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    For every couple who's learned that love isn't about never fighting—it's about choosing each other even when the fighting gets hard.

And for those who love fiercely, even when no one else can know.




  Chapter 1: Spring Training

Ethan

The drive to the Titans' spring training complex took forty-two minutes from our apartment in Scottsdale, and I spent every one of them aware of the man in the passenger seat pretending to sleep.

Nate's head rested against the window. His breath fogged the glass in a slow rhythm that was almost convincing, except his right hand was tapping an irregular beat against his thigh. Dead giveaway. I'd learned that tell back in the rivalry days, back when he'd still been wearing Steelheads gray and I'd watched him from the opposing dugout, cataloging every nervous habit like a pitcher studying film.

Old habits.

The Arizona sun hit the windshield and I reached for the visor. February light in Scottsdale had a particular quality, scrubbed clean and relentless, nothing like the filtered gray of Connecticut winters or the harsh overhead glare of Empire City in August. I'd done spring training here for six years and still hadn't adjusted to how exposed everything felt. No shadows to hide in.

My phone buzzed in the cupholder. I didn't check it.

"That's the third time," Nate said without opening his eyes.

"You're supposed to be asleep."

"I'm resting my eyes." He shifted in the seat, his knee bumping the center console. Our rental was a mid-size sedan because anything flashier drew attention, and attention was the one thing we couldn't afford. Not the kind that mattered. "Could be important."

"It's my mother. She's been texting since six about whether I'm eating enough protein."

"Are you?"

"I had three eggs and a protein shake."

"So no, by Catherine Cole standards."

I almost smiled. He was right. My mother's definition of adequate nutrition involved color-coded meal plans and a refrigerator stocked like a small grocery store. She'd mailed me a case of some high-end electrolyte water last week, addressed to the apartment. Our apartment. Where both our names were on the lease but only mine showed on the mailbox.

Nate cracked one eye open as I turned onto the access road that ran behind the complex. Ahead, the parking lot was already filling. Team trucks. Equipment vans. A cluster of media vehicles near the main entrance, satellite dishes catching the sun.

"Media's set up early," he said.

"It's the first full-squad day. They're here for the reunion narrative."

"The what?"

"Former rivals, now teammates. The trade that changed everything." I kept my voice flat, reciting the headlines I'd already memorized. Sports Illustrated had run a piece in December. ESPN had done a segment. The New York papers couldn't get enough of it. Ethan Cole and Nate Reyes, the pitcher and the hitter who'd built a rivalry over three postseasons, now sharing a clubhouse. "Patricia sent a brief last night. They'll want quotes about chemistry. Working together versus competing against each other. That kind of thing."

"Patricia." Nate said the name carefully. Patricia Okonkwo, the Titans' media relations director, was the closest thing we had to a handler. She didn't know what we were to each other, not really, but she was sharp enough to sense the extra gravity between us, the careful way we orbited each other when cameras were close. After the trade went through and Nate signed his extension, she'd sat us both down in her office with the door locked and said, simply, I don't need to know the details. I need to know what I'm managing. "What'd her brief say?"

"The usual. Stay on message. The rivalry-to-teammates angle plays well, so lean into it. Don't oversell, don't undersell." I paused at the security gate and held my badge to the reader. The arm lifted. "She also said to arrive separately."

A beat of silence.

"We're in the same car, Ethan."

"I know."

"So how does that—"

"You get out at the south entrance. I park in the main lot and walk in through the front. We don't arrive at the same time. It's not complicated."

Nate was quiet for a moment. Then he sat up fully, running a hand through his hair. Black, thick, sticking up where it had pressed against the window. He needed a haircut. I did not say this because Nate's response to grooming suggestions was predictable and involved several words in Spanish that his abuela would not approve of.

"Right," he said. "Not complicated."

I pulled around the south side of the complex, where a service entrance opened onto the back corridor that led to the weight room. No cameras. No reporters. Just a concrete ramp and a dumpster.

"Romantic," Nate said, looking at the dumpster.

"Eight-thirty. South entrance. Go."

He grabbed his bag from the back seat. Paused with his hand on the door handle. In the filtered light of the car, with the engine running and the air conditioning pushing stale recycled air between us, he looked at me with the expression I'd spent three years trying to resist: direct, unguarded, faintly amused, as if the entire absurd architecture of our secrecy was a joke only the two of us were in on.

