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Chapter One


Carter 
I pulled into the players' lot at Falcons Stadium, my truck's tires crunching over the gravel as I found my usual spot. The afternoon sun bathed the stadium in golden light, and I could already smell the freshly cut grass as I grabbed my gear from the passenger seat. Practice days had their own rhythm, different from game days—less pressure, more fine-tuning. I stretched my arms over my head, feeling yesterday's game still lingering in my muscles. Coach Miller would be waiting, probably already pacing the field with that damn whistle, ready to critique every move we made.
The locker room buzzed with the usual pre-practice chatter. I nodded to Rivera at his locker across from mine.
"Blake! How's that shoulder feeling?" he asked, tossing me a roll of athletic tape.
I caught it with one hand. "Better than your batting average." I grinned to soften the jab.
"You're an asshole," he laughed, pulling his practice jersey over his head.
I changed quickly, my movements practiced after years of this same routine. The smell of liniment and sweat permeated the air, familiar and oddly comforting. I laced up my cleats, grabbed my glove, and headed for the dugout.
The late afternoon sun hit me full in the face as I stepped onto the field. I paused at the top step, taking it in—the emerald expanse of the outfield, the reddish-brown dirt of the infield, and the crisp white baselines freshly laid down. This view never got old. A baseball field was the one place in the world that made perfect sense to me.
"Blake! Stop admiring the scenery and get your ass over here!" Coach Miller's voice cut through my moment. I jogged over to where the team was gathering along the first-base line. Coach stood with his arms crossed, his Falcons cap pulled low over his eyes, that perpetual look of mild disappointment etched on his face.
"Alright, listen up," he barked, not bothering to raise his voice—he never needed to. "Infielders with me. Outfielders with Coach Taylor. Pitchers to the bullpen with Ramirez. We're working on fundamentals today because apparently, some of you forgot what those are during yesterday's game."
A few guys chuckled. We'd won yesterday, but it had been sloppy—three errors and some baserunning mistakes that had Coach's veins popping out of his neck by the seventh inning.
I followed the rest of the infield to our positions. The dirt felt firm under my cleats as I took my spot at shortstop. Coach Miller stood at home plate, fungo bat in hand.
"Let's go! Double plays. Martinez to Blake to Thompson."
He smacked a grounder toward second base. Martinez fielded it cleanly, pivoted, and fired the ball to me. I caught it as I glided across second, tapped the bag with my foot, and threw to first in one fluid motion. The ball hit Thompson's glove with a satisfying pop.
"Again!" Coach called, already sending another one.
We fell into rhythm. Ground ball, scoop, throw, catch, pivot, throw, catch. My body knew what to do without my brain getting involved. The sun warmed my back, and sweat began to trickle down my spine. I loved this—the mechanical precision of it, the way my muscles remembered every movement.
"Blake! Watch your footwork on that double play!" Coach Miller's voice cut through my flow. "You're getting lazy with the pivot. Do it again."
I didn't argue. Coach's eyes missed nothing. Instead, I reset my position, adjusted my stance slightly, and waited for the next ball.
"He’s on your ass already?" Thompson called from first base.
"When is he not?" I shot back with a grin.
The next grounder came hot, a tough short-hop that I had to charge. I scooped it cleanly, stepped on second, and fired to first—textbook.
"Better," Coach Miller said, which from him was practically a standing ovation.
We worked through the drills for another twenty minutes. The rhythm of practice wrapped around me like a comfortable blanket—the crack of the bat, the calls from teammates, the thud of balls hitting gloves. My shirt stuck to my back with sweat, and dirt collected in the creases of my palms.
"Water break, then switching to situational defense," Coach announced, blowing his whistle.
I jogged to the dugout, grabbing a paper cup and filling it from the cooler.
"Looking smooth out there, Blake," said Diaz, our catcher, as he filled his own cup.
"Thanks, man. How're the pitchers looking?"
"Chen's slider is nasty today. Cruz is still fighting his control."
I nodded, draining my cup and crumpling it. The water was cold against my throat.
"Blake!" Coach Miller appeared at the dugout steps. "I need you to work with Rodriguez on his transfers. Kid's got good hands but he's fumbling the exchange."
"Sure thing, Skip."
Rodriguez was our rookie second baseman, called up just last month when Pearson went on the injured list. Good kid, quick feet, but still learning the ropes.
I found him by the batting cage, nervously fielding grounders from one of the assistants.
"Hey, Rodriguez," I called, trotting over. "Coach wants us to work on transfers."
"Oh, yeah, sure." His eyes widened slightly. Working directly with a veteran always made the rookies nervous.
"Relax, I don't bite. Much." I grinned, positioning myself next to him. "Show me what you're doing."
The assistant coach hit him a grounder. Rodriguez fielded it well but fumbled slightly as he moved the ball from his glove to his throwing hand.
"I see the issue," I said. "You're rushing it. Let me show you."
I nodded to the coach, who sent a grounder my way. I fielded it smoothly, transferring it to my throwing hand in one fluid motion.
"See how I let the momentum of the ball carry into my throwing hand? You're trying to force it." I demonstrated again. "It's all about rhythm. Like dancing with a pretty girl—you've got to feel the flow."
Rodriguez nodded earnestly. "Can I try again?"
We worked for another fifteen minutes, his transfers gradually becoming smoother. Coach Miller watched from a distance, his arms crossed but his scowl a little less severe.
"Better, kid." I clapped Rodriguez on the shoulder. "You'll get it."
"Thanks, Blake." He looked relieved.
Coach's whistle pierced the air again. "Infield in! Runner on third, one out!"
We jogged back to our positions. The sun was lower now, casting long shadows across the infield. The air had cooled slightly, but sweat still dampened my uniform.
"Blake, cheat in a step!" Coach Miller called, positioning us for the scenario.
