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Chapter One

 Colby

A chill runs through me as I climb the dugout
steps despite the warm fall sun beating down. I’m at peace behind
home plate on this freshly manicured field. For the first time
since I was a young boy, I could fulfill my dream of winning a
World Series. The hard work, discipline, and sacrifices I’ve made
in my life might be worth it by the end of the day. Not true,
there’s one choice I regret. One decision I would take back in a
single breath, a heartbeat.

When I realized my mistake, it was too late.
She moved on. The blame falls squarely on me. I put the game before
our relationship. Before her. Before us. My intention was to bounce
around in the minors and then rekindle our relationship after I’d
made it. Once I could give her the life she deserved. Sharing the
last part with her would’ve been wise. Hindsight often lends
clarity. I push the thought of her away—a feat I have never been
particularly adept at—and refocus on today.

“Hey, old man, I thought I was the only early
bird on the team.” Cal Hatton interrupts my solitude.

He’s in his third season in the big leagues.
Starting a World Series at this stage in his career is a
significant accomplishment and even more so when it’s game seven.
We have a great working relationship despite our age
difference.

“You’re a funny guy, Cal. My pregame ritual
goes back to when I was in Little League. My pops took me to the
field well before my teammates arrived. It solidified more when I
could drive. What brings you here?”

Before he answers, I grip his shoulders in an
older brother sort of way. “Shaking off some doubt before the
biggest start of my career. We could win the whole damn thing!”
He’s rocking back and forth on his heels with excitement.

“We treat tonight like any other game. Follow
my lead, don’t ignore my pitch suggestions too often, and you’ll
blow them away.”

He drops his head. “Thanks, man.”

“Anytime. I’ll meet you in the bullpen for
warmups.”

Cal raises his hand for a high five. I
comply, and he takes off to prepare for the game. For the next ten
minutes, I soak in the silence of the huge stadium and give myself
an internal pep talk. Twenty-seven outs stand between you and a
World Series ring. After a few deep, soothing breaths, I
retreat to the clubhouse and dress for the game.

I join Cal in the bullpen. Less than an hour
later, the national anthem echoes around me. Tonight, a country
artist I happen to love sings the song with pride. As with each
game before this one, I thank my teammates and coaches in my head
and offer our little ritual. My ritual with the one that got away.
True, she isn’t here, but game day rituals are sacred. Some players
follow the same order before batting, some refuse to wash their
hats, and some abstain from sex the night before a game.

My ritual isn’t crazy considering it started
when I was younger, significantly younger. Before fall ball our
sophomore year of high school, Julianne, who allows me and only me
to call her Annie, gave me a chain with a catcher’s mask dangling
from it. From that day forward, I pressed a kiss to it before
crouching behind home plate… every single game. Part of me hopes
she has been watching over the years. The more realistic part
reminds me I screwed up. Yet I still think of her… every single
game. Hell, it’s every single day when I wake up alone.

We’re the home team and take the field first.
I run through the signs for Cal. He immediately shakes me off. I
frown, but line up where he wants me.

Strike one.

The crowd roars.

The batter steps back into the box. I call
for a slider, and Cal nods tightly. He winds up and throws. The
ball rotates on its way to the plate. I shift slightly closer to
the batter.

The umpire growls, “Strike two.”

Cal takes a circle around the mound and
stands on the rubber. I drop my index finger, indicating fast ball,
and set up on the inside corner. The ball sails toward me as if
it’s on a string. Yes! We can win this!

Swing and a miss. Strike three.

I throw the ball down the line to the third
baseman and cast a look at Cal. “Let’s go!”

The teams play scoreless baseball through six
innings. Cal gives up one hit and a walk. The opposing pitcher
allows five hits and two walks.

We take the field for the ninth inning with
the top of the order set to hit. Cal successfully sends the leadoff
batter back to the pine with his teammates.

“Strike three. You’re out,” rings behind
me.

The second batter of the ninth skulks back to
the dugout.

