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            Chapter One

         
         Skylar Page sat cross-legged on her twin-sized bed enjoying the moments before sunrise. That stillness just before dawn when
            Boston would begin to stir outside of her window, sounds and scents penetrating the brick walls of her studio apartment. For
            now, it was just her and the quiet thoughts she needed to envision the day ahead, calculate travel times, and prioritize errands.
         

         
         After taking a medium gulp of coffee, she opened her white leather planner, her gaze bouncing between underlined reminders
            and to-do lists, releasing a satisfied sigh over the carefully blue-inked letters. There was nothing like knowing exactly
            what the day, week, and year had in store.
         

         
         Currently, it was Saturday morning and she planned on pampering Future Skylar by knocking out some tasks over the weekend—in
            between practices, of course.
         

         
         First up—

         
         Her phone rang.

         
         Brow creased, she transferred her attention to the lit-up iPhone where it sat beside her thigh on the raspberry-colored comforter.

         
         Elton, her brother, was calling? At 7:00 a.m. on a Saturday?
         

         
         Immediately, her heart kicked into a sprint. No one called this time of day with good news. Was something wrong with one of
            their parents?
         

         
         Skylar answered on speakerphone, then gripped her knees. “What’s wrong?”

         
         “Nothing. What’s wrong with you?”
         

         
         That wasn’t the tone of someone in the middle of an emergency. Her relieved exhale shifted the pages of her planner. “Why
            are you calling so early?”
         

         
         “Because I’m on my way to pick you up.”

         
         Furiously, she flipped through a mental calendar, followed by the physical one in front of her, wondering if she’d missed
            a significant date. Had they made breakfast plans and she’d simply forgotten? That would be a massive rarity for Skylar, but
            maybe an email had gone to spam. “We’re not going to visit Mom and Dad until next Sunday. Did you mix up the dates for spring
            break?”
         

         
         “Nope. This is something else.”

         
         Skylar waited for her older brother to elaborate, but there was nothing but the sound of his turn signal ticking in the background.
            “Explain or I’m hanging up!” she shouted at Elton, the way only a sibling could do. Technically, they were only related by
            marriage, but they bickered like it was their birthright. “I’m in the middle of something.”
         

         
         “Shut up. You’re writing in your planner.”

         
         “I wasn’t writing anything,” she mumbled. “I was admiring what’s already there.”

         
         “Whatever you do, don’t put planner gazing in your dating profile.” She heard a shift of clothing. “I’ve got some good and bad news, sister of mine. Which one do you
            want first?”
         

         
         “The bad news. Obviously.”

         
         “Whatever you scribbled down in your planner for this morning? Canceled.”

         
         “Hanging up on you seems like a good idea.”

         
         “Wait for the good news,” Elton rushed to say. “You’re pitching this morning.”

         
         A beat of silence passed. “That’s it? I pitch every morning.”

         
         “Not against the Boston Bearcats, you don’t.”

         
         Slow blink. “Elton, when did you start taking edibles?”

         
         A deep, husky laugh reached her ears from the other end of the call. One that didn’t belong to her brother. No, she knew that
            laugh like she knew the raised seams of a softball. And her heart was back to pumping, her gaze boring into the phone like
            she could see the source of that laughter through her blank screen. That perfect sound belonged to Madden Donahue, her long-standing
            crush . . . and her brother’s best friend. “Madden is with you?”
         

         
         “Who else is going to catch your pitches?” Elton responded.

         
         Skylar picked her way backward through the wild conversation, her concentration splintered just knowing Madden was apparently on his way to her apartment. Snatching up the phone, she jogged to the bathroom, set the device on the sink, and found her toothbrush, applying
            a swipe of Crest. “Okay, wait. Did you say I was pitching against the Bearcats?” she asked, just before sticking the brush
            into her mouth, scrubbing.
         

         
         “Correct.”

         
         “As in, the professional hockey team?”

         
         “Yup.”

         
         Her incredulity reflected back at her from the mirror. “How and why?”

         
         Elton had the nerve to sound impatient. “I’ll explain on the way. How soon can you be downstairs? We’re here.”

         
         She rinsed and spit as quietly as possible, barely refraining from chucking the phone into the toilet. “Ten minutes.”

         
         “Five.”

         
         “Ten, shithead.” She yanked her long brown hair up into a ponytail. “You’re lucky I only set aside this morning to work on
            next week’s to-do list.”
         

         
         “Do me a favor.”

         
         “In addition to this one?” she sputtered, running to her bedroom closet and hunkering down in front of the stackable drawer holding her multitude of sports bras. 

         
         “Yeah. When you get into the car, sit as far away from me as possible just in case sucking is contagious.”

         
         “I’m going to sit close enough to choke you to death. You won’t even see it coming.”

         
         “Choke me after the game. Save your energy for pitching.”

         
         “We’ll see.”

         
         Nightshirt off. Quick underwear change.

         
         Sports bra on. Yoga pants up.

         
         Socks.

         
         It was that weird turning point between winter and spring when the temperature was chilly in the morning and absolutely baked
            Boston in the afternoon, so Skylar wasted a full minute trying to decide between a tank top or a sweatshirt, finally pulling
            on both. Then she snatched up her sneakers, keys, phone, and her softball glove where it sat on a shelf of honor by the front
            door. A minute later, she sailed out of the building, flashing her brother the middle finger through the windshield of his
            car, a gesture that he gleefully returned.
         

         
         “Hi, Madden,” she said, climbing into the back seat. “That bird wasn’t for you.”

         
         She watched his profile for that signature lip twitch, her stomach turning over when she got it. “Good morning, Skylar.”

         
         “Why doesn’t Madden get flipped off?” Elton complained while pulling into traffic. “You’ve known him too long to be polite.”
         

         
         Heat crawled up the back of Skylar’s neck, carrying into her cheeks, so she ducked down to lace up her sneakers—and hopefully
            hide her infatuation at the same time. “I don’t know. It probably has something to do with the fact that he’s a decent human
            being. You should be taking notes.”
         

         
         “Take note of this.” Elton hit the brakes and Skylar almost tumbled off the seat.

         
         “Hey!” She rubbed her noggin where it had connected with the back of the driver’s seat. “Are you trying to injure me right
            before the season?”
         