"Martinez, play for the double play if it's hit to you!"
The practice continued, each drill flowing into the next. Coach Miller's voice remained constant—demanding, precise, occasionally offering rare words of approval. The man lived and breathed baseball, expected perfection, and somehow managed to draw it out of us more often than not.
As the shadows stretched further across the infield, Coach finally blew his whistle one last time.
"That's it for today. Pitchers, catchers, twenty minutes in the weight room. Everyone else, you're free to go after cooldown stretches."
I walked toward the dugout, my body pleasantly tired, dirt staining my uniform. Another day at the office—the best office in the world. As I passed Coach Miller, he gave me a slight nod.
"Good work with Rodriguez," he said simply.
From Coach, that was high praise. I nodded back, allowing myself a small smile as I descended the dugout steps. The day's practice was over, but the field would be waiting tomorrow, just as it always had been.
I wiped the sweat from my forehead with a towel, but instead of heading straight to the showers, I made my way to the section of railing between the dugout and the stands. This was part of the job that never showed up in the stat sheets—fan time. A small crowd had already gathered, mostly kids with their parents and a few die-hard adult fans, all clutching items for me to sign. I put on my public smile, the one that appeared in sports magazines and on bubble gum cards, and settled in for the after-practice ritual.
"Blake! Blake! Over here!" The chorus of voices rose as I approached. I positioned myself along the railing, planting my feet and resting my elbows on the metal bar.
"Alright, folks, let's do this." I pulled a Sharpie from my back pocket.
The crowd surged forward, an eager wave of outstretched arms holding baseballs, programs, jerseys, and photos. The familiar scent of fresh ink and leather filled my nostrils as I took the first baseball from a boy no older than eight. His eyes were wide with wonder, like I was some kind of superhero instead of just a guy who happened to be good at hitting a ball with a stick.
"What's your name, buddy?" I uncapped the marker with my teeth.
"Tyler," he whispered, then found his courage. "I play shortstop too!"
"No kidding?" I signed my name with a practiced flourish, adding a little extra flair for the kid. "Keep your glove low and your throws high, Tyler. You'll be taking my job in no time."
I handed the ball back, and his face lit up like I'd given him the moon. His dad nodded appreciatively from behind him, mouthing a silent "thank you." These were the moments that made the endless travel and grueling schedule worth it.
A teenage boy was next, thrusting a jersey forward. "Mr. Blake, you're having an amazing season. You think we've got a shot at the division this year?"
"Absolutely," I said with more confidence than I actually felt. Our pitching was shaky, but no need to share that analysis. "We're just hitting our stride. You play?"
"Yeah, second base for my high school," he said proudly.
"Second basemen see the whole field. That's smart baseball." I handed back his jersey. "Keep your head in the game."
The line moved steadily as I signed item after item. I'd done this hundreds of times, knew exactly how to make each fan feel special while keeping the line moving. A quick question here, a baseball tip there, a joke for the adults and encouragement for the kids. It was a performance, but not entirely fake—I genuinely appreciated these people who filled the stands and cheered us on.
A pretty blonde in her twenties pushed to the front, wearing a Falcons cap and a shirt cut just low enough to make me take a second look. She handed me a glossy photo of myself sliding into second from last season.
"Could you make it out to Jessica?" She twirled a strand of hair around her finger. "I'm your biggest fan. I haven't missed a home game all season."
"Is that right?" I winked as I signed. "I'll have to look for you in the stands next time."
"Section 116, row 3." She gave me a smile that suggested more than just baseball fandom. "Maybe we could grab a drink sometime? After a game?"
I handed the photo back, letting my fingers brush against hers. "Maybe. Keep cheering loudly, Jessica. We hear it on the field."
Her phone number was scribbled on a slip of paper that came with the photo. I pocketed it with a smile, knowing it would join dozens of others in my kitchen drawer. The drawer I rarely opened anymore.
"Mr. Blake?" A boy about twelve stood before me now, clutching a baseball card. "Can I ask you something?"
"Fire away, kid." I took the card.
"What's it like? You know, being famous and everything? Do you have a big house? A girlfriend? Do you hang out with other famous people?"
The questions caught me off guard. Not the usual "how do you hit a curveball" softball I was used to fielding. I hesitated, Sharpie hovering over the card.
"Well, it's... it's just my life, you know? Not that different from anyone else's, except the playing baseball part." I forced a chuckle. "I have an apartment, not a mansion. The girlfriend situation is... complicated." I signed the card quickly. "And most of my friends are just regular guys who happen to play ball."
The boy looked mildly disappointed, like he'd expected tales of wild parties and celebrity encounters. I handed back his card and moved on, oddly unsettled by the exchange.
A man about my dad's age approached next, guiding a boy who couldn't have been more than six. The kid was decked out in full Falcons gear, from the cap down to tiny baseball cleats that looked fresh out of the box.
"My son Jacob here just started T-ball," the man explained. "He's been watching you play and told me he wants to be just like Carter Blake when he grows up."
Something tightened in my chest as I looked down at the kid. He gazed up at me with pure admiration, clutching a baseball in hands that seemed too small to possibly hold it.
"Hey there, Jacob." I crouched down to his level. "You like baseball, huh?"
He nodded solemnly, then held out the ball with both hands like he was offering me a precious gem.
"Would you sign it? Please?" His voice was barely above a whisper.
I took the ball, suddenly aware of the weight of it in my hands. This wasn't just a piece of memorabilia to this kid. It was a dream, a connection to something bigger than himself. I remembered being that age, the way I'd looked at players like they were gods among men.
"You know what, Jacob?" I signed the ball. "I bet you're going to be even better than me someday."
His eyes widened. "Really?"
"Really. You just gotta practice every day. Promise me that?"
He nodded earnestly. "I promise."
