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  Author's Note


At its core, this is a story about finding the people who accept you even at your messiest, and while it does have a happy ending, there may be some things on the page that some will find triggering, and I don't want any of them to come out of left field for anyone. 
	Mentions of transphobia/homophobia

	Misgendering(by side characters)

	Mentions of abuse by guardians(part of a character's back story)

	Religious trauma(character's back story)
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  Prologue


May 

Rhys Molson pressed a hand to his pounding head as he rolled to the edge of the bed.  You would think he’d learn his lesson. Why had he gone out drinking the night before?
You never learn. You keep making the same mistakes and thinking we’ll forgive. At some point you need to take responsibility for your own actions.
He shoved that voice out of his head. He didn’t need to hear it now. However, he did need to get to the clubhouse. 
First, though, he needed to figure out where he’d left his clothes. 
A dresser stood against the wall to his left, and he was sure that was one of his socks sticking out from under it.
Fingers brushed down the length of his spine. “Come back to bed,” a voice whined. “It’s too early.”
“It’s after ten.” Rhys’s voice came out scratchy. “Pretty sure that’s only early for ballplayers.”
“I did play with some balls last night,” the person said, tracing their fingers in the dip just below Rhys’s spine. 
Rhys couldn’t help but smile. “As I recall it was into the morning as well.” And they could wrap their fingers around them better than any pitcher he knew.
“Really, really late. So, this is early. Come back to bed.”
Rhys looked over his shoulder at the person sprawled on the bed beside him. He wouldn’t say he wasn’t tempted. All those inches of naked flesh. A part of him wanted to dive back into it. Forget about everything else. 
He knew exactly where that would lead. He had a tendency to take risks he shouldn’t. His best friend would say that going out the night before for the express purpose of finding a stranger to hook up with would prove that. 
The one thing he wasn’t willing to risk was his place on the team. Showing up late… and hungover… was not a good way to prevent that. He could only control one of those right now, so he shifted away from their touch. 
“I really do need to go.”. 
“It’s Saturday. You shouldn’t have to do anything on a weekend.”
“Monday is my weekend,” Rhys said as he finally spotted his jeans. All the way on the other side of the bedroom. How had they gotten over there? Maybe he didn’t want to answer that question.
“You know I can go out tonight and find someone else easily. Your ass wasn’t all that.”
That certainly hadn’t been what they’d been saying the night before. “Good.” Rhys pulled his jeans up before grabbing his shirt. It stank of dance sweat and alcohol, but it would have to do for now. “You should do that then.”
“I can’t believe I wasted my time on you,” they spat out. “It wasn’t worth it.”
Rhys tried to ignore that as he called for a rideshare. He might be impulsive, but when he planned to get drunk and hook up, he wasn’t going to risk driving. So, he’d left his car at his apartment. 
At least he’d done one smart thing the night before. There would be a handful people who would be surprised he was even capable of that.
Thankfully, he didn’t have to wait long for the car to arrive, or to get back over to his apartment. After a quick shower, he changed into a t-shirt that didn’t smell like bad decisions and dragged on a pair of sweats. He could really use some coffee, but he’d have to get that at the clubhouse. The bitter brew from the communal coffee pot never seemed worth the eventual crash, but it was still better than nothing. 
By the time he got to the clubhouse, he felt on more of an even keel, even if the words ‘not worth it’ kept banging in his head. 
But, he had several hours of baseball to look forward to. Once he slid the mask over his face and crouched behind home plate, everything else would fade away.
It always did.
He smiled as he jogged toward the clubhouse door. He stepped inside to find Brock and Caleb on one of the couches, practically inside each other’s skins. They hadn’t wasted any time since Caleb returned from his stint with their parent team.
And finally worked their shit out.
“Ew, gross,” he said. “Get a room.”
Caleb flipped him off but he did pull back from Brock. “That’s funny, I thought we were in one.”
“How about one with a door that closes.” Rhys choked on his own laugh. Caleb could definitely give as good as he got. 
Brock shifted away, but Caleb slid an arm around him as he crossed his eyes at Rhys. Being in love had apparently turned him into a goofball. He patted Brock’s leg and pushed up from the couch. “I should watch some of the highlights of Eaton’s last start. I haven’t batted against him before. Every time the Sailors faced him, I was on the bench.”
That was the Sailor’s mistake, as far as Rhys was concerned. They’d had a damn good defender and base runner on their hands with Caleb. They’d gone and squandered that, all because some people on the team had a problem with the fact he hadn’t been born with a dick.
None of that made Caleb less of an athlete. He’d certainly proved he was where he belonged, even if not everyone else had caught on yet. But, Rhys was glad he’d been traded here at the beginning of the season. Not just because this was the first time Brock seemed actually happy since Rhys met him. 
The team was better with him.
“I should probably do that, too,” Rhys said. Not just the pitcher, but he should watch highlights of their opponents’ batters, so he’d know which pitches to call for.
As soon as they stepped into the hallway, he saw the team’s PR liaison standing there. Like she’d been waiting. Hopefully not for him.
Except her gaze was lasered right on him. 
Great. 
He knew what was coming. He still plastered on a smile as Caleb stepped up next to him. Almost in front of him. 
As if he might need help against a woman who stood a few inches shorter than him, one of the few here he had some height over. Yet she still managed to stare him down. 
“You’ve been avoiding me,” she accused.
“Now, would I ever do that, Samantha?” He sent her a wink.
Caleb headed off toward the video room. At least they wouldn’t have an audience. 
She drilled a finger into his chest so hard he expected her to bend her nail back. They were as tough as her apparently. “That is exactly what you’re doing, and you know it. I need those pictures, Molson. Everyone else has already given us what we need for the Mother’s Day presentation. You’re the only holdout.”
Rhys flinched. “I told you I can’t do that.”
“I get that you might not have pictures on you, but surely your mother—"
“She doesn’t,” he snapped, harder than he’d meant to. “Even if she did, I’d have no way to get them.” He didn’t know if his mother was alive, or that he’d recognize her if he saw her. You couldn’t exactly trust a two-year-old’s memory of a person’s face. Especially not two dozen years later.
“Don’t you think your mother would want to be honored on her special day?” Samantha pressed.
If she had, she shouldn’t have abandoned her toddler son in front of a fire station. He wasn’t going to tell Samantha that. He didn’t talk about this shit.
“I said I can’t,” he nearly shouted. “Will you just leave it the fuck alone?”
She took a step back, and shame swept through Rhys. He usually had better control over his temper, which hadn’t always been the case. He hated that he’d lost it now. 
“Sorry,” he muttered, turning away. “I need to get ready for practice.” 
“Molson, I’m sure your family would love—“
Still she wouldn’t give up. Rhys hunched his shoulders up near his ears and hurried down the hallway, as if that would protect him. As soon as he closed the locker room door, he smacked the flat of his hand against the wall. Giving it a hard kick for good measure, glad no one else was in here yet to see him losing it.
He’d have to apologize later, but he couldn’t take anymore. He didn’t have a family. Not even Simon, who had been sure to check on him every time he’d moved to a new home, had really ever wanted Rhys to be fully a part of his life. 
And still, he was gone.
At least Rhys had baseball. As long as that never went away, he would be fine.