One more out. I run through the signs,
and Cal shakes me off twice. Come on, kid. We’ve made it this
far. While I wait, my pulse races. Settle. He agrees on
a slider, which wouldn’t be my choice, and it hits my glove for the
first strike. Again, he shakes me off and throws a pitch against my
suggestion. This time, it sails deep toward left field. It caroms
off the padding in the corner. The crowd rises to their feet, the
runner advances to third base, and I position myself to block the
plate. The runner rounds third and is being waved home. The relay
throw takes the perfect bounce. I secure the ball in my glove as
the runner slides toward home.

Hold onto the ball. Hold onto the
ball. We tumble backward, I feel a pop when my knee wrenches,
and then I hear, “Out!”

The crowd erupts, and my teammates flood the
field while Cal is helping me off the ground. Fuck! My left knee
is on fire. Throbbing arcs of pain zip in my leg. I paste on my
best smile and fight through the pain to celebrate with my
teammates. After we receive our hats and T-shirts and the
Commissioner’s Trophy is presented to the team owners, we head into
the locker room and celebrate more.

I have been standing mostly in one spot and
accepting bro hugs and handshakes from my teammates.

“Somerset, let’s go,” Aaron Bishop, our
athletic trainer, summons me. Aaron studied to be an athletic
trainer while playing college baseball. He ruptured his Achilles
tendon in his rookie season in the majors, then two years later,
shredded his knee. Determining he wasn’t going to be able to make
it back to playing form, he joined the training staff in
Florida.

This may be my only chance to enjoy
winning a championship. I shake my head. “I need a few more
minutes, please.”

He acquiesces but doesn’t move. Aaron is
leaning against the door to the training room with his feet hip
distance apart and arms crossed over his broad chest. He
understands exactly what I’m about to go through… again. Well,
another knee injury but on the other side.

As the guys clean up and leave, I reluctantly
follow Aaron into the training room. Follow is a strong word.
Hobble is more accurate. I can’t put any weight on my left leg.
When I tried earlier, it felt like arrows were being shot into my
knee. Aaron helps me onto the table and rolls my pant leg up.

“Did it feel the same as last time?” he asks
quietly.

“Worse, actually.”

“Well, you’re old now.”

I scowl at him and then chuckle. I’m the
oldest player on the roster. Overall, thirty-one isn’t old. I
started playing in the majors eight years ago. For baseball though,
I’ve exceeded the average career by a few years, especially for a
catcher.

He grins at me. “Anytime. Laughter will help
you through the process. What’s my motto?”

“Laughter is the best medicine after you’ve
exhausted your training options,” I mutter.

“Good. Let’s ice this, and I’ll find a brace
for tonight. Then I’ll see if I can get you in for an MRI in the
morning.”

“Thanks, Aaron.”

“You’re welcome. I know it isn’t any
consolation, but you won the game for the team.”

My eyes flutter closed briefly, and I
acknowledge him with a tight smile. I don’t need an MRI or
orthopedic surgeon to tell me my knee requires a full
reconstruction. The test and office visit will merely confirm what
my gut is screaming at me.

 



Chapter Two

 Julianne

Four months later

February

Shortly into the new year, I’m giddy to have
a get together with my siblings. We met late last year. It’s been a
whirlwind of texts, calls, and visits ever since. I was adopted
when I was three by an older couple who was struggling to have
children. My parents, Edmund and Caroline Silva, are amazing. My
childhood was wonderful, but I longed for siblings.

Jordan, my younger brother, reached out to
Blackthorne Security for personal protection for my niece, Reese.
He chose the firm because it was recommended by his agent. He felt
a bodyguard was necessary because his new team was closer to home
than he would’ve liked. Alex was assigned to my niece. Soon after
they met, Alex noted similarities with Jordan’s early years to her
boss’s sister Jill’s story. With a bit of digging by her foster
brother Jake who owns Blackthorne, we learned Jill is his sister
and mine. In the span of one phone call, I went from an only child
to having two siblings and two nieces.

I hurry out of the building and to my car.
The drive isn’t far, but traffic could impact me arriving on time.
With modern country tunes blasting, I start the nearly one-hour
drive to my brother’s house. Surprisingly, the three of us have
degrees in education, but Jordan is a star wide receiver in the NFL
coming off a Super Bowl win.

