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This book is dedicated to the people fighting invisible battles. Keep fighting and don’t forget to ask for help.  
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“Of course, you have your mother’s hair. The woman steals the man I love and gives birth to you. Since she got him, I’m taking you. Let them mourn your loss. You’re my child now.” 

The woman stared down at the baby in her arms. Barely twelve hours old and already abandoned by the parents. They allowed her to take the baby without checking whether she was a real nurse. Stupid on their part. 

“I’m your mother now,” the woman said as she slipped out the side door, holding the baby against her chest under a pink blanket. She ditched the hospital blanket for one she stole from another bassinet in the nursery. No need to alert the nurses or other staff with a baby wrapped in a hospital blanket. 

Head held high, she walked out the front entrance as if nothing was wrong. The automatic doors slid shut behind her with a whoosh, cutting off the sound of ringing phones. The wind picked up, causing her to bend over the baby to block it. She couldn’t afford for the baby to get sick because she didn’t have the money to take care of a sick child. Everyone would be looking for a newborn baby when it became known that the little girl was missing. 

The alarm sounded while she walked across the parking lot, but she didn’t pause. Ten minutes later, she was pulling away from the parking lot as police cars with lights and sirens turned in. She glanced at the rearview mirror and checked on the little girl buckled in the baby seat she’d purchased this morning. She’d always wanted a little girl. If only the baby had more of her father’s features, it would have to be enough that this little girl shared his DNA. If she couldn’t have the man she wanted, then his daughter would be hers. 

The baby should’ve been hers anyway. 

That cow he married wasn’t in his league. 

She knew they would search high and low for their precious baby, but they wouldn’t find her. No amount of money would help them in their quest. She’d been planning this for seven months. The trick was not to reveal your plans to anyone. People always spilled secrets, especially when money was involved. With who the parents were, money would be involved. 

She didn’t have friends who would care when she suddenly appeared with a baby. The men she saw wouldn’t care as long as she kept them happy in her bed, and she always kept them happy. 

“Guess I’ll have to choose a name for you,” she said as she merged onto the interstate and headed south. “How does Finley sound? I think it works. Welcome to the world, Finley Dallas.” 



Ten Years Later – Finley, age 10

“Why can’t I go outside? It’s not raining,” Finley said, looking up at her mother. 

She was sitting on the dirty, brown carpet next to the couch. The carpet was thin and hurt if she sat for too long. She wasn’t allowed to sit on the couch in case she made it dirty. She didn’t understand how she would make it dirty when she would be just sitting on it. But she didn’t want to make her momma sad or angry. Angry momma meant more time in her cold room. She didn’t like sitting in her room all the time. Especially when it was cold, she only had one blanket to keep her warm, and it was too small for her. 

She loved the pink blanket. It had been hers for as long as she could remember. 

“Not today. There’s a chill in the air, and you know what happens when the temperatures go down,” Amy said without looking away from the TV. 

She saw the cigarette hanging from her momma’s fingers and shivered. She couldn’t stand the smoke. It made her cough worse. Scratching her arm, she felt one of the burn marks from last week. The scab itched, but she didn’t pick it. Her mother hated it when she picked at her scabs and made them bleed. 

“The bad guys steal little girls,” Finley said as she picked at the carpet instead of her arm. “But, Momma, the kids across the street are playing outside.” 

“Maybe their parents don’t care about them as much as I do about you,” Amy said, holding up the remote. “It’s also bee season. Ragweed is blooming. It’s not a good time for you to go outside.” 

“I don’t think I’m allergic to ragweed,” Finley said, pushing her glasses up her nose. 

She was extra careful with the glasses. 

“You are, and I ran out of your medicine last week. I don’t get paid until Friday,” Amy said as she looked away from the TV to Finley as she raised her cigarette to her lips. “Do you want to go back to the hospital?” 

“No,” Finley said as she looked down and picked at the carpet again. “I don’t like the cold beds.” 

“If you go outside without your medicine, you’ll have to go back. Dr. Gaspar would be in charge again,” Amy said, waving the remote in the air. 

She watched as her momma blew more smoke in the air. She felt the tickle in the back of her throat and knew she would need to go back to her room soon. She could cough in there without making her momma angry. 

“No. I don’t like him,” Finley said, shaking her head. “I’ll stay inside.” 

“Good, now go to your room. I’m tired after working all night. Don’t be loud either, or I’ll lock your bedroom door again,” Amy said, looking back at the TV. 

“Okay, Momma,” Finley said as she stood up. “Am I getting my new glasses this week?” 

“New glasses? I don’t have the money for glasses and your medicine,” Amy said as she stood up. “You’re just gonna have to tape them together. The prescription wasn’t off by much. Yours will work for another month or two.” 

“Yes, Momma,” Finley said as she pushed her glasses up again and walked out of the room. 

Once she was inside her room, she softly closed the door. She walked over to the bench under her window and sat down. Looking into the backyard, she laid her chin on the window ledge and watched the birds. She knew all of them from her bird identification book that she found in the school library’s discard pile. She kept it under her mattress away from her momma. 