  
  Chapter 1


July 

Rhys pushed the catcher’s mask up to the top of his head as he signaled to the umpire for a time out. He could practically see Carson Bloom sweating all the way up on the mound. Was his hand shaking? Well, shit. 
He would blow this game for them, and they’d managed to hold onto a lead from the first inning. Even if at times it felt like their fingernails were almost pried away. The rookie reliever would make that fall apart if he didn’t get his shit under control.
Rhys took a few breaths as he walked out toward the mound. Carson had done pretty good in his debut appearance, but he’d been shaky from the start tonight. Yelling wouldn’t do any good. He’d seen the way the young man — he had barely turned nineteen, and already in AAA—flinched when voices raised during practice. If he planned to stay here, or hell, rise all the way up to the majors—and if any baseball player told you they didn’t want that, they were a fucking liar as far as Rhys was concerned—he would have to get over that.
Rhys would be happy if he could get the kid through two more outs. They’d have another win under their belt and could go out and celebrate.
Massachusetts had some good clubs. He’d found one last season. If it was still open, he knew just where they could go. He was sure there were others as well. First, they needed to kick some Shark’s tail on their own territory.
“What’s shaking, Bloom?” he asked when he reached the mound. The in-fielders moved in closer, and he locked gazes with their third baseman, Alfredo Campos for just a moment. 
Guillory, the pitching coach, headed their way as well. Hopefully he could get Carson settled before he made it out here. Then, he could grumble all the way back to the dugout about the wasted walk. “Other than your hands, that is.”
“Fuck you, Molson,” Carson said.
“Nah, you’re a little too skinny for me.” And young. Rhys had just turned twenty-six, but Carson still seemed like a baby to him.
Carson flipped him off, but Rhys didn’t see a tremor in his hands any longer. He made sure his glove was in front of his face before he said, “McClellan is a golfer.”
“What the hell do his past times have to do with the game?”
“He likes them low. He’ll go after anything that’s at the knees, or even below. Keep the pitches high, and he’ll take them every time.”
Carson narrowed his eyes, but he nodded. “Yeah, okay. I can do that.”
“I know you can.” Rhys patted his shoulder, turning as Guillory huffed up to them.
“Done already?” He glanced at Carson. “You got this?”
Carson looked at Rhys then back to Guillory and gave another nod. “Yeah. Let’s finish this.”
As Rhys settled behind the plate, his mask over his face once more, he thought that’s what they were going to do. Carson threw exactly what Rhys called for, and three pitches later, McClellan walked back to the home team’s dugout. There were two runners on base, at second and third, but they only needed one more out, and they’d be able to leave here with their heads held high.
Rhys thought he would have to settle him down again when Carson threw two balls, both well wide of the strike zone, in a row. He could sense the pitcher taking a deep breath. Rhys called for a slider low and inside. Carson shook that off. Fastball then, same location. The first two pitches had been outside, the batter would expect this to be the same.
Carson went into his wind up, and threw the fastball. But, the location was wrong. High and centered. If Rhys had been in front of the plate, he probably would have seen the batter’s eyes widen with glee. He could practically imagine it. And he knew. Before the bat even struck the ball.
The crowd’s massive cheer hammered it home. As did the runners jogging toward the plate. 
A walk-off homerun, and the game was over.