A heaviness lands in my chest, not for Jordan
but for Colby. My—he isn’t mine anymore, not for a long time—high
school sweetheart is coming off a win in the World Series. I’m
happy for him achieving his dream. It cost him though. In the last
play of the game, the runner injured Colby as he tried to score.
It’s a prerequisite for a catcher to block the plate. Colby’s knee
was seriously injured in the collision. The great news is his team
won the game. On the flip side though, his knee may never be the
same.

A normal fan wouldn’t have access to those
details, but since the injury, I broke my Chinese wall around Colby
with our mutual best friends more than once to check on his
progress. Yes, my bestie and his are married. Kind of like Colby
and I were supposed to be by now. I push away the sadness and
regret when I realize the ride has passed smoothly.

“Hi, Auntie! You’re here!” Reese runs down
the front steps with her arms wide open.

“Hi, sweetie! It’s good to see you
again.”

Her arms collapse around me. Reese is a
carbon copy of her father right down to the piercing blue eyes, a
trait he and I share as well. “Moving here was the best ever. Dad
met Mom, won the big game… again, and my family got really, really
big!”

“It’s pretty amazing, right?” When I learned
about them, I was ecstatic. Unfortunately, the sentiment wasn’t
shared by my father.

She loops her arm around mine and leads me
inside. Jordan and Jill are in the kitchen while Cruz, Jill’s
husband, hovers with his newborn daughter, Hallie, in his arms.

“Hi, everyone,” I say before making my rounds
greeting each of them.

“Hey, Jules.” My siblings welcome me in
unison.

“How can I help?”

Jill shakes her head. “We’re set. You can get
yourself a drink.”

I circle the island and tug open the massive
fridge. With a bottled water in hand, I take a seat at the dining
table. Both my siblings are excellent cooks. A talent I don’t
possess. They set two serving dishes on the table. One is baked
macaroni and cheese. I’m confident there is a secret ingredient or
extra something in there and it’ll taste amazing. The second dish
is chicken with quinoa over kale with a spicy dressing.

We dig into the food, and silence befalls the
table other than my newest niece cooing in Cruz’s arms. Despite
holding her, he expertly navigates eating his dinner. A sliver of
jealousy slices through me. I thought I would be a mom by now.
While I have dated a few guys in the past, none had longevity nor
rose to the level of marriage. Well, Patrick proposed, but I knew
it would never lead down the aisle. I drop my shoulders and polish
off the food on my plate, silently ruminating on what could have
been. Thankfully, no one notices or calls me on it.

Unwilling to stew in my thoughts any longer,
I ask, “Care to share the reason for your invitation to dinner,
Jordan?”

He glances over at Alex, who smiles back at
him. “Would you like to tell our family?”

“Go ahead,” she urges him as he wraps his arm
around her shoulders.

“We picked a date and a location for our
wedding,” Jordan tells the group.

“Perfect. I’m there!” I animatedly
announce.

“We didn’t tell you when,” Alex adds.

“Doesn’t matter. I’ll make it happen. As long
as I can remember I wanted siblings, and now I have two plus a huge
extended family. The more events I can attend the better.”

Alex gives me a side hug in our seats. “We’re
getting married near the river at the Michelson’s followed by a
small reception here in late June. Then we’re going to Columbia for
our honeymoon.” The Michelson’s are part of my extended family.
Technically, they are Alex’s boss’s parents. If I recall correctly,
Alex is Columbian.

“What does small mean to you?” I wonder
aloud.

Jordan tilts his head as if he’s counting.
“Family only, so about fifty people.”

I laugh and rise to clear my plate. Reese
joins me with hers. When I slide my dish into the dishwasher, Reese
gushes about my ring.

“Auntie, your ring is pretty. Where did you
get it?”

A pang of longing, missed opportunities, and
a smidge of loss passes over me. My feelings have been stirred up
since I broke down and asked about Colby. The last time I felt this
way was after I saw him at our besties’s wedding a few years ago.
The ring she’s referring to is two chevron accent rings soldered
together to form what looks like a baseball diamond. He had the
words “Moonshot” engraved inside. It was a phrase Colby and I used
to repeat to each other… until we didn’t. A moonshot is a lofty
goal in layman’s terms. In baseball, it’s a long-distance,
high-velocity home run. What we hoped we would be… together for
the rest of our lives.