Pushing open the window, she listened to the sounds of the chirps and the national anthem. She smiled as she flipped on the small radio she kept on the window ledge. She’d forgotten there was a day game at the stadium. She’d never been inside the stadium, but she listened to every game she could. Her favorite team, the Marietta Mountaineers, played only a block away. 

As long as she kept quiet, she could listen to them. But if she ever got loud, her momma would ground her again. Her momma hated baseball, especially the Mountaineers. She claimed the traffic was awful before and after the games, and the players got paid too much to play with a ball. No one should be paid as much as baseball players because other people need money more, according to her momma. 

She didn’t know what that meant, but maybe they had enough money to buy medicine and glasses for their kids. 

“Now for your starting line-up on this sunny Sunday afternoon. Batting first and your starting centerfielder, Finnegan ‘the Flying Finn’ Kincade.” 

She smiled as she grabbed a piece of paper to keep track of the stats for the game. Her favorite player was the Flying Finn. He was having a hot streak at the plate with his eleven-game hitting streak. If he made it twelve today, then he would have the record and beat his record from last year. 

The cheers from the stadium could be heard from her window and on the radio. Those people sounded happy to be there watching the team play. Leaning back, she listened to each pitch and recorded it on paper. It made her day better. 



Ten Years Later – Finley, age 20

“Are you sure you want to buy this house without looking at it?” Joy asked. 

“I saw the virtual tour you sent along with the pictures,” Finley said as she clicked through the pictures on her laptop. 

Her phone was next to her computer as she talked to her best friend through the speaker. 

After clicking through the pictures again, she knew the house was perfect and close enough to hear the stadium. Her one requirement for the house, besides the reading nook under the window. 

“Finley, I love you, but girl, you need to see the house before you sign the paperwork,” Joy said. “You’ve been looking for the perfect house for over a year from your computer.” 

“I know, and I know what I want,” Finley said. “Don’t worry. The house is perfect. You did great.” 

Joy sighed. 

“Fine,” Joy said. “I’ll email the paperwork to you. I assume you won’t be at the signing.” 

“Correct,” Finley said. “Let me know the closing date so I can schedule the moving truck.” 

“You could probably move your stuff in a car. That is, if you had one,” Joy said. “I can talk to David and see if we could borrow his truck.” 

“No. Leave your husband alone,” Finley said as she stood up. “The moving company can move everything in one trip. I will need a ride, though, if it’s okay.” 

“I’m almost tempted to make you buy a car and drive yourself there, but I know you would just figure out another way,” Joy said. 

Finley smiled as she picked up her phone and held it up.  

“You know I don’t drive in Marrietta traffic,” Finley said. “And working from home means I don’t have to waste money on a car.” 

“Never leaving your house also ensures you don’t need a car, but that’s a whole different subject I won’t tackle today,” Joy said. “I’m sending the paperwork now. Sign it and send it back. I’ll call you with the details once I turn it in.” 

“Thank you,” Finley said as she ended the phone call and set her phone on her desk. 

She finally found her dream house and couldn’t wait to move in. Grabbing the remote, she unmuted the TV. The ball game was in the bottom of the fourth. She grabbed her notebook and checked the online stats to update hers. 

Since her mother was at work, she didn’t have to worry about watching the game and using electricity on something unnecessary. It didn’t matter that she paid the electric bill every month. Her mother hated baseball, and she didn’t like hearing her mother scream about the players. Shaking her head, she focused on the game. 

“Up to bat is the newest sensation to come out of the farm system. This kid will be a big name in the next few years. Folks, if you haven’t seen Maverick Donahue bat, here’s your chance. After the top of the inning’s fantastic play, look for him to capitalize on the momentum.” 

She listened to Maverick’s walk-up song as the man hit his bat on each cleat three times before stepping into the box. She was impressed by his last at-bat, but this wasn’t triple-A. He was in the majors now. 

Pre-season reports had him becoming the next Flying Finn for the Mountaineers, but she reserved her judgment. He would need to perform and demonstrate that he could withstand the challenges of the season. If he could do that, she could see him taking the spot of her favorite player. At least her favorite player called the games, so she could still listen to him analyze the players and plays. He was one of the best in the game. 

And her mother still hated him. 

One day, she’d find out why her mother hated the Finnegan Kincade. 

Or maybe not. 

The less she spoke to her mother, the better. The woman went a little crazy when Finley mentioned anything about baseball. Keeping the crazy under control was the better option, at least until she moved out of her mother’s house. 

Hiding money away and learning to live on less had paid off. She would soon be a homeowner at the age of twenty. Her sign-on bonus had helped with the down payment, along with finding a bank to take a chance on her. She couldn’t wait to be in her own house. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


One 



[image: ]




Present Day

“You want me to what?” Maverick asked as he jumped up. “I didn’t agree to be some charity date. Jones, you do realize this is an important season before I’m a free agent. I need to focus on my game and staying healthy.” 