"Try not to be too charming with the cameras, Golden Boy."

"Try not to be late."

He got out. The door closed. I watched him walk up the ramp, bag over one shoulder, until he disappeared inside.

I sat there for a moment longer than I should have, then drove around to the main lot.



The locker room smelled like industrial cleaner and new carpet. They'd renovated during the offseason, ripping out the old laminate and putting in something darker, more modern. New nameplates above each stall. Mine read COLE 21 in the same brushed-metal font as the rest, but they'd placed it between Marcus Webb's and the empty stall that would belong to whoever won the fifth-starter job. Corner spot. Good sight lines to the door.

Nate's locker was across the room. REYES 7, wedged between Tommy Okafor's and Ryan Mitchell's. I'd studied the layout when Patricia sent it last week. Thirty-two feet of open space between his stall and mine, with the central island of benches and equipment bins in between. Far enough that we wouldn't be in each other's peripheral vision during the daily routines. Close enough that I could hear him if he laughed.

"Cole." Bill Harmon, our manager, appeared from the coaching office with a clipboard and a coffee cup that said WORLD'S OKAYEST MANAGER, a gift from Marcus two Christmases ago. Harmon was fifty-six, built like an aging catcher, which he had been, and he ran spring training with the precision of a military operation and the patience of a man who'd seen twenty years of young arms blow out from trying too hard in February. "Welcome back. You look rested."

"I feel good, Skip."

"Your velocity numbers from the offseason program looked strong. Hendricks wants to talk about a cutter variation when you get a minute." Hendricks was our pitching coach, a former reliever who spoke in pitch-tunnel geometry. "And do me a favor. When the cameras come through for the walkthrough, keep it boring. Last thing I need is a sound bite on day one."

"Boring's my specialty."

"Bullshit, but I appreciate the effort." He clapped my shoulder and moved on to the next arrival.

I unpacked methodically. Cleats in the bottom of the stall. Glove on the shelf. The small things that made a temporary locker feel like mine: a roll of athletic tape in the brand I preferred, a tube of rosin, the battered copy of Zen in the Art of Archery that had lived in my locker since my rookie year. Marcus called it pretentious. Marcus was not wrong.

Across the room, I heard Nate's voice before I saw him. He came through the far door talking to Tommy Okafor, something about a restaurant in Tampa, his hands moving as he spoke. Nate talked with his whole body. Always had. It was one of the first things I'd noticed about him, back when noticing things about Nate Reyes was something I told myself was competitive analysis.

He didn't look at me. I didn't look at him.

This was the discipline. The daily practice that no scouting report or game film had prepared me for. We had spent the last four months living in the same apartment, sleeping in the same bed, building something private and new from the wreckage of our history. And now we were here, thirty-two feet apart, performing the carefully calibrated normalcy of two teammates who happened to be former rivals.

Marcus dropped onto the bench beside my stall, fully dressed in practice gear, his catcher's legs already stretched out. "You look like you're doing math."

"I'm organizing my locker."

"You're staring across the room doing math." Marcus lowered his voice. "Relax, man. It's day one. Nobody's watching."

"Everyone's watching. That's the point."

Marcus looked at me with the steady, unflappable patience that made him the best catcher I'd ever worked with and an occasionally infuriating friend. He'd known about Nate and me since the ALCS. Hadn't blinked. Hadn't asked for details I wasn't ready to give. Had simply adjusted, the way catchers do, reading the situation and calling the right pitch.

"He looks good," Marcus said neutrally.

"He looks like a center fielder reporting to spring training."

"Right. That's what I said." Marcus stood, grabbing his chest protector. "Bullpen in twenty. Hendricks wants to see the new cutter."

He left. I finished organizing my locker. Across the room, Ryan Mitchell arrived, nodded to a few guys, and took his stall next to Nate's without making eye contact with either of us. Mitchell was twenty-nine, a long-tenured reliever with the kind of conservative upbringing that showed in small, specific ways: he always said grace before meals, he called everyone sir or ma'am until told otherwise, and he had a habit of going quiet when conversation turned to anything outside his frame of reference. He wasn't hostile. He was careful. I'd noticed his careful starting during the ALCS run, when the intensity of a postseason locker room had sharpened everything, and Nate's presence in our lives had been impossible to fully mask.