“Auntie?”

“Huh? Sorry, sweetie. It was a gift from
someone special, a long time ago.”

“Oh. Okay.”

Thankfully, the rest of my family filters
into the room, and I’m saved from divulging more to my precocious
niece. We chat for another hour before Jill unveils a hot cocoa bar
complete with warm chocolate chip cookies. How she kept them warm
is a wonder.

Stuffed beyond belief with sweets and good
memories, I work my way out the door nearly two hours later.

“Please text me when you get home,” Cruz
asks.

I’m not surprised, since he works at
Blackthorne Security like Alex. Normally, she asks for the text
though. “I will.” Unfortunately, the drive isn’t smooth. Reese’s
innocuous question has my mind spinning. Why do I keep wearing
the ring? We aren’t together anymore. Haven’t been for
years.

With a sigh, I call my bestie Lorelei via
Bluetooth. “Hey, girl. You on your way home from dinner with your
family?”

“Yeah. I still pinch myself sometimes to make
sure they’re real.”

I see the smile on her face. Lorelei and I
have been besties since kindergarten much like her husband, Jack,
and Colby have been. We planned our double wedding in seventh
grade. It fell apart for both couples for a while until Lor and
Jack rekindled their romance after college and got hitched. Their
wedding was the first time I’d seen Colby in five years. I nearly
swallowed my tongue. Gone was the fit but lanky teenager. He was
replaced by a finely honed wall of solid muscle. At least I
imagined that to be the case beneath his expensive, perfectly
tailored tuxedo.

“Are you in your head again?” Lorelei’s voice
breaks into my thoughts.

“Maybe. Sorry, I couldn’t call you back
before now.”

“No worries. I need to give you a
heads-up.”

I wrinkle my nose. This can’t be good.
“About?”

“To be clear, you broke the wall first.”

I close my eyes briefly before refocusing on
the road. “Noted.”

“Jack left for Florida this morning to meet
with Colby’s medical team.”

“Okay. Good for Jack. What does that have to
do with me?”

“Part of the proposed plan is for Colby to
complete his rehab with Jack like he did earlier in his
career.”

Oh. Oh! “It’s a different injury and
the other knee. Isn’t it?”

“Yeah. It’s more significant than the
previous one,” she answers.

“Okay.” My mind is spinning. After all these
years he’s coming home. Given our strained relationship, if you
will, I don’t know if he’s been here since their wedding.

“Are you spiraling?”

“No, why would I? Colby and I are friendly
exes. We were civil at your wedding. We will be when I see him next
week.” Liar.

“He thought you were engaged to Patrick at
our wedding.” She points out matter-of-factly.

I frown and pull into my garage. “What aren’t
you telling me?”

“Nope, not for me to share. Like I am for
you, Jack is a vault for Colby. My husband and I still have hope
the fearsome foursome will be happily married to one another, share
a backyard, and flourish until we’re old.”

“I love your hopefulness, Lor, but I don’t
see it happening. He’s had a different starlet on his arm in every
event photograph. The fearsome foursome has been dead since Colby
chose baseball over me.” A wave of nostalgia and anger washes over
me. I would take him back despite his choice to leave me and his
current dating life. Wouldn’t I? Maybe. Probably. No.

“How do you know who he’s dating?”

Crap! Caught! I mentally chastise
myself for spilling the fact I’ve been stalking him on the down-low
since I returned Patrick’s ring. “He’s the darling of the league.
Clean-cut with no tattoos, never been in trouble—the kind of guy
you put on a pedestal for younger athletes as an exceptional
example. Plus, I love baseball, always have.”

“I agree about your love of baseball.
Checking the box scores is one thing. Scouring the sports page and
gossip rags for a specific catcher all these years later is
different. I’m sure it can only mean one thing.”

“No. I’m not hung up on him.” Yes, you
are. He’s the man you measure everyone against despite him
shattering your teenage heart.

“Hmmm. Well, then let me set you up on a date
with my coworker.”

I transfer the call to my phone, close my car
door, and step into my kitchen from the garage. “No thank you. I
can find my own dates.”