“Since I’m your agent, yes, I know about your contract expiration date,” Jones said as he leaned back in his desk chair. “Mav, this is one of your chosen charities. The entire 40-man roster was available for this drawing. The front office didn’t want to exclude anyone. At least you’re not married; just think of what you’d have to tell a wife.” 

“Win a date with a Mountaineer, such an original name. Did someone mock the old movie my sisters insist on watching whenever we’re together?” Maverick asked as he placed his hands on the back of the chair. “How did my name get pulled? Was I just unlucky like Primrose?” 

He needed to find more guy friends. His sisters were influencing his choice in books, movies, and music. How many times was his walk-up music mocked? The triplets were ruining his image. He did hang out with the guys on the team, but almost everyone had a wife or girlfriend waiting for them, so no one stayed out late anymore. He had an empty house that he barely spent time in, as it was easier to check on his mother and sisters when he was with them. 

“Mav, it’s a date with a fan, not a survival game with other kids, and you suck for reminding me of that time from my kids. I’ll get you a contract in Alaska if you remind Ansley of those books and movies. I know how much you hate the cold,” Jones said as he pushed the file folder toward the edge of the desk with his finger. “Take a look at the winner. According to the info sheet, you’re one of her favorite baseball players.” 

“Not her favorite?” 

“Well, her favorite’s not an active player,” Jones smirked. “Take the file with you. It’s a date. I’m not asking you to marry the woman or take her back to your cold house. A date, that’s it.” 

“When’s this date supposed to happen?” Maverick asked as he gripped the back of the chair. 

He still wasn’t happy about any of this. How was this woman chosen out of everyone? Of course, his name could be on a lot of the applications. He was consistently ranked among the top baseball players every year. It wasn’t just his position as a shortstop but also his batting. He wasn’t overconfident in his abilities. He worked on improving his job performance. 

Because being a baseball player was a job. 

One he wanted to keep for a few more years. 

“It’s up to you and the girl,” Jones said as he leaned forward to rest his forearms on the desk. “This will look good to the front office, especially before free agency.” 

Maverick cracked his neck before straightening. Jones had to bring up the front office. For the past year and a half, he’d kept his nose clean and a low profile for the front office. It wasn’t as if he did anything anyway. Since his last girlfriend dumped him, he’d been a hermit. All he wanted to do was play baseball and take care of his mom and sisters. He’d promised his father he’d take care of them. Playing major league baseball provided his family with more than enough money. 

Even with the taxes of living in one of the best areas of Marietta, he had plenty of money. He also wanted to continue playing for the Mountaineers because it was where he’d moved his family. He didn’t want to move or play for anyone else. The triplets were juniors, and he wanted them to enjoy their final year of high school and pick whatever college or tech school they wanted. The money wouldn’t be a problem. There was no limit for his sisters. If they wanted to go to Japan and play professional softball there, he would buy their ticket and rent them a place. They deserved it. He would take care of the women in his life, whether they wanted him to or not. 

He had no choice but to go on this charity date, as it would put a mark in the front office’s good column. 

“When does she need to be contacted?” he asked. 

He thought about his schedule and knew there was plenty of time. 

“According to the rules, the winner is to be informed tomorrow. The Press Release goes out in two days,” Jones said as he stood up. “They planned it between series. The winner also gets two tickets for one of the remaining home games. She can bring anyone she wants to. Don’t worry. She won’t be in the wives and girlfriends section.” 

“Date and tickets? Great prize packet,” he said, shaking his head. “I’ll go see her tomorrow after practice. Does her file have her work schedule?” 

“She works from home for some accounting firm,” Jones said. “Be charming when you meet her.” 

“I’ll treat her as I would any fan. You know I’m not mean to my fans,” he said as he took the folder. “Have they offered anything yet?” 

“No, but I don’t expect them to until the All-Star break. I know you want to stay with the team, and I’ll do my best to secure the best deal for you. You do have a few teams interested,” Jones said. 

Maverick nodded as he tapped the folder in his hand. 

“I’m not interested in other teams. This is where I want to be,” he said, thinking about his family. 

His mother already said she wouldn’t move again. 

“Understood,” Jones said as his cell phone rang. 

“I need to go, but I’ll call you tomorrow after I meet with the winner,” he said before he walked out of his agent’s office. 

Jones Farrell was one of the top sports agents in America and was one of the few agents who took a chance on a skinny high schooler. Maverick sold his ability and his desire to play in major league baseball to Jones. The older man took one look at Maverick and signed him the next day. He trusted the man to garner the best deal, but money wasn’t his primary concern in a new contract. 

Climbing into his SUV, he slammed the door and opened the file. 

Finley Dallas. 

Interesting name for a woman. 

She was twenty-five with blonde hair and green eyes. Her favorite color was purple, and she’s been a fan of the Mountaineers since she was a child. He smiled at who her favorite player was. Finnegan “the Flying Finn” Kincade was also his favorite player. Finn was one of the few men the front office listened to on a regular basis. Finn was also his mentor and one of the faces of the franchise. 

