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Chapter One
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Thwack!

The red-stitched neon yellow ball lifted off the edge of the bat and sailed straight toward the blazing sun. 

Metal bleachers screeched a protest as Rose McAllister watched the play, then stood up, ball cap tugged low over sunglasses to counter the blinding afternoon light. Cupping her hands around her mouth, she shouted across the field.

“Ginny! You gotta watch the ball, hun. That sun’s not gonna catch it for you!”

Out in right field, Ginny half-turned, glove poised, head tilted upward. The ball landed about five feet behind her, rolling to the fence where Allie, playing backup, scooped it clean and zipped it toward second. The dugout erupted in a chorus of “Oooohs!”—half good-natured ribbing, half actual coaching critique.

Rose kept her game face on. Her players knew better than to mistake her humor for leniency. A few had even learned that lesson the hard way. Usually after a few laps around the bases

But you didn’t run the best women’s slow-pitch softball team in Hardin County by being soft. And she was determined to win the regional competition this year. A little push now might be the magic ingredient to make that happen. Last year had been so close she’d been almost physically ill when they’d lost by one run in the end.

She still couldn’t hear the words “pop fly” without wanting to throw something.

“Okay, hustle up!” Rose called. “Back to positions. Let’s run it again!”

Bats clinked as players swapped spots. Dani jogged to shortstop, flipping her glove in the air and catching it without looking. Maggie ambled toward third with all the enthusiasm of someone heading for a dental appointment.

“Move it, Mags!” Rose barked.

Maggie shot her a look over her shoulder. “You can’t rush art, Coach.”

Rose smirked despite herself. “It’s not art if it ends up in the dirt.”

On the next hit, Allie cracked a low liner that zipped right past second base. Dani dove for it, glove outstretched and managed to stop the ball from getting to the outfield, though she landed in a cloud of dust big enough to make the first baseman cough.

“That’s what I’m talkin’ about!” Rose shouted. “Nice stop, Dani!”

“Okay! Let’s switch up players. I want everyone running all the drills.”

Ginny, the team’s youngest player, jogged off the field with a sheepish grin, stopping at the foot of the bleachers. “Sorry, Coach.”

“Don’t tell me,” Rose said, tossing her an ice-cold bottle of water from the cooler at her feet. “Just show me you can keep your glove outta your hair next time.”

As Ginny nodded, cracked the bottle of water and trotted to the dugout, Rose turned back toward the field, shielding her eyes from the sun. Even the hat and sunglasses weren’t cutting the glare. This late in the afternoon the angle was near impossible to defeat. Add in the breathless quality of the air and it was a recipe for sweat and short tempers. 

The June heat lay over the field like a thick, wet blanket—humid, unrelenting, and familiar in the way only a Southern summer could be. Somewhere beyond the outfield fence, cicadas droned their summer chorus, and a whiff of fresh-cut grass mixed with the dusty scent of the infield.

“Alright, ladies!” Rose called, clapping her hands. “Let’s run it again—outfielders, talk to each other out there! If you lose it in the sun, call it so the next gal can take over!”

The next batter stepped up, kicking a little red dirt over the white chalk line of the batter’s box. Rose watched her settle in, the faint tang of leather and dust in the air. The cicadas had restarted their droning chorus in the trees beyond the fence, blending with the distant hum of boat engines from the lake a half-mile away.

Crack! The ball soared toward deep left.

“Yours, Amber!” someone hollered. Amber charged forward, snagged it mid-bounce, and rifled it to second in one smooth motion.

“Nice hustle!” Rose shouted. She wiped sweat from the back of her neck with a small towel, then perched on the top bleacher rail for a better view.

Bats cracked, gloves popped, and a few muttered curses drifted across the diamond as the infield ran a double-play drill.

This field, these women, this team—they were hers. Steady. Dependable. The things she’d come to rely on as must haves in her life. And she’d built it from scratch over time.