I handed the ball back, and on impulse, pulled off my practice wristband and gave it to him too. "Here. Extra good luck."
The boy clutched both items to his chest like they were made of gold. His father put a hand on my shoulder.
"That means a lot to him. To both of us. His mom passed last year, and baseball's been... well, it's been our way of connecting."
The words hit me like a fastball to the chest. "I'm sorry to hear that." I meant ever word. "You guys hang in there. Baseball's good that way—brings people together."
Around us, smartphone cameras clicked and flashed, capturing the moment. I was acutely aware of being watched, of this private exchange being documented and probably headed for social media. For once, I didn't mind. Let them see this part.
The session continued for another twenty minutes. More balls, more jerseys, more pictures. My hand started to cramp from signing, but I kept the smile fixed in place. Finally, a team assistant gave me the signal that time was up.
"Sorry folks, that's all for today," I announced to disappointed groans. "Gotta rest up for tomorrow's game. Come out and cheer us on!"
As I walked back toward the clubhouse, I couldn't shake the image of that kid and his dad. The way they'd looked at each other, the story behind their love of the game. It made me wonder about my own story—what was behind my love of baseball? And when was the last time I'd felt a connection that genuine with anyone?
I shook my head, pushing the thoughts away. There was no point dwelling on that stuff. I had a game tomorrow, and plenty of people who'd happily keep me company tonight if I wanted. That was enough. It had to be.

      [image: ]I pulled into the underground parking garage of my apartment building, the engine's purr echoing off concrete walls as I eased into my reserved spot. The day's practice and fan session had left a film of fatigue over my skin, not the good kind that came after a game, more like the weariness of performing on and off the field. The elevator ride up to the twelfth floor was silent, just me and my reflection in the polished metal doors. The guy staring back at me looked confident, successful—the Carter Blake everyone expected to see. I wondered when I'd started feeling like he was someone else entirely.
The soft ding announced my floor, and I stepped out into the carpeted hallway. My door was at the end—Apartment 1204. I slid my key into the lock and pushed it open, greeted by the familiar silence of my place. No one waiting, no one asking how practice went, just the hum of the air conditioning and the muted sounds of Bridger City twelve stories below.
I tossed my keys onto the kitchen counter, where they landed with a metallic clatter next to yesterday's mail—mostly bills and endorsement offers my agent would handle. The granite countertops gleamed in the evening light streaming through floor-to-ceiling windows. The kitchen was all stainless steel and stone, looking more like a showroom than a place where actual cooking happened.
My fridge offered its usual sparse selection when I pulled it open: sports drinks, protein shakes, a few takeout containers, and a six-pack of beer. I grabbed a blue sports drink, twisted the cap off, and took a long pull. The cold liquid soothed my throat but did little for the hollowness I was feeling.
I wandered into the living room, drink in hand. The space was impressive by any standard—open concept, modern furniture, a massive TV mounted on the wall. The kind of place featured in those "At Home With" segments they sometimes did on athletes. But something was missing. There were no photos on the walls, no mementos beyond a few game balls in a glass case and my first Golden Glove award on the mantel. Nothing that said who Carter Blake was beyond baseball.
The leather couch sighed as I sank onto it, kicking off my shoes and propping my feet on the coffee table. A cleaning service came twice a week, keeping everything spotless. Sometimes I wondered why I bothered—it's not like I made much of a mess by myself.
I'd bought this place three years ago, after signing my big contract extension. At the time, I'd had vague notions of finally setting down roots, maybe even finding someone to share it with. But I'd never gotten around to making it feel like home. Like I was just passing through, even after all this time.
My phone buzzed in my pocket. I pulled it out and scrolled through the notifications. Three texts from women I'd met at clubs or after games, all variations on "when can I see you again?" A message from my agent about a potential endorsement deal. Group texts from teammates about where to meet up tonight. Notifications from social media—thousands of likes on a photo of me from yesterday's game that the team's account had posted.
I tapped on one of the women's messages. Melissa? Melanie? I couldn't even remember which one she was. The conversation history showed flirtatious banter, plans made and broken, the same dance I'd done a hundred times. I closed the message without responding.
My thumb hovered over the teammates' group chat. They'd be hitting one of the usual spots downtown—a bar where the music was too loud for real conversation, where drinks would flow freely, and where women would recognize us and make their way to our table. A year ago, hell, even a few months ago, I would have been the first one there, the life of the party, Carter Blake living up to his reputation.
Tonight, the thought just made me tired.
I set the phone down on the couch beside me and leaned my head back, staring at the ceiling. What was wrong with me lately? I had everything I'd ever wanted—the career, the money, the recognition. I was living the dream I'd had since I was that kid clutching a baseball with sweaty hands, begging for autographs. So why did it all feel so... empty?
Maybe it was seeing that father and son today at the autograph session. The way they looked at each other—that connection. Or maybe it was the kid asking about my personal life, and realizing I didn't have much of one beyond the field and the fleeting encounters that followed.
The truth was, I could walk into any bar in Bridger City and leave with company if I wanted. I could fill my phone with numbers, my nights with warm bodies, my social media with evidence of a life well-lived. But none of it stuck. None of it mattered in the morning.
I got up and walked to the windows, looking out at the city lights beginning to twinkle as dusk settled. Somewhere out there, my teammates would be gathering, laughing, living their version of the dream. Fans would be reliving today's practice, speculating about tomorrow's game. Coach Miller was probably still at the stadium, reviewing footage, planning tomorrow's drills, obsessing over every detail like baseball was the only thing that mattered.
For a long time, I'd thought the same way. Baseball was everything—the thing I was good at, the thing that defined me. But standing here in my expensive, empty apartment, I wondered if I'd been missing something fundamental. If maybe there was more to life than ERAs and batting averages, more than the fleeting high of a well-executed play or a night with a pretty face whose name I wouldn't remember.