He and this Finley had a lot in common. 

There was no picture in the file, but it didn’t matter what she looked like. 

It was one date. 

One date wouldn’t mean too much. 

Especially since it wasn’t really a date. 

He’d greet her, take her out to whatever restaurant she wanted, and then present her with the tickets to a home game of her choosing. They’d meet at most three times, and then he’d focus on the rest of the season. If he wanted a good contract from the Mountaineers, he would need to show them he was worth it. The front office needed to know their money was well spent on him. 

He’d show them. He was a franchise player through and through. 

Tossing the file on Finley to the side, he pushed start and grabbed his seatbelt. No reason to get a ticket today. He had one stop to make before meeting Finley tomorrow. 



“I don’t know why they always play this story? It’s so sad to see my favorite baseball player plead with the public to find his daughter,” Finley said as she stepped off her running pad. “You know she would be twenty-five this year? That’s my age. I would be the same age as his daughter. How weird is that?” 

“Shouldn’t you be looking at some numbers and not the TV?” 

Finley laughed as she grabbed her phone off the coffee table. 

“And shouldn’t you be inside with your clients trying to sell them their dream home?” Finley asked as she walked into her kitchen. “For your information, Joy James, I’ve already finished my work for today. The firm doesn’t care when I finish my work as long as it’s done and on time.” 

Since she was more of a night owl, she finished her work late at night, so her bosses got it first thing in the morning. The working situation was perfect for everyone. She loved working for this company because they supported her need to work from home. They didn’t question why; they just gave her the okay. It was in her contract that she didn’t have to come into the office either. Everything she did was over video chats and emails. 

No crippling anxiety because she had to leave her house to do her job. 

She placed the phone on the counter while grabbing a bowl from the cabinet. She loved speaker phones even though she knew Joy hated them. It gave her so much freedom to do whatever she wanted while talking to her best friend. She knew earbuds would give her the same freedom, but she hated stuff in her ears. 

Too many ear infections as a child made her ears sensitive to everything. There was also the fear of another ear infection from sticking stuff in her ears. She’d gotten an ear infection from taking a shower one time. The pain was etched in her mind. She also kept her hair off her ears to reduce the risk of infection. 

Speakerphone for the win. 

“For your information, my clients are discussing whether they should compromise what they want over what they need in their dream house. Sometimes, I wish I could give my clients exactly what they want. It would make my job so much easier,” Joy said. “You’re not eating cereal for dinner again?” 

She glanced around to ensure her best friend wasn’t peeking through the front door. 

Again. 

“Uh, maybe,” Finley said as she grabbed the cereal box. “It’s healthier than a burger.” 

“I don’t think those tiny marshmallows are healthy, period,” Joy sighed. “I think my six-year-old nephew eats better than you do.” 

“That’s because your sister’s a good momma and ensures he eats well,” Finley said as she poured the cereal into the bowl. “I, on the other hand, have to cook my food every day. I decided it was a cereal night. It’s also too hot to cook.” 

“It’s not even five. How are you hungry this early? I don’t think about food until after seven,” Joy said. 

“Because you work until six most days,” Finley said as she returned the cereal to the pantry. “I would’ve ordered something for delivery, but I got creeped out by the last driver.” 

“How did a delivery driver creep you out? It’s not as if you go outside to meet them,” Joy said. 

“I was watering my plants when he showed up. He greeted me and mentioned I wasn’t eating my normal Tuesday meal,” Finley said. 

“So, you were creeped out because he noticed you ordered something different? Finley, it should tell you, you order out too much,” Joy said. “Or he takes all your orders because you tip well.” 

“Maybe, but it was still creepy,” Finley said as she grabbed the milk carton from the fridge and poured it into her cereal. “I live alone, remember.” 

“And?” Joy asked. “I swear your mother screwed you up by making you think there’s a boogie man around every corner.” 

“I was almost kidnapped as a child,” Finley said as she put the milk away. “I can’t help that my mother drilled it into me to be wary of people.” 

She didn’t even mention all the men her mother brought into the house. Hiding in a tiny closet when those men were in the house hadn’t helped her anxiety. No one had touched her, but more than one of them went to prison for touching other little girls. She was lucky that most didn’t even know she was there. 

At least her mother protected her by not mentioning she had a daughter in the house. 

“It’s fine to be wary, but you’re terrified,” Joy said. “Oh, hey, my clients are walking toward me. I’ll call you later.” 

“Bye,” Finley said as she ended the call before grabbing her phone and bowl. 

She walked back into her living room, sat on the couch, and pushed thoughts of her childhood out of her mind. The sports report featured Finn Kincade and his missing daughter. This segment featured baseball players entering free agency at the end of the season. She set her phone down as she reached for the remote. This was the segment she’d been waiting for. 

“As we near the All-Star break, the question on everyone’s mind is, will the Mountaineers offer Maverick Donahue a contract?” 