Whether Ryan had figured anything out or simply sensed something that made him uneasy, I didn't know. But I watched him settle into his stall next to Nate's, and I noted the precise distance he maintained. Six inches more than necessary. A buffer zone measured in avoidance.

I turned back to my locker and straightened a roll of tape that didn't need straightening.



The field was perfect. Groundskeepers had been working it for weeks, and the infield dirt was groomed to a uniformity that bordered on obsessive, the grass cut in alternating light and dark strips that made the whole surface look like a painting. Arizona spring training fields always had that quality in early February, before a hundred pairs of cleats chewed them into working surfaces. For now, everything was pristine and possible.

I threw my bullpen session and the cutter felt right. Not ready for game action, but the break was there, a tight sideways bite that tunneled off my four-seam in a way that would give right-handed hitters problems. Hendricks stood behind the plate with his iPad, tracking spin rates and nodding in that way he had, small and precise, that meant he was pleased but wouldn't say so until he'd reviewed the data.

Marcus caught every pitch with the quiet efficiency of a man who'd been receiving my stuff for four seasons. He didn't say much. He didn't need to. His glove told me everything: centered targets meant he was comfortable, off-center meant I was missing, and the occasional emphatic thump of the ball in the webbing meant that one.

From the far field, I could hear the crack of bats during batting practice. The outfielders were doing sprint work along the warning track. I didn't look. I threw my pitches and focused on the target and did not think about the center fielder running sprints two hundred yards away.

After the session, Hendricks pulled me aside. "Cutter's got promise. We'll work it into the mix gradually. Don't try to throw it in games until I say." He paused, studying his iPad. "Your mechanics look clean. Whatever you did this offseason, keep doing it."

"Yes sir."

"And Cole." He looked up. "It's going to be different this year. The attention. Having Reyes here, after the trade, after the postseason. The media's going to want a narrative. Don't let it live in your head. Just pitch."

I nodded. Sound advice from a man who had no idea how much was actually living in my head.



The drive home was solo. Nate had texted that he was getting dinner with Tommy Okafor and a few guys, which was smart. Establishing separate social patterns. Not driving to and from the complex together every day. We'd talked about this in January, lying on the couch in the Scottsdale apartment with a legal pad between us, mapping out the logistics of a shared life lived in public fragments. Patricia had called it "managing the optics." I'd called it "not getting caught." Nate had called it "exhausting" and gone to make coffee.

The apartment was quiet when I got home. One bedroom, technically, though we'd set up the second as an office-slash-guest room with a daybed that would pass inspection if anyone asked. The kitchen still smelled faintly of the garlic Nate had burned two nights ago, a cooking experiment that had ended with the smoke alarm and Nate standing on a chair waving a dish towel while I opened every window. The scorch mark on the ceiling was still there. I kept meaning to repaint.

I showered, changed, and sat at the kitchen counter with my laptop. Patricia's email from that morning was still flagged in my inbox, a detailed spring training media schedule with color-coded blocks: mandatory availability, optional features, scheduled one-on-ones. My name appeared fourteen times. Nate's appeared eleven. We overlapped in six slots, all of them framed around the rivals-to-teammates angle.

Six chances for someone to ask a question that cut too close. Six opportunities for one of us to hesitate a beat too long, to glance the wrong direction, to let the mask slip.

I closed the laptop and stared at the kitchen wall. The garlic scorch mark stared back.

My phone buzzed. Nate.

Okafor took us to some Cuban place on Gulf Blvd. I ordered you ropa vieja. It's in the car.

A second message, immediately after:

The restaurant not the car. That sounded weird.

And then a third:

I'm bringing it home. That's what I meant.

I typed back: I understood the first time.

His reply: Sure you did, Golden Boy.

I put the phone down. Picked it up again. Put it down.

The apartment was too quiet. The garlic stain was too visible. In six weeks, the regular season would start and this controlled environment, this spring training bubble where everyone was too focused on making the roster to scrutinize anyone else's life, would give way to the relentless grind of a 162-game schedule played under lights and cameras and the constant, hungry attention of a New York media market.