      [image: ]“I’m sorry.”
Rhys caught Carson’s words and the dejection in them, from all the way across the locker room. He saw Alfie standing next to the kid. Carson had his bag over one shoulder, head hanging low. Rhys knew what it was like to take all the responsibility, even if you weren’t the one shoveling it onto yourself. The kid didn’t deserve to be weighed down like that.
As far as Rhys was concerned, Carson didn’t have anything to be sorry for. The pitch had been good. Just not quite where he’d called for it. If McClellan had still been at the plate, the game would have ended differently.
From what Rhys knew of the batter, it should have gotten right past him. Apparently he’d been working on his swing more than had shown in the game highlights he’d watched. A few of the players looked at them as well, but most seemed to be hanging under the cloud of their loss. 
The loss which was as much Rhys’s fault as Carson’s. He called for the pitch, it was on him to control the game from the backstop. He hadn’t done a good enough job of that this time. Although, he knew that wasn’t the way it would get written up in the articles and all over social media. Not to mention the opinions people who never played baseball a day in their life would have. 
He really hoped Carson had someone handling that for him. Rhys knew how ugly things could get in that cesspool, and dealing with it on your own could drag you down. 
Alfie was talking to him, probably giving him a “we’ve all disappointed ourselves” talk. Sometimes that just made you dwell on the mistakes more. Sometimes it was better to have something to take your mind off of it. 
Rhys threw one arm over Alfie’s shoulders, drawing Carson’s attention from Alfie. “Let’s get out of here,” he said. “I need to blow off some steam.” He glanced at Carson, ready to make a joke to lighten his mood. From the look in Carson’s eyes, he wasn’t just putting on a front. There was something shattered there. 
So, he changed course at the last minute. Sometimes you had to do that when a pitch wasn’t going to come in where you thought and needed to move quickly to get in front of it. He nudged Carson’s elbow. “I’m sure you could come along, even if you can’t drink.” He gestured to the bag. “You can leave that here. You’ll need it again for tomorrow’s game.”
Carson shifted away at that. “Yeah, well, neither of those will be happening. I gotta start back toward Greensburg. Got a long drive.”
“They’re sending you back down,” Rhys said. It’s the only reason he’d be going to Greensburg, and right this second, to rejoin the AA affiliate. It still surprised him a bit. Carson had pitched well in his other appearances. 
“Why wouldn’t they?” Carson asked, as if it made complete sense to him. He let the bag fall from his shoulder. “I let everyone down today. Turner and Guillory tried to say I just need more seasoning, and I’ll probably get called back up again. I’m not a fucking steak, though.” Rhys’s lips twitched at that imagery, but Carson continued. “What if that was it for me? My one chance, and I went and blew it.”
Rhys put his arm around the kid’s shoulders, letting his other arm drop from Alfie. “It won’t be,” he assured Carson. “I’ve gotten called up to the majors once and even got sent back down to AA a couple times after I was here. If I can manage to come back, you can, too. They’ll put you where they need you, and I don’t doubt that will at least be here at some point.”
“You sure?” Carson’s brows pinched together, as if hunting out some insincerity, but Rhys meant every single damn word.
“He is,” Alfie said. “We both have experience with that. They will need you back up here when you’re ready.”
“You work on the command of that fastball and the circle change,” Rhys said, “and I have absolutely no doubts.” He had the velocity down, just not always the control. 
“Yeah, okay.” Carson took a step back and lifted the strap of the bag onto his shoulder again. “Maybe you’re right.”
“Of course I’m right” Rhys shot him a grin. “That’s a given.”
Carson rolled his eyes, but Rhys caught a hint of a smile on the kid’s lips. “I gotta get going, though.”
“Let us know when you make it there,” Rhys told him. “And good luck.”
Carson left the locker room, his shoulders a little straighter at least. Alfie watched him, his gaze like an actual caress. Rhys didn’t let himself look over.
“You’re good with them,” Alfie said, which did pull Rhys’s gaze toward him. He couldn’t help it. “All the pitchers, but especially the bebes.”
Rhys didn’t always understand what Alfie said when he slipped into Spanish, no matter how many times he tried to teach himself, but that one was easy. “Doubt any of the rookies would appreciate being called babies.” No matter how true. “It’s just part of the job.”
He didn’t wait for Alfie to argue with him over that, and he knew he would, but headed over to the other side of the locker room. A few of the guys had already gone to the shuttle, but surely someone would grab a rideshare with him. 
He couldn’t be the only one who needed to blow off some steam.






  
  Chapter 2


Mel Garcia closed the refrigerator door. Between their shifts at the coffee shop and managing the volunteers at the youth center, buying more groceries had been the last thing on their mind. 
They hadn’t planned on their mom asking them to babysit on their one day off this week. Not that they thought their twin sisters needed a babysitter at sixteen. When Mel had been their age, they’d often been left alone, other than being the one watching their then toddler sisters. 
They’d really thought in ten years things would have changed, but apparently not.
“No!”
Mel spun at the anguished cry from the living room. It only took a few steps to get to the other room. They already knew which twin the exclamation came from. Denise had always had the more forceful personality. Sonia sat next to her sister on Mel’s couch, continuing to flip through a book, as Denise stared dejectedly at the screen of her phone.
Mel’s chest pinched slightly, worrying what their sister saw there. They hoped now that they were on vacation for the summer, there would be a lot less worry. Neither of the girls had an easy time at school, and Mel had tried to get their parents to see it was more than just teen drama. 
Denise usually reacted to taunts, especially against Sonia, with anger. It had gotten her suspended more than once, and according to their parents, she needed to learn to behave better, instead of them questioning if something else was behind her outbursts. 
Mel was working with her on that, and she’d been getting better. Even if one of their classmates said something online, Mel doubted it would have caused that anguish in the teen’s voice.
Anger, but not anguish.
“What happened?” Mel headed over to the couch.
“The Ocelots probably lost,” Sonia said, not looking up from her book. “It’s the only thing that gets her upset like that.”
“Shut up.” Denise flinched, but she didn’t look up. “They were so close,” she said, and her grip tightened around her phone.
Mel moved forward, afraid she would throw it. Their parents said they wouldn’t replace another phone. Denise punched her hand into the couch instead. Once, twice, then a third time before all the strength drained out of her, and she brought her legs up onto the couch in front of her. “They shouldn’t have brought that guy up. He’s still a… a child.”
Sonia put her book down. “Denny, he’s three years older than we are. Almost four. I don’t think you can call him a child. You were impressed with his last outing. You wouldn’t shut up about it for the next day. At least it meant you stopped obsessing over that catcher for at least a day.”
That grabbed Mel’s attention. It wasn’t the first time Denny became overly interested in not just a topic, but a person. They would have to keep an eye on that and make sure it wouldn’t be to their sister’s detriment. 
This time.
Denise turned a glare on her twin sister. “I’m not obsessed. He’s just a good player. And Bloom didn’t perform like that today. They should send him back down to AA. Even single A if he couldn’t help but blow the game. God, I hate this.”
“It’s one game,” Sonia said, not looking away from her book. “They still have a winning record, and three months left to play. You’re making a big deal out of nothing.”
“You make a big deal out of nothing.” Denise flopped against the couch.
Mel bit the inside of their cheek. The comeback hadn’t made much sense, but laughing would only set Denise off even more. “I’m sorry your team lost,” they said. “I’m sure it’s disappointing. Taking it out on my couch isn’t the answer.”
Color rose high in Denise’s cheeks, and she looked away. “I’m sorry,” she mumbled.
Mel wouldn’t press the issue. Their mother would have, Mel knew that well from experience. She would have pushed until Denise exploded and then blame the teenager for it. That had happened often during Mel’s youth, and they hadn’t been quite as…volatile as Denise tended to be. 
“All right,” they said. “Let’s get some dinner, then I’ll drop the two of you off at home.” 
The twins had turned sixteen in the spring, but Mel’s parents insisted they needed supervision all day. Mel was willing to provide it. At least Mel would know someone was there for the two of them.
What else were they supposed to do? They couldn’t let their siblings down. Or the coffee shop. Or the center.
There wasn’t anything else for it. So, they shoved the selfish thoughts away and got ready to give just a little more.

