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          LYRIC

        

      

    

    
      If I don’t get a shot of coffee into my system in the next thirty seconds, I might very well pass out.

      The line at Richmond Roast was barely moving, and it was all I could do to remain upright. While nobody standing in the line in front of me looked particularly lively this Monday morning, I was willing to bet I looked the worst. I’d barely had any rest this weekend between studying and volunteering at the hospital, yet somehow I was gonna have to rally to make it through a full day of classes.

      Someone gently cleared his throat behind me, and I realized I was holding up the line while nearly falling asleep on my feet. I shuffled forward, grateful there was only one person in front of me now. I shook my head vigorously in an effort to remain conscious.

      “Good morning,” I said to the barista with a smile. She smiled back, which lifted my spirits a bit, making me glad I’d made the effort to be nice, despite my exhaustion. “A large coffee, a shot of espresso, with one cream and one sugar.”

      Fortunately, the kind folks at Richmond Roast were quite efficient, and my drink was prepared in no time. They gave you your order right away instead of making you step to the side to wait for it, which was one of the reasons the line took so long.

      “Thanks,” I said. I pulled the plastic tab on the lid so hard, I nearly ripped it off. Swigging my coffee, I turned around way too fast and slammed right into the poor man standing directly behind me.

      “Fuck!” he yelled as hot coffee splashed across his chest. His huge chest. My God, this guy was big. I had to look up … and up to see his face.

      Horrified at what I’d done to this guy and his crisp white shirt, I stammered, “Oh my God, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry!”

      The man laughed. Lucky for me, because judging by the size of his biceps, he could probably kill me with one arm.

      “It’s okay. Sorry for my colorful language.” He glanced around at the other patrons then turned back to me.

      “I’m so sorry,” I repeated, unable to think of anything better to say.

      “Accidents happen,” he said with a grin. He reached behind me to grab some napkins that the barista was trying to hand him, but I was standing in the way.

      “Sorry, sorry.” I stepped to the side, sloshing more of my coffee in the process. “Please, at least let me pay for your coffee.”

      “That’s really not necess—”

      “Please, it’s the least I can do.”

      The big guy smiled again with kindness in his dark brown eyes. “Okay,” he said with a nod. “I feel bad, but I was gonna get some muffins, too.”

      “Go ahead. Anything you want. Please.”

      He chuckled softly and gave his order to the lady behind the counter. Though he was very sweet to her, she acted nervous for some reason. The guy was gigantic but he seemed gentle at the same time. He didn’t seem like he was somebody to fear. After all, he’d taken it in stride when I’d tried to burn his torso.

      After I finished paying for his order I stumbled over to a table in the corner. Crowded as it was, I was lucky to find a place to sit. I normally just grabbed my caffeine-in-a-cup and split, but I figured it wasn’t a great idea to wander around while I was this tired. Better to let the coffee work its magic for a few minutes before attempting to tackle my day. Instead of waking me up, though, a renewed sense of exhaustion swept over me as I sipped my coffee and thought about the day ahead. My classes were tough this semester. Today alone I had to tackle physics and biochemistry.

      “Mind if I join you?” The deep voice startled me, making me jump and splash my coffee on myself this time. Good God, I had to pull it together already. I blinked as I looked up at the guy with the huge muscles and the coffee stain on what I now saw was probably an expensive shirt.

      “There, uh, don’t seem to be any other tables left,” he said when I took a beat too long to answer.

      “Oh yes. Sure, of course. Please, have a seat.” I gestured at the empty chair across from me.

      Is he hitting on me or did he really need a place to sit?

      The man was strikingly handsome, with dark hair, strong jawline, and rippling muscles. He could be an underwear model or something.

      Yeah. Definitely just looking for a place to sit. Guys like him do not hit on girls like me. Not that I was looking to date anybody anyway. Not with my current schedule.

      “I’m Lyric, by the way. Lyric Rivers.”

      “That’s a beautiful name,” he said with a smile. It sounded like he was trying to pick me up, but that wasn’t possible. Was it?

      I shrugged. “I guess. Both my parents are musicians, so …”

      “Ah, I see. My name’s Brady.” He hesitated for a second, then added, “Brady Keaton.”

      “Nice to meet you, Brady. Sorry for the dramatic introduction,” I said, glancing at his chest. “I hope that shirt isn’t ruined. Feel like I should offer to pay for it, but I doubt I could afford it.”

      “It’s okay, really. No big deal.”

      “Thanks for being so nice about this.”

      Brady shrugged to show he wasn’t upset, then bit into one of the muffins I’d bought him. Rather than watch the guy eat, I glanced around the coffee shop.

      And realized that almost everyone in the place was staring at us.