“Seth, we all know they will offer Mav a contract. The question is, will it be enough money? Mav’s one of the best shortstops in baseball right now.” 

“Jay’s correct. The Mountaineers will offer Mav some money. They’d be insane if they didn’t, but will Mav take it? No one knows what’s on Mav’s mind.” 

“Should he take it if the offer’s low? I think he should make bank and get paid for his skills. He’s not getting any younger, and although he’s been injury-free, it doesn’t mean he will stay injury-free.” 

“Jay, I think you’re overestimating Maverick. He’s a great shortstop, but he’s still not the top in the league.” 

“Now that’s where we’ll disagree. Mav’s numbers have increasingly gotten better over the years. He’s on track to break several records this year. One of the records was set in 1951. If he keeps hitting like he is, he will have almost 300 hits this year alone. The man’s on fire.” 

“But, he’s holding up the team. The pressure will put too much of a load on him, and I think he’ll crack in August.” 

“He won’t crack,” she said as she finished her cereal. The three men talking may know a lot about baseball, but they couldn’t see what the numbers on Maverick predicted. The man would have at least 300 hits this year. She’d run all the numbers and possibilities, and he was swinging for average, not power, like other people. Mav may not be chasing the home run record, but he was closing in on the all-time hits record. His slugging percentage was off the charts as well. 

Numbers never lied. At least not to her. 

Maverick Donahue was expected to break records this year. The Mountaineers should sign him because he was their best chance to win the World Series. She knew the odds of the Mountaineers making the series were low, but she didn’t believe them. Whoever ran those numbers didn’t take into account a healthy outfield. After Bryce Swayne came back, the Mountaineers’ outfield would be elite. Ozzie Lowe and AJ Bradford held their own, but they needed their center fielder. Swayne also batted first and was usually on base for Maverick to bring in. 

She planned to watch her favorite team in the World Series with healthy players. She couldn’t wait to buy all the merch to wear around her house. There was a World Series hoodie in her future. 

At least, she hoped so. 



“Son, why are you skulking outside my office?” 

Maverick sighed as he walked into Finn’s office. 

This man helped him while he was still in high school. The legend thought he had potential in the majors, and he planned to show the world the “Flying Finn” wasn’t wrong about a kid from Michigan. 

“Are you busy?” Maverick asked as he sat in one of the office chairs in front of the massive desk. 

World Series baseballs lined the desk with a miniature wooden bat with the words “Flying Finn” etched in black. There was one of those in his house. It was one of the few gifts his parents could afford for him, and he kept it in a prized location under a glass case. It was more protected than the one he stared at on Finn’s desk, but who would steal from Finn? 

“Fine time to ask me when you took it upon yourself to walk in,” Finn said as he leaned forward and rested his elbows on his desk. “But no, I’m not busy. I just finished another interview about my missing daughter. Every year it’s the same dog and pony show, but I still hope she’ll be found.” 

Maverick nodded. He knew what today was. 

The anniversary of the kidnapping of baseball royalty. It must suck to watch your wife give birth to your daughter, only to be told someone stole her from the hospital. Who stole babies? Most people were trying to dump them, not steal them from hospitals. 

He remembered seeing her face on milk cartons. There had been a cross-country search for her, but it hadn’t helped. To his knowledge, there had been no leads, but he suspected that many people had tried to cash in on the reward. 

“I’m sorry,” he said. 

“It is what it is,” Finn said, waving his hand. “Forget about me. Why are you here?” 

“Does the front office care about players fulfilling prize claims?” 

“Mav, you know the answer,” Finn said, steepling his fingers under his chin. “Your agent called me and filled me in on the contest. I know it sucks taking time away from training, but these opportunities look good to the front office. If you want to continue playing for the Mountaineers, you must dance to their tune. This contest is their dance for you.” 

“I’m not that great of a dancer. You know I’m not even this woman’s favorite player,” he said, shaking his head. “You are.” 

“Sounds like she’s got good taste,” Finn said with a smile. “Mav, you know the song and dance. You can do this. It won’t take much time away from the game. You worrying about it will cause more harm.” 

“I know,” he said, nodding. “How’s Harlowe today?” 

Harlowe, the love of Finn’s life, and the woman who stuck by his side through college ball and the majors. The woman was remarkable and one-of-a-kind. It sucked that she couldn’t raise her daughter. 

“She elected to stay at home. With the news cycle, she didn’t want pitying looks today. We should’ve been celebrating our daughter’s twenty-fifth birthday. Harlowe had amazing plans. We didn’t even get to name her,” Finn said, scrubbing a hand down his face. 

“You didn’t get to name your daughter?” he asked. “I didn’t know.” 

It just made it worse that someone else named their daughter. 

“Life sucks.” 

“Do you honestly believe your daughter’s alive?” he asked. 

“I know it’s crazy, but yes. I believe my little girl is alive. One day I’ll see her again,” Finn said. “But don’t tell my therapist. She’ll demand more sessions and want me to admit my daughter’s gone. There’s always been a feeling that my baby girl’s alive and close enough I could reach out and touch her.” 

