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Chapter One

The smell of the lilac blossoms planted near the outfield wall drifted into the suite as I swallowed the last bite of salty hot dog. Their perfume was always my favorite sign that winter had thawed to spring, a sweet promise of a new beginning.

I chuckled at the irony. Both of us knew we sat here to end something.

Tanner’s serious gaze burned the side of my face as he cleared his throat. “I’ve met someone, Nina.”

I kept my feet propped on the railing in front of me as I turned my head to meet his stare. “I figured as much. I’m happy for you.” I smiled while he measured the sincerity of my reaction. I decided to fill the silence. “No, seriously. I really am happy for you. Tell me about her.”

“I … I … met her … um …”

I reached my hand across the metal armrest separating us. Taking his warm hand in mine, I reassured him without words.

His brow furrowed as he glanced down at our joined hands. His confused eyes returned to mine before he whispered, “Her name is Emily. I met her in New York on my last business trip. She’s amazing … and …”

“You can see yourself falling in love with her.”

“Yes.” His agreement was swift and absolute.

I squeezed his hand before releasing it. I turned my attention back to the baseball game that was still in warm-ups. “Then, by all means, I want you to have that.”

I could still feel his scrutiny burning holes in my cheek seconds later, so I turned back to him. He was looking at me like I was some puzzle that he couldn’t figure out.

“What?” I asked.

He blinked twice before answering. “It’s just not how I expected this conversation to go.”

I scoffed. “You expected me to rant and rave? Or, even worse, cry? Come on, Tanner. Just because we’ve been having amazing sex for the last six months doesn’t mean I’m going to sob myself to sleep tonight. You know me better than that.”

His head tilted to the side as he studied me. “I also know you well enough to know that you say the most outrageous thing that comes to your mind when you’re hiding your true emotions.”

“Oh? And what true emotions am I hiding now?”

His voice was barely audible. “That’s what I’m trying to figure out.”

“Sorry to disappoint, Sherlock. There’s nothing to figure out. Come on, Tanner, we had some great nights, but you’re looking for more. I respect that, but I’m not going to follow you down that road.”

He scowled. “You’re happy with the casual fuck?”

Why was that concept so hard to understand? “Yes.”

His next question belied the intimacy of our friendship. “Are you being honest right now?”

I stared into the outfield, unseeing. “I never lie to anyone other than myself.”

“That’s what I worry about,” he murmured as the PA announcer’s voice boomed from the loud speakers.

“Welcome to the sellout crowd here tonight to see your Denver Raptors take on the Memphis Redbirds.”

I looked around the stadium, realizing for the first time that there wasn’t an empty seat. The Raptors were doing well this year, but I’d never seen a crowd this huge for a minor league baseball game. And Lord knows, I’d been to a lot of games.

I broke open a peanut shell and threw the peanuts into my mouth. “Why are there so many people here?”

Tanner took another sip of beer before he answered. He propped his feet along the railing next to mine, pointing to the bullpen out in left field where the starting pitchers were warming up. “They’re all here to see him.”

“Who is ‘him’? You gotta remember I’ve been to fewer games this year. This dissertation is kicking my ass.”

“Oh. I thought for sure you’d heard. Landon Griesen is the starting pitcher for the Raptors tonight.”

I stopped mid-chew. “Are you shittin’ me?”

Tanner’s eyes lit when he smiled. “Nope. Not shittin’ you at all. I was sure you knew.”

“No. I didn’t, but you just made my night. Hell, you made my weekend.”

“I can tell from your response that you aren’t entirely sequestered in your dissertation cave. You know who Griesen is, then?”

“Hell yes. Landon Griesen is nothing less than a prodigy.”

Tanner nodded. “This is what he was born to do. Hell, at thirteen-years-old, he led his Little League team to the World Series title by pitching a no-hitter in the finals.”

I added, “Wasn’t he taken in the first round of the Major League draft right out of high school?”

“Yep. He signed a multimillion dollar contract with the Dallas Stars and quickly made it into their starting pitching rotation. His curveball was damn near un-hittable, and his fastball could top 100 miles per hour. He was even voted an All-Star. He was living the dream.”

Tanner’s tone turned solemn.

I finished what I knew. “But the early success made the team lean on him for too many innings, and over the course of years, he suffered arm fatigue that eventually led to a devastating injury that required reconstructive surgery. I heard on the news that it was one of those injuries that some pitchers never recover from.” That was the extent of my knowledge, so I asked, “How long ago was his injury?”