      [image: ]They were halfway through dinner when Mel saw the rest of the tension just drain out of Denise’s shoulders. She’d been quiet as their dinner had been dropped off, that phone still clutched in her hand. 
Maybe Mel should have addressed how much she seemed to be glued to that device. Not their place, though. Their mother always reminded Mel that they weren’t the twins’ parent. They didn’t get to decide punishments or to determine what the twins needed.
Like an evaluation for ADHD. Even though the signs were right in front of them, their parents insisted the girls only needed to try harder. Then Sonia would be able to stay on track better and Denise wouldn’t be quite so impulsive. 
As if it was as simple as that., None of Mel’s arguments had been able to get through to them. They were left supporting the girls as much as they could. 
“They did it,” Denise said. “They actually did something smart and sent Bloom back down. Maybe next time they’ll put someone in to close the game and not blow it.”
This was still about baseball. Mel should have figured. Lately it seemed to be the single thing Denise cared about. “Does that mean you can put your phone away and finish eating your dinner? If I don’t have you home by eight, you know Mom’s going to be upset.”
Denise rolled her eyes like the teenager she was. Mel bit down on their cheek to hold in a laugh. Denise would take it to mean they were laughing at her, instead of how typical her behavior was, no matter what she wanted to think. Denise did put her phone facedown on the table and took another bite of her burger before picking the phone up again. 
Mel reached for one of their own fries. They loved how the diner seasoned the waffle fries, and ordered them whenever they came here. It was almost better than the burgers. Almost.
Denise took one more bite of her burger even as her thumb scrolled along the screen of her phone. At least that was one battle won. They would leave the war of the phone for another day. 
Their server came bounding over to the table. It was really the only way to describe the way they moved. Mel couldn’t help but smile. They’d been coming here at least once a week for nearly five years, ever since Benjamin Larson opened the place. Back then Rory had often been bussing tables and washing dishes. Usually dressed in baggy clothes, hair falling into their face, their head down as they went about the work. 
That changed a couple years ago when they’d officially moved in with their older brother. They’d cut their hair, changed their wardrobe, and announced proudly to whoever they interacted with what their pronouns were. 
Mel had initially struggled with being that assertive when they’d first come out. It hadn’t helped that their parents resisted changing the way they referred to Mel. Eventually Mel found the courage to insist on just who they were. It always made them glad to see others who hadn’t had to struggle so much for that.
Rory smiled at them. “Is there anything else I can get for you?”  
Denise shoved the last bite of burger into her mouth, and Sonia fiddled with the straw in her cup of melting ice. Her eyes were glued to the top of the table, but Mel thought her cheeks were darker. Was she blushing? 
Mel turned back to Rory. “I think we’re ready for our bill.”
“I’ll bring that right out. I hope you all had a wonderful evening.”
“Better than it’s going to be,” Denise muttered. 
It was half past seven. Plenty of time remained for Mel to get the twins home before the eight o’clock curfew their mother pulled out of thin air. Yet, they had no doubt Denise was right. Their mother would find one little thing they’d done wrong and completely blow it up. 
Nothing else for it. As soon as they’d paid the bill, Mel ushered their sisters out of the diner. Might as well get this over with.