My phone buzzed again on the couch. I didn't move to check it. Instead, I pressed my forehead against the cool glass of the window and watched the city below, all those lives intersecting, all those stories unfolding. And for the first time in a long while, I let myself wonder if somewhere out there was a different kind of story for me—one that wouldn't fit neatly on the back of a baseball card or in a highlight reel, but might actually mean something when the stadium lights went dark.
The thought should have been scary—terrifying, even, for someone who'd built their entire identity around one thing. Instead, as I stood there with the city spread out before me, I felt something unexpected: relief. Like maybe it wasn't too late to figure out who Carter Blake really was, beyond the uniform and the stat sheet. Like maybe there was more to me than I'd let myself believe.
I turned away from the window, picked up my phone, and scrolled past all the notifications to my contacts. I hesitated, then texted my sister—the one person who'd known me before I was "Carter Blake, shortstop." We hadn't really talked in months, just obligatory holiday calls and birthday wishes.
"Hey Sar. Been a while. How are the kids?"
Simple. Nothing profound. But it felt like the first real thing I'd done all day.
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Chapter Two


Darcy 
I dragged my suitcase up the three concrete steps to Dominic's front porch, the wheels catching on the edge of each one. The house looked exactly the same as it had two years ago when I'd last visited—same faded blue paint, same wooden swing that creaked in the breeze, same baseball-shaped welcome mat that Mom had given him as a housewarming gift. I set my suitcase down with a thud and reached under the large potted fern to the left of the door, my fingers searching for the spare key I knew would be there. Some things never changed in Bridger City, and my brother's hiding spots were one of them.
The key turned easily in the lock, and I pushed the door open, inhaling the familiar scent of my brother's house—a mixture of leather, the citrus cleaner his maid service used, and something distinctly Dominic. I closed the door behind me and stood in the entryway, letting my eyes adjust to the dimmer light inside.
"Dom?" I called out, even though I knew he wouldn't be home. Mom had texted earlier to let me know he'd be at practice until evening. The silence confirmed I was alone, which was both a relief and strangely disappointing. I wasn't quite ready to face my brother, but the emptiness of the house made my return feel anticlimactic.
I left my suitcase by the door and wandered into the living room, my eyes immediately drawn to the shrine of baseball memorabilia that dominated the space. Glass display cases lined one wall, filled with trophies, signed baseballs, and game-worn gloves from Dominic's career. His high school championship trophy stood proudly in the center, alongside his first professional baseball from the minors. Photos covered another wall—Dominic in his high school uniform, Dominic getting drafted, Dominic in his Falcons’ gear on opening day.
My brother's whole life was on display, a timeline of dreams fulfilled. I ran my finger along the edge of a display case, the glass cool and smooth beneath my touch. This room had been the same when I left two years ago, but there were new additions—more recent team photos, a framed article about the Falcons' playoff run last season, and several shots of Dominic on the pitcher's mound, his face intense with concentration.
I made my way down the hallway toward the guest room, which had once been my room when I'd stayed with Dominic after college. Before I'd left Bridger City. Before everything had gotten so complicated.
The guest room door was slightly ajar, and I pushed it open. Unlike the shrine to baseball in the living room, this space still held remnants of my time here. The walls were painted the soft lavender I'd chosen, the bedspread was the same cream-colored quilt Mom had made, and there was still a small bulletin board on one wall with a few of my old photos pinned to it—me at my college graduation, me and Dominic at the beach, me with my gymnastics team from high school.
I wheeled my suitcase into the room and lifted it onto the bed. The zipper made a loud noise in the quiet house as I opened it and began unpacking. My hands trembled slightly as I folded shirts into the dresser drawers, and I paused, staring at my fingers. Why was I so nervous? This was my brother's house. This was my hometown. I should feel comfortable here.
But comfort wasn't what I felt. Instead, my stomach twisted with a mixture of nostalgia and anxiety. Being back in Bridger City meant potentially running into people I'd rather avoid. One person in particular.
I shook the thought away and continued unpacking, placing my toiletry bag in the attached bathroom and hanging up the few dresses I'd brought. The familiar routine helped calm me, giving my hands something to do besides shake. When I finished, I closed the empty suitcase and slid it under the bed.
My phone buzzed in my pocket—a text from Mom asking if I'd arrived safely. I quickly replied that I had and would see her for dinner, then slipped the phone back into my pocket and decided to explore the rest of the house.
Dominic's bedroom door was closed, and I respected his privacy by walking past it. The kitchen was spotless, with a few dishes drying in the rack beside the sink. A team schedule was magnetized to the refrigerator, games and practices marked in Dominic's neat handwriting. The next home game was circled in red—tomorrow night.
Back in the living room, I noticed a newer collection of photos on the side table that I hadn't seen at first. I picked up one in a silver frame and felt my heart stutter in my chest. Dominic stood on the field in his uniform, his arm slung casually around the shoulders of his teammate. Carter Blake.
Carter's crooked smile beamed from the photo, his blue eyes crinkling at the corners, his dark hair slightly windblown. He looked exactly the same as he had two years ago—unfairly handsome, charismatic even in a still image. They both looked happy, teammates and friends celebrating what appeared to be a win, based on the scoreboard visible in the background.
My fingers tightened around the frame as memories flooded back—Carter's laugh, his voice, the way he'd looked at me the last time we'd spoken. Before everything fell apart. Before I'd decided to leave Bridger City and the mess I'd made.
Without thinking, I turned the frame face-down on the table, then immediately felt childish. I couldn't hide from a photograph. Sighing, I returned it to its upright position, forcing myself to look at Carter's face again. This wasn't about him. I was here for Dominic, to support my brother during what Mom had described as a rough patch. Carter Blake was just a complication I would have to navigate.