      My muscles tightened with unease. What was their problem? Hadn’t they ever seen anybody make a fool of themselves by crashing into a stranger and dumping hot coffee on him? When it happened, I’d been too stunned to think about how I had looked. After that, I’d been too tired to care. Now, though, I was starting to feel embarrassed.

      “Jeez, everybody is staring at me,” I said quietly. “Guess they’ve never seen an idiot as clumsy as I am.”

      “They’re not staring at you, Lyric,” Brady said kindly. I found I liked the way he said my name.

      “Yeah, they are. Look.”

      But Brady didn’t look. He kept his eyes on mine. “They’re not staring at you. They’re staring at me.”

      “They are?”

      “Yeah. Truth is, I’m kinda famous.”

      “You are?” I asked incredulously. I realized too late that sounding shocked might have been insulting, since I clearly didn’t know who he was.

      Brady nodded.

      “Oh. I’m sorry to say I don’t recognize you.”

      He chuckled. “Yeah, I kinda figured. It’s okay. I take it you don’t follow baseball.”

      “Oh. Baseball,” I said dismissively. It took my foggy brain a moment to realize I’d said those words out loud.

      “Yeah. Baseball,” he said, sounding genuinely annoyed. And who could blame him?

      “I’m so sorry.” Apparently, that was all I knew how to say today. My exhaustion was no excuse for how poorly I was treating this perfectly nice gentleman whom I’d managed to attack physically and now verbally. “I didn’t mean for that to sound as rude as it did. I just meant that you’re right; I don’t follow baseball. Or any sports. You could be the most famous athlete on the planet and I wouldn’t recognize you. That’s how clueless I am.”

      “You’re not clueless,” he said, eying me carefully. “But you’re obviously very tired.”

      “Yes, I am,” I said. “And I really appreciate your patience with me.”

      He shrugged again.

      “I mean it. Thanks for not being a jerk.”

      Laughing, Brady said, “Well, I do my best. So what, did you just come off working the night shift or something?”

      “No, unfortunately my day is just beginning. Just had a busy weekend. Had a ton of studying to do. I go to the University of Richmond. Pre-health major.”

      “Pre-health. What does that mean, exactly?”

      “It’s basically pre-med.”

      Brady’s eyes opened wide with interest. “Pre-med? Like, you’re gonna be a doctor?”

      “Eventually. Someday. At least that’s the plan. Got a looong way to go.”

      “So I guess you gotta get through college and then med school.”

      “Exactly.” I shook my head. “I don’t mind telling you, college alone is kicking my ass, so I can’t begin to imagine what med school will be like. Right now, on top of my classes I’m volunteering at St. Theresa Hospital to get some experience, and I’m studying for the MCAT.”

      “And the MCAT would be …”

      “The Medical College Admissions Test. I’m not taking it ’til June, but it’s a lot of work.”

      “Is that like studying for the bar for law?”

      “I guess you could say it’s kinda comparable.”

      “Damn,” Brady said. “Sounds like a helluva lot of work. I’m impressed.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Dr. Rivers. That has a nice ring to it.”

      A ripple of excitement went through me. It did have a nice ring to it, especially when spoken in Brady’s deep, sensual voice. Hearing “Dr. Rivers” out loud helped to center me somehow. It reminded me of why I was pushing myself so hard. I was going to be a doctor, and I could really make a difference in people’s lives someday.

      “Of course, tough as it is, getting into medical school is just the beginning. I don’t know how the hell I’ll be able to pay for it.”

      “Scholarships? Financial aid?”

      “Yeah, that’ll take care of part of it,” I said, rubbing my temples wearily. “I’ll have to take out loans to pay for the rest. I’m already in debt for college, even though I took a few years off after high school to work and save money. I really hate the idea of taking more time off after college to save up, but I’m not sure I could handle having a job while I’m in medical school.”

      “Damn,” Brady said. He breathed in the scent of his coffee before taking a healthy sip. “Makes me tired just hearing about it.”

      His expression of concern and respect gave me a warm, pleasant feeling all over. I was so used to burning myself out with work and studying that sometimes I forgot how strong my work ethic was, until I spoke to somebody else about it. My “business as usual” was pretty grueling by most people’s standards, and I rarely gave myself a break.

      “Here I am rambling on and on about myself, and I haven’t asked a thing about you. So, baseball. Do you play for the local Richmond team? Or are you in town with the opposing team?”

      “I play for the Richmond Dominoes,” he said, his dark eyes lighting up as he spoke. He looked like a child who’d been asked to talk about his favorite toy. I had to admit, it was rather charming. “But don’t get too attached.”

      I narrowed my eyes, trying to figure out what he meant by that.

      I think you’re cute. Doesn’t mean I want to marry you. Get over yourself.