I'd pitched in three All-Star Games. I'd started a World Series. I'd thrown a no-hitter on national television with forty-three million people watching. None of it had required the kind of control that this did: the daily, invisible discipline of loving someone in the same room and performing otherwise.

The front door opened. Nate came in carrying a takeout bag and wearing a grin that had no business being that effective after twelve hours of spring training.

"Ropa vieja," he said, dropping the bag on the counter. "The lady at the restaurant said it was the best she'd had since Havana, but she says that to everyone, so."

"Thank you."

"De nada." He leaned against the counter across from me, close but not touching, and the ordinary intimacy of it, the shared kitchen, the takeout dinner, the stupid garlic stain above our heads, felt more dangerous than any press conference.

"This is what we wanted, right?" I said.

Nate looked at me. Something shifted behind his eyes. The grin softened into an expression I couldn't catalog, something between certainty and caution, the face of a man standing on ground he wasn't sure would hold.

"Yeah," he said. "This is what we wanted."

Neither of us moved to unpack the food.
Chapter 2: Roommates

Nate

The man snored.

Not loud. Not the kind of snoring that rattled windows or woke neighbors or gave you grounds for justifiable homicide. Ethan Cole snored the way he did everything else: politely, precisely, with a controlled rhythm that sounded like it had been focus-grouped for minimal disruption. A soft exhale through the nose, a half-second pause, a quieter exhale. Repeat. Metronomic. Almost soothing, if you were the kind of person who found human metronomes soothing, which I was not.

I lay in the dark at 5:47 AM and stared at the ceiling and thought about smothering him with a pillow.

Not really. Mostly not really.

The problem wasn't the snoring. The problem was that the snoring was new information. Three years of whatever Ethan and I had been to each other, from rivals to enemies to something I still didn't have the right English word for, and I was just now learning that he snored. We'd never had this before. Hotel rooms during the ALCS had been stolen hours, adrenaline-soaked and temporary, both of us too wired to sleep. The apartment in the offseason had felt like playing house, a rehearsal for something we hadn't fully committed to performing. But this, waking up at 5:47 to the controlled breathing of Ethan James Cole in a bed we shared because we lived here, because this was our life now, this was the real thing.

Terrifying. Qué locura.

I slid out of bed without waking him, which took more coordination than a diving catch in center because the man slept exactly in the middle of a queen mattress and I had approximately fourteen inches of territory on my side. We needed a bigger bed. I'd said this six times. Ethan had said the bed was fine, the bed was adequate, the bed had excellent lumbar support. The bed had excellent lumbar support and zero lateral space and I was going to end up sleeping on the floor.

The bathroom was its own negotiation. Ethan had a system. Everything arranged on the left side of the counter in a specific order: face wash, toner, moisturizer, SPF. My stuff occupied the right side in what Ethan had once described, with genuine pain in his voice, as "organized by entropy." I found my toothbrush behind the soap dispenser, which was not where I'd left it but was exactly where Ethan's spatial optimization would have relocated it.

I brushed my teeth and looked at myself in the mirror. Twenty-eight. Brown eyes with the beginning of lines around them that Mami said made me look distinguished and Carmen said made me look tired. Four days into spring training and my tan was already two shades deeper than Ethan's, which wasn't hard because Ethan's idea of a tan was going from "porcelain" to "slightly warmer porcelain."

From the bedroom: "Nate?"

"Bathroom."

A pause. Then: "What time is it?"

"Almost six."

Another pause, longer, which meant he was doing the thing where he calculated the optimal number of remaining sleep minutes versus the diminishing returns of re-entering a sleep cycle. Ethan's brain was a spreadsheet. It was annoying and kind of incredible.

"I'll start coffee," I said.

The kitchen was small enough that two people couldn't move through it without touching, which was either a design flaw or the universe's idea of a joke. I started the coffee maker—a pour-over setup Ethan had brought from Connecticut that required a specific grind and a specific water temperature and a specific pour pattern, and which I operated with the casual disregard of a man who'd grown up drinking Bustelo from a stovetop cafetera.

Ethan appeared ten minutes later, dressed in training gear, hair damp and combed back. He accepted the coffee without looking at it, took one sip, and his left eye twitched.

"You used the wrong grind setting."

"I used the only grind setting, which is the one the grinder was on."

"The grinder was on medium. Pour-over requires medium-fine."