I moved away from the photos and settled onto the couch, pulling my knees up to my chest. The house was too quiet, amplifying my thoughts. I wondered what Dominic would say when he saw me. We talked regularly on the phone, but there was something different about being in the same space. Would he be happy I'd come? Or would he see through my excuse about needing a break from Chicago and realize I was running away from another failed relationship?
And what about Carter? Did Dominic tell him I was coming back? Would I run into him at a game or at the house? The thought made my palms sweat and my heart race. Two years should have been enough time to get over what happened, but sitting here in Bridger City, surrounded by baseball memorabilia and photos of Carter's smile, it felt like no time had passed at all.
I glanced at my watch. Dominic wouldn't be home for hours, which gave me time to settle in and prepare myself for our reunion. Maybe I'd go for a walk, reacquaint myself with the neighborhood. Or maybe I'd just stay here, in this quiet house, and gather my courage for what was to come.
Either way, I was back in Bridger City. Back where it all began and ended. And despite my best efforts to convince myself otherwise, I knew it wasn't just my brother I was nervous about seeing again.

      [image: ]I flopped back on the guest room bed, my body sinking into the familiar mattress as I held my phone above my face. After pacing the house for another half hour, I'd retreated to the guest room, needing to talk to someone who would understand the jumble of emotions churning inside me. I tapped Rachel's contact and waited as the video call connected, the spinning circle making me impatient. When her face finally filled my screen, her red curls wild around her head and her green eyes bright with excitement, I felt the first genuine smile since arriving spread across my face.
"Well, well, well," Rachel drawled, her image shifting as she adjusted her position. "Look who's back in the land of baseball and heartbreak."
"Don't start," I warned, but couldn't help smiling. "I just got here."
"And? How does it feel to be back in Carter Blake territory?" She wiggled her eyebrows suggestively.
I rolled my eyes. "I'm here to see my brother, not some player who probably doesn't even remember my name."
"Sure, honey. And I'm just casually following the Falcons' Instagram for their baseball stats." Rachel's laugh was so loud I had to lower the volume on my phone. "Come on, Darce. This is me you're talking to. I was there for the whole saga two years ago, remember?"
I sighed, turning to my side and propping the phone against a pillow. "How could I forget? You were the one who held my hand through a pint of ice cream every night for a week."
"Three weeks," Rachel corrected. "And it was two pints on the really bad nights."
"Fine, whatever." I picked at a loose thread on the quilt. "But that's ancient history. I'm just here because Dominic's having a rough time, and Mom thinks I can help."
Rachel's expression softened. "How is the big brother? Still throwing fire on the mound?"
"I haven't seen him yet. He's at practice." I glanced at the clock on the nightstand. "Won't be home for a few hours."
"And how are you really feeling about being back?" Rachel's voice shifted to the gentle tone she used when she was being serious. "Honestly?"
I hesitated, considering whether to deflect with humor, but this was Rachel. She'd see right through it.
"Honestly? I feel like I'm seventeen again, anxious and out of place. Which is ridiculous because I'm a grown woman with a successful career. But being here..." I gestured vaguely at the room around me, though I knew she could only see my face. "It's like stepping back in time."
"To before or after Carter Blake?" she asked carefully.
I flinched at the name. "Both, I guess. This room still has my old bulletin board, for crying out loud. And the living room is basically a shrine to baseball."
"Including pictures of a certain shortstop, I assume?"
"One," I admitted. "With Dominic. They look... happy."
Rachel clicked her tongue. "Teammates on the field, rivals in love."
"It wasn't like that," I protested, though we both knew it kind of was. "Dom never saw it that way, at least."
"Because he never knew the full story, did he?" Rachel raised an eyebrow. "Wait, hold on. I want to show you something." Her face disappeared from the screen, and I heard rustling in the background.
"What are you doing?"
"Research," she called from off-camera. Her face reappeared, now with a smug expression. "I thought you might need a reminder of exactly what kind of man Carter Blake is."
She held up her iPad, showing me a tabloid website. I squinted at the screen, then felt my stomach drop as I recognized Carter's face. He was leaving a club, his arm around a gorgeous blonde who was looking up at him adoringly.
"That's from last month." Rachel swiped to another photo. Carter at a charity event with a brunette in a red dress. Swipe. Carter on a beach with a different woman. Swipe. Carter and yet another woman getting coffee. "And these are just from this year. The man's been busy."
"I get it, Rachel," I said, my voice sharper than I intended. "He dates a lot of women. That's not exactly breaking news."
"Not dating, honey. These are all different women. One-night stands, from what the gossip sites say." She set the iPad down, her face filling my screen again. "I just want to make sure you remember who you're dealing with. Carter Blake, baseball star and Bridger City's most notorious player—in every sense of the word."
I swallowed hard, trying to ignore the twist of something unpleasant in my chest. Jealousy? Disappointment? I wasn't sure, and I didn't want to examine it too closely.
"I know exactly who he is," I said quietly. "And it doesn't matter anyway. I doubt we'll even see each other."
Rachel snorted. "Your brother is his teammate and best friend. You're staying at your brother's house. The math isn't that complicated, Darcy."
"Fine, we might run into each other. But it's been two years. He's obviously moved on." I gestured toward where the iPad had been. "Many times, apparently. And so have I."
"Have you, though?" Rachel's voice was gentle. "Because Chicago Ryan didn't exactly work out, and neither did Denver Mike or that weird yoga instructor whose name I can never remember."
"Phoenix Phil," I supplied with a grimace. "And thanks for the relationship roll call. Really boosting my confidence here."
"My point is," Rachel continued, ignoring my sarcasm, "you haven't exactly settled down since leaving Bridger City. And I can't help but wonder if a certain blue-eyed shortstop has anything to do with that."
I sat up, suddenly needing to be in a less vulnerable position for this conversation. "That's ridiculous. I've dated perfectly nice guys. It just didn't work out."