“When was your last night out with a man?”
she inquires.

“Last month. Lor, I don’t want you to fix me
up. I appreciate the heads-up. Colby and I will be fine when we
cross paths.” While I chat with her, I send off a text to Cruz.

“Okay. Just doing my job as your bestie.”

“I know. Coffee on the deck?” Every Saturday
morning since I moved into my house, we meet in the middle of our
yards for coffee. Our homes are on parallel streets, and our
backyards abut one another. While we have fences on the sides, we
don’t in the middle.

“I’ll be there. Not until nine, okay?”

“Sure.” I end the call and wallow in my
thoughts a bit more. Every word about Colby was a lie. A
bald-faced, all caps LIE. Sort of. I’m sure we can be civil, but it
won’t be easy. Avoiding him in this picturesque small town will be
a feat. Nothing has changed since high school. Everyone knows
everyone’s business. I bet it only takes a few days before the old
biddies come knocking and the reporters show up. I will be fine
seeing him again. I don’t have a choice. He may have been my first
love, but we’re barely acquaintances now. Rekindling a friendly
relationship is all I can handle. Perhaps my brain should tell my
pounding heart and attention-starved lady parts civil is on the
table and nothing more.

 



Chapter Three

 Colby

“Thanks for coming, Jack.” I answer the door,
and we bro hug. I’m able to move around my house on my own but at a
much slower pace than before my injury. I may be one of the highest
paid players in the league, but my home is modest by most
standards. The only thing I splurged on was the private, gated
waterfront community for my primary residence. With four bedrooms,
a game room, and modern gym in the basement, I blend into the
neighborhood. Hell, I’m rarely here during the season except to
sleep.

“I appreciate your confidence in my
skills.”

“This injury is different. Worse. I’m old in
baseball terms. I know a specialized physical therapy plan is
required. If anyone can fix my knee, it’s you.” Within two weeks of
my injury, I started pre-rehabilitation: a strength program to
support my weak knee after surgery, created by Jack but executed by
Aaron.

Jack wheels his bag into the kitchen and
takes a seat at the island.

“Would you like coffee, water, or something
else?” I offer.

“Water would be fine. When do we need to
leave for the facility?”

“About thirty minutes. Why don’t I show you
to your accommodations?”

Jack chuckles. “You’re so cheesy. I remember
where the guest room is. I can do it myself.”

I grab two waters from the drink fridge. Jack
returns from the guest suite, and we walk to the deck until it’s
time for us to leave. We take the stairs… slowly down to my garage.
While I didn’t spend excessive money on my home, I opted for luxury
vehicles. I have an Audi R8 Spyder, a McClaren Artura, as well as a
practical Range Rover. Lastly and most importantly, I have my first
car ever—a Honda Civic. My reason for keeping the car all these
years is known only to me and one other person.

“I see you upgraded the Audi.” Jack pulls me
out of my thoughts.

“Yeah.” We slide into the Rover and drive to
the facility. I’m surprised when I arrive to find Madeleine and a
petite brunette waiting to enter the conference room in the
training facility.

“Morning, Madeleine. Thank you for coming.
It’s unexpected and unnecessary.”

“Morning. I promised white-glove service when
I took over for Stavros, and I never break my promises. I would
like to introduce Anastasia Gentry. She’s a junior agent with the
firm.” Madeleine Wilton Anderson has been my agent for the last six
years. Before Stavros retired, he was my agent. I take Anastasia’s
extended hand and shake it. “Nice to meet you.”

“Pleasure.”

I continue, “This is Jack Harlow. He—” I
shake my head. “—he fixed my knee the first time.”

Jack greets them, and we’re ushered into the
room. We exchanged handshakes with the owner and the medical staff.
The team doctor begins discussing my injury and the successful
complete reconstruction of my knee a week ago. By complete, I mean
three ligaments in my knee. According to my scans, my meniscus was
already partially torn before Andy Hausman plowed into me,
attempting to score. He didn’t, but it certainly felt as if I was
mowed down. I’m swimming in medical jargon when Jack speaks up.
I’ve heard the words before and it’s another reason I selected Jack
for my therapist. He will tell me straight and explain the terms
more clearly. Plus, having a friendly face when I torture myself is
a definite bonus.