         
         “That was too far,” Madden said evenly. “She could get hurt.”

         
         Elton continued to drive, unperturbed. “You’re right. Then who would pitch this morning?”

         
         Madden grunted.

         
         It took all of Skylar’s concentration not to hurl herself down onto the seat in a full body swoon. And to keep her eyes from
            cataloging the breadth of Madden’s catcher shoulders, that little whorl where his dark hair ended just above the nape of his
            neck, the utter stillness of him. The solid dependability he’d projected from the moment he arrived to live with their next-door
            neighbor when Skylar was fifteen.
         

         
         Elton and Skylar both lived in Boston now, but they’d lived most of their lives in Cumberland, Rhode Island. The summer she
            earned her learner’s permit, the elderly Irishwoman who lived beside their two-story colonial had knocked on their door to
            introduce her grandson, Madden, who’d come all the way from Belfast to visit her in Cumberland for the summer.
         

         
         For some reason, he’d never actually left Rhode Island.

         
         Or her heart—which he’d owned since the moment his guarded eyes met hers.

         
         “Um.” She ordered the fluttering in her chest to cease its torture. “Are you going to explain why we’re randomly playing ball
            with a pro hockey team?”
         

         
         “If you insist.” Elton sighed. “Couple weeks back, I took Bubba to the dog park.” Bubba was her brother’s beloved bichon frise, which he’d inherited from an ex-girlfriend who’d realized after adopting Bubba that she was allergic to dogs—and Elton, too. “While I was at the dog run, I met this girl.” 

         
         “I had a feeling this is where our story would begin,” Skylar inserted dryly.

         
         “Things were going well—or so I thought. She gave me her number. Then four hockey players showed up and started hassling me
            about it. Fine, whatever. She’s taken. I get it.” Elton rolled to a stop at a red light, glanced back at Skylar over his shoulder.
            “Then they start talking shit about baseball.”
         

         
         Skylar turned to stone. “Excuse me?”

         
         “They said it’s boring. Easy. Not a real sport. Background noise for a nap.”

         
         She opened her mouth, but the outrage prevented actual words from coming out.

         
         “I know,” her brother said, regardless. “Naturally, I challenged them to a game.”

         
         “Who else is coming?”

         
         “Few of our old teammates from Brown, plus a couple of guys I met at spring training last week in Florida.” Elton and Madden
            had both played baseball for Brown and were now preparing to enter the minor leagues in May. “They were driving distance and
            pissed off enough by my story to give up their Saturday.”
         

         
         “I haven’t thrown a baseball in a few months. Only a softball.” Skylar stretched her fingers in her lap. “Not since the last
            time we were home.”
         

         
         “That’s why we’re getting to the field early. So you can warm up that arm.” Elton chuckled. “I can’t wait to see their faces
            when you throw your first pitch.”
         

         
         Madden made a sound of agreement that sent a wave of warmth through her chest.

         
         “Speaking of going home . . .” She strove to sound casual. “Madden, you’re coming to Rhode Island for spring break, right?”

         
         He turned his head just enough to send her a sidelong glance. “You think I’d miss the Page Stakes?”

         
         “No.” She laughed breathlessly. “Of course not.”

         
         She ignored her brother’s watchful gaze in the rearview, schooling her features and quickly tightening her ponytail. On the
            inside, though, was another story.
         

         
         A full week with Madden.

         
         Anticipation sparked in her wrists, her fingertips.

         
         Maybe Madden would finally start looking at Skylar and see more than Elton’s tomboy younger sister? Please, universe? After
            all, she was now a senior at Boston University and dude, she cleaned up nice. Pretty nice.
         

         
         Decent, at the very least.

         
         There had been times over the past six years when she’d thought maybe, just maybe, Madden was looking at her as if he found
            her attractive, but she usually just had ketchup on her face. The annual Page Stakes might be the perfect opportunity to show
            her brother’s best friend that she’d become a capable woman, not the nosy tagalong from days of yore. Maybe she could even
            convince him to be her teammate at the yearly competition?
         

         
         “So . . .” Skylar slid her hand into her glove, crushing the worn leather with the opposite hand. “Speaking of the Page Stakes,
            have the teams been locked in?”
         

         
         “Uh, are you fully awake yet, Sky? The teams are always set in stone. Otherwise, how would Team Foul Balls be defending champs?”
            Elton and Madden exchanged a quick fist bump over the console. “Mom and Dad pair up. You and Eve round out the teams,” Elton
            continued, referencing Skylar’s best friend who still resided in their hometown. “That’s how it has always been. Don’t fuck
            with tradition.”
         

         
         “Wouldn’t it be fun to shake things up, though?”

         
         “No,” Elton replied without missing a beat. “Stay in your lane.”

         
         Skylar sniffed. “I’m going to throw the game this morning just to spite you.”

         
         “Sure.” Her brother’s skepticism was on full display in the rearview. “When you meet these assholes, you’ll want to beat them
            as much as I do.”
         

         
         For once, Elton was right.

         
         The trio arrived at the Langone Park ball field on Boston’s North End fifteen minutes later. Skylar must have subconsciously
            assumed she was being pranked by Elton—and it would be far from the first time—so she was a little stunned to find an assembly
            of giants awaiting them in the overcast distance.
         

         
         “Holy shit,” she murmured, slowly climbing out of the car, hand in glove. “Those are the actual Bearcats, aren’t they? You
            weren’t lying.”
         

         
         Elton barked a laugh. “You think I could come up with a lie that creative?”

         
         “No, you’re right. You’re not that smart.”

         
         Madden, clearly amused, tucked his tongue into his cheek and looked down. “The Page Stakes are going to be extra interesting
            this year.”
         

         
         This was her opening. “Come on, Mad. Abandon ship while you still can and join Team Skylar. I’ve been fine-tuning my talent
            show performance—”
         

         
         Elton elbowed her in the side, knocking her off-balance. “Quit poaching my teammate.”

         
         “Offer’s on the table, big guy,” she whispered, patting Madden on the shoulder. Forcing herself not to squeeze or run her
            palm down the hills and valleys of his triceps. Had he been working out extra hard lately?
         