“Did you ever check the local schools? She has to look like you or Harlowe,” he said as he adjusted in the chair. 

He didn’t know what he would do if his child had been stolen, but checking the schools would’ve been on his list. 

“Wouldn’t that have been a bit creepy? A famous, wealthy man searching for a little girl? It has movie of the week written all over it,” Finn said before laughing. “Now, back to your problem. If you want to continue playing here, find your date and make the public happy. She’s already a fan of yours. You won’t even have to work hard to please her.” 

“Did you ever have to do something like this?” 

“No, but I was married, and there was no social media,” Finn said as he stood up. “Son, you put up with your sisters changing your walk-up song every home game. I’ve heard some of those songs, and I don’t know how you continue walking up to the plate. This fan date is not a boy band walk-up song.” 

Maverick nodded as he stood up. Last month, his sisters picked boy band songs for him. The media mentioned it every night, and it became a talking point in every broadcast. They were taking bets on what the next night’s songs would be. The triplets loved to torture him, but he honestly didn’t care about their song choices. 

“I love my sisters,” he said, thinking about them. 

“And you don’t want to leave them and your momma to move to a different city,” Finn said. 

“No, I don’t,” he said as he walked to the door. “I’m informing her of her win tomorrow.” 

“Good luck, and you never know; she might be what you’re looking for,” Finn said as he reached for the doorknob. 

“I’m not looking for anything or anyone,” he said, shaking his head. 

“We’re all searching for something, whether we know it or not,” Finn said. “Let me know how your meeting goes tomorrow.” 

“I will,” he said as he walked out of the office. 

His mind was stuck on Finn’s statement. 

Was he searching for something besides a new contract with the team? 



“I don’t have time for this,” Finley muttered, crawling under her desk to look at the router. 

All the lights were green and not blinking. So, why didn’t she have internet? There hadn’t been a power surge or any storms to knock out the internet. She needed to submit her monthly report before lunch. It wasn’t technically due until tomorrow, but she wanted to email it today in case she needed to make any changes. 

“Ugh!” she muttered as she moved the router to show the backside. 

She pulled the power cord and counted to ten before she plugged it back in. Easing back, she watched the lights blink until they were all a steady green once again. She checked her phone and saw it still didn’t have internet access through the Wi-Fi. 

She groaned as she clicked off the flashlight on her phone and crawled out from under her desk. She would use her phone's hotspot to submit the report. At least she put in almost eight hours of work. Last night, she couldn’t sleep because nightmares from her childhood wouldn’t leave her alone. Instead of tossing and turning, she got up and worked. Her boss messaged her around three this morning and asked why she was up and working. 

She sent him a picture of the report as her answer. 

He wasn’t a bad boss since he didn’t care when she worked. He did worry she wasn’t logging all her hours. She had been since she clocked in and out on her computer. There were only a few times she forgot to clock in. It wasn’t a big deal since she was working from home. 

She was the only employee in the company who got the privilege. 

So, she made sure it didn’t appear to anyone that she was slacking on her job. 

Sliding into her chair, she turned on the hotspot on her phone and connected her computer. Two minutes later, she sent the email and leaned back. Her eyes were tired as she rubbed them to remove the gritty feeling. Although her contacts felt glued to her eyeballs. 

She stood up, stretched her arms, and tilted her neck from side to side. 

Glancing at her clock, she yawned. Nap time. 

Well, she needed a shower first, and then she’d take a nap. 

She smiled as she grabbed her phone off the desk when she heard a knock. 

“Well, shoot,” she muttered as she changed directions. 

She hadn’t ordered any food today, and her packages weren’t set to arrive until next week. Those were circling around Memphis, Tennessee, for some odd reason. Reaching the door, she checked the peephole before smiling. 

She opened the door to one of her favorite people. 

“Hey, Teej. I didn’t expect you until later this week,” she said as she looked at the man in dirty jeans and a long-sleeved shirt who cared for her yard and plants. 

The previous owners had employed Teej, and she kept him since she sucked at landscaping, so Teej’s handiwork was her curb appeal. 

“I’m sorry for not calling first. One of my other clients canceled due to a water line break, so I thought my babies here needed some water. The sun’s been extra hot this week,” he said, holding up his empty hands. 

“No worries, I understand. I’ll let you get to work. I watered the lilies this morning per your instructions,” she said, pointing to the pot of lilies on her front porch. 

“Perfect. I’ll let you get back to work,” he said, tipping his hat to her. 

She nodded as she watched him grab the watering can and walk off the porch. She closed the door and locked it before walking back to her bedroom. Teej knew where everything was, and he had a key to the shed in the back. She’d had it delivered for his tools and supplies that he needed. Anything to help make his job easier, she provided. 

After a quick shower, she lay down in bed and set her alarm. She didn’t want to sleep all day, but a nice long nap would work.