Tanner swallowed a mouthful of beer. His tongue darted out to lick the foam from his top lip. “Just about a year, I think.”

“I still remember how all the sports channels replayed the footage of his injury.” It was gruesome. It was some early-season home game. He’d pitched seven strong innings, and without warning, something in his elbow snapped. After he threw a pitch, his body simply crumbled into the dirt. The team trainers rushed to help him from the field, holding his right arm immobile while the audience stared, stunned and silence. All of it had been caught on camera, and it was replayed hundreds of times on TV. Maybe the worst part was the pitying tone of the play by play announcers. “Oh, no,” they’d say grimly. “This could be his career.”

Every time I watched that footage, pangs of sympathy ricocheted through my chest. No one wanted their lowest moment broadcast on a national stage.

“Yuck. Me too. It was brutal. The way his elbow just hung made me want to throw up.”

“Same here.” I gestured towards the outfield bullpen, where I could barely make out a figure moving through the fine screen of a fence. “But he’s starting tonight. That’s a pretty impressive recovery.”

“Yep. But it’s his first rehab start, which means he might not be anywhere near what he used to be.” After an injury, Major League Baseball players usually play in the minor leagues for a few games to test their abilities and their bodies’ limits. Most begin in Single-A or Double-A baseball and then work up to Triple-A. After a few successful starts in Triple-A, most are called back up to the Major Leagues, but with this severe of an injury, no one really knew the recovery timetable. “I bet he doesn’t even know what kind of arm he has anymore.”

I sat forward in my seat. “We’ll know soon.”

On cue, the PA began announcing the names of the starting infield and outfield players as they ran out onto the field. After a pause, he continued, “And welcome back to the field for his first start in just under a year, former All-Star pitcher … Landon Griesen.”

My heart stuttered and fluttered back to life as the audience stood and clapped. I stood along with them, peanut shells crunching under my nervously shifting feet. Goosebumps raced up my spine as dramatic music thudded over the stadium speakers.

Soon, the door to the bullpen opened and out trotted six foot of hard, lean muscle wrapped in tight pants and a loose, button-down uniform. He didn’t sprint, nor did he walk. His casual gait betrayed no nervousness, as if thousands of people weren’t staring at his every movement. His face was shadowed under the baseball cap, but I could see his jaw working on a piece of gum as he ran. Blond tendrils of hair escaped from under his hat where they curled at the nape of his neck. As he jogged past second base, a few of his teammates welcomed him with a lift of their chins. He acknowledged each with a small, warm smile.

He slowed as he reached the mound. His chest expanded with a big breath before he walked the half dozen steps to the top of the mound. He raised his right hand in acknowledgement to the crowd that was still cheering his entrance. His catcher trotted out and shook Landon’s hand before he handed him the game ball. The gesture was reverent as if the catcher knew he was in the presence of greatness. Landon was a man among boys here, destined to return to the big stage.

The catcher walked back to home plate and crouched down, ready to catch the first pitch Landon had thrown in the pubic eye in nearly a year. The crowd around us hushed in anticipation. What would he look like? How hard would he throw? My heart beat against my ribs as I held my breath. Why I was so affected by this moment, I wasn’t sure. I guess a huge part of me rooted for him to come back even stronger after the injury, to conquer the doubters who said he’d never be the same. The athlete in me respected all the grueling work he must have put in to recover, not to mention the mental hurdles he had to overcome.

Landon twirled the ball in his right hand a few times while he blew a small bubble of pink gum. The bubble snapped against his lips, and his tongue darted out to bring it back to his mouth where he chewed it again.

“Earth to Nina,” Tanner said.

I startled. “What? Did you ask me something?”

Tanner chuckled. “You were laughing, so I asked what you were laughing at.”

“Oh.” I pointed to the mound. “It’s just so funny that thousands of eyes are on him and he acts as casual as he pleases. He’s popping gum, for Heaven’s sake. I’d be so nervous I’d probably pee myself.”

Tanner’s chuckle turned into a belly laugh before he said, “This is nothing for him, I bet. One small blip on his radar before moving back to the Bigs.”

“Maybe,” I whispered, but I wasn’t buying it. No one could go through that much work, that much pain, that much heartache to simply blow off his first start in nearly a year. No matter how good he once was, he had to have some doubt.