"Because none of them were Carter," Rachel said matter-of-factly.
"Because none of them were right for me," I corrected. "Carter wasn't right for me either, or have you forgotten how that ended?"
Rachel's face softened. "I haven't forgotten. I was just there with the ice cream, remember? But it's been two years, and you still get that look in your eyes when his name comes up."
"What look?"
"Like someone just punched you in the gut but you're trying to act like it didn't hurt."
I rubbed my temples, feeling a headache forming. "Can we please talk about something else? How's your job? Dating anyone new?"
"Nice deflection." Rachel smirked. "Work is fine, dating is a disaster, but we can talk about my sad love life another time. Right now, I want to make sure you're prepared for the Carter Blake reunion that's definitely going to happen."
"There won't be a reunion," I insisted. "At most, we'll politely acknowledge each other at a game or if he stops by to see Dom."
"Uh-huh. And when that happens, I expect a full report. Every detail." Her green eyes sparkled with mischief. "What he said, what he wore, if he still has that crooked smile that made you weak in the knees."
"Rachel!"
"What? I'm living vicariously here. My dating life is all software engineers who want to explain Bitcoin to me." She made a face, then grew serious again. "Just remember why you left in the first place, okay? The man is gorgeous and charming, but he's also Carter Blake, heartbreaker extraordinaire."
I nodded, trying to look more confident than I felt. "I know. It's ancient history."
"And call me the second you see him," she added with a grin. "I want all the dirty details."
"You're impossible," I said, but couldn't help smiling.
"That's why you love me." Rachel blew a kiss at the camera. "Gotta run—meeting in five. Call me later?"
"I will. Thanks for... you know."
"Being your voice of reason? Keeping you grounded? Reminding you that Carter Blake is the devil in baseball pants?"
I laughed despite myself. "All of the above."
After we disconnected, I let the phone drop onto the bed beside me. Rachel meant well, but she'd rattled me more than I wanted to admit. Those photos of Carter with all those different women shouldn't bother me. It was exactly what I expected of him. Exactly why things had ended the way they did.
So why did it still hurt to see it?

      [image: ]I stepped onto Main Street, instantly transported back in time. Downtown Bridger City looked almost exactly as I'd left it two years ago—the same brick storefronts with their colorful awnings, the same hanging flower baskets swaying gently in the afternoon breeze, even the same "Go Falcons!" banner stretched across the street. After my video call with Rachel, I'd decided to get out of Dominic's house and clear my head, and my feet had automatically carried me toward my old workplace. The familiar route grounded me, each step on the cracked sidewalk a reminder that this had once been my daily routine, my life.
The old courthouse clock tower chimed three as I passed Joe's Diner, where Dominic and I used to get breakfast every Sunday. Through the window, I could see the red vinyl booths where we'd sit while he told me about his latest games and I'd talk about my patients. Nothing had changed—same worn sign, same specials board advertising Joe's famous blueberry pancakes. I smiled, making a mental note to drag Dominic there this weekend, for old times' sake.
I continued down Main Street, passing the bookstore where I'd spent countless hours browsing, the coffee shop where I'd written most of my graduate school papers, and the small park where kids were playing, their laughter carrying on the warm air. Bridger City was exactly as I remembered it—comfortable, familiar, unchanging. It should have been comforting, but instead, it reminded me of why I'd left. Some things weren't meant to stay the same forever.
When I reached the corner of Maple and Fourth, I paused outside the glass doors of Bridger City Physical Therapy. The blue and white sign looked freshly painted, but the building was the same—a converted old house with large windows and a wheelchair ramp leading to the entrance. I took a deep breath, squared my shoulders, and pushed open the door.
The familiar scent hit me immediately—a mixture of antiseptic, muscle cream, and the lavender air freshener that Margie insisted on using at the front desk. The waiting room was empty except for an elderly man doing resistance band exercises in the corner. The reception desk stood directly ahead, and behind it sat Margie, her gray hair cut in the same bob she'd worn for the fifteen years I'd known her. She was typing something into the computer, her reading glasses perched on the end of her nose.
She didn't look up at first. "Have a seat, please. I'll be with you in just a moment."
"No rush, Margie. I've got nowhere to be."
Her head snapped up, eyes widening as she recognized my voice. "Darcy Simmons? Is that really you?"
I smiled. "In the flesh."
Margie squealed—actually squealed—and rushed around the desk, enveloping me in a hug that smelled of lavender and the peppermints she always kept in her desk drawer. "Look at you! Just as beautiful as ever! Why didn't you tell us you were coming?"
I returned her hug, surprised at how good it felt to be greeted with such genuine enthusiasm. "It was a last-minute decision. Thought I'd surprise everyone."
She pulled back, holding me at arm's length to look me over. "Well, you certainly did that. How long are you in town for? Are you just visiting or..." Her eyes lit up with hope.
"Just visiting," I said quickly. "Taking a break from Chicago to see Dominic and Mom."
"And everyone at your old workplace, I hope," came a familiar voice from behind Margie.
I looked up to see Dr. Patel emerging from the hallway that led to the treatment rooms. He looked exactly the same—salt-and-pepper hair, kind eyes behind wire-rimmed glasses, and the familiar blue polo shirt with the clinic logo that we all wore. He'd been my mentor when I first started working, and his letter of recommendation had helped me secure my position in Chicago.
"Dr. Patel." I stepped forward to shake his hand. He ignored it and pulled me into a brief hug instead.
"None of that 'Dr. Patel' formality. It's Vikram to you, remember?" He smiled, the corners of his eyes crinkling. "It's wonderful to see you, Darcy. The place hasn't been the same without your expertise."
"Or her playlists," Margie added with a laugh. "The music selection around here has been dreadful since you left."
I laughed, feeling more relaxed than I had since arriving in Bridger City. "I see nothing's changed around here."