      Brady laughed at my expression. “I just mean I don’t plan on staying here in Richmond. After this season I’ll become a free agent, so I can play for whatever team I want so long as they’ll have me. So I’m gonna play for Baltimore.”

      “And you’re certain they’re going to have you?” I asked.

      “Pretty sure,” Brady said with a grin. “I’ve had a batting average of more than .300 for the last two years, and I won the Silver Slugger last year.”

      “Impressive.”

      “You don’t know what any of that means, do you?”

      “Nope. But I’m assuming the Silver Slugger is an award and your batting average must be good, or you wouldn’t have mentioned it.”

      “Correct,” he said with a laugh. He had a way of talking about his accomplishments without sounding like he was bragging, which was kind of nice. With his good looks, talent, and most likely tons of money, he surely could have gotten away with being a huge jerk. The Do you know who I am? kind of asshole who yells at baristas, not to mention women who pour hot coffee on him. But apparently, that wasn’t his way.

      “It’s not just that, though.” He popped a piece of muffin into his mouth. I watched his Adam’s apple bob up and down as he swallowed. Even his throat looked sexy. “I’m willing to take less money to play for Baltimore.”

      “Really? And why is that?”

      Brady’s voice grew softer. “Because I grew up there. Ever since I was a little boy, I dreamed about being a Baltimore Bay Bird. My hero growing up was Ray Renner Jr., shortstop for the Birds. I wanted to be just like him. God, I would give anything to play for Baltimore.”

      I’d never understood the sappy phrase about getting lost in someone’s eyes, but I swear that was what happened to me as I listened to Brady Keaton talk about his childhood dream. It was like I could feel how much he wanted it, and I admired him tremendously for working so hard to make his dream come true. If I’d passed this hulking athlete on the street, I surely would have dismissed him as just some dumb jock. I winced inwardly as I remembered my earlier Oh. Baseball remark.

      Unable to tear my gaze away from him, I said in a voice that was nearly a whisper, “Well, I really hope that happens for you. I hope you get to play for Baltimore.”

      “Thanks,” he said. “I ’ppreciate that. I mean, don’t get me wrong. I’ve really loved playing for Richmond these past three years. They’re an expansion team, and it was an honor to play for them from the very beginning. I’ll always be a part of baseball trivia, no matter what happens in the rest of my career. I get to say I was on the very first roster for the Richmond Dominoes. How cool is that?”

      I laughed softly, still reveling in Brady’s adorable enthusiasm. Scanning the room again, I saw that people were still watching us.

      “Does this happen everywhere you go?”

      “Ah, kinda,” Brady said modestly.

      “Does it bother you?”

      “Not really,” he said with a gleam in his eye.

      No. It definitely did not seem to bother him.

      “Ugh, I would lose my mind,” I muttered.

      “Really?”

      “Oh yeah. I’m not the type who enjoys a lot of attention. I just kinda keep to myself.”

      “Huh,” Brady said thoughtfully. He seemed intrigued by the idea of somebody not wanting to draw attention to themselves. And unless I was completely mistaken, he seemed intrigued by me. When he sat down I was afraid he might hit on me, but now? I was afraid he wouldn’t.

      Don’t they always say you meet someone when you’re not looking? And I definitely was not looking. Funny how when I first saw him, intellectually I could see that he was conventionally handsome, but I hadn’t been particularly attracted to him. Now, after chatting with him for a few minutes and seeing how cool he was, I was definitely physically attracted to him. It was like watching a movie starring a handsome actor. At first, you don’t feel anything, but after watching the man be all sexy and charming and whatnot for two hours, by the end you’ve got a crush on the guy.

      Cold reality crashed down on me as I realized that landing Brady Keaton as a boyfriend was every bit as impossible as landing a movie star. Whether I’d heard of him before or not, he was a celebrity. And he was gorgeous and athletic with tons of charisma. What the hell would he want with a science and medical nerd like me? Besides, he clearly loved attention and was probably a big-time partier. The type who loved to be around people, especially women, and he could probably bed any woman he wished. As charming as he was, he didn’t strike me as the type to want a serious girlfriend. Even if he did, I highly doubted he would be interested in me.

      Great. Now I felt sad in addition to being exhausted. As much as I enjoyed talking with Brady, there was no sense in dragging out the inevitable. Besides, I had a really long day ahead of me.

      “Well, I guess I better get going. It was really nice meeting you, Brady. I hope you have a great baseball season, and I expect to see you wearing Baltimore colors next year.”

      Brady seemed taken aback when I stood up to leave. He was probably used to women falling all over themselves for him. Granted, it was tempting given the fluttery feelings he had stirred in my stomach and, well, lower. But I had no interest in being a notch on his belt or a bump on his cleat or what have you.

      “Um, okay,” Brady said, standing up. “It was great meeting you too, Lyric.”