Unlike a certain man whose name she hadn't said out loud in years. The one who’d arrived back in town so unexpectedly last month sending her heart into cartwheels and her stomach dropping to her feet. All that and she hadn’t laid eyes on him yet. The past had come home. And she wasn’t sure she was ready for it.

And then, just as the next pitch floated toward home plate, a voice—low, sure, painfully familiar—cut across the summer air.

“Rose.”

The tiny hairs at the base of her neck stood up in response.

She turned.

Speak of the devil. Had her thoughts conjured him up? Even knowing he was back in town and that this meeting was inevitable hadn’t softened the shock.

Acen Wheeler stood at the edge of the dugout, arms crossed over his chest, ball cap tugged low. His dark hair shorter now, just barely showing along the edges of a ball cap advertising the team he’d played pro for— and peppered with gray at the temples. The years had filled him out—broader shoulders, a deeper jawline softened a bit by a close-cut beard—but his eyes were the same sharp, smoky blue. The same eyes she’d once memorized every shade of, right before he broke her heart. 

For a second, she couldn’t speak. Couldn’t breathe. Time swirled backward as she drowned in that gaze. 

A door slammed shut long ago creaked open and the betrayal sprang forward like a hungry cat just waiting for an opportunity to remind her. Rounding the corner of the building on graduation night. Excitement fizzing in her blood like champagne. The future a long, shining, endless road in front of her. 

Her brain had taken a minute to compute what her eyes were telling her. When eyes and brain came to an agreement, Rose swallowed back a sob. In the shadow of the building, Acen and her friend Briana stood in a tight embrace.  Bodies touching chest to feet and lips locked together. She’d fled with her tattered dreams scattered on the hard asphalt behind her.

Acen had left for college the next day. 

Briana the day after.

And she’d stayed behind in Pickwick Bend. 

Until today she hadn’t seen or spoken to Acen in twenty years. Twenty long hard years of building a life totally different from the one she’d imagined before that fateful graduation night.

Then muscle memory kicked in. Never let them see you sweat. She couldn’t remember who’d said that, but it would become her mantra around this man.

“Well, I’ll be damned,” she said, folding her arms and tilting her chin, grateful that her own eyes were hidden by the dark sunglasses she wore. Oh, so casual. That’s how to play this moment. But her heart fluttered against her ribs. Good thing no one could see that. “Thought I smelled regret.”

His mouth tugged into a half-smile. “Still got that fire, huh?”

She eased down the bleacher steps and moved closer, just enough for her team to pretend they weren’t eavesdropping from behind the fence. Even though she could almost feel the wind generated from so many sets of ears flapping to catch every word. “What are you doing here?”

“Riley didn’t tell you?” Acen asked, eyebrows raised.

“Riley tells me plenty. Doesn’t mean I listen.” She hoped the lie didn’t sound as loud to everyone listening as it did to her. She’d known. Her twin brother would never have let her come face-to-face with Acen unprepared.

“I’m back,” he said simply, and somehow that felt like a threat and a confession all at once.

“Back for how long?”

“Indefinitely. I’m moving in with my dad for a bit. Helping out with some things. He’s getting older and it’s harder for him to handle everything these days.”

She nodded as she studied him, heart tight in her chest. He looked older. Tired. Still... dangerous in the way that only a first love could be.

“Well,” she said finally, stepping around him toward her equipment bag lying on the bench behind him. “Welcome back.” She pointed over her shoulder.  “The parking lot’s that way.”

He didn’t leave. Of course he didn’t. When had anything ever come easy for her?

“You still coaching?” he asked, gesturing to the field.

“Looks like it.”

“You were always good at bossing people around.”

Rose zipped her bag slowly, deliberately. “And you were always good at pretending you liked being told what to do.”

That half-smile again. She hated how it twisted in her chest.

Before she could say something she’d regret—or something she’d want to repeat—her best friend Tasha came jogging over, glancing between them. Her eyes full of concern.

“You okay, Rose?” she asked, suspiciously chipper.