"It's coffee, Ethan."

"It's under-extracted coffee, which means it's sour, which means—"

"Drink it or make your own, hermano. Those are the options."

He drank it. His eye twitched again. I loved him. The coffee was terrible.



Patricia Okonkwo's office was on the second floor of the administrative building, a glass-walled corner room with a view of the practice fields and a whiteboard covered in color-coded media schedules that looked like a war plan. Patricia herself was forty-two, tall, with close-cropped natural hair and the calm, measuring gaze of someone who'd spent fifteen years in sports PR and had heard every possible version of every possible crisis.

"Gentlemen," she said, gesturing to the two chairs facing her desk. "Sit."

We sat. Ethan in the left chair, me in the right, three feet of space between us. Professional distance. Teammate distance.

"Spring training media availability starts Monday. You'll both do individual sessions, standard stuff, expectations for the season, offseason work, team goals." She pulled up something on her laptop. "What you need to be ready for are the joint requests. I've had fourteen interview requests in the last week specifically asking for you two together. The narrative is the rivalry. Cole versus Reyes, three postseasons, and now you're in the same dugout. Every outlet wants the reconciliation story."

"Reconciliation?" Ethan said carefully.

"Professional reconciliation. Rivals becoming teammates. It's a great story and it's going to follow you all season." Patricia looked at us with an expression that communicated, efficiently, that she suspected there was more going on than two former rivals learning to share a dugout. "The strategy is simple. Lean into the baseball angle. You respect each other's game. You've learned from competing against each other. You're excited to be on the same side. Keep it about the sport."

"And if they push for personal stuff?" I asked.

"They will. They'll ask about your relationship off the field, whether you hang out, whether the rivalry was ever really personal. The answer is: you're teammates now, you're focused on winning, and your relationship is a professional one built on mutual respect." She paused. "The word 'professional' does a lot of heavy lifting. Use it."

"Professional," I repeated. The word sat in my mouth like the bad coffee.

"There's a SportsNet feature segment Thursday. They want both of you, on camera, talking about the transition from opponents to teammates. It's a softball piece. Light, positive. I'll prep you beforehand."

Ethan nodded. His posture was perfect, spine straight, hands resting on his thighs like he was sitting for a portrait. This was his mode: controlled, precise, every molecule arranged for public consumption. I'd spent years mistaking it for arrogance before I understood it was armor.

"One more thing," Patricia said. "Vivian Cross from Sports Network America has been asking around. She's smart, she's relentless, and she's building something. I don't know what angle she's working, but she's been requesting background interviews with support staff."

"About what?" Ethan asked.

"About you two. The dynamic. How the clubhouse is adjusting." Patricia leaned back. "She's probably just doing a feature. But be aware. Be consistent. And if she approaches you directly, loop me in before you answer anything."

The SportsNet interview Thursday went fine. A studio set at the complex, two chairs angled toward each other with a host between us, lights hot enough to make me sweat through my shirt in the first five minutes. Ethan didn't sweat. Ethan probably had some Connecticut gene that prevented visible perspiration under studio lighting.

"So, Nate," the host said, leaning forward with a camera-ready smile. "Back in your rivalry days, Ethan Cole struck you out three times in a postseason game. What's it like being on the same team now?"

"Honestly? Relief." I got a laugh. Good. "Nah, it's great. E's one of the best pitchers in the game. I spent years trying to figure out his stuff from the batter's box. Now I get to watch him work from center field, and I still can't figure it out."

Ethan's turn: "Nate's the kind of hitter who makes you better because you have to be. Having him on my side now means I can appreciate what he does instead of losing sleep over it."

Smooth. Practiced. The kind of answer that played well on a highlight reel and revealed exactly nothing.

After the cameras cut, we walked out through separate doors.



Carmen called that night while Ethan was in the shower. My cousin's voice came through the phone with the specific energy of someone calling from a restaurant kitchen during a lull between the dinner rush and the late crowd.

"Primo, you sound tired."

"I'm not tired."

"You sound tired and you're lying, which means you're extra tired. How's Arizona?"

"Dry. Bright. Full of reporters."

"Qué fun. How's your roommate situation?"