      Damn. I hated what hearing my name on his lips did to me. More stomach flutters.

      “Good luck with school and everything else you got going. Take care of yourself, okay? You can’t help patients too well if you burn yourself out.”

      “Thanks,” I said, melting all over at his sweet words. “I really needed to hear that.”

      With a somewhat forced smile, I drained the rest of my coffee cup and tossed it in the trash before making my way out the door of Richmond Roast. I zipped up my jacket as the chilly early-April air whipped around me. The coffee shop was only a short distance from Dominion Park, and I caught sight of the baseball stadium as I walked toward the University of Richmond. I’d never paid any attention to the place before, but this time, seeing where the Richmond Dominoes played felt like a punch in the gut.

      Wow. That’s new.
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          BRADY

        

      

    

    
      After signing a few autographs for fans on my way out of Richmond Roast, I walked back to my apartment a few blocks away. The first thing I did when I got home was step out onto the patio. Located on the twelfth floor, my place offered a great view of the city, and my eyes immediately went toward Dominion Park. That was one of the best parts about my luxury apartment. That I could see the ballpark from here. I still owned a big house back in Baltimore, but this place was perfect for me while I played for Richmond. Three bedrooms, big kitchen, and spacious living room; it was just what I needed to be comfortable during the season.

      Gazing out into the city from high above it, I was surprised to find myself thinking of Lyric. I met women all the time and they never had much of an effect on me. Not once we left the bedroom anyway. Lyric hadn’t seemed to notice my physique much, and she hadn’t cared that I was famous. For some reason, I found that kinda hot. Her dream of being a doctor was rather sexy too, but damn she looked exhausted. Lyric had the most beautiful ice-blue eyes I’d ever seen, even if they did have dark circles under them. With her dark hair, pale face, and petite body, she looked more like a delicate ballerina than a doctor. Still, she must be a tough little thing to handle everything she had going on. Weird how I wanted to fuck her senseless but then tuck her into bed after to make sure she got some rest.

      For a few minutes there, I’d felt like we sorta had a connection going. Then she’d just gotten up and left, clearly having no problem with the idea of never seeing me again.

      Why did I even care? She obviously hadn’t been interested in me, and that was all there was to it. I’ve never exactly been the relationship type, no matter how much my mother wished I would settle down and get married and give her some grandkids. I always thought it was so bizarre how people called getting married “settling down” like that alone made you more mature.

      Whether or not I was the relationship type didn’t really matter. Problem was, I liked this girl more than I cared to admit, and her rejection stung. A lot. Best to just forget her, I guess. For all I knew, she had a steady boyfriend. Some smart guy. A scientist or a future doctor like her. Not a high school graduate like me. Even if she did go out with me, she’d probably get bored with me pretty damn quick. My life was baseball. It wasn’t just what I did for a living, it was who I was as a person. Remembering the disdain in Lyric’s voice when she’d said Oh. Baseball—maybe she wasn’t right for me after all.

      Trying to put the petite med school princess out of my mind, I turned my attention back to the ballpark in the distance. A soft breeze wafted across my face, and I was pleased to feel the air turning slightly warmer as the day went on. Springtime. Baseball season. After nearly six years of being in the majors and several years playing in the minor leagues, that jittery, excited flutter in my stomach never got old. God, I loved baseball. Richmond had been good to me these last few years. I would miss it, but Baltimore was where I truly belonged.

      Game time wasn’t until 7:05pm with batting practice starting a few hours earlier, and I was antsy. We were only a few days into the season, and I was eager to get going. I’d gotten used to waking up earlier in the off-season, and now I had too much time on my hands. Once the late nights at the ballpark and the travel schedule kicked in, I’d start sleeping in later.

      I sat on my patio and played on my phone for a while, then I went back inside to watch TV. Becoming a game-show addict came with the territory of having a job where you’re home for most of the day. Putting my feet up on the coffee table, I settled in to watch some of my favorites, including The Price is Right and Family Feud. There was also a cable game-show channel where I could catch some old-school shows that aired years ago. Old or new, I often found myself on the edge of my seat, cheering on the contestants. It was a relaxing, non-physical way to unwind and recover from the previous day’s baseball game.

      After lunch, I was bored again. Wandering aimlessly around my apartment, I was debating going to the ballpark to work out when my cell phone rang. The caller ID said it was my agent, Doug Ryerson. Maybe he had a new advertising deal. He’d managed to get me some great ad contracts over the years. I was no actor for sure, but the commercial shoots were fun, and they gave me something to do in my down time.

      “Hey, man. What’s up?” I said as I flopped down on the couch.

      “I’m ’fraid I got some bad news for you,” he said.

      “Really?” I wondered what it could possibly be.

      “Dude, I’m really sorry, but … Baltimore passed.”