“Peachy,” Rose said. “We’re just being polite. And Acen was just leaving.”

Acen gave Tasha a nod. “Good to see you, Tash.”

“You too,” she said carefully. Then, to Rose: “Want me to bring the bats to your truck?”

Rose threw Acen one last glance. “That would be great.”

“That’s a wrap, ladies!” She said to the group crowded into the dugout. “Great practice. Get some rest. You’re gonna to need it.” A chorus of groans met that statement.

As she and Tasha walked away, summer scorched grass crackling beneath their feet, Tasha whispered under her breath, “Wow. Time has been good to Acen Wheeler for sure.”

“Unfortunately,” Rose muttered, hoping Tasha would drop the subject.

“Girl. If he were any hotter, I’d need a permit to look at him in public.”

Rose didn’t smile. Not even a little. Instead, she threw her bag into the back of the beat up pickup she’d gotten for a steal of a deal at an auction years ago and had put over a hundred thousand miles on over the years. 

“Catch you later at the coffee shop,” she said to Tasha. “I’ll be open late tonight for the tourist season. Cindy is probably ready to head home by now.”  She’d hired Cindy to take care of the coffee shop when she needed to be at practice and games during the summer. It worked well for both of them. Cindy got to earn some extra money and mingle with the public and Rose got to be with her beloved ball team.

She ran her hand slowly along the scuffed blue paint of the door of the truck. The same color as Acen’s eyes. Whispered her brain. Good grief. Please don’t let everything start reminding her of him. That was a distraction she did not need in her life with the regional playoff games about to start.

In their one conversation about the man, Riley had told her Acen had never married. Not that she cared. But it threw her off balance in a way that she didn’t like. And that today her heart had responded so easily to him after all the silence. Especially since their relationship had ended with no explanation. 

She’d tried to get something out of Briana back then. Back when Briana still deigned to come home for a family visit once a year. But Briana had been silent as the tomb. Defensive and edgy. Understandable since she’d more or less stolen Rose’s longtime boyfriend. 

And, just like that, their long-standing friendship had vanished. Along with Briana herself. She’d stopped visiting after a few years.

Had Acen and Briana been together in those years of silence? A big part of her didn’t want to know. Liar, whispered her brain. She desperately wanted to understand what had happened all those years ago. Just so she could finally put it all to bed in her head. Sure, that’s why” her traitor brain chimed in.

She climbed into the driver’s seat and slammed the door-—hard. To shut up her brain and its smart remarks.
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Acen leaned against the porch railing, sipping sweet tea from a sweating mason jar and wishing it was a beer. After the meeting with Rose earlier he sure could use one. Instead, he took another sip of tea and turned his eyes upward. The sky had changed to that deep Tennessee indigo, and cicadas buzzed like they’d been waiting twenty years just to welcome him back. A warm breeze drifted through the yard, carrying the faint scent of honeysuckle and freshly cut grass. Somewhere down the road, a dog barked twice, then gave up, deciding it was too hot for the trouble.

The Wheeler house hadn’t changed much over the years that he’d been gone.

The shutters still hung just a bit crooked on the upstairs windows. His dad had tried to get the boys to climb up and fix them years ago, but somehow, there had always been something more interesting to do. Somewhere else they urgently needed to be.

The porch still sagged just a little in the middle, another project they’d never gotten around to fixing, but the joists underneath still held firm. A testament to old-time builders and quality foundations. And there was still that old moss green metal glider swing with a little rust on the corners and creases due to exposure to the elements—the one he and his best friend Riley used to sit on when summer nights stretched long and full of stories and the future seemed bright and shining to the young men they’d been on the verge of becoming.

And with Rose, too. Young love, laughter, stolen kisses. The brush of her hair against his cheek when she leaned in, the way she’d laugh into his neck before darting away. He shrugged the memories away, forcing himself back to the present.