         
         Madden laughed in that low, chugging way of his, then joined Elton picking his way across the ball field. As they walked, car doors began slamming in the parking lot and soon enough, they were flanked on all sides by various baseball players carrying bats, some of whom Skylar recognized from her brother’s former squad at Brown. Others were unfamiliar. The ones she’d never met perused her curiously, as if wondering what the hell a girl was doing at this national summit of penis power. 

         
         She hid an eye roll.

         
         Her pitching would speak for itself. It always did.

         
         Usually.

         
         The scouts from Brown passed on you, didn’t they?

         
         Much to her parents’—die-hard Brown alums—everlasting disappointment.

         
         Skylar cleared her throat of discomfort and notched her chin higher, a conversation taking place among the hockey players
            reaching her ears, carried on the morning air.
         

         
         “You should have seen this girl I brought home last night. Legs up to her fucking eyeballs,” said one of them to the group.
            A mountainous redhead in a wrinkled shirt and the cockiest posture to ever exist. Chest puffed, chin up. A standing manspread.
            “I had to peel her off me this morning so I wouldn’t be late and she’s already blowing up my phone.”
         

         
         “You going to call her later?”

         
         “Only if she brings a friend next time. I like a little variety.”

         
         The ensuing laughter soured Skylar’s stomach. Then and there, she decided to pitch as though life itself was hanging in the
            balance. A hockey player with a shaved head scoffed, shoving the offensive jackass and, along with the group, they simultaneously
            realized their opponents had arrived. The handful of Bearcats went from playful to intimidating in the blink of an eye, bristled
            jaws flexing, arms crossing over their huge pro athlete chests.
         

         
         The one who’d been bragging about his exploits didn’t even have the grace to look embarrassed over being caught talking about women like they were trading cards, though he visibly jolted upon realizing a lady was among them, his copper head ticking to one side, an interested gaze narrowing in on Skylar, a shaft of sunlight briefly highlighting the green moss hodgepodge of his eyes. 

         
         Fuck you, she mouthed at him.
         

         
         A smile spread across his bearded face.

         
         Oh. She couldn’t wait to strike this guy out.
         

         
         This one’s for the girls.

         
         
      

      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         Target acquired.

         
         The drop-dead gorgeous brunette was looking at him as though she’d like to vivisect him with a spoon, but, wow, that disdain
            only made her huge brown eyes sparkle. God, they were remarkable. Rich and deep, complementing the ponytail that blew in the
            wind. Hints of sunlight from the overcast sky washed over her fresh face and she had the look of someone who’d just woken
            up. Kind of messy and cranky.
         

         
         Apparently, he found that combination . . . fucking adorable.

         
         The rich quality of her skin appeared sunbaked, possibly from playing an outdoor sport. She wasn’t short by any means, in
            fact she was probably bordering on five foot nine, but positioned as she was in a sea of big, ugly baseball players, she was
            a princess that needed to be rescued.
         

         
         Robbie Corrigan was just the man for the job.

         
         “We win, you show up to our next home game in our jerseys,” his Bearcats teammate, best friend, and roommate Mailer was saying.

         
         “And when you lose?” Elton the Dipshit scoffed.
         

         
         Robbie struggled to tear his attention away from the bristling brunette. Honestly, he could have gone on cataloging her attributes all damn day, but his hatred for baseball had brought the entire Bearcats squad to this park on a Saturday morning to settle some beef. Standing there in a stupor over a girl wasn’t going to cut the mustard. Beef. Mustard. Can’t believe I skipped breakfast. “How about this?” Robbie barked. “Your prize is you don’t get your asses kicked.” He looked past Elton to the group standing
            at his back. “Obviously, the lady would not be included in an ass kicking of any kind.”
         

         
         The girl in question didn’t even take a beat. “Aw shucks, that’s so sweet.” She wrinkled her freckled nose. “But I think I’ll
            stick around and give you the junk punch you so clearly deserve.”
         

         
         Amusement flared in Robbie’s chest. “Fair enough.”

         
         She smiled at him without her eyes losing an ounce of their malice—impressive—all while grinding her fist into her glove.

         
         This bloodthirsty baseball chick was not his type. At least, he didn’t think so. It had been a long time since he’d had to
            try with women. Or bother with anyone who wanted more than a good time. And they fell into his lap these days. They had in college,
            too. Instant popularity with the opposite sex was the second-best thing about being a hockey player. The first best part was
            playing hockey, obviously.
         

         
         On their nights off, he and Mailer went to the club, booked the VIP section, and no other effort was required. Pulling this
            girl, whose first words to him had been “fuck you,” would probably require a great deal of effort. It might even be impossible.
         

         
         Why the hell couldn’t he stop staring at her?

         
         Mailer elbowed Robbie in the ribs, pointing to a figure approaching the baseball field from the direction of the dog park.
            Was that Chloe? Sig Gauthier’s future stepsister?
         

         
         Yeah, it was. An English bulldog trotted behind her on a leash, looking half asleep.

         
         “Hey, Elton,” Chloe shouted, sounding decidedly pissed.
         

         
         “Chloe!” every hockey player in attendance said in unison. After all, the girl was a ray of sunshine. It was impossible not to like her. She cheered for the Bearcats on the sideline like democracy was at stake, slandering the referee with an unexpectedly colorful vocabulary every chance she got. Mad respect. Everyone knew she and Sig were together, even if they refused to admit it publicly. Despite that, Robbie and Mailer flirted with Chloe as often as possible, hoping to force Sig into owning up to the relationship, but Sig hadn’t pulled that trigger quite yet. 

         
         Now, collectively, the Bearcats surged toward Chloe to welcome her, as well as bring her into the fold of hockey players where
            she was safe from baseball cooties.
         

         
         She whipped up a hand to stop them, her ire directed squarely at Elton.

         
         “Uh-oh,” Mailer muttered, frowning. “Hold up a second, what is Chloe doing here?”

         
         “That’s what I would like to know,” Chloe said through her teeth.

         
         “I invited her,” Elton answered Mailer with a smug grin. “She’s here to cheer us on.”

         
         “Excuse me?” Chloe sputtered, sounding like her vocal cords were being suppressed.

         
         “Excuse her?” Robbie echoed, intending to hold down the fort until Sig arrived to provide backup for Chloe—which he would.
            It was only a matter of time before—
         

         
         And yup.

         
         There was Sig. Coming in hot from the parking lot, visibly ready to blow.