"Well, not nothing," Dr. Patel—Vikram—said, his expression turning slightly more serious. "Why don't you come back to my office for a few minutes? Margie, hold my calls unless it's an emergency."
Margie nodded, giving me another quick hug before returning to her desk. I followed Vikram down the familiar hallway, past treatment rooms where I could hear the hum of ultrasound machines and glimpse patients working with therapists. We reached his office at the end of the hall, and he gestured for me to take a seat in one of the chairs across from his desk.
"So," he said once we were settled, "Chicago treating you well?"
"It is. The clinic there is great—cutting edge equipment, interesting cases." I smiled, but even to my own ears, it sounded forced.
Vikram studied me over the top of his glasses. "But?"
I sighed. He'd always been able to read me too well. "But it's not home. It's not... here." I gestured vaguely. "It's fine, though. I'm adjusting."
"After two years, 'adjusting' sounds like a long process." His tone was gentle, not accusatory.
I shrugged, not knowing how to explain that I wasn't sure Chicago would ever feel like home, but that coming back to Bridger City carried its own complications. Instead, I changed the subject.
"How's the clinic doing? Looks busy."
Vikram leaned back in his chair. "Too busy, if I'm being honest. We lost Sarah to that sports medicine clinic in Atlanta three months ago, and we haven't found a suitable replacement. Margie's threatening to quit if I don't hire someone soon—says the scheduling is becoming a nightmare."
"I'm sure you'll find someone," I said, but I recognized the look in his eyes. It was the same one he'd get before asking me to take on a challenging case.
"Actually," he said, confirming my suspicion, "I was hoping you might consider helping us out while you're in town. Temporarily, of course."
I blinked, caught off guard. "You want me to work here? I'm only planning to stay a few weeks."
"A few weeks would be a godsend, Darcy. Just until we can find someone permanent." He leaned forward, his expression earnest. "You already know our systems, our patients love you, and frankly, I could use someone with your expertise right now. We've got a few athletes from the Falcons coming in regularly."
My heart skipped a beat at the mention of the Falcons. "The baseball team? Which players?"
Vikram shrugged. "A couple of pitchers with shoulder issues. An outfielder recovering from knee surgery. Oh, and their shortstop has been in for some preventative work."
Their shortstop. Carter. My mouth went dry.
"I don't know, Vikram," I said, my voice suddenly tight. "I'd have to think about it."
"Of course," he nodded, seemingly oblivious to my discomfort. "But we'd love to have you, even temporarily. The pay would be the same as when you left, with a small adjustment for inflation." He smiled. "And you'd be doing me a huge personal favor."
"Let me sleep on it?" I asked, already knowing that sleep would be the last thing on my mind tonight. The thought of potentially treating Carter, of having to maintain professional composure while touching his body, made my pulse race in a way I refused to analyze.
"Absolutely. Take your time." Vikram stood, signaling the end of our conversation. "But not too much time. Margie really might quit." He winked.
I laughed despite my inner turmoil and followed him back to the reception area. As we emerged from the hallway, I noticed something I'd missed on my way in—a framed Falcons jersey hanging on the wall behind Margie's desk. Not just any jersey. Number 7. Carter's number. His bold signature stretched across the back, right above the large "BLAKE" printed there.
"A donation from one of our star patients," Vikram said, noticing my gaze. "Good for business, having the local heroes endorse us."
I nodded, quickly averting my eyes from the jersey. "Smart marketing."
"Think about my offer, Darcy," Vikram said as I headed for the door. "We'd really love to have you back, even temporarily."
I promised I would and stepped back onto the sidewalk, the warm afternoon sun hitting my face. As I walked away from the clinic, my mind raced with possibilities. Taking the job would mean financial security while I was in town, doing work I loved in a place that felt familiar. But it would also mean potentially facing Carter in a professional setting, having to treat him with clinical detachment when the mere sight of his jersey had sent my heart racing.
I turned the corner, heading back toward Dominic's house. One thing was certain—being back in Bridger City was already more complicated than I'd anticipated, and I hadn't even been here a full day yet.

      [image: ]The screen door of my mother's house creaked the same way it had since I was a child, announcing my arrival before I could call out. The familiar sound brought an instant wave of comfort as I stepped into the kitchen, greeted by the rich aroma of tomato sauce and herbs that had been simmering for hours. Mom stood at the stove, wooden spoon in hand, her back to me as she stirred what I already knew was her famous lasagna—the one she made every time I came home, the one that had been my favorite since I was old enough to eat solid food.
"There she is," Mom said without turning around, a smile in her voice. "I'd know that squeak of the door anywhere. Only one of my children ever lets it slam shut like that."
I laughed, crossing the kitchen to press a kiss to her cheek. "Some habits die hard."
Mom turned then, setting down her spoon to pull me into a proper hug. She smelled like tomatoes, garlic, and the same perfume she'd worn for decades—a comforting mixture that instantly transported me back to every homecoming I'd ever had.
"Let me look at you." She held me at arm's length. Her warm brown eyes scanned my face, and I knew she was cataloging every detail, from the slight shadows under my eyes to the new highlights in my hair. "You look tired, sweetheart."
"Nice to see you too, Mom." I rolled my eyes but couldn't help smiling. Janet Rivers had never been one to mince words. "It was a long drive."
"Hmm." She didn't sound convinced but let it go, turning back to her sauce. "Well, you're home now. Wash up and help me with this salad, will you? Your brother texted he'll be here in an hour."
The kitchen was exactly as I remembered—warm yellow walls, worn wooden countertops, and the collection of mismatched mugs hanging from hooks by the coffee maker. The refrigerator was still covered with magnets from various vacation spots and photos of Dominic and me at different ages. A newer addition was a team photo of the Falcons, Dominic standing tall in the back row, his expression serious. I deliberately avoided scanning the faces for Carter.