“Your timeline is overly optimistic.” His
words are pointed and laced with concern.

I shudder when I fully focus on the graphic
on the whiteboard. The team doctor is indicating I could be back
behind the plate in June. Four months? All my research and recall
from earlier in my career indicates my recovery should take six at
least. A timeline that short is for someone with perfect conditions
and only one ligament requiring reconstruction, unlike my
three.

Jack continues. “Standard guidelines suggest
six months minimum for an everyday ACL rupture and reconstruction.
Mr. Somerset’s injury isn’t standard nor is he twenty-years-old.”
He turns to look at me when the next sentence comes out of his
mouth. “He’ll be lucky to get behind the plate at all this upcoming
season.”

I drop my head and acknowledge his words. In
my gut, I knew playing this season was a long shot of epic
proportions with Jack’s help. Hearing his words makes my stomach
sink and my heart constrict. I’m terrified to ask the question…
what if I can never play again?

The team doctor replies, “We have
cutting-edge rehabilitation facilities in the area and the best
therapists. We’re confident we can get you playing by June.”

I don’t like the dig at Jack. Neither does he
as he shifts in his chair.

“I haven’t agreed to your treatment plan for
my rehabilitation.”

“Why wouldn’t you?” The team owner, Stanford
Wilson, joins the conversation. “Mr. Bishop can handle it like he
did pre-surgery.”

I turn my attention to Mr. Wilson.
“Respectfully, sir, Aaron isn’t a physical therapist.” I swallow
hard. “This organization has been my home for the last five years.
I refuse to make a partial comeback. I won’t get behind the plate
until my knee is healed and my doctors state I can.”

Mr. Wilson’s response is immediate. “You’re a
stabilizing force behind the plate for our pitching staff. We need
you to repeat as champions.”

Only one person in my life would know the
statistics on the number of times a World Series winner won
back-to-back titles. Annie. “Sir, I don’t have the exact
statistics. However, I would estimate it’s been about twenty years
since a team won two consecutive titles. Additionally, a repeat
isn’t likely especially with the roster changes you’ll be required
to make in the offseason to stay below the luxury tax level.”

Now it’s Mr. Wilson’s turn to squirm in his
chair. Not sure if he’s uncomfortable about me pushing for my own
doctor or the fact I’m aware of the luxury tax predicament the team
is in. “Precisely why we need you back as soon as possible. You
will use our doctors,” Mr. Wilson states emphatically.

“Excuse me?” I ask. I’m a number on a piece
of paper until I can get behind the plate again. Great.

Madeleine, who is sitting on my right, sets
her hand on my forearm. When I turn to look at her, the
determination on her face is magnificent. “Mr. Wilson, I appreciate
your position, but Mr. Somerset’s contract allows him to select his
doctor, treatment plan, and rehabilitation facilities. He isn’t
required to use the one recommended or provided by the team,”
Madeleine interjects.

I don’t recall the provision in my contract,
but I won’t question her. When Stavros chose her as his successor,
he knew what he was doing. It solidifies my decision to stay with
her after Stavros retired further.

“Ms. Wilton, plea—”

She cuts off Mr. Wilson. “My name is Mrs.
Anderson. I won’t allow you to treat him in the same manner as D.J.
Culliver. Your so-called medical experts rushed him back to the
field, and D.J. paid the price, reinjuring his pitching elbow. Then
he lost nearly two full seasons rather than one.”

Mr. Wilson is stunned silent.

Dr. Brownstein speaks instead, “You’re
mistaken, Ms.… Mrs. Anderson.”

“Don’t insult me or my reputation, Philip. I
will refrain from delineating facts to prove my statement correct.”
Madeleine jabs. “My client is here at your request and as a
courtesy. He is not required, nor will he bow to your demands. Mr.
Harlow is exceptionally qualified to handle Mr. Somerset’s
rehabilitation, and he has successfully rehabbed an injury with my
client before. Have you done your due diligence, Dr. Brownstein?
Was this meeting simply a farce to make my client believe you were
considering allowing him to handle his own medical decisions?”