         
         Chloe, unaware that Sig had arrived, was turning pink. “Did you invite me here under the false pretense of a doggy date, just
            so you could piss off my friends?”
         

         
         “I don’t know, did I?” Elton winked at the Bearcats. “And did it work?”

         
         Were they evolved enough not to take that bait?

         
         No. No, they were not.

         
         Hockey players converged on baseball players, everyone arguing at the tops of their lungs. Gloves were thrown down into the dirt. Off to the right, there was a heavy sigh and the rustle of chain-link, Burgess inserting himself in the middle of the fray with an air of exasperated patience. “Just a reminder that we’re all adults here,” said Sir Savage, the legendary Bearcats captain and reigning hero of the planet. “Let’s take a second to locate our maturity.” 

         
         “Some of us never had any to begin with,” Elton drawled, taking a step closer to Chloe. “Obviously she figured that out and
            made a better choice.”
         

         
         Sig loomed behind Chloe, fury causing him to vibrate. “Get any closer to her and I will use your kneecaps for batting practice.”

         
         Some people had the ability to predict the weather by looking at the sky. Or determine the direction of the wind by holding
            up a blade of grass. Robbie Corrigan could smell a brawl coming a mile away—and the air was beginning to get ripe for flying
            fists.
         

         
         Without any conscious thought, he found himself edging toward the brunette.

         
         Because God help everyone if her beautiful face caught one of those fists. He’d even let her punch him in the junk if it meant
            she stayed out of the fray. It would hurt, but he’d recover. Eventually.
         

         
         As slyly as possible, Robbie reached through an opening among the group of baseball players and nudged Brown Eyes. “Psst.”
            He jerked his chin in the opposite direction of the brewing altercation. “Come on. Let’s go.”
         

         
         What? she mouthed, incredulous.
         

         
         “Move. Before you get hurt,” he whispered.

         
         “I’ll hurt you,” she whispered back, furiously.
         

         
         From five yards away, she’d been interesting to look at. Obviously pretty.

         
         Up close?

         
         Her scowl made him wonder how much a bouquet of long stem roses cost.

         
         “You wore Crocs to play baseball?” murmured the brunette while looking down at Robbie’s feet. “Are you serious?”

         
         “When I want to play a real sport, sweetheart, I put on skates.”

         
         “I could do a lot of interesting things with a blade right about now.”

         
         “You’re kind of violent, aren’t you?”

         
         She gave him another one of those evil smiles in response.

         
         By insulting baseball, he’d probably just ruined his chances of taking this girl out, but he never backed down from a challenge.
            Hence this Saturday morning face-off that literally no one asked for.
         

         
         “I wasn’t going to play,” Sig was saying in the middle of removing his jacket, which only meant one thing to Robbie. It was
            time to kick someone’s ass. “But the possibility of hitting you with a line drive between the eyes is too tempting.”
         

         
         Elton scoffed. “My sister, Skylar, is pitching and she’s D1 all-American. You’re welcome to try.”

         
         Sister.

         
         Skylar.

         
         She was the sister of Elton? The jackass Robbie had been feuding with?
         

         
         They didn’t even appear to be related.

         
         But clearly, they were, in some form or fashion.

         
         Excellent.

         
         His shot with Skylar was basically nonexistent now.

         
         But as he watched the blush spread along her cheekbones, the way she ducked her head, as if shy about her brother’s open admiration,
            Robbie decided he was still going to try like hell. A Division 1 all-American pitcher who made fun of his shoes and implied
            she’d like to stab him with a hockey skate?
         

         
         Hot. That was fucking hot.

         
         Even hotter? When she stomped her way through the baseball players to reach her brother, slapping him in the chest with her
            glove. Hard. “Idiot. Can’t believe you pulled something like that,” she hissed, referring to the glaring reality that he’d
            brought Chloe to the field just to piss off the Bearcats.
         

         
         Skylar hit Elton once more—Robbie almost swooned—before heading for the pitching mound and calling over her shoulder, “I’m
            telling Mom.”
         

         
         Elton trailed after her. “You better not.”

         
         
      

      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         If only Redbeard would stop grinning at Skylar, she could enjoy pitching into the steady glove that belonged to Madden, the
            man of her dreams. Taking out the hockey player’s teeth with a line drive would be effective, too, but violence would probably
            only give the Bearcats what they wanted. Brawling was likely their comfort zone.
         

         
         So, she’d pitch.

         
         That’s what Skylar did. That’s where she found her answers, her solace. By mentally running through a list of strategies,
            based on an abundance of factors, mainly the hitter’s preferences and strengths. Had they swung at her last fastball? Were
            they desperate for a hit after striking out during their first three at bats? The mechanics of her windup were like a needle
            falling perfectly into the groove of a record; her pitch was the music. Her form never changed. She had it down to a science.
            There were no unknowns or last-second changes.
         

         
         Sure, this morning, she was pitching a baseball, which meant a different windup, an overhand throw, but she knew baseball
            almost as well as she knew softball. After all, she’d grown up playing with the boys, and later, at age twelve, when her long-divorced
            mother had met her recently single soon-to-be stepfather at a youth baseball tournament, she’d learned to play ball with her
            new fourteen-year-old brother. And down the road, Madden.
         

         
         Athletics were what had bonded her newly combined family. They never stopped moving, training, trying out for the best travel teams. Performing, competing, winning. 

         
         That’s what she did. That’s how she belonged.

         
         Lean forward. A practiced intake of breath.

         
         Straighten. Judge the distance, the position of the hitter.

         
         Another breath.

         
         A twist of her foot on the mound.

         
         Knee up, arm back, ball into the strike zone.

         
         Sound filtered in from both dugouts. Elton’s friends—at least, the ones who didn’t know her prior to this morning—were slack-jawed.
            The Bearcats punched one another in the shoulders, shouting variations of “oh shit.” Madden nodded at her in approval, stood,
            and threw back the practice pitch. Skylar tried not to be obvious about savoring the vibration down her arm, but it had been
            a while since she’d received a throw from Mad.
         

         
         It hit different, okay?

         
         “Has anyone here ever played this godforsaken sport?” shouted one of the hockey giants to the rest of his scruffy teammates,
            who all definitely looked like they’d rather be on the couch scratching their unmentionables. “All right, one of you lead
            off. The other goes second. Just get on base and I’ll bat you in.”
         