      It took several seconds for my brain to register his words.

      “Wait, what?”

      “I know. Sucks, man. It really does.”

      “What the fuck? I’m not even a free agent yet. You can’t even make a deal until after the World Series ends in the fall.”

      “Right, but I reached out to the owner now to get the ball rolling. I wanted him to know you were interested and, you know, try to get you as good a deal as possible.”

      I shot up off the couch and started pacing. “I don’t give a shit about getting a great deal. You know that. I just want to play for the Baltimore Bay Birds.”

      “I know, buddy. Believe me. My plan was to start negotiating now and see what we can get and go from there. But they passed.”

      “Tell them I’ll sign for less. Doug, I know this goes against every bone in your agent deal-seeking body, but you need to tell them I will agree to whatever they want.”

      “I did, Brady,” he said wearily. “And believe me, it was physically painful for me to say the words out loud. They just … Dude, I hate sayin’ this to you, but they just don’t want you.”

      “How can they not want me?” I roared into the phone. “With my track record and my agreeing to whatever terms they want? What the fuck, dude?”

      “The owner said you’re too big of a risk.”

      “A risk? A risk? What does that even mean?”

      “Devilbuss says he doesn’t want a guy on the payroll who gets drunk and trashes hotel rooms.”

      Shit. So maybe I partied too hard sometimes. So what? I always paid the damages and apologized. It was all in good fun, and most of the time the hotel owners enjoyed the notoriety. We always parted on good terms, and I never got kicked out of anywhere.

      “Are you serious? That’s his problem?”

      “You know how he is. Gary Devilbuss prides himself on being a family man. He expects his players to be squeaky clean, and there’s a reason Baltimore fans have the best reputation in baseball. They work hard at keeping Old Bay Stadium kid-friendly, and they don’t want rowdy, drunk fans in the stands.”

      My fans did tend to get a bit out of hand sometimes, but was that really my fault?

      “There’s gotta be something we can do, man.”

      “Sorry, dude. He was pretty damn clear he wasn’t interested. Look, you got plenty of time to think things over. Maybe see how the season goes with Richmond and then you can decide if you want to stay in Virginia or try for another ball club.”

      “I don’t want another ball club,” I said, knowing I sounded like a petulant child. “I want Baltimore!”

      Doug sighed. “I know. Look, I gotta go for now. Just … try to keep your cool here, okay?”

      He sounded worried, and rightfully so, about how I would handle this blow.

      “No promises,” I said grimly and ended the call.

      Baltimore passed.

      I couldn’t believe it. I was one of the hottest players in the entire major league, I was willing to take less money, and the Baltimore Bay Birds had been on an unprecedented losing streak for the last five years. It hadn’t occurred to me for one second that they could turn me down.

      Physical pain exploded in my chest. I felt like I’d been punched right in the heart. I’d grown up watching the Baltimore Bay Birds play, and Old Bay Stadium had been my second home growing up. The whole time I played ball in high school and all those years in the minors, I’d been working toward playing for Baltimore. Even when I finally made it to the show, playing my first major league game for the Boston Red Rebels, I still thought about being with the Bay Birds. The first time I played at Old Bay Stadium, albeit for the opposing team, I actually cried. Thank God none of my teammates saw me; I got there super early so I could have a moment to myself on the field. After being drafted by Boston and then playing for Richmond, finally after this season I’d have put in my six years the majors required to become a free agent, so I would be free to try to go where I wanted.

      And the Baltimore Bay Birds fucking passed.

      My lifelong dream and everything I’d worked for, gone in the blink of an eye.

      Rage suddenly replaced my heartache. I stared at my apartment wall, sorely tempted to punch my fist through it. I sure as hell felt like trashing a room now, since I had nothing to lose. Not wanting to destroy my own place, I grabbed my gym bag and charged out the door. Better to take my aggression out on an actual punching bag.

      Shoulders hunched and tense, I stormed down the street toward Dominion Park. Good thing there weren’t too many people out on the street because for once I was in no mood to be recognized. I passed by Richmond Roast, which didn’t exactly help my mood. It reminded me of Lyric’s rejection.

      Nobody wants me right now.

      My spirits lifted slightly when I arrived at the ballpark. If nothing else, I would get to play baseball today. Once I got to the weight room inside the park, I jammed in my earbuds and tried to tune out the world with the loudest rock music I could stand. When one of my teammates came into the room, the look I gave him was enough to make him turn right around and walk out. I knew I was being a dick, but I couldn’t help it. I needed to be left alone.

      Working out and blaring music was cathartic. Immediately afterward I felt slightly better. But it wasn’t long before the exercise adrenaline wore off and all the emotional pain came flooding back.

      I wasn’t going to play for Baltimore.