Staying with her as my agent was clearly the
right choice.

Brownstein clears his throat. Mr. Wilson nods
at him almost imperceptibly.

“Mr. Harlow, please provide a comprehensive
treatment plan to my office by the close of business on Friday. My
office requests at least monthly updates regarding Mr. Somerset’s
progress during his rehabilitation.”

“I will have the plan to you by the end of
the week, Dr. Brownstein,” Jack replies.

“Good luck, Somerset. I hope you know what
you’re doing,” Mr. Wilson states as he exits the room. Dr.
Brownstein follows closely on his heels.

I wait for the door to completely close
before asking, “How did you…?”

Madeleine smiles and her associate tilts her
head in keen interest. “First, I do my homework. The owner and team
doctors believe the agents don’t talk. That is simply untrue.
Culliver’s agent is a good friend of mine and exceptional at his
job. To the point I’ve tried to lure him to Scala more than
once.”

“Thank you, Madeleine,” I manage. I’m still
floored by the events of this meeting. Until today, I never felt
like a slot on the roster. I suppose if you have no use for the
team, then you’re nothing more than wasted space.

“You’re welcome. I’m heading back to DC in
the morning. Would both of you like to fly with us on the
Blackthorne jet? My husband prefers I travel private with his
personally vetted pilots.”

Inwardly, I chuckle. I’ve met her husband who
co-owns Blackthorne Security. He is the epitome of an
overprotective alpha male. “I can be ready by then. Please forward
me the departure details,” I reply.

“Excellent. Simon, my assistant, will be in
touch.” We shake hands, and Madeleine leaves with her
associate.

The entire time I was speaking with
Madeleine, Jack stared out the window toward the team medical
facility.

“You good?” I ask.

He lifts his shoulders and drops them slowly.
“Are you sure about this?”

“Absolutely. Not only have you fixed me
before, but you won’t let me slack, and you’ll give it to me
straight unlike Dr. Brownstein or his lackey I would’ve passed me
off too. You have my best interests at heart, and I trust you.”

We bro hug. “Let’s get out of here.”

On the ride back to the house, my mind zips
through details about packing and pausing things for my residence
until Annie moves to the front of my mind. Honestly, she’s always
there. “Does she know?” I mumble.

Jack looks at my profile and then back to the
road. “Lorelei plans to give her a heads-up, if she hasn’t
already.”

“Thanks. I haven’t made it easy on you
straddling the line between us.”

“Lor and I love you both. We want you to be
happy, preferably together again. Maybe you have a shot, or maybe
you don’t. It isn’t for me to decide.”

His words shock me. “Wait. She didn’t marry
what’s his name… Patrick?”

Jack pinches the bridge of his nose. “No, she
didn’t.”

Surprise, elation, and a smidge of anger
pulse through me. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

Jack scowls at me. “I shouldn’t have
mentioned it now. You know why.”

“Clearly, I don’t.”

“Dude, my wife and I have been between the
two of you since our wedding. Jules begged Lorelei not to share.
The same way you demanded I not to share the starlets on your arm
were setups by Madeleine, and you’ve been single and nearly
celibate since before I married Lorelei.”

I wipe my free hand down my denim-clad thigh.
She’s not married. A shot of excitement cascades from my
head to my toes. Perhaps, I’ll have a chance to fix my mistake
after all this time. “Fair point. I’ll find out in a few days
if I have a shot, won’t I?”

“Yup,” he replies as I pull into the garage
at my house.

I walk inside and immediately step into my
office. With my laptop open, I draft a few emails and amend my
schedules. I decrease my housekeeper to once a month and pause my
newspaper delivery. A sliver of a memory passes over me. Every
Sunday morning starting in seventh grade, Annie and I would meet at
the park and work on the crossword puzzle until it was finished. I
wonder if she still does it.

I smile and pack my clothes and personal
items before ordering amazing takeout for dinner. With our Thai
dinner spread on the tufted leather ottoman, I raise my beer in
Jack’s direction. “To my best friend and torturer to mold me back
into playing shape. You’ve been there for me since grade school,
and I’ll never forget it.”

Jack taps his glass against mine. “Same
goes.”