         
         “Gauthier with the baseball lingo,” someone said. “I think I just sprouted wood.”

         
         “Really? Because I fucking lost mine.”

         
         Redbeard’s grin finally, rapidly, dropped and he socked the guy who’d lost his boner in the shoulder. “There’s a lady present,
            jackass.”
         

         
         “Sorry, Chloe,” yawned his friend.

         
         “What? Nah, Chloe is used to our bullshit.” She could feel Redbeard staring at her from the assemblage of hockey dudes. “I
            was talking about the pitcher. She’s feeling me.”
         

         
         A jolt of surprise ran from Skylar’s shoulder down to her fingertips.

         
         He was . . . talking about her?
         

         
         She’d been the target of myriad intimidation strategies, but this one took the cake.

         
         Skylar resented being taken out of her pitching zone, but this shithead needed to be put in his place. “No, I’m not,” she
            called sweetly.
         

         
         Redbeard went back to smiling. “You will be.”

         
         “Only if I have to check for a pulse after the game,” Skylar said, doing her best to sound bored. “Because we’re about to
            murder you.”
         

         
         “Trust me, I’ve got a pulse, sweetie. You’re making it race.”

         
         Heat scaled the sides of her face, forcing Skylar to yank down the brim of her cap to hide her complexion. If her brother
            caught her blushing, the absolute roasting he’d deliver after the game would be the stuff of legends. It wasn’t that she found the hockey dickhead attractive or anything,
            she’d just never had someone show her this kind of blatant interest.
         

         
         Or any interest at all, to be honest.

         
         Her resting bitch face probably wasn’t encouraging anyone, either.
         

         
         Still, this guy’s overtures were all to get in her head. Don’t fall for it.

         
         “Are you just trying to psych me out?” she asked. “You are, aren’t you?”

         
         “Holy shit.” Redbeard frowned. “It’s almost like . . . she doesn’t know she’s hot.”

         
         A teammate slapped him on the shoulder, though he barely flinched at the assault. “You better marry her before she finds out
            she could do way better.”
         

         
         “I know, right?” Then to her, “Can’t wait to tell the grandkids how we met, Skylar.”

         
         “Hey.” Elton strode past her toward first base. “Stop talking to my sister.”

         
         Redbeard’s head dropped back on a loud groan. “Why does every attractive woman have to be somebody’s sister?”

         
         What exactly did that mean?
         

         
         Skylar shook herself, refusing to spare this man another thought. She had a batter to strike out—and her first victim went
            down easy. It wasn’t polite to revel in another player’s walk of shame back to the dugout, so she settled for trading a smirk
            with Madden.
         

         
         The second batter managed to get on base, but only because a teammate advised him to bunt. That Bearcat, the third to approach
            home plate, confused Skylar, just a touch, because while he appeared to be incredibly cocky, he also gave her the almighty
            chin dip of respect. Interesting. Actually, she recognized this one from television. Sig Gauthier, right? Yeah. Cool. It wasn’t
            every morning she got to strike out a celebrity.
         

         
         Her first pitch found its target.

         
         Unlike the last guy, however, this one adjusted his stance, dropped his elbow slightly, clearly having studied her first throw.
            You want a piece of me, hockey boy?

         
         Skylar toggled the ball behind her back, preparing to throw a curve, took a breath, and went through motions that were second
            nature, pitched—
         

         
         And he actually caught a piece of it.

         
         Everyone looked up as the ball sailed into the right outfield and Sig took off.

         
         But as Sig was rounding first base, all hell broke loose.

         
         The English bulldog accompanying the blonde named Chloe streaked like a rotund comet across the diamond, his pretty owner hot on his heels, crying out the name Pierre. As if that wasn’t odd enough, Sig abandoned his run for second base and sprinted after them, all the way into the outfield,
            the trio disappearing into the tree line and leaving everyone in attendance speechless.
         

         
         Almost everyone, anyway.

         
         Redbeard probably couldn’t even pronounce the word “silence.”

         
         “I’ll pick up where he left off,” he shouted, swaggering to home plate and picking up the discarded bat, tapping it against
            the white diamond, before settling it on his oxlike shoulder. “Next batter, right?”
         

         
         “Doesn’t anyone want to go check on them?” Skylar asked.

         
         Redbeard glanced back at his dugout for a consensus, getting a handful of shrugs and headshakes in return. “Nah.” He gave
            a practice swing. “If Sig can’t handle that problem, none of us can.”
         

         
         As a fellow athlete, she appreciated teammates knowing one another so well, but she didn’t allow that to show on her face.
            “Fine.” She started to drop into her stance. “I’ll happily demoralize you.”
         

         
         Some appreciative ohhhhhs carried over from the baseball player dugout.
         

         
         “Yeah. About that.” Redbeard lowered the bat and straightened, taking Skylar out of her rhythm—which he seemed to realize.
            Had he been watching her so closely? “I was thinking, Rocket. Why don’t you and I place a little side bet?”
         

         
         “No.”

         
         “At least hear me out,” he said, chuckling.

         
         “I’ve heard more than enough from you.”

         
         “I’m better one-on-one.” He winked. “Happy to prove it.”

         
         “Earlier, it sounded like you prefer one on two.”
         

         
         Another chorus of ohhhhhs from his teammates.
         

         
         He inclined his head, eyes twinkling, yet verging on regretful. “Touché.”

         
         “Take his head off already, Sky,” complained Elton.

         
         Redbeard was undeterred. “Permission to approach the mound, Your Honor.”

         
         Skylar came very close to launching a pitch into the man’s eye socket. This whole situation was infuriating, right down to
            the sexism and entitlement. Could she handle herself? Yes. That didn’t mean she should be required to. Odds were, he wouldn’t
            be giving this same flirtatious treatment to a male pitcher, would he? Singling him out in front of everyone for his own amusement?
         

         
         If it wasn’t for Madden standing up and slowly removing his catcher’s mask, appearing on the verge of decking Redbeard, she
            would have whittled the hockey player down to size in front of both teams and gotten on with her day. But her pulse started
            to race with reckless joy at the possibility that Madden was jealous. Over her.
         