      Much as I tried to push those thoughts away and concentrate on the game that night, it was impossible. I went 0 for 4 after falling back on my nasty habit of swinging at the first pitch. My nature is to be impulsive; it had taken years to learn to be more patient at the plate.

      Impulsive.

      Yeah, that was me. That’s how I’d wound up drinking too much, destroying hotel rooms, and smashing my own dreams because of it.

      As much as I loved playing for the Richmond Dominoes, the truth was that with every game I played, in the back of my mind I imagined someday it would be for the Baltimore Bay Birds. Tonight was the first game I played knowing that wasn’t going to happen.

      I sat on the bench in the locker room after the game in a daze. I didn’t even see my friend and teammate Tyler Maxwell walk in, and I had no idea how long he had been staring at me.

      “So you gonna tell me what the hell is the matter with you, or what?”

      “Ah! What?”

      “I said what the hell is wrong with you?”

      “Baltimore passed.” How I hated saying those words out loud.

      Tyler slowly sank down on the bench next to me. “Shit.”

      He knew damn well how much I wanted to play for the Bay Birds. Well, everyone knew. It was no secret. But he was one of my best buddies on the team, and he understood more than most guys.

      “How could they pass on you? Weren’t you willing to play for pretty much anything they offered?”

      “Yep. Devilbuss thinks I’m too much of a risk. Too wild.”

      A look of understanding crossed Tyler’s face. He knew exactly what they meant. Hell, Tyler was usually partying right next to me when I got into trouble.

      “Damn.” After a moment of silence for the death of my dream, he added, “Let’s go get drunk.”

      I scoffed. “That’s how I got into trouble in the first place.”

      “But what’s it matter now?”

      “Good point.”

      Though I knew it was irresponsible of me, there was nothing I wanted more right now than to drink my sorrows away.

      “Let’s go,” I said.

      We went to a place we frequented when we were in town. Though I usually gobbled down the food they had for us at the park post-game, tonight I hadn’t eaten anything. All the better to get where I wanted to be—blind drunk—as soon as possible. It only took a few shots to dull my pain, at least temporarily. I tried not to think about the fact that it was mostly alcohol and my immaturity that got me into this mess.

      I drank when I was happy after a win. I drank when I was bummed out over a tough loss. I drank when I was bored or just in the mood to party. Not that I was an alcoholic, but I did have a tendency to overdo it. Right now it was hard to care, though.

      “’Nother one,” I said to the bartender, my words sounding slurred in my own ears.

      “Cheers, buddy,” Tyler said with a wink as he toasted me with his own shot.

      A pretty blonde lady walked over to me, her eyes wide with recognition. I was, by far, the most famous baseball player on the team. In fact, I might even be the most famous player in all of major league baseball right now. I’d learned long ago that just because a woman recognized me, it didn’t necessarily mean she followed baseball. She might have seen me in TV commercials or on magazine covers. Still, that recognition frequently got me laid. But I was not in the mood tonight. I offered her a weak smile then turned away. She got the hint, and she sat next to Tyler at the bar. With his blond hair and green eyes, even I knew Tyler was a hot guy. No doubt he had no problem getting laid on his own, but sitting next to me usually made it a lot easier.

      While Tyler chatted up his new lady friend, I kept on drinking. I picked up my phone, which was never a good thing when I was drunk. Just as well I didn’t get Lyric’s number because I probably would have called her and spilled my guts about what had happened with the Bay Birds. Not sure why, really. She barely knew me, and she didn’t even like baseball. But for some reason, I felt like she would understand why I was so crushed.

      No, that was completely insane. I talked to her for what, ten minutes? And I expected her to care about my life?

      So I drunk dialed somebody else.

      “Angel? Angel, my boy,” I said, talking loud so I could be heard over all the bar noise.

      “Brady? You okay?”

      I felt bad. He sounded tired, and I realized I had no idea what time it was. Angel was my best friend from Maryland. We played together in the minors, and now he played for the Baltimore Bay Birds. He had a lovely wife named Jana, who I’d probably woken up with my late-night phone call. Shit.

      “Sorry for calling so late,” I mumbled. “I’m sorry for everything.”

      “What are you sorry about? Dude, you okay?”

      “Fucked it all up. Gary Busydevil … Devilberry … Devilbutt … the owner of Baltimore guy. He don’t want me ’cuz I’m a screwup. He won’t let me play for the Birds.”

      “Oh, man,” Angel said, and the sorrow in his voice tore me up inside. We were supposed to play together in Baltimore. That was the plan. Now it wasn’t gonna happen.

      “Yeah. I’m sorry. Go back to bed. Just hadda tell you.”

      “You all right? You got somebody to get you home safe?”

      I glanced at Tyler, who was no more responsible than I was. Still, I could probably make it home okay. It wasn’t that far.