“You talk to her yet?” Riley asked, stepping out onto the porch with his own mason jar of tea in hand. At the Wheeler house everyone was family who served themselves from the bottomless pitcher of sweet tea that was a mainstay in the Wheeler refrigerator.

Acen didn’t answer right away. Still caught up a bit in memories of the past. And things that once done could never be undone.

“I take it from your silence that she didn’t throw herself into your arms.”

Acen snorted, pushed away from the porch railing. “She didn’t throw anything. That was almost more concerning.”

Riley lowered himself into the glider and absently picked at a rusty spot on the arm, eyes on his old friend. “You didn’t expect her to still be mad?”

“I just...” Acen paused, swirling the tea in his glass, leaned against the railing again. “I don’t know. It’s been twenty years.”

“Yeah, and you ghosted her for all twenty.” Riley kicked long legs clad in faded jeans out in front of him, slouched to a more comfortable position. “I never asked you about it because I didn’t want to put you on the spot or strain our friendship. I figured whatever happened was between you and Rose. And it was up to the two of you to work it out. But now you’re back in town, it’s going to be hard.”

Acen winced. “I didn’t ghost her.” But in his heart, he knew he had. And the reckoning was at hand. Could he ever make her understand?

Riley raised his index finger. “You left.” Raised the next finger. “You didn’t call.” Raised the next finger. “You didn’t write.” Raised a fourth finger. “You never came back, not even for Christmas.” Putting his hand down, he asked. “Is there another name for that I haven’t heard?”

Acen frowned. Riley was holding no punches on this conversation. “Okay. You’re right. You think I don’t know that?”

Riley shrugged, taking a swig of tea, ice rattling against the glass jar. “How would I know what you know?” He shook his head. “Like I said, I’ve always tried not to take sides. But she is my sister. My twin sister. You’re my best friend. I’ve been in a tough spot all these years not talking to either of you about the other one. Just trying to keep everything on the back burner. And here you come, riding back into town to stir up all those old memories.” He pushed a hand through his hair. “She’s not the same girl you left. She stayed. She built a life here. Doesn’t mean she’s not still hurt.”

Acen leaned back, the porch railing creaking beneath him. Being hit with the truth was a bitch. “Point taken. I came back for a lot of reasons. Mostly for my dad. But let’s be real. With my knee blown out, I can’t play pro ball anymore and I’m not sure what I’m going to do going forward. Who wouldn’t come home under those circumstances? And honestly? What do I have to offer any woman at this point? I’ve got a lot to figure out.”

He sighed in frustration at the cards fate had dealt him, then cast a look at his friend. Hating that Rose was so much on his mind when other things needed to be on the front burner at this point. Giving in to his feelings, he asked, “How is she really? No b.s.”

Riley tilted his head, sizing up his friend and the information, then relented. “Tougher. Stubborn. Quieter than she used to be. I think she buried a lot more than people realize.”

“She looked good,” Acen said before he could stop himself. Remembering the long auburn ponytail swirling over her shoulders at practice earlier made his gut cramp with memories. Too bad she’d been wearing sunglasses. But memory supplied the deep blue shade for him.

“Yep. And she knows it,” Riley said with a grin. “She runs the women’s softball team now. Got the best rec-league record in the region.”

“Yeah,” Acen said quietly. “I saw that today. She always did have a good arm,” Acen said, a soft smile tugging at his mouth.

“Better now. You should see her pitch. Like watching a storm gather.” He gave his friend a hard look. “Keep that in mind if you piss her off. She can throw a mean punch as well.”

Acen was quiet for a beat. “I didn’t expect her to still... get to me like that.”

“Yeah,” Riley said, his voice going softer. “She does that.”

The porch creaked again, and Acen looked out over the yard, where a line of fireflies had started blinking between the hedges. The air was heavy with that particular June stillness, the kind that felt like it was holding its breath. Somewhere, a train horn carried faintly over the hills.

“Briana’s back too,” Riley said, almost as an afterthought.

Acen stiffened. “What?”