“Hey, Mav, are you going to talk to your sisters?” Nick, the starting second baseman, asked. “I can’t hear another power ballad when you walk to the plate.” 

“Nick, have you ever talked to teenage girls about anything?” Maverick asked, staring at the man. 

“Well, no,” Nick said. 

“Exactly,” he said as he shook his head. “My sisters call the guys in the booth and tell them what song to play. I don’t get involved because it makes them happy.” 

“But, dude, it makes you look bad. And the team,” Nick said, throwing his hands in the air. 

“It doesn’t make us look bad. Other teams have cartoon movie theme songs. You remember Craig Murphy’s song two years ago? His daughter was three and in her princess phase,” he said. “Relax. It’s just a clip, and it’s not yours. If or when my batting average starts dipping, I’ll talk to them, but until then, they can pick my songs.” 

“You suck,” Nick said. 

“I’ll see you at tomorrow night’s game,” he said as he turned down the tunnel to their parking garage and pushed Nick’s comments out of his mind. 

Practice ran longer than usual. The next series was big, and Coach wanted to ensure they were on their A game. He’d rushed his shower to beat the Marrietta traffic that never seemed to disappear. It shouldn’t take him more than five minutes to reach Finley’s address since she lives so close to the field. 

“Hey, Mav, wait up.” 

He groaned as he stopped beside his SUV. He turned and saw it was Max, one of the starting pitchers. He was one of the quietest members of the team. Always doing what was asked of him and performing his job with precision. He could probably count the number of times he spoke to Max alone on one hand. 

“What’s up, Max?” 

“One of your sisters keeps calling me. She wants me to show her my slider,” Max said. 

He shook his head. There was only one of his sisters who would call Max, and she was the pitcher. 

“I’m sorry. Edith’s trying to develop a new pitch,” he said as he rolled the key fob around in his hand. 

“I don’t think she said her name was Edith.” 

“Maybe she said Edee?” he asked. 

Edith, better known as Edee, was the pitcher. Margaret was the center fielder, and Isabella was a shortstop like him. Edith was the only one to still use her nickname regularly. He’d bet his entire paycheck on it being Edee calling Max. At some point, his sisters wouldn’t need him. They would be grown one day. 

“That could’ve been it,” Max said, rubbing the back of his neck. “Look, I don’t care to show her, but doesn’t she play softball? How will learning a baseball slider help her?” 

“I don’t know,” he said before sighing. “I’ll talk to her tonight. She shouldn’t be calling you, and I’m not sure how she got your number anyway.” 

“She doesn’t have my personal number, but she’s leaving messages with Coach Helm. He keeps giving me these stares every time he hands me a message. He probably thinks I’m messing around with your underage sister,” Max said. 

He noticed the nervous energy and took pity on the man. 

“I’ll talk to Coach Helm and explain my sister is a pitcher and seeking a place on a D1 softball team,” he said as he slapped Max’s shoulder. “And I’ll make it very clear to my sisters, all of them, the players on the team are not their personal trainers.” 

“Thanks, Mav. I didn’t want any rumors. Jennifer’s already nervous about dating me as it is. I promised her I was one of the good ones. I don’t need anyone thinking I’m talking to underage girls. I’m probably too pretty for prison,” Max said. “It won’t help my game either. I’m not Wild Thing.” 

He laughed. 

“We’re all too pretty for prison, except for maybe Coach Frances. Don’t sweat it. If Jennifer needs me to talk to her, I will. I’ll explain that Edee just wants to know how you throw the slider.” 

“Oh, no. No. I don’t want her falling for you,” Max said, shaking his head. “You’re her favorite player, and I like this girl too much to have her dump me for you. The fame associated with dating you would probably be worth it to her.” 

He nodded. He understood what Max was saying. 

“Max, I’ve got somewhere I need to be, but I’ll talk to Edee tonight,” he said as he unlocked his truck. 

“Oh, yeah. Sorry. Thanks, Mav,” Max said as he turned and walked away. 

He shook his head as he opened the door and climbed inside. Time to see the contest winner. He’d deal with his sisters after informing the contest winner. He wondered if his mother knew about Edee contacting Max. 

Then again, she knew that her daughters were in charge of all of his walk-up songs. He dreaded the girls going off to college. He might need to find something to help alleviate the stress. More time in the gym might help. 

Pushing those thoughts out of his mind, he set the GPS and pressed the button to start the SUV. According to the GPS, it would be quicker to walk to Finley’s house. If he didn’t mind the stares, he would walk. It probably wouldn’t look good if he walked up to her house. At least it didn’t in his mind. 

So, driving it was. 



“Oh great, of course, you’re out again,” Finley said as she glared at the router. “I will disconnect you.” 

The router’s lights blinked as if to mock her. It wasn’t afraid of her threat. She was too dependent on the thing. 

Sighing, she stood up and walked away from her desk. She wasn’t getting any work done today. Her router was working perfectly early this morning. She’d already called her provider, and they claimed there wasn’t an outage. 

Lies. 

There must be an outage. 

