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      For Blake and Lane — my favorite baseball players, past and present.
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      Also to Mark Paul (the baseball guy, not the guy from “Saved by the Bell”).

      I don’t consider you my target audience, but I’m part of yours.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

          

        

      

    

    
      Since this is a work of fiction, some dates and details may not match the logical timeline or rules for real life.

      I wanted the story to reflect a professional baseball player's life as accurately as possible, but still take some liberties to create the best love story for my characters. Luckily, with fiction, we can have the best of both worlds. I hope you enjoy Mom Ball.

      

      Kaci
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        Brooke

      

      

      

      I sip sweet tea and snuggle against my lawn chair. Daisy comes into the sunroom with my cousin Erica slogging behind her.

      “You’re up, Aniston.”

      Aniston leaps toward Daisy like a kid in a sack race. We laugh, and she frowns.

      “What? It’s been a while since I’ve gotten a massage.”

      Morgan snorts. “You mean Easton doesn’t massage you?”

      “Sometimes, but he doesn’t hold a candle to Daisy’s magic.” Aniston pats Daisy’s shoulder. “Pun intended.”

      Daisy laughs, and I roll my eyes. However, I agree that her homemade candles take a relaxing massage to the next level.

      “Come on.” Daisy exits and waves Aniston toward her.

      I lean back, content with the home spa day I planned since none of us have time for a real spa day. Not that I’ve had one in years, but that’s beside the point. We’re all busy with work and kids—Erica’s kid being the orchard’s new website—and Aniston has additional obligations as president of the PTSO.

      I take a big gulp of my drink and try to ignore the constant question looming in the back of my mind. The one that would likely have come up during the recent daddy-daughter dance had my child been a girl. The one that’s bound to come up sooner than later with my son.

      Who’s my daddy?

      Thanks to my loving family and a comfortable life at the apple orchard, Timothy hasn’t asked that dreaded question . . . yet. But I know it’s coming one day.

      “Hey, where are those cucumbers I sliced for our eyes?” Erica asks as she lathers on some of the facial cream I brought.

      Morgan leans up. “Wait, those weren’t snacks?”

      Erica glances at me. I shrug at her, then laugh.

      “It’s okay, Morgan,” I say.

      “Oops.” She laughs. “Since they were on that tray with the lemon slices, I thought it was some kind of dieting charcuterie board.”

      Erica shakes her head. “No, the lemon slices were for our drinks.”

      Morgan raises her chin, then twists her lips. “Oops again.”

      “It’s okay.” Erica gives her a forced smile.

      I bite back a laugh. My cousin is such a Southern belle and Morgan is, well, Morgan. They’re cordial, but they couldn’t be more different. The only thing they have in common besides me is that Erica sometimes shops at the Pig and Morgan works there.

      Morgan sits back and sucks her Diet Coke until the straw slurps against the ice. I close my eyes and soak in the sun shining through the glass room. I wiggle my nose when the heat itches my skin. I don’t want to scratch it and mess up my skin cream.

      “This is nice. Us chilling while the kids play in the pasture.”

      I jerk my head toward Morgan. “Pasture? I thought they were in the house with my mom.”

      “The girls are. The boys went to play ball.”

      “Timothy is playing ball?” I wrinkle my forehead. It feels like it’s breaking beneath the hardened cream.

      “Yeah. He’s plenty old enough to play with them. My kids came out of the womb hitting stuff.” Morgan leans to one side and pulls a lemon out from under her. “I say whatever keeps them off drugs.”

      “Don’t you have like a seven-year-old?” Erica asks.

      “Yeah, but better to learn young.” Morgan sucks on the lemon slice.

      Erica snarls before leaning back and closing her eyes. I stare outside, my stomach knotting as I try and recall the cow rotation.

      The county owns that field, which connects to our land. They alternate between running a golf course and keeping cattle on it. There’s a good chance our kids will either get hit by a golf ball or worse—a bull.

      I spring to my feet and tighten the sash on my robe. Morgan and Erica stare at me like I’m crazy.

      “What’s gotten into you?” Erica asks.

      “I’m going to check on the kids. The cows may be out, and if not, there will be crazy people driving golf carts and hitting balls.”

      Morgan tugs my robe. “Land the helicopter, Brooke, they’re fine. Ethan’s in charge.”

      “That’s what I’m afraid of.” I jerk loose from her grip and head toward the door.

      My flip-flops clap against the concrete on my way through the patio to the garage. Daddy keeps a four-wheeler ready to go by the house. I can maneuver it inside the pasture