  
  Chapter 3


“Ijust wanna dance.” Rhys put a little extra whine into his voice. He thought it might make Alfie laugh. Instead his best friend only scowled at him. Rhys tugged on his hand again, but the larger man didn’t budge from his chair. 
It was just dancing, Rhys didn’t know why he could rarely get Alfie to come out on the floor with him. Even some of their straight teammates were out there together. 
It didn’t have to mean anything.
He did mutter something in Spanish. Rhys didn’t know exactly what it meant – he’d tried to learn the language before, but it never stuck in his head – but it didn’t sound complimentary. Yet it sent a shiver down his spine and the start of an erection in his pants. Damn that man. Didn’t he know how sexy that was?
As if he could sense Rhys’s thoughts, Alfie rolled his eyes. “No one is stopping you. I am fine sitting back here, though.”
Rhys sifted through his words to find the judgment in them. He knew it was there. Alfie probably thought Rhys should be content sitting there as well and watching everyone else have a good time. 
Shudder. He couldn’t think of much worse. Other than being benched for an indefinite amount of time. That happened last season when he’d taken a blow to the head as a runner tried sliding home. 
Worst month of his life. That included all the times he’d had to be dragged back to the Lowrys, and they’d prayed over him. Then there’d been the group home. Parts of that had been worse, and yet it had still been better. 
And temporary, like everything else in his life. Even the team. If he messed up too much, or they saw someone they thought would help the team more, this could be yanked away from him. 
There would always be another team, but he’d face the same thing there. They might not be as understanding as Turner often was. 
Not to mention, those teams didn’t have Alfie on them. Alfie, who currently sat in front of him, watching him with those large, dark eyes. As if he knew more than what Rhys said. Fuck that. No one needed to know more about him. If they did, they certainly wouldn’t stick around.
No one ever did. 
Rhys did not need those thoughts right now, so he tossed a smile Alfie’s way. “Suit yourself. I’ll go have fun while you…don’t.”
“You usually do,” Alfie murmured as Rhys turned away from him. He took those words like a blow to center mass, but he didn’t let it show. Just like when he kept his balance when a runner slid into him. 
He’d known the judgment would come. He should have been better prepared for it. 
He moved out into the crowd of dancers, swaying to the beat of the music. Until the rhythm changed to something faster, with a deeper throb to it. A hand ran over his shoulder and down to his chest, and he moved back against the body. He closed his eyes and moved to the beat of the music, letting everything else fall away. 
Rhys could still feel eyes on him. He didn’t need to turn around to know whom they belonged to, either.
He kept dancing, letting the heavy beat of the music, and the energy of the other bodies around him, block as much of that out as possible.
Alfie had made his feelings clear on the subject. Rhys liked to push boundaries at times, but he wouldn’t cross Alfie’s. 
That was it. They would be friends and nothing more. That was fine. It’s not like Rhys couldn’t find someone else to scratch that itch with. Someone who wouldn’t judge him for that.
He shook off the thoughts, the memories. He was here to blow off steam, not get mired down in thoughts which should have been left in the past. None of that mattered.
He turned in the arms that were around him and took in the view. Well the person’s chest was right there. What else was he supposed to do? Rhys dragged his gaze up and took in the sharp chin, painted lips, the hair that fell down past their chin. They continued to move against Rhys, pressing their hips to his, the bulge in their pants nudging against his stomach. 
The song ended, and the person in front of him leaned in to brush their lips over Rhys’s. “I’m going up for a drink. Want to join me? Then, we can continue this dance somewhere a little more secluded.”
Wasn’t that what Rhys had been considering? So, why did his stomach clutch like he would bring up the subpar wings he’d consumed before going out to dance? He couldn’t help glancing over his shoulder. Sure enough, Alfie’s brown eyes were on him, that stormy look on his face.
Well, fuck it. Alfie didn’t want any of this. That was his choice. It didn’t mean Rhys should have to shut himself off. Away from the baseball diamond, this was the only time he felt like he wasn’t coming out of his skin. He wouldn’t give that up just because yet one more person realized he wasn’t worth a damn thing.
Not that Alfie ever said those words to him, he was too kind for that. Didn’t his actions just prove it over and over? He might give in to what this was between them every once in a while, but before their bodies cooled, he pushed Rhys away again.
Every. Single. Time.
Fuck it. Rhys would take something for himself. He looked back at his dance partner. “Yeah, I would like that.”
The person—they hadn’t exactly exchanged names or pronouns before they’d started dancing so that was exactly how Rhys would continue thinking of them until he was told otherwise—took his hand and pulled him along toward the bar. Rhys went easily, but he couldn’t help glancing over his shoulder once more. Alfie hadn’t moved, but his head was down now, his curls falling to shroud his face. And he was picking at something in front of him.
Rhys tried to shut away all thoughts of that. If Alfie wanted something, he could damn well ask for it. Rhys wasn’t going to put himself out there again. Not where he wasn’t wanted.
His partner pushed a drink into his hand. Not the beer Rhys had been considering getting. One drink wouldn’t hurt. This one looked good, a tall glass of peach liquid. He could smell the ginger in it, pineapple as well, and something else cutting through both of them. 
Rhys wouldn’t be in the lineup for tomorrow’s game, the skipper usually rotated between the three catchers on the roster. He wanted to have a clear head in case they needed him. 
This would be fine, but he’d stop after it. Rhys took a long swig of the drink, his mouth twisting at the overly sweet taste. Bubblegum, that’s what it reminded him of. The too sweet kind that hardened way too quickly. He took a second swallow before setting it on the bar. He didn’t mind sweet drinks, and other sweet things, when he was prepared for them. Not that, though.
The sweetness masked the alcohol in the drink, but it hit him now. Just enough to make his head feel lighter. He took another sip, slower this time. Now that he expected it, the drink wasn’t too bad.
He’d finished half of it before his partner tugged on his hand again. “Come on,” they said. “I want to get those sweet lips on me.”
Rhys’s head felt a little light as he followed them across the dance floor and back into an empty corridor. “You know your way around here,” Rhys said.
“I used to work here, and I’m still a regular. We can have some privacy back here,” they said, pushing into a dark room.
They pressed Rhys back against the door, their lips coasting over Rhys’s then their tongue licking at the corner of his mouth. “I’ve been thinking about this since you came in tonight. Especially when I got a closer look at this mouth. Are you going to put it on me? I’m sure it can do wonderful things.”
Rhys wanted that. Almost more than he wanted to be touched. Giving pleasure made him feel… something. He’d never quite been able to put it into words. He certainly wasn’t going to now. Instead he dropped to his knees and unzipped their jeans.
One of their hands slipped into his hair as he took the head of their cock into his mouth. “Yeah, I knew that mouth would know what to do.”
Rhys soaked in the praise. He could at least do this. And he could shut out Alfie’s dark eyes from his mind. For at least a few minutes.