“She got in two weeks ago. Been staying at her sister’s place off County Road 6. Didn’t think it was my news to tell. I haven’t told Rose either.”

He sighed. “And there will be hell to pay when she finds out I knew and kept it to myself. And I thought she has enough to juggle with you being here. Briana said she wouldn’t be coming into town. She’s been going to Corinth when she needs to shop. But I know eventually she and Rose will come face-to-face. I most likely should tell Rose tonight. But the timing really sucks on all of this.”

Acen muttered something under his breath that wasn’t fit for polite company. “But you’re telling me.” He took a big drink of tea, giving himself a minute to process the news. “What’s she doing back?”

Riley shrugged. “Something about a remote job and needing a reset. But don’t worry. She hasn’t come around looking for you.”

Yet. The word didn’t need to be said.

Acen set his tea down and rubbed the back of his neck. “What a welcome home.”

Riley leaned forward, placing his jar of sweet tea on the floor. “What happened graduation night? Were you sneaking around with Briana for a while?”

Acen shook his head, pushed up off the railing and paced the length of the porch. “It was all so long ago. And so stupid. I didn’t have a thing for Briana. I didn’t even know the kiss was going to happen. She followed me outside and the next thing I knew she had a lip lock on me. And, hey, I was an eighteen-year-old guy. When a woman throws herself at you like that you go with the flow, right?”

“Seems to me that you could have exercised a little restraint, my friend.” Riley leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “I thought you and Rose had an understanding back then.”

Acen sighed. “Yea. We did. Sort of. But, I was scared. Heading off to college, big scholarship in the works, lots of pressure. So, I guess I messed up in a moment of weakness.”

Riley gave Acen a hard look. “Why didn’t you explain to Rose? Make it right before you left?”

Acen winced. “Like I said. I was scared. And, maybe, I wanted to be free on some level. You know, sow some wild oats before making a lifetime commitment.”

“I think you were just being selfish.” He held up a hand to stop the words he could see waiting to spill from Acen’s lips. “I’m not saying you were wrong or right. Just, maybe you should be clear in your own mind why you did what you did before you go trying to get back into Rose’s life.”

“I’m going to offer to help her coach her team to the state finals.”

Tea spewed from Riley’s lip as he coughed up the liquid he’d just sipped. “You’re what?”

Acen crossed his arms over his chest. “You heard me. I’m going to offer to help her with the team.”

Riley stopped coughing. Red faced from the exertion, he said, “Have you lost your mind? Did you not hear a word I’ve said about her? She built that team from nothing. She’s a great coach. You don’t need to get up in the middle of that and throw her off her coaching game.”

“Christ. What a mess.” Acen muttered.

“You wanted to come back,” Riley said, not unkindly. “Just remember what you’re walking into.”

“I came back for my dad. That hasn’t changed.”

Riley gave him a long look. “You came back for more than that. Whether you admit it or not. Just make sure you don’t hurt her again.”

Acen didn’t answer. He didn’t need to.
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Chapter Three
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“Let’s run it again, ladies!”

Rose blew her whistle and clapped her hands, her voice sharp and sure despite the heat bearing down on the field. Groans rose from the ladies facing her. She couldn’t blame them. Sweat clung to her neck under her messy ponytail, and the late-afternoon sun glared off the metal bleachers, but the team was humming with energy despite the groans. Practices always got more intense in the weeks leading up to the regional invitational, and this year’s squad had a real shot at taking the title.

“Ginny! Glove up on the hop this time. Maggie, if you’re gonna call it, you have to catch it”

“Yes, Coach,” came the familiar chorus from the group gathered around her in the dugout.

Rose smirked. “Let’s not make me get mean.”

“Too late,” Tasha muttered, loud enough for a ripple of laughter to follow.

Rose was still grinning when a familiar voice—low and irritatingly warm—floated from behind her.

“You always this tough on your team?”

She froze. Took a breath. Turned around.