         
         Could he be? Like, actually, actually?
         

         
         Hope almost caused her to float.

         
         Was giving this insufferable hockey player the time of day worth getting Madden’s attention? After years of pining in silence?

         
         Bet your butt.

         
         “Permission granted to approach the mound,” she blurted, finding her voice.

         
         “What?” Elton sputtered behind her. “Skylar, I have an appointment at the groomer’s this afternoon. Don’t drag this out.”
         

         
         “For you or the dog?” she hissed back at her brother.

         
         “Very funny.”

         
         “Give me one second!”

         
         When she turned back around, Redbeard was standing directly in front of her, his shaggy hair waving in the wind, that mouth in a lopsided smile. Tall and thick as one of the trees she used to climb in her backyard during the summer. And all right, fine, he was . . . handsome. Very handsome. In a shit-eating, takes-nothing-seriously jock kind of way. 

         
         Not even close to her type. Light-years away.

         
         But when she leaned casually to one side and found Madden glaring at them, a new game plan started to take shape. Instead
            of waiting for Madden to notice her, maybe she’d give him a tiny nudge, even if allowing this douche to get away with his
            antics was irritating, to say the least.
         

         
         “What is the side bet?” Skylar tilted her head back to meet his eyes—a rarity for her at five nine, but this guy had to be
            over six foot four. “Be quick.”
         

         
         “Nice to meet you, too. I’m Robbie.”

         
         “I didn’t say it was nice to meet you,” she scoffed. “Name the terms.”

         
         Robbie, apparently, narrowed his gaze, giving the briefest of looks back over his shoulder. “Why are you suddenly humoring
            me?”
         

         
         “Maybe I like to gamble.”

         
         His eyes tracked down to where the ball was fisted in her grip. Stayed there a beat. When he met her gaze again, he was a
            hint more serious than before, giving her a glimpse of what he might be like in a hockey game. Focused, driven, competitive.
            “You’ve got a whole operation going on here and you don’t like anything or anyone getting in the way of it. Definitely not
            the gambling type.”
         

         
         “Good baseball players can’t be gamblers? Ever heard of Pete Rose?”

         
         An appreciative spark lit his moss-green eyes. “Fair point.” He studied her for a beat longer, before shifting to the opposite
            foot. “If I make it on base, you let me take you out for coffee after the game.”
         

         
         Skylar pretended to choke. “After what I heard you say about last night’s date? No way. I’m not interested in being your next one-night stand.” Insecurity got the better of her within a split second. “Not that . . . you’d want that. With me. I wasn’t implying you were interested like that.” He looks so confused. Shut up. “Anyway, I don’t even drink coffee, I drink orange juice.”
         

         
         “Okay, Tom Brady,” he said slowly. “I’m sure we can manage to track down some OJ. Are you saying yes to the bet?”

         
         She was already regretting this. Why not stick to the original plan and wait for that magical future moment when Madden eventually
            saw what was right in front of him?
         

         
         So what if it took another decade?

         
         A sad trombone slide came from the direction of the parking lot.

         
         Or possibly her mind.

         
         Face the facts, Skylar. Her plucky tagalong role wasn’t working.
         

         
         And yearning this hard, this long? It hurt.

         
         Perhaps she could make the bet. But still win and avoid the date.

         
         That alone could be enough to nudge Madden.

         
         “Fine.” She coughed into her wrist. “Whatever. You’re on.”

         
         A few seconds ticked by, his eyebrows steadily drawing together. “Are you only agreeing to this bet because you think I don’t
            have a snowball’s chance in hell of getting on base?”
         

         
         She shrugged. “Maybe.”

         
         With a wink, he walked backward a few steps, before turning and jogging the remaining distance to the batter’s box, picking
            up the bat again. “Gentlemen, please serve as witnesses,” boomed his obnoxiously deep voice. “If I make it on base, me and
            the pitcher have a coffee and orange juice date at a TBD location.”
         

         
         Madden spat, yanked his face mask back into place, and dropped to his haunches.

         
         She wasn’t imagining this, right? Mad was jealous over her.

         
         “I’m not worried,” Elton drawled. “She won’t let you make it on base.”

         
         No. She wouldn’t. She had far too much pride for that.

         
         But Redbeard had done her a favor by being so publicly annoying. He’d declared her datable to anyone who would listen—including
            Madden—and maybe, just maybe, gotten her brother’s best friend to see her in a different light.
         

         
         No one expected Robbie to lean into her next fastball.

         
         Which, she realized afterward, was a huge miscalculation on her part.

         
         Of course, this hockey bruiser didn’t mind a fastball to the shoulder.

         
         In fact, he seemed to enjoy having his strength tested.

         
         “Nope.” Elton threw down his glove and strode toward the batter. “That was fucking cheap. You are not taking out my sister.”

         
         Robbie ran his tongue along the inside of his bottom lip, smiled. “The terms were clear, man.” His attention ticked to Skylar.
            “Pulp or no pulp, Rocket?”
         

         
         Elton landed the first punch.

         
         Robbie’s head whipped back, but he stood his ground.

         
         And socked her brother square in the nose, staggering him back several yards.

         
         Everyone converged at once, fists flying.

         
         Including Skylar. No one punched her brother, except for her.

         
         Before she could enter the ruckus, Robbie ducked his way out of the brawl with a supreme air of nonchalance, as if he hadn’t
            been the one to instigate it. He bent his knees, tossed her into a fireman’s hold over his shoulder, ignoring the way she
            pounded on his concrete-reinforced back, trying to free herself so she could get a piece of at least one Bearcat. “Put me
            down,” she shouted through her teeth.
         

         
         “Let me save you,” he called up to her, making an oof sound when she punched him in the butt. “If someone accidentally hit you, this would go from a friendly Saturday morning brawl to an emergency room visit for a lot of baseball players.” 

         
         “You started it!”

         
         “Your brother threw the first punch.”

         
         “You deserved it.”

         
         “Maybe so, Rocket, but let’s focus on what’s important.”

         
         “Like what?”

         
         “Look where I’m standing.”

         
         Skylar twisted around to judge their location.

         
         His feet were planted firmly on first base.

         
         He’d won the bet.

         
         She sagged in defeat.