  
  Chapter 4


Alfie stood from the table when that person led Rhys away. He shouldn’t have. He should have stayed right where he was. It did not matter what Rhys did. He could make his own decisions. They had nothing to do with Alfie. 
That did not explain the sick feeling in Alfie’s stomach as he’d watched Rhys leave with them. 
He should have ignored it. Even without that, he should have turned around when the two of them disappeared into that room. It would be fine. Rhys could take care of himself. 
Yet, Alfie found himself standing there in that hallway as the door closed behind Rhys and that stranger. His feet now felt rooted to the floor. 
He should go back out there. Order something else to drink. Something stronger than the soda that he’d been sticking to all night. 
The groan that came from behind the door Alfie would know anywhere, and he could not make his feet move. He pressed a hand to the front of his jeans, as if that would help control the situation. 
He wanted to beat his head against the wall behind him. He’d gone through most of his life not feeling any of this. Only a handful of times had a person burrowed in deep enough to make him feel all these things.
Why did one of them have to be Rhys, who had no respect for himself and would give himself to anyone? Even someone he hadn’t gotten the name of.
You have no say in it. He can do whatever he wants with whoever he wants. You just hate that it can’t be you.
Telling himself that didn’t help the bile that swirled through his stomach. Or get out the voice in his head, one he hadn’t actually heard since he was a boy. That missionary leader saying feelings like his would lead down a dark path.
He turned away, ignoring the murmur of voices from the other side of the door. He’d go to the restroom then back to the table. And force himself to still meet Rhys’s gaze.
“I said not to say shit like that.”
That was Rhys’s voice. Loud. And angry. Alfie rarely heard that tone.
“I don’t care if you think it’s sexy. I don’t. I’m out of here.”
The door opened, and Alfie had no time to move away. Rhys froze, and Alfie could tell the smirk on his face was forced. “Enjoy the show?”
“Are you okay?” Alfie stepped closer. Rhys was fully clothed, but there was a mark on his cheek. “Did they strike you?”
“It’s fine. I just want to get out of here. Are you ready to go, or should I call my own rideshare?”
The other person stepped out of the room and sent a scathing look at them. “Should’ve figured. Just using me. Well, I can get better. Not worth it.”
Alfie felt a shudder go through Rhys, and he kept his arm around his shoulders. That person didn’t matter. “I already settled the tab,” Alfie said. When Rhys started getting drinks from other people, he knew he wouldn’t have to pay for more of his own. “I’ll get us a car.”
“I don’t…”
“We’ll go wait outside,” Alfie said, knowing what he would say. Rhys didn’t get like this often, where he’d let Alfie hold onto him, but when he did, he didn’t want anyone else to see him. “I’ll let them know we left when we’re in the car.”
“Thanks,” Rhys said. “I can always count on you. Even when you don’t like me.”
Rhys leaned into him, so Alfie let himself press his lips to the top of Rhys’s head. Didn’t he know there was never a moment he didn’t like him? He might not understand him, and he did not respect some of the decisions Rhys made. Which didn’t make him like Rhys any less.
“They called me a slut,” Rhys said while they were waiting outside. “Multiple times, after I told them to stop. Some people get off on that, and it can be empowering to them, I guess. I got enough verbal humiliation as a kid, I don’t need it with sex.”
Alfie held his breath. Rhys didn’t talk to him about his childhood. He’d grown up in Ohio, in a few foster homes, some of them very religious, and that was basically all Alfie knew. Rhys opened up more to Brock, whose biological family was similar to some of those homes. Even to Caleb, though they’d only known each other a few months.
Rhys rarely said these things to Alfie, and now he was a little afraid to open his mouth and shatter this moment. He stood there and slipped his fingers through Rhys’s hair, cupping the back of his head until their car arrived.
He helped Rhys into the backseat and slid in next to him. Rhys leaned against him, one hand on his thigh. Alfie bit down on his lip to keep his groan inside. Rhys didn’t need to know he was that turned on from something so simple. They had the ride to the hotel to get through.
Once they were back there, Alfie was willing to keep his arm around him, but Rhys stepped away almost before the car drove away. There were more people here. Dios forbid any of them think Rhys had any sort of weakness. That he would consider Alfie that was a slice of pain right through his chest. When the hotel room door closed behind them, Rhys sank down onto his bed.
Alfie took a step toward him. “What do you need from me?”
He looked shattered when he met Alfie’s gaze. “Nothing,” he said after a long moment. “I don’t need a single thing.”
That wasn’t true, but he wouldn’t force anything on him. He shut off the light and climbed into his own bed. Until he could hear Rhys’s short gasps and could almost feel him trembling from the other side of the room. Alfie padded across the floor and slipped in next to Rhys, wrapping him in his arms, kissing along his shoulders.
“You don’t have to,” Rhys started, but Alfie rolled him so Rhys was under him and brought his lips to Rhys’s.
“I know,” he said, still in his first language. Then, in English. “I want to.”
He pulled off Rhys’s shirt, running a hand over his chest as he settled down next to him. His hand slipped lower and he pressed a kiss to Rhys’s shoulder. Rhys let out that groan again. This time Alfie used Rhys’s thigh to try to suppress his erection. 
“Yeah,” Rhys said. “That feels good.”
Alfie was lost. He knew it, no matter how much he fought it. “I love you,” he whispered in Spanish. “I want you so much. Please do not let me ruin this.”
“Hot,” Rhys murmured. “It’s so hot when you talk like that.”
Alfie buried his face against Rhys’s neck, his hand slipping into his pants to wrap around Rhys’s cock. Rhys’s hips arched up into the touch, and Alfie let himself take at least a little of what he wanted.
Even if he knew it was the biggest mistake he could make.

      [image: ]Alfie woke to Rhys’s leg wrapped over his thigh as he pressed back against Alfie. Damn him and those extremely flexible hips. Alfie couldn’t help but groan. Rhys felt good nestled right up to him, but Alfie knew this could only be the start of something terrible.
“No puedo.” He hadn’t meant to say it, but it was true. He could not do this. He just couldn’t. If they kept going, everything would be ruined. He could not lose Rhys from his life. 
Not like he had his other friends whom he’d ended up catching feelings for. His sister, Rosalita, told him he was probably demisexual. As if the label mattered if it destroyed his friendships. Rhys meant too much to him to let that happen again.
If it wasn’t already too late for that.
Rhys rolled so he faced Alfie. He would say something. Alfie just knew it. Alfie was not going to have any self-control. He never seemed to. Rhys didn’t look up at him as he slid a hand down Alfie’s stomach. 
Alfie sucked in a breath. Rhys’s hands always felt good on him. That didn’t change the way Alfie felt when it was over, and he had to force himself to walk away from Rhys. He whispered, “Stop.”
Rhys froze. “I’m sorry.” 
Rhys rolled to the other side of the double bed, scrambling off the edge of the bed in the narrow space between the bed and wall. Alfie watched as he moved around the mattress. He stopped, then shook his head. “Fuck it,” he muttered. He didn’t glance back when he said, “You should have stayed out of my bed. I didn’t mean to tarnish your high ideals.”
“Rhys.” His name came out, scratching along Alfie’s throat like rusty nails.
Rhys shook his head then stalked toward the bathroom. Alfie watched until the bathroom door closed between them. He lay there for a beat longer before sitting up and putting his head in his hands. He’d barely had anything to drink the night before. Just one beer before he switched to soda. Even though he wouldn’t be driving, he preferred to keep a clear head around Rhys.
As if that did him any good.
He’d gone and made a mess of this. Rhys was right about one thing. He should have stayed in his own bed the night before. Should have let Rhys fall apart on his own. Instead of falling into this cycle all over again.
He just hadn’t been able to bring himself to do that. His best friend was hurting, and Rhys would hide that pain from everyone. He wished he knew what caused it, and what made Rhys keep picking the scab open.
Alfie wanted to heal it for him, but he wasn’t a doctor. He wouldn’t know the first thing about something like that. He could only be there for Rhys. Which meant they needed to take sex off the table. For good, this time. All it did was complicate what they were to each other. Alfie needed to clear that up.
Just as soon as Rhys came out of the bathroom.