Landon’s torso leaned towards home plate, then straightened and came set for his first warm-up pitch. The second before his entire body worked in unison to propel the ball forward lasted an eternity.

I couldn’t blink.

I couldn’t breathe.

Silence turned deafening as his right arm bent at an extreme angle and flung the ball to home plate where it popped loudly against the leather of the pitcher’s mitt. My eyes quickly scanned to the digital read-out of the radar gun.

89 mph.

I let out the breath I hadn’t realized I was holding. 89 mph was great for any pitcher, but especially good for a warm-up. And a rehabbing pitcher, nonetheless. The crowd murmured now the bubble of anticipation had been popped.

“Nice. His motion looks good,” Tanner said through a mouthful of sunflower seeds.

“Nice speed, too.” Landon threw a second and third warm-up pitch. I checked the radar for each one.

Tanner laughed. “Only a handful of girls would even know to check that.”

I smirked at him out of the corner of my eye. “You know I was basically raised at the ballpark. Dad and I spent our summers here.”

Tanner’s look sobered. “How is your dad?” he asked softly.

I sighed, unable to meet his worried look. “The doctors say he’s fully recovered, but I still worry about him.”

My dad, the only parent I’d ever known, suffered a heart attack a few months ago. To say I’m a daddy’s girl was an understatement, so, of course, my life stopped for the few minutes between hearing the news of his collapse and being reassured he was alive. Even now, I never felt comfortable; I was always waiting for the next heart attack to take him from me. “Thanks for asking, though.”

Tanner’s heavy sigh made me shift uncomfortably in my seat. “Nina. Look at me. Please.” He waited me out, damn him. I turned my shoulders towards him and stalled as long as I possibly could to lift my eyes to his. I knew the emotional crap he intended to say, and I didn’t want to hear it.

“No matter what happens with Emily, I want to still be friends.”

“I’d like that, too, Tanner.” I let Tanner sense my sincerity before I finished, “But I’m not sure Emily would.” I playfully bumped my shoulder into his. “There’s something about being a recent fuck buddy that makes pesky girlfriends bring out their claws.”

Tanner glanced down with a furrowed brow. His weak smile looked pained. “I know you’ll hate me for saying this, but you were, and are, more than a fuck buddy, Nina.”

I looked away from his eyes, deflecting the emotions he was trying to make me feel. I really did want to tell him I counted him as a friend as well, but the thought stuck in my throat. I took the road most traveled, at least for me, anyway. I tried to make the casual tone not seemed forced when I began, “Now you’re leaving me high and dry, I’m going to have to find myself a new fuck buddy. Maybe a good old one-night stand is on the menu. Have any candidates for me?”

Tanner’s long stare was both exasperated and exhausted. Resigned, even. After a breath where it appeared he gave up some battle, he painted a smile on his face. “Well, now that you mention it I do have someone in mind.”

“Ooooh. Let me guess, one of those hot, young lawyers you work with?”

“No.”

“Damn.” I tapped my finger against my bottom lip. While I thought, I watched Landon finish his last warm-up pitch. Before the first batter came to the plate, he circled the mound. He stopped to rub rosin on his pitching hand at the back of the mound, and before he walked back up, he did a small sign of the cross from his head, to his chest, and both shoulders. He then lifted his chin and pointed at the sky. I felt like a voyeur, although he had knowingly completed what looked like a ritual in front of thousands of people.

I desperately wanted to know who he was thinking about as his first footfalls took him up to the top of the mound. He dug in with his cleats and looked into the catcher for the sign to tell him what pitch to throw. His ass stretched his pants as he leaned forward and his muscled right arm hung loosely as he waited for the pitcher’s sign. I could see the network of veins that pumped blood into his lean arm. I watched his face for any signs of stress as he threw the first pitch, and I prayed that he wouldn’t shake out his elbow.

Strike one.

No wince.

Strike two.

Then the third.

He struck the first batter out in three straight pitches. His delivery to the plate was so graceful, so smooth that it didn’t look like he’d thrown three pitches over 90 mph. Every movement was purposeful, calculated. No extra energy was expended in his flawless, well-rehearsed delivery.

The batter walked away shaking his head. Tanner offered his commentary. “That didn’t even look fair.”

“It wasn’t,” I murmured as I sat back in the seat. The metal back dug into my spine, but it didn’t distract me from studying every movement of the man on the mound. So confident. So in control.