      “Yeah, I’ll be fine.” I somehow managed to press the button to end the call.

      I didn’t feel fine. Once again, anger started taking the place of my sadness. The more I thought about what had happened, the more pissed off I got. Who the hell did that Gary Devil guy think he was? He thought he could do better than me? His team hadn’t seen the playoffs in years. I was the best chance he had, and nobody—and I mean nobody—would ever play with more heart than I would when it came to playing for Baltimore. I belonged in that town. I was supposed to be there.

      Yet, I wasn’t.

      I picked up my shot glass and threw it hard against the wooden bar. The goddamned thing bounced instead of breaking. Good Christ, I couldn’t do anything right today. I picked up an empty wine glass from the bar and threw that down. The glass shattered with a satisfying crash.

      “Okay, okay, buddy, I think it’s time to go,” Tyler said with an apologetic glance at the girl who’d been cozying up to him. He grabbed me by the shoulders. I shrugged him off too hard and he fell to the floor. I winced. I hadn’t meant to embarrass him in front of that girl. I just had an uncontrollable urge to smash everything in this place until it was as broken as I was.

      “Sorry, man. Sorry.”

      Tyler glared at me as he got up.

      “Time to go,” he said firmly. “Unless you wanna get cut from the Richmond team too.”

      It was a cruel thing to say, but it was the wake-up call I needed. I could very well fuck up my entire career if I got too out of hand.

      “Yeah,” I said, stumbling toward the exit. “Yeah.”
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        * * *

      

      I slept in the next morning and woke up with a dry mouth and a slight headache. After years of drinking, my body was used to alcohol punishment. It took me a few seconds to remember why I’d been drinking. Did we win last night? Did I have fun?

      It didn’t take me long to realize that the answer was no to both questions. My chest ached all over again. I’d been rejected by Baltimore.

      Groaning, I heaved myself out of bed. Memories of last night came trickling back; I owed Tyler big for keeping me out of trouble. I jumped in the shower, using that time to try to get my head on straight. Get some perspective. I couldn’t afford to sit around feeling sorry for myself, no matter how angry and hurt I was. I was still a major league baseball player, something most guys would give their left nut to be. My heart might be with Baltimore, but right now my loyalty needed to be with the Richmond Dominoes. I’d let them down last night by getting into my own head, and that wasn’t right. Those guys deserved better.

      I got dressed, wandered into my kitchen, and stared at my coffeemaker. I desperately needed coffee, but I debated whether or not I felt like taking a stroll down to Richmond Roast.

      Nah. What were the odds that Lyric would be there again? Other than her, I didn’t feel like talking to anyone. I was trying, but it wasn’t easy to pull myself out of my funk. I had to face facts. Losing Baltimore was gonna hurt for a really long time.

      After breakfast, I took my coffee out onto the patio since the day was warming up nicely. I scrolled through my phone, reading over the news and sports and all that good stuff. Then I moved on to my social media accounts to see if anything interesting was going on. As usual, there were some comments from fans as well as some haters.

      My heart nearly stopped when I saw a photo I’d been tagged in—a picture of me sitting with Lyric at the coffee shop. It wasn’t the photo itself that shook me up. People took pictures of me out in public all the time, so it was really no big deal. I was just surprised at my reaction when I saw her face.

      Scrutinizing the photo, it was no wonder I’d gotten the wrong idea. She really did seem interested in what I was saying. The way she was looking at me in the photo, the way she was leaning in, it was like she was fascinated by whatever I was saying. Weird to think just a few minutes later she’d been like Welp, gotta go! and out the door she’d gone.

      After I finished staring at the photo and into Lyric’s clear blue eyes, my focus drifted downward and I realized this wasn’t just some random photo snapped by a fan. It was a news article. Well, a tabloid gossip article.

      Brady “The Crusher” Keaton Shares Intense Convo With New Girlfriend?

      Photos of me with women hanging on me while I partied was nothing new. There were pictures of me with different women in cities all over the country. Strange they would think Lyric was my girlfriend when they’d never said that before about any other woman. Made me feel better that they’d clearly been as fooled as I’d been. That was what I thought at first. Then I read the next two words of the article.

      “Yeah, right.”

      Then the rest of the article was pretty much trashing me and scoffing at the notion that I would ever “settle down.” And, of course, it went on to talk about my wild partying and drinking and all that. To add insult to injury, the article mentioned that I’d expressed an interest in playing for Baltimore and that they’d turned me down. At first, I was super pissed at the whole article. Who the fuck were they to judge me? But then I had what people like to call “a moment of clarity.”

      Settling down was the exact opposite of what they were judging me as — a playboy partier. A wild man. And no one was judging me more than Baltimore. But if I could convince Devilbuss that I had finally “settled down,” he might just give me a shot.