  
  Chapter 5


Rhys leaned against the bathroom door, closing his eyes. He let the events of the last however long—twelve hours? It seemed like the last twelve minutes lasted at least that long—wash away down the drain. 
For a brief moment when he woke, he hadn’t been sure where he was or who he’d gone home with the night before. Not his apartment. He’d known he wasn’t in his bed. A moment, no longer, and it came crashing back on him.
The bar. Drinking. Dancing. That back room. Alfie being right there when he needed him. Because he wasn’t a disastrous mess. When Rhys had been falling apart in bed, he’d been there as well. Holding him. Kissing him until Rhys begged for more.
Alfie had given it.
Just like he always did. Whatever Rhys needed. Except for Alfie to actually want him. With the way he’d kissed him the night before, the way he’d whispered to him. Rhys might not have understood the words, but he swore he’d felt the emotion behind them. He’d wanted… so much. It terrified him.
Alfie had still been with him this morning, stirring against his back. Rhys had thought…
It’s not like it was the first time he’d been wrong about the way someone felt. He was sure it wouldn’t be the last, either. 
He was never able to learn a single lesson. 
Rhys shoved away from the door and switched on the water in the shower. His clothes were out on the floor between their beds, so he didn’t even have to get undressed. Just step under the water. It shouldn’t be that difficult, but every muscle felt like he’d just gone through a punishing workout.
Instead of waking up in his best friend’s arms. Who then proceeded to reject him, once again. Maybe his foster families had been right. He really was a lost cause. 
Rhys finally stepped into the shower and let the spray beat down on him. He wished it would drum some of these thoughts out of his head. Instead all he could think about was the way Alfie’s arm had been wrapped around him. 
It was one of the first times he’d woken up and almost felt… content. Even as his body felt like it was revving up. Alfie’s touch always did that to him. Even thinking of it had his body responding. 
He ran a hand down his stomach and wrapped his fingers around his own cock. He’d never had a good enough imagination to picture his own hand as someone else’s, but that didn’t keep his thoughts from drifting to Alfie, to the way he’d touched Rhys the night before. 
Not gently, like Rhys might break. With just enough firmness to take Rhys out of his own head for a short time. Not enough to make him feel like he didn’t have control over what happened. It was a fine line to walk, but it was one more thing Alfie seemed to be adept at. 
Something Rhys couldn’t ever seem to get a handle on. 
His breathing came quicker as he slid his hand up and down his cock, and he got closer to the edge. He pressed his forehead to the shower wall and reached down to squeeze his balls and let out a sharp gasp as he fell over into his climax. 
Even as he panted and waited for his heartrate to come down, he felt unsatisfied. 
God, couldn’t he ever be happy with anything?
He finished washing up then snapped the water off and grabbed a towel. When Rhys came out of the bathroom, Alfie sat on the bed, as if he’d been watching the bathroom door the whole time Rhys had been in there. Which was ridiculous. He had better things to spend his time on than thinking about Rhys. 
His gaze seemed to lock on Rhys’s chest, but certainly that couldn’t be the case. Rhys  turned away from him, but he caught Alfie scrubbing a hand over his face. He didn’t know what that was about. Maybe Alfie was still trying to wake up. Not that it mattered. Alfie had made his feelings perfectly clear already.
He didn’t want any of this. Rhys would have to learn to be okay with that. He started to unwind his towel, and Alfie shoved off the bed. He mumbled about getting his shower then hurried into the bathroom. The bathroom door clicked shut, and Rhys let out a long breath. 
Everything would be fine. It had to be.

      [image: ]“What’s wrong with you today?”
Rhys glanced over at Oscar Turner, one of the team’s backup catchers, as they both stretched out on the grass of the outfield. He had to squint against the glare of the sun, though his sunglasses and the brim of his hat should have blocked it. He hadn’t realized how bad his head was throbbing until he’d stepped out of the hotel earlier. He’d tried to get the headache to go away with coffee and some Advil, but maybe sweating the effects of the alcohol out of his system was the only thing that would work. 
“Nothing’s wrong,” Rhys said. “Whatever could be wrong with me? I’m perfect.”
Oscar snorted as he lunged out over his left leg then back toward the right. Rhys didn’t see why it mattered. It’s not like he was playing tonight. He’d been right about that assumption the night before. He would still warm up and dress just in case they needed him. 
Sitting on the bench wasn’t the same as being benched. There was a chance he’d be on the lineup as the designated hitter, since Tavell had been limping a bit. If the skipper thought he was off his game, he wouldn’t be playing at all. 
“That is definitely not true,” Oscar said, “no matter what you seem to think.”
Rhys thought he’d said some of that out loud, but then he realized Oscar was still on the same train of thought unlike Rhys who jumped from track to track and sometimes circled back to where it started. Though that was never a given.
“Of course it is.” Rhys sat on the ground and pressed the flat of his feet together, lowering his knees toward the ground. He could feel the stretch along both hips, and he eased up on the stretch, moving his feet out and alternating twisting each leg to the outside. “How could any of this”—he gestured down his body—“be deemed less than perfection?”
Oscar held out a hand to help Rhys to his feet as the skipper called for them to come toward the infield. “You know,” Oscar said, “I really don’t think you’re nearly as full of yourself as you pretend to be.”
“I’d like to be full of some—" His words came to a stop as he saw Alfie standing a little ways away, just watching him, those dark brown eyes inscrutable.
He caught Oscar looking between him and Alfie and jerked his gaze away. That didn’t wipe away the furrows in Oscar’s forehead. 
“You are going to keep the balls in front of you today, right?” Rhys hoped it would distract Oscar from whatever path his thoughts were going down.
He didn’t think it had worked. Oscar just stared at him, then he let out a barking laugh. “You’re such a shit sometimes, Molson.”
Rhys grinned then jostled between Caleb and Brock as the skipper started talking. He let that wash over him. Tavell was still on the lineup card as designated hitter, which meant he’d be sitting on the bench for the game, unless a substitution needed to be made. 
Which meant he got to be alone with his thoughts. Oh joy!
He headed into the clubhouse until it was time to take the field for their pre-game warmup. He caught a glimpse of Alfie, but Rhys turned away. It would be better overall if he kept to himself. Before he showed the rest of the team how not even close to perfect he really was.