I washed my hands at the sink, dried them on the checkered dish towel hanging from the oven handle, and moved to the cutting board where Mom had already set out vegetables for the salad. We fell into an easy rhythm, working side by side as we had countless times before. I chopped cucumbers and tomatoes while she layered pasta, sauce, and cheese in her deep casserole dish.
"So," Mom said casually—too casually. "Tell me about Chicago. How's that fancy clinic treating you?"
"It's good," I replied, focusing on slicing a cucumber into perfectly even rounds. "Busy. Lots of interesting cases."
"And outside of work? Made any friends? Found any nice restaurants?" She paused, her voice taking on that deliberately casual tone mothers perfect. "Met anyone special?"
I should have expected this. Two minutes in her kitchen and she was already fishing for details about my love life. "I have friends, Mom. Rachel visits sometimes. And yes, Chicago has amazing restaurants."
"That's not what I asked," she said mildly, spreading another layer of sauce.
I sighed, setting down my knife. "No, Mom. There's no 'special someone' keeping me in Chicago. My last relationship ended a few months ago."
"The yoga instructor?"
"Personal trainer," I corrected, though it didn't really matter. "And yes, Phil and I decided we were better as friends."
Mom made a noncommittal sound, the kind that conveyed volumes without a single word. "Well, you're young. Plenty of time to find the right person."
"I'm not worried about it." I returned to my chopping with perhaps more force than necessary. "My career keeps me busy."
"A career is wonderful, but it doesn't keep you warm at night."
"Mom!" I felt my cheeks flush. "Can we please talk about something else? How's Dominic doing? Really doing, not just what he tells me on our calls."
Mom's expression shifted, concern creasing the corners of her eyes as she sprinkled a final layer of cheese over the lasagna. "I'm worried about him, to be honest."
I stopped chopping, my full attention on her now. "What's going on?"
She slid the lasagna into the preheated oven, closed the door, and set the timer before turning to face me. "The team's on a rough streak. Lost seven of their last ten games."
"I saw that," I nodded. Baseball might not be my passion the way it was for my brother, but I still checked the Falcons' scores regularly. "But that happens in baseball. Long season and all that."
"It's more than just the losses." Mom began wiping down the counter, her movements revealing her anxiety. "He's taking it personally. You know your brother—he's always been hard on himself, but this is different. The pressure's getting to him."
I added the chopped vegetables to the salad bowl, my mind racing. Dominic had always been intense about baseball, but he usually handled the ups and downs of the season pretty well. "Has he said anything specific?"
Mom shook her head. "He doesn't talk to me about it much anymore. But I can see it when he visits. He's snapping at small things, not sleeping well. The sports pages aren't helping, questioning whether he's lost his edge."
"That's ridiculous," I said defensively. "Dom's one of the best pitchers in the league."
"I know that, and you know that." She pulled down plates from the cabinet to set the table. "But baseball fans have short memories, and the Bridger City media can be brutal when the team isn't winning."
I moved to help her, grabbing silverware from the drawer. "So he's stressed about his performance. That makes sense, but there's got to be more to it for you to look this worried."
Mom hesitated, setting a plate down with deliberate care. "There's been some tension between him and Carter lately."
The fork I was holding clattered onto the table. "What kind of tension?"
"I'm not entirely sure," she admitted, giving me a careful look that made me wonder how much she suspected about my history with Carter. "Dominic doesn't share all the details. But from what I gather, they've had some disagreements about team strategy. Carter's been vocal in the dugout, and you know how your brother gets when he feels challenged."
I did know. Dominic had a stubborn streak a mile wide and didn't take criticism well, especially about baseball. "That sounds like typical teammate stuff, though. They've played together for years. They've probably argued before."
"This feels different." Mom frowned, placing glasses next to the plates. "The last time Dominic was here for dinner, Carter called twice. He ignored both calls."
That was unusual. Despite their competitive natures, Dominic and Carter had been close since Carter joined the team. They'd bonded over their love of the game and their drive to win. For Dominic to ignore Carter's calls meant something significant had happened.
"Did he say why?" I asked, trying to keep my voice neutral.
"No. But he got that look on his face—you know the one. Like when he was ten and Tommy Wilson broke his favorite baseball bat."
I did know that look. It meant Dominic was hurt but trying to hide it behind anger. "You think Carter did something to upset him?"
"I think," Mom said carefully, "that there's a lot going on with your brother right now, and having you home might be exactly what he needs. You've always been able to get through to him when he's like this."
I nearly dropped the napkin I was folding. "Mom, I haven't lived here in two years. I'm not sure Dominic is going to open up to me about team drama."
"You're his sister. That doesn't change whether you live here or in Chicago." She touched my arm gently. "And you've always understood the baseball world without being caught up in it the way he is. You give him perspective."
I wanted to argue but couldn't find the words. She was right that Dominic and I had always been close, despite our different paths. But she didn't know all the complications involving Carter—how my return might add tension rather than relieve it.
"I'll try," I promised, knowing I couldn't refuse. Whatever was happening between Dominic and Carter, my brother needed support. I just hoped I could provide it without getting pulled back into the mess I'd left behind.
Mom smiled, the worry lines around her eyes softening. "That's all I ask."
The timer on the oven beeped, and she turned to check the lasagna. "Perfect timing. Dominic should be here any minute."
As if on cue, we heard the front door open, followed by the heavy tread of my brother's footsteps in the hallway.
"Something smells amazing," his deep voice called. "Please tell me that's your lasagna, Mom."
I took a deep breath, plastered on a smile, and turned toward the doorway, ready to face my brother for the first time in two years. Whatever tension existed between him and Carter, whatever complications my presence might add, I was determined to be the supportive sister he needed right now.
But as I watched Dominic's tall frame fill the kitchen doorway, his
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