      Staring at the photo, I knew exactly what I was going to do.

      I was gonna ask Lyric Rivers to marry me.
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          LYRIC

        

      

    

    
      I glanced at Dominion Park as I walked back to the house after classes. In the few days since I’d met him, I’d gotten an inkling of just how famous Brady “The Crusher” Keaton really was. Yesterday, while standing in the checkout line at the grocery store, I was shocked to see his face—and gorgeous body—gracing the cover of GQ magazine. So the guy wasn’t just baseball-famous, he was, like, actual celebrity-famous, since GQ wasn’t even a sports publication.

      I bought a copy and read through the article. Apparently, Brady had been in a bunch of TV commercials for deodorant and men’s soap and things like that. No wonder he’d thought it was weird that I hadn’t heard of him. His nickname was The Crusher, which wasn’t surprising. With his huge build, I was sure he crushed home runs on the daily. Now that I knew how famous he was, I realized he was even farther out of my league than I’d thought. I was sure he had women all over the country lusting after him. It was laughable that I’d thought for even a second that he might be interested in me.

      Laughable or not, I couldn’t deny the twinge of sadness every time I caught sight of the ballpark or heard mention of the Richmond Dominoes. Brady would be off playing for Baltimore soon enough anyway, I figured. Best to forget him.

      Besides, I had a tough biochemistry test tomorrow, and I had a lot of studying to do. I opened the door to the creaky old house where I was staying to find all four of my roommates sitting in the living room. Right away I knew something was up because seeing them together was rare. They had busy social lives and were constantly coming and going at all hours of the day and night. It was a horrible setup for somebody like me who was actually in college to learn, but it was the cheapest living arrangement I’d been able to find.

      “What?” I asked while all four women stared at me.

      “Are you dating Brady Keaton?” Kerry asked, blue eyes wide. With her long blonde hair and slender frame, she was a Barbie doll come to life.

      How the hell could she possibly know I had met Brady Keaton? For one paranoid moment, I was afraid I’d been talking in my sleep or something.

      “What are you talking about?”

      Kerry handed me her phone, and the next thing I knew I was staring at a photograph of me sitting with Brady at Richmond Roast. It was a tabloid article. I quickly scanned the first paragraph, noting that the headline briefly speculated about us dating but then quickly dismissed the notion. Apparently, Brady Keaton was not the type to settle down. I found that unsurprising to say the least.

      “No, we’re not dating,” I said, forgoing the idea as quickly as the article had. “I met him once and dumped hot coffee on him.”

      “You did?” Kerry asked. “What did he do? Hit on you? Grab your ass or something?”

      “No, no. I didn’t do it on purpose. I just wasn’t paying attention and accidentally splashed him. Then I bought him some coffee and muffins to make up for it, and we talked for a few minutes. End of story.”

      “Oh,” Kerry said.

      “Did you really think a guy like Brady Keaton would go for a girl like me?”

      Their silence hurt more than it should have. But it was the truth. What would a gorgeous celebrity baseball player want with boring old me?

      “Of course he would,” Jill chimed in. With her lovely blue-green eyes and strawberry blonde hair, she was as attractive as Kerry. Her words were charitable yet unconvincing. “Why wouldn’t he?”

      The other women finally stammered their agreement, but it was a little late.

      Forcing a smile, I said, “He seemed like a nice guy. It’s funny. I honestly had no idea who he was at first. Whatever. I’ve got a ton of studying to do, so I’ll catch you later.”

      I hurried up the narrow steps to my tiny bedroom, eager to be alone. I grabbed the sweater I kept draped across the chair since it was always cold in my room and sat down at my desk. After waking up my computer, I quickly searched up the article so I could read it through more carefully. I smiled as I looked at the picture. Pretty sure I could pinpoint the exact moment in the conversation when somebody had snapped the photo. The way I was gazing so intently at him, I knew it was when he’d talked about why he wanted to play for Baltimore. That had been the moment I’d realized there was more to him than being just a dumb jock. Guilt pricked my stomach at having judged him so quickly in the first place.

      “Oh, no,” I said out loud when I read down to the bottom of the article. Apparently, the owner of the Baltimore team had rejected him. And, as it turned out, I wasn’t that far off with my first impression of the guy. He really was the playboy party type, just as I’d pegged him. And now that reputation had cost him his dream.

      My heart broke for him. I could so clearly remember the look in his eyes when he’d talked about playing for the Baltimore Bay Birds. He probably felt the same despair I would feel if I found out I hadn’t been accepted to medical school.

      That poor guy. Though I understood where the Baltimore owner was coming from since it could be a risk taking on a guy with a wild reputation, I still wished they would give him a second chance.

      I sighed heavily, knowing there was nothing I could
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