  
  Chapter 6


Mel’s shift was almost over. They couldn’t wait to get out of here and get over to the youth center. They enjoyed both of their jobs, but today had been one full of cranky people who probably needed more than coffee to adjust their moods. 
For most of their shift, Denise had been slumped in a chair in the corner, brooding over something. When Mel tried to get anything out of her, she’d shut down even more. Their mom would have pressed, but that would lead to an explosion, and it wasn’t worth it. Mel was sure Denise would tell them what was going on when she was ready. 
Mel nearly groaned as they saw the customer approaching the counter. Again. 
Having to deal with Mark Vanderees hadn’t exactly helped Mel’s own mood. They hoped to leave interactions with him back in high school, and maybe the once every five years class reunion, if Mel decided to go. After the reception they’d gotten at the first one, they were really thinking of skipping this year’s. 
Mark had been the one leading the misgendering pack. Apparently he hadn’t changed since then, but at least when he came in here, he only sneered at their nametag, and the pronouns under it. 
“This isn’t what I ordered,” he said before he’d reached the counter.
Mel knew that wasn’t true. He was one of those guys who was very exact in his order. And complained when he felt it took too long to put it together. 
“What seems to be the problem?” They tried to keep the smile on their face. 
“I just told you the problem,” the man said. “Just like a woman to not listen.”
Mel bristled. Even if it wasn’t for wearing an agender flag pin on their apron and having their pronouns right on their name tag, Mark knew them. Even if he acted like he didn’t. Sometimes customers didn’t pay attention, and Mel tried not to let that get to them.
Sometimes they were just an asshole. Mel knew which category Mark had always fallen into.
“I did hear what you said.” Mel kept the conciliatory tone in their voice, even though they’d wanted to tell Mark exactly what they thought of him. Now was not the time.. “That still doesn’t tell me exactly what the problem is. I made you the Colombian roast with two extra shots of espresso, three pumps of caramel, 1/3 cup of oat milk, and two sugars.”
“You obviously messed up somewhere. You can’t even admit your mistake.”
The mistake was likely made in the ordering, but pointing that out would cause a scene. And probably bring a bad review to the business, and that was the last thing Mel wanted. 
“Do you want me to make you a new drink?” It wasn’t what they’d prefer to do. Not with more people lined up behind him. Mel was well-acquainted with how Mark reacted when he didn’t get his own way.
“Have you mess it up again? No, thank you. Get someone who actually knows what they’re doing or give me my money back.”
Mel could see several people watching them, including their sisters. Denise had one hand on the table, looking like she would push herself up and come to Mel’s defense. They didn’t want that, either. 
Thankfully, Frank came over. Mel’s boss stood several inches taller than them, and his wide shoulders and hefty body gave the impression of a bear you wouldn’t want to take on.
Didn’t matter if he was really just a teddy bear. Except for when it came to his people.
“You’ll get a refund,” he told Mark, “and nothing else. Not today or any other day. No one talks to my employees that way, especially not the best one I have.”
“If she’s your best, I’ll gladly take my business elsewhere.”
“They are, and yes, please do.”
Mark didn’t wait to get his refund, just turned and shoved past the waiting crowd. Mel looked at Frank. “You didn’t have to do that. Banning people can’t be good for business.”
“It is when they’re trying to get free drinks. Even if you messed up his drink, and trust me, I believe you didn’t, you do not deserve to be treated like that. No one working in a service industry does. I won’t stand for it in my place.”
Mel’s mother wondered why they worked here instead of striving for more, but that was a good part of why. They enjoyed serving customers. Well, most of them. Even the cranky ones at times. Having a boss who would stand behind you, and sometimes in front of you, made it worth it. 
Frank glanced over to where their sisters sat. Denise still seemed to be bristling, but at least she’d settled back into her chair. “Why don’t you finish early,” he suggested. “You did say you needed to get over to the center.”
“Are you sure? It’s getting a little busy.” They didn’t want to leave him with all of that.
He scoffed. “I’ve been doing this since you were holding tea parties for your stuffed animals.”
“What makes you think I had tea parties?” Their parents hadn’t allowed that sort of unstructured play time. Who needed to practice using their imagination when they could be using that time to learn something new?
“You like serving people too much for anything else. Now, go on. Trust me, I can handle this.”
They didn’t bother clearing up his misbelief over what their childhood had been like. There hadn’t been stuffed animals or tea parties. There’d been educational books, weekend lessons, and strict routines. Not much time for fun. 
Once they finished out their shift, they collected their things and the twins followed them out to their car.
“I can’t believe Mom and Dad won’t let us stay home by ourselves for even a few hours,” Denise said as Mel drove across town to the youth center.
In the rearview mirror, Mel saw Denise still slumped in the backseat, one knee pulled up with her heel resting on the seat. “Because of course we can’t be unsupervised. We’re  sixteen, and she won’t even let us get our permits so we can drive. Why can’t she trust us?”
Mel wasn’t sure how to answer. There hadn’t been anyone to supervise Mel when they were a teenager. Their mom left Mel in charge of the twins then. Even though at thirteen, they hadn’t had a clue how to take care of a couple toddlers. 
Sometimes they felt at a loss as to what to do. “You got to hang with me at the coffee shop,” Mel said. “Now we’re going to the youth center. There’s plenty you can do there, and I’m sure some other teens will show up to hang with. What could be better than that?”
Denny groaned. “Not having to get up at the butt crack of dawn for one thing. And no one says ‘hang with’ anymore. Get with the times, Mel.”
“I am oh so sorry that I’m out of touch with the youth. What do you call it now?”
Both Sonia
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