Carmen knew. She'd known since before Ethan and I had fully known, because Carmen had a gift for seeing through every form of bullshit, genetic or otherwise. She ran a restaurant in the Bronx, three blocks from where we'd grown up, and she had the Reyes family talent for extracting confessions over food.

"The roommate situation is fine."

"Fine like good, or fine like you're going to murder him over something stupid like the dishes?"

"Why would it be about the dishes?"

"Because, Nate, you are a man who leaves dishes in the sink like they're going to wash themselves through the power of prayer, and your roommate is a man who organizes his closet by color. I'm doing basic math here."

She wasn't wrong. The dish thing had already come up, twice. Ethan didn't say anything about it directly, because Ethan didn't do direct confrontation about domestic issues. Instead he washed the dishes himself, silently, at eleven PM, with the focused precision of a man defusing a bomb. The silence was worse than an argument would have been. At least an argument would've cleared the air. The silence just accumulated, a thin layer of unsaid things coating the surfaces of our shared life.

"It's good, Carmen. Really. It's just... a lot of new. Everything's new."

"New is good. New means it's real and not just adrenaline."

"Gracias, doctora."

"I'm a chef, not a therapist. But I'm right and you know it." Someone called her name in the background. "Gotta go. Eat something green. Tell your roommate I said hi."

She hung up. I sat on the couch with the phone in my hand and listened to the shower running. The apartment felt smaller at night, or maybe I felt bigger, or maybe this was what it meant to share space with someone after years of coming home to quiet. In Iron Harbor, my apartment had been mine. My mess, my schedule, my silence. I'd missed Ethan across four hundred miles of highway and filled the space with phone calls and FaceTime and the particular loneliness of wanting someone you couldn't reach.

Now I could reach him. He was twelve feet away, behind a bathroom door, singing something under his breath that he'd deny if confronted. And somehow the closeness was harder than the distance had been. Distance was simple. It hurt in a clean, straightforward way, like a pulled muscle. Proximity was complicated. Proximity meant compromise and negotiation and the constant, grinding awareness that the life you were building had to be invisible to everyone outside these walls.

Ethan came out of the bathroom in sweatpants and a faded Yale T-shirt, toweling his hair. He looked at me on the couch, reading something in my expression that I hadn't intended to broadcast.

"Carmen?"

"Yeah."

"She say to tell me hi?"

"She said to tell my roommate hi."

A faint smile. "How diplomatic."

"That's Carmen. Subtle as a line drive." I stood, stretching. "Dishes are done, by the way."

He blinked. "I didn't—"

"I know you didn't ask. But I know you were going to do them at eleven with that face you make, the one where you're being patient at maximum volume. So I did them."

Something shifted in his expression. Surprise, maybe, or the particular gratitude of a man who didn't know how to ask for small things. "Thank you."

"De nada." I walked past him toward the bedroom. "You snore, by the way."

"I do not snore."

"Soft, polite little snores. Like a gentleman. Very Connecticut."

"I do not—"

"Goodnight, Golden Boy."

I closed the bedroom door on his protest and stood there in the dark, grinning at nothing.
Chapter 3: The Sanctuary

Ethan

I've been in locker rooms since I was eight years old. Little League in Westport, where the "locker room" was a cinder-block shed that smelled like wet grass and rust. Travel ball in high school, actual lockers with combination locks I could never remember. College, where the equipment budget was bigger than my scholarship. Then the majors, where everything was polished wood and carpet and your name stitched above your stall in letters that could be ripped down any time the front office changed their mind about you.

Locker rooms had always been sanctuaries. A place where the outside noise stopped and the game took over. Where you could tape your wrists and lace your cleats and not think about anything except the sixty feet, six inches between the rubber and the plate.

I wasn't sure what this locker room was anymore.

Four o'clock. First home game of the regular season. I pushed through the double doors and the smell hit me first: BenGay, fresh coffee from the machine Marcus had lobbied for all spring, the chemical tang of new carpet. They'd renovated over the winter. New stalls, new lighting, same sounds. Lockers clanging. Music from somebody's speaker, tinny hip-hop competing with the low murmur of guys getting their heads right.

"Cole! Let's go, baby!" Sanchez, at his stall, shirtless, grinning, slapping a piece of tape against his thigh. "Opening night, hermano."

I raised a hand. "Big one tonight."

"Every night's a big one when you're a Titan." He said
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