“Any other guesses?” Tanner’s prompt pulled me back from the game. What were we talking about? Oh, yeah. I was guessing who he was going to hook me up with.

“I know. How about Jake?”

He shook his head.

“Michael?”

He scoffed and shook his head. “I wouldn’t do that to you.”

“OK. Hmm…what about –”

Tanner interrupted my list of potential matches. “You’ll never guess.”

“Your smirk tells me I’m going to like your answer. How long have you been planning this?”

“Just tonight, actually. When I saw your reaction earlier, it gave me an idea.”

“My reaction? What the hell are you talking about?”

Tanner gestured towards the field.

“Oh, hell no. You know I can’t fuck one of the players. Dad would not approve.”

“What if the player is only here for a few more starts?”

The reality of his proposal slammed into me. “You mean Landon Griesen?”

Tanner laughed. “Sure. Why not?”

“You think I should fuck Landon Griesen?” I asked again. Surely, I was misunderstanding him.

Tanner chuckled. “Hell yes, you should. Why not?”

“I could think of a billion reasons why not. Dad –”

“Wouldn’t have to know,” Tanner finished, although that wasn’t what I was going to say.

“Even if that is true, I can’t just go up to Landon Griesen after the game and say, ‘Hey, I know you’re on every magazine’s list of hottest athletes and you can have any girl you want, but do you want me? I’m ready and willing if you are.’ I’d get laughed out of the locker room.”

“What if I told you where the team is partying after the game tonight? You could simply show up. And you’re hot. You know that. What guy wouldn’t want you for the night? Landon is just like any other guy.”

I felt the idea take root and blossom in my chest. Just one night. “How do you know where the party is?”

“I work for the law firm that represents the Raptors in their contract negotiations. I was dropping off some paperwork today, and as I was leaving, Landon was coming in. We made eye contact and I stopped to introduce myself. I wondered what he would do. He could definitely blow me off like many of the other big leaguers we get in here. But he didn’t. He took out his earphones and shook my hand. We chatted for a few minutes. He was really down-to-earth, easy to talk to. He invited me to their exclusive, invitation-only party tonight.” He emphasized the words like he was some covert spy.

I moved forward on my seat. “What did you tell him?”

Faking nonchalance since he knew he had my interest, Tanner said, “I told him I might be able to make it.”

“And you could introduce me to him?”

“Sure. Go with me, and I’ll introduce you. The rest will be up to you.”

“But look at me. I’m in jeans and a T-shirt. It’s hardly something to wear to an after-party, and my apartment and all my clothes are forty miles away in Boulder. We don’t have time to drive back.”

Tanner shrugged. “Wear what you wore last night.” I considered his suggestion. We’d gone out with friends to some clubs the night before in Denver, so I did have my tight black shirt and heels to wear. I spent last night at my dad’s house that was literally across the street from the ballpark, so the outfit, while probably wrinkled on the floor of my old bedroom, was definitely a practical option. “We can leave in the seventh inning so you can shower and get ready. Then we’ll go.”

I let the simplicity of the plan stew in me, willing myself to believe that it could work. “But what if some of the other guys recognize me? They’ll surely tell Landon who I am, and then he’ll want nothing to do with me.”

Tanner dismissed my worry with a wave of his hand. “You haven’t been to a game in a while. Many of the players you knew have been traded or have moved on to a different league. Most probably won’t recognize you.”

“And if they do?”

Tanner smirked. “You’ll just need to get him out of the party before anyone notices.”

Silence stretched between us. I considered the man walking off the mound at the end of the first inning. “He looked good. But some of his pitches aren’t back yet.”

Tanner nodded. “The curveball.”

“I thought so. It creates the most torque on the elbow.”

“I bet they haven’t allowed him to throw it much at all.”

Landon jogged down the dug-out steps. He took off his glove, placed it on the back of the bench, and filled a small paper cone with water from a cooler. He brought the cup to his lips and swallowed the liquid. His hand crunched the cup before he threw it in the trash can. He sat down next to his catcher and started looking at statistics about the batters he’d face in the next inning.

One night with Landon Grieson. I let the thought swirl through me. As I finished two more beers, Tanner’s proposal gained momentum until it was a tsunami of hope I couldn’t ignore. I had at least a few more innings to think about what I’d do to seduce him.

As day turned to twilight, a light breeze from the outfield blew a fresh wave of lilac into the suite.
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