         
         
      

      
      
      
         
            Chapter Four

         
         Robbie turned to Skylar from where he stood at the counter of Café Lil Italy, totally unconcerned about the ugly, blue-black
            swell forming around his right eye. “You never told me, Rocket. Pulp or no pulp?”
         

         
         “No pulp,” Skylar responded, thoroughly dazed.

         
         “Do you want anything to eat?”

         
         “No.” She swung her backpack around to the front, fingers poised to unzip the front pocket. “I have money.”

         
         He ignored that. Obviously. Was probably one of those guys who frequently shrugged and said, What can I say? I’m traditional.

         
         How. How did she get here?

         
         “I got it. You want to grab us a table?” With a wry smile playing around his lips, Robbie sent a nod toward the street. “Since
            we’re on the clock and all.”
         

         
         Skylar turned, walked stiffly toward the only open table, which happened to be the farthest one from the front of the shop,
            taking off her backpack and plopping into the wooden chair. God, she did not have time for this. Now she would never get a
            head start on packing for Rhode Island or get the cracked screen fixed on her phone. No meal prepping would be done. This
            guy had her in the weeds.
         

         
         Skylar should have continued pitching her game, no detours, no harebrained impulses. She never should have let him approach the mound. Look where that rare impulsivity had gotten her. Drinking orange juice with a chauvinist hockey player while her brother waited outside in the car like some deranged chaperone, icing his own nose and eye bruises, inflicted on him by her date. Just a typical Saturday. 

         
         More interestingly, Madden sat in the passenger seat, and he hadn’t spoken on the short drive to the coffee shop. Not a totally
            remarkable event, since he was a man of few words, but Skylar couldn’t help but wish she could read his mind.
         

         
         How did he feel about her being on this date?

         
         As someone who’d usually felt like an outsider in her blended family, Skylar had always related to Madden, even considering
            him a kindred spirit of sorts, since he’d learned how to live in a new place with different traditions—coming from Ireland
            to Cumberland—just like Skylar had done at age twelve when her mother married Doug. Madden had become even more of an outsider
            midway through high school when his kidney disease progressed and he’d gone on dialysis, before eventually receiving a kidney
            from an anonymous donor, something she’d always sensed he had a hard time coming to terms with. Not knowing.
         

         
         She wanted so badly to be close enough with Madden to finally ask him about that part of his life, but they’d never made the
            transition from friends to confidants.
         

         
         Today, however, possibilities existed where none had before. The bubble of hope expanded just in time for Robbie to set down
            a coffee mug of orange juice in front of her and fall into the opposite chair, halfway through unwrapping what looked like
            a bacon, egg, and cheese on a bagel. And it didn’t go unnoticed by Skylar that he slipped a second one into the pocket of
            his black Bearcats fleece for later. “Do you mind if I eat?”
         

         
         “Be my guest.”

         
         “Thanks.” A third of the breakfast sandwich was gone in one bite. “So, tell me about yourself.”

         
         Original. “No thanks.”

         
         “Besides pitch like a Hall of Famer, what are you into?”

         
         “Cannibalism.”

         
         Robbie chuckled into his second robust bite, leaned back into a sprawl, and studied her while he chewed. “Are you mean to
            everyone or just me?”
         

         
         Skylar crossed her arms and propped them on the table. “Are you surprised I’m a little standoffish after you made a joke out
            of me in front of everyone, then punched my brother in the face?” She exhaled toward the ceiling. “You better hope Elton’s
            black eye is gone before we visit my parents next week or Mother is going to be pissed. She taught me everything I know about
            cannibalism. You’re big. You could feed us for a month.”
         

         
         “See, now I can’t tell if you’re joking or not.”

         
         “I’m not,” she deadpanned.

         
         “I see.” He tossed the remainder of the sandwich into his mouth, chewing briefly and swallowing the bite in an audible gulp.
            Briefly, very briefly, her attention was drawn to the network of throat muscles that strained inside the raised collar of his fleece. Nice,
            but she wasn’t interested. “How did I make a joke out of you?”
         

         
         Skylar blinked at him. “Are you serious?”

         
         “Yes.” How galling that he appeared authentically puzzled. “I thought I was doing the opposite.”

         
         “How?”

         
         “I don’t know. By hyping you up.”

         
         It took every ounce of her maturity not to mimic that dopey statement in his distinctive baritone. “I don’t need to be hyped up, you presumptuous dickwad. My arm does that for me.” She drummed the fingers of her right hand in the crook of her left elbow. “I was there to pitch. I should have been treated like any other pitcher. Did you stop to think how uncomfortable it would be for a woman to be in the company of two dozen guys while being objectified so openly like that?” 

         
         Was it satisfying to watch her explanation sink in? Yes. It was.

         
         Unfortunately, the way his skin drained of color, his eyes closing briefly, as if silently berating himself, was annoyingly . . .
            endearing? Perhaps that wasn’t the right word, but it was becoming steadily obvious that he hadn’t intended to embarrass her. Or make her uncomfortable. Not that he got a free pass. He didn’t. “Wow. I’m sorry.” He balled up the foil
            in which his sandwich had come wrapped, bouncing it off his own forehead. “I didn’t think of it that way.”
         

         
         “Whatever.” She uncrossed her arms, scooped up her mug of orange juice, and took a hearty gulp. “I already hated your guts
            by that point, anyway.”
         

         
         “Because you overheard what I said when you arrived at the field?” He dropped his head back on a groan. “I knew it.”

         
         “Why else would I have mouthed the words ‘fuck you’ before introductions were made?”

         
         “I don’t know, I just figured you hate redheads.”

         
         “I do. But only when they’re named Robbie.”

         
         “Very specific of you.”

         
         “It’s who I am.”

         
         “Tell me more about who you are.” When Skylar only rolled her eyes at him and pretended to stab herself in the neck with an
            invisible knife, Robbie swiped a hand through his mess of windblown hair, a tattoo peeking out from the sleeve of his fleece,
            which appeared to be the outline of an island. “All right, I can see I’m starting from a deficit with you. The first period
            hasn’t even started yet and I’m losing by five.”
         

         
         “Eight.”

         
         “Cool. Cool.” He spread his hands. “I like women. Women like me. Usually. I’m not going to apologize for that, but . . . the shit I was saying when you arrived at the field . . . I guess it sounds a lot worse in hindsight.” 

