the usual opening ceremonies. Sarah excused herself from her friend and made her way back over to the tunnel inside the stadium where we had all just come from. An older Black man was being ushered onto the field, and Sarah hurried over to greet him. They stood just a few feet away from the dugout.

      “Hello, Mr. Spencer! Are you ready for your big moment?” she asked, still smiling.

      “I guess,” the man said with a shy smile. “A little scared is all.”

      “Oh, please don’t worry,” Sarah said kindly. “You’re gonna be just fine. We just want to celebrate you and all the wonderful work you’ve done for the city. Nobody will be expecting you to pitch an eighty mile-an-hour fastball.”

      “Lordy, I hope not,” the guy said with a grin.

      Sarah stood next to him as the announcer introduced him as Mr. Vincent Spencer, pillar of the community. He was selected as one of the Bay Bird’s Hometown Heroes. A U.S. veteran, the man was a champion of the homeless in Baltimore City and had done a lot of work in raising funds to educate underprivileged people so they could provide for themselves.

      As the announcer wrapped up his glowing words about the man, Sarah coached him on when it was time to head for the mound so he could toss the first pitch. She bit her lip nervously as she watched the man, and I knew she was rooting for him to do well. Funny how we did this Hometown Hero shtick all the time and I never thought much about it, even though I was the guy who tried to catch the ball they pitched. And it was weird that I’d never really paid much attention to Sarah before now. She mostly stood off to the side while talking to the person who would toss the ball to me.

      Mr. Spencer pitched the ball. I let out a sigh of relief when the ball actually made it to the plate, and I caught it easily. The crowd went wild, and the man smiled and waved.

      “You did
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