We polish off the food and watch a basketball
game before turning in. The text from Simon Dumont, Madeleine’s
assistant, indicates our flight leaves at ten in the morning. I
arrange for a car service to take us to the airport and flop onto
my bed. I stare up at the ceiling and mull over Jack’s words from
earlier. If the situation were reversed, would I give me a chance?
Hell no. I broke her heart, albeit with good intentions.
Either way, I hurt her deeply, and I don’t deserve a second chance.
Yet, I want one. Desperately.

My mind drifts back to Jack and Lorelei’s
wedding. Due to my schedule, I arrived in the wee hours of the
morning and crashed at the airport hotel. Once Jack and I were clad
in sleek tuxedoes, we rode to the church in the center of town. The
same church where I imagined I would marry Annie one day. Julianne
took my breath away as she stood at the end of the aisle. Her
emerald dress highlighted her body flawlessly. She was the most
beautiful girl I’d ever seen in high school. I thanked my lucky
stars each day I had with her. How she could be more stunning five
years later was beyond my comprehension. It wasn’t until after Jack
and Lorelei were hitched and Annie graciously took my arm to walk
out of the church did I notice the sparkling diamond on her left
ring finger. Not my ring. Not the promise ring I gave her when we
were together. In that moment, devastation coursed through me. I’d
officially lost the woman of my dreams. I didn’t know what to make
of it until her fiancé gruffly introduced himself when we finished
the receiving line, and he sought her out. It was obvious from our
interaction he knew who I was, but crystal clear that Annie didn’t
mention our previous relationship. If she had, I would’ve expected
a fiercer response to me escorting her down the aisle, regardless
of my respectful manner.

Resigned I won’t get any more answers down
memory lane, I set an alarm and attempt to sleep. All I have is
hope I can fight for a second chance with her, knowing full well I
royally screwed up the first one.


Chapter Four

 Julianne

Point Academy is a private high school near
Wilmington. I have been the principal for seven years. We have a
few high-profile students, but our endowment defrays about eighty
percent of the cost of admission. It has been the week from hell.
Numerous students have made stupid choices requiring multiple
meetings with parents and the trustees. Additionally, my athletic
director and baseball coach resigned to move across the country to
care for his ailing mother. I have posted the positions and hope to
have a replacement or two before the season starts. Otherwise, the
boys will get the first female coach in league history whether it’s
me or the new athletic director.

The kicker is, despite my week, I scheduled
myself a date this evening. Cancelling at this late stage isn’t an
option. Jimmy is a local guy. We went to elementary school
together. He recently came back into town after working down south
for the last few years. I rush out of the building and to my car.
With any luck, I’ll be able to stop home before we’re set to
meet.

Luck is not on my side. Traffic is
bumper-to-bumper out of the city. I would like to take this as a
sign allowing me to beg off my plans, but I won’t. Pulling up the
map, I find there’s no chance I’m making it home in time for my
date. I pull out my phone to text Jimmy and find one from him
waiting for me.

James Bolden: I see you’re stuck in traffic.
Are you free tomorrow instead?

Concern shoots through me. How and why is he
tracking me?

Me: I am not free tomorrow.

James Bolden: Rain check?

Not likely. Creepy. I shake off my weird
feelings with some tunes blasting in my car. The trip, which
typically takes forty minutes, lasts well over an hour. I toe off
my shoes before stepping through the door and head straight for my
wine rack. Rarely do I drink as soon as I arrive home from work.
More accurately, I rarely drink. However, my brother-in-law Jake is
a wine aficionado, and he has been teaching me about excellent
vintages. His budget is significantly higher than mine, but I have
a bottle of Mayacamas 2014 and Tablas Creek Vineyard Mourvèdre
2020. Either will work well to push away the concern about Jimmy
and my terrible week.

With the bottle breathing on the
island—something I wouldn’t have done until I met Jake—I scoop up
my shoes and climb the stairs to the master bedroom. My home is
decidedly too large for me, but the location was perfect. The
colonial is beautiful with a huge front porch and massive deck with
a patio. The previous owner lived here for her entire life and was
meticulous. I updated the wall colors and never looked back. The
main level is mostly open concept. As you step over the threshold
of the
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