         
         Skylar was getting tired of scolding him like a cranky school principal. “I’m not here to lecture you about your treatment
            of women.” She gave him a bright smile. “You’re going to learn your lesson all on your own someday and that’s good enough
            for me.”
         

         
         Robbie shivered. “You’re kind of dark, Rocket, you know that?”

         
         “Pretty standard for a cannibal.”

         
         He huffed a laugh, shook his head. “Damn. I would give my left—”

         
         “Slow down. Think about your words.”

         
         “Arm. I was going to say arm. I would give it up to rewind this morning and start over.” Gingerly, he touched his damaged eye.
            “It still would have ended in a brawl, but maybe if I had done things differently, you’d be giving me a legitimate shot right
            now.”
         

         
         “Probably not.”

         
         “Why?” He seemed genuinely curious. “Just because I punched your brother?”

         
         An amused sound snuck out against her will. “You know, that usually does put a damper on a courtship, but no.”

         
         Skylar opened her mouth to continue and somehow, unbelievably, her deepest, longest kept secret almost came flying out. Why? Why to this guy, especially? Maybe because her nonrelationship with Madden had been at the forefront of her mind all morning? Or because
            this conversation felt weirdly personal and reflective even though she’d only met this man a few hours ago?
         

         
         More astute than she’d given him credit for, Robbie leaned in. “What were you going to say?”

         
         “Literally nothing.”

         
         “It was something.”
         

         
         “I was going to ask you about hockey, so you could start talking about it and I could just zone out.”

         
         “Oh, come on. Have you ever been to a game?”

         
         “No,” she said robotically. “Tell me everything. I’m riveted—”

         
         A chime coming from Skylar’s phone interrupted her.

         
         She assumed that was her brother checking in, but when she dug her phone out of the front pocket of her backpack, there was
            a text from Eve, instead.
         

         
         
            
               
                  Bad news, babe. Two of my bartenders quit to follow their Bitcoin dreams and I’m going to be covering their shifts all next
                     week. Big crowds for spring break. As much as it pains me to break tradition, I don’t think I can be your teammate this year
                     for the Page Stakes. I’m so sorry. I miss you madly. X
                  

               

            

         
         “Crap,” Skylar breathed. Having so many of her plans obliterated in the space of a few hours had rendered her off-balance.
            Ignoring the observant way Robbie watched her, she drained her orange juice, wishing for once that it contained some tequila.
         

         
         “What happened?”

         
         She plunked down her mug. “How much time is left on this date?”

         
         “Sixteen minutes.”

         
         “Oh Jesus. Fine.” She hastily tightened her ponytail. “My mother, Vivica, married Elton’s dad when I was twelve and they met at an elite baseball club tournament, where they were each the loudest parent in the stands—a title that is not easily won. Imagine the two most competitive, high-functioning people you know getting married. That’s them. They had their wedding reception at a rock climbing facility.” She took a bracing breath. “To commemorate the blending of our families, they hold this competition at our home in Rhode Island called the Page Stakes. It’s a series of races—swimming, climbing, and more. The winner takes home a trophy I made in seventh grade out of Popsicle sticks and a Pepsi can. It’s called the Page Cup.” She took a breath, surprised Robbie didn’t appear to be bewildered like most people were when she told them about the psychotic family event. “My parents are one team. I pair up with my best friend, Eve. Elton and Madden round out the teams.” 

         
         “Madden is . . .”

         
         Her voice softened against her will. “The catcher. From earlier.”

         
         Robbie’s face didn’t change, but disappointment lowered the wattage of his moss-green eyes. “I thought I noticed a little
            something there.”
         

         
         Skylar’s pulse started to accelerate, just having her secret this close to the surface. “A little something where?”

         
         “All right. Let’s see.” He scooted his chair closer, as if hunkering down for the nitty-gritty. “He’s not your man or he wouldn’t
            have let you come on this date, so . . .”
         

         
         “‘My man’? Could you, like, try and evolve a little, Redbeard?”

         
         “Sorry, but if you were my girlfriend, I’d be very not okay with some other guy buying you orange juice. I’d boycott oranges
            for the rest of my life.”
         

         
         “Believe me, this is a problem you’ll never have to worry about.”

         
         “Yeah, I can see that.” He hung his head for a moment, before meeting her gaze again, a little more of the spark gone. “Are
            you into him, or what?”
         

         
         On reflex, she glanced toward the street where Elton and Madden were idling at the curb with their hazard lights on. Thanks to the afternoon sun, she couldn’t discern their faces through the window, nor did she know if they could see this far into the restaurant, but Skylar couldn’t deny that the possibility of Madden watching her go on a date made her feel . . . visible and coveted. And she didn’t feel like that very often outside of sports. 

         
         Never, actually.

         
         “You are into him.” Robbie’s throat bobbed, his laugh lacking some of its earlier boom. “But you’re not with him.”
         

         
         “Yeah,” she said quietly, before she could stop herself. “Fine. You cracked the case.”

         
         
      

      
      
      
         
            Chapter Five

         
         Robbie tried like hell not to show the defeat currently lancing him in the gut.

         
         She loved this fucking catcher named Madden. He could tell. When she’d said his name earlier, it was the first time her brown
            eyes lost their spite. Speaking about him now was causing her to shift in her seat, fidget with the mug of orange juice. Robbie
            was a side character who’d walked into a love story already in progress.
         

         
         One girl wasn’t going to work out for him. One. So what?
         

         
         So she was gorgeous and funny and athletically talented and took no shit. So she made jokes about cannibalism without blinking
            and the weight of her had felt really goddamn good thrown over his shoulder. So she was competitive and seemed to value her
            family, even while poking fun at them.
         

         
         So what?

         
         The bacon, egg, and cheese bagel was now a ten-ton boulder sitting in his stomach.

         
         He should really get up and make a hasty exit, take the hard lesson she’d given him about his treatment of women and forget
            this ever happened. But he couldn’t quite bring himself to stand up and leave. Something about never seeing this person again
            was giving him a very distinct burn behind his Adam’s apple. Had that ever happened before?
         

         
         No.

         
         Plus, hey, he still had ten minutes on the clock. He couldn’t give her dickhead brother the satisfaction of ending the date early, right? 

         
         Mostly, though
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