She shook her head as she grabbed her tumbler. Today hadn’t been good for her water intake since she felt a headache coming on. Dehydration wasn’t fun, and she knew better. 

She was an adult and knew to drink water throughout the day. 

Drinking quickly, she walked to the fridge and filled the tumbler. Maybe she could starve off the headache if she drank a lot now. 

It was worth a try. 

She tipped the tumbler as she walked outside onto her porch. It was still hot, but she’d lived in the South her entire life. She didn’t know anything else in June. 

Sitting on her swing, she leaned back against the cushions. The noise of the traffic was a comfort to her. Of course, it was a comfort because she didn’t have to drive in it. She didn’t know how she would react if she ever got behind the wheel of a car again. She hadn’t renewed her license for a reason. 

The sound of a car door alerted her that one of her neighbors was home or had company. Or it could be a food delivery. There was no telling, and she didn’t care enough to look. She wasn’t one of the nosy neighbors peeking out the curtains for drama. There was enough reality TV; she didn’t need to know about the people who lived around her. 

“Hello?” 

A man’s voice broke through her thoughts. It must be a friend coming to see one of her neighbors. Although it sounded a bit timid and questioning than friendly. More of a question than a statement. 

“Hello?” 

She opened her eyes and looked over her shoulder to the curb. The man was standing beside a green SUV and looking at her house. She’d never seen that vehicle in the neighborhood. 

“Hello?” She said as she stood up. “Are you lost?” 

He could be looking for someone’s house. She’d read even horror stories on GPS directions. There could be a detour off the interstate. The Georgia Highway Department occasionally closes down different parts of the interstate for maintenance, according to their social media pages. 

“Are you Finley Dallas?” he asked as he stepped closer. 

She knew who he was, but why was he here? 

At her house? 

Her body began to tingle, and her vision started to blur at the edges. She couldn’t let her anxiety overtake her. He wasn’t a threat to her. At least she didn’t think so. 

“The field is another left,” she said, pointing toward the stadium. “Don’t worry. It happens all the time.” 

She took a few quick breaths, then a deeper one. It was a technique she’d perfected over the years. It always worked to ease her body’s reaction. 

“You know who I am?” he asked as he placed a foot on the bottom of her front porch stairs. 

“Who doesn’t know Maverick Donahue of the Marrietta Mountaineers?” she asked as she stepped closer. “Why are you here?” 

“You’re Finley Dallas,” he said, stepping up. 

“How do you know my name?” she asked as she moved back. 

This was the second time he’d used her name. The star shortstop of the Marrietta Mountaineers couldn’t know her name. She was a nameless accountant who didn’t leave her house. 

“You’re the winner of the Win a Date with a Mountaineer contest,” he said before smiling. 

That smile was deadlier in person than on TV and the paper. She’d bet that he’d get almost everything he wanted by showing off those pearly whites and dimples. 

“Stupid name, but I didn’t enter anything,” she said before drinking more water. 

Anything to pull her focus from that smile of his. It had the power to make her agree to leave her house. Which was not good. 

“I agree on the name, but your name was in a drawing, so you must’ve entered the contest,” he said, losing his smile. “The front office pulled it from whatever they had all the names stored.” 

“I think I would’ve remembered something like that,” she said as she set her empty tumbler on the railing. 

She hadn’t even heard of the contest, which was odd. She thought she knew everything about the Mountaineers. It’s why she signed up for their newsletter. But even if she’d known about it, she still wouldn’t have submitted her name. 

She stared at him. 

Was this some joke? She didn’t think Maverick would be involved in something like this, but it was the only explanation that she could think of. Nothing else made sense. 

“What?” he asked after a few moments of her staring. 

“Oh, my goodness, you’re even prettier in real life.” 

Finley turned and saw Joy rushing up the steps and passing Maverick. 

“Joy, what are you doing here?” she asked. “Not that, I’m not happy to see you, but this isn’t a great time.” 

So many questions ran through her mind. This wasn’t how she saw her afternoon going. First, there was no internet, and now her favorite active player was standing in front of her. Smiling at her. 

When did she become weak to a man’s smile? 

“I’m sorry. I meant to be here before you and tell her of her prize. I’m Joy, by the way. Her best friend,” Joy said as she turned to face Maverick. “Your agent, I think that’s what he said, called to inform me of Finley’s win. My number was the secondary phone listed.” 

“Joy, what did you do?” Finley asked as she placed her hand on Joy’s shoulder. 

“Oh, I entered you in a contest and, surprise you, won!” Joy said before smiling. “And he’s your date.” 

Joy made a big show of waving her hands at Maverick. The man smiled again. 

He needed to stop doing that. 

“What?” Finley asked as she stared at the man standing on the bottom step, looking up at her. 

A date? She heard him the first time, but it didn’t sink in. She won a date with Maverick Donahue. The hottest shortstop in baseball was her date. The man whose smile was causing her to lose her train of thought was her date. 

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
)

Fairy Tale Series, Bo ;






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
-

-

-

7O