Acen Wheeler stood behind the dugout fence, arms slung casually over the rail like he had every right to be there. Like a bad dream that just kept coming back. Dreams made her think about bed, which led to thought of Acen there, which made her temper flare.

“Don’t you have a porch to haunt somewhere?” she said in a low voice, ignoring the delighted glances being cast at Acen. Like moths to a candle flame. If only they knew what he was capable of, then they’d think twice about those lecherous looks.

“Okay, ladies. Y’all  know the drill. Get on out in the field and put it into practice.”

She and Acen watched in silence as the team headed out and took up their positions. Which still left the batter and catcher too close for comfort. Rose edged them over to the bleachers. No point in the whole team knowing her personal business. 

“Riley invited me.” Acen said as they stopped by the hot metal seats, not daring to sit in the heat and risk burned backsides. He hoped lightning didn’t strike him from the clear blue sky for the lie. But maybe Rose would take his proposal better if she thought Riley was on his side.

That made her pause. Surely he hadn’t said what she thought he’d said. “He did what?”

“Figured I might help with drills,” Acen said, stepping to the side of the dugout out of the direct glare of the sun. “You’ve got a good lineup, but they’re tight on fielding. Thought I’d lend a hand.”

Rose narrowed her eyes and kept her distance. “Are you sure he didn’t mean you can help with his team? I don’t recall mentioning I need help with mine.” She cast an eye over the girls who were hitting and fielding balls like she’d asked. “We’re about to compete in the regional invitational, in case you haven’t heard. His team is not, so that’s the one that needs help.”

“I’m sure,” Acen said with that infuriating half-smile. “He thinks you’re too stubborn to ask for help and the regionals will be tough. At least according to him.”

Could her brother have actually set her up like this knowing how she felt about what Acen had done all those years ago? He must have lost his mind if that was the case. She’d never let anyone assistant coach for her before. And if she decided to go that route, Acen Wheeler would be the last person she’d trust to be that for her.

His piercing blue eyes sent a secret shiver down her spine as he gazed at her. She wished she had her sunglasses on and was too proud to put them on now and give him a hint of the turmoil he was creating.

“As you said. Riley’s team didn’t make regionals, so I know he meant your team. Look” he pushed a hand through his hair, cut his eyes to the cluster of interested women out on the ball field, and said, “I know this might be a bit awkward, but Riley said you really want to pull off the state championship this year.”

And just like that the stench of graduation night rose around them like a dark cloud. Her questions, his lack of answers or any acknowledgment that anything had happened at all for that matter. Did he really think he could just show up back here all these years later and all was forgiven without any words being spoken.

From the pitcher’s mound, Ginny called out, “Who’s the snack?”

Rose spun on her heel, angry energy coursing through her veins. Lord save her from young, nosy women.

“Focus, Ginny!”

And then felt bad about taking her own emotions out on her pitcher. Ginny looked surprised by the vehement reply to her teasing question and quickly got busy studying her gloved hand. Dammit. She didn’t need this emotional trauma floating around in her head.

Acen chuckled, bringing her attention back to him. “Glad to know I haven’t lost all my charm.”

“Keep talking and you might.” She snapped.

But she was already calculating. The girls did need help if they were going to make it to state champions. And Acen was a professional player. That didn’t mean she wanted him here. It just meant she had to decide which mattered more: her pride or her team.

After a beat her team won out and she tossed him a glove from the equipment bag at her feet. “You drop one ball, and I’m kicking you off this field.”

He caught it one-handed, grinning. “Deal.”

The next hour passed in a blur of drills, fly balls, and shouted instructions. Rose hated to admit it, but Acen still had it—fluid, confident, encouraging without coddling. The girls responded to him like he was a magic charm, and by the time practice wrapped, they were laughing and high-fiving like they’d won something already.

Rose leaned on the dugout bench, arms crossed, watching him joke with Maggie and Tasha like he’d never left. She ignored the twist in her gut. Nothing good for her heart was going to come from this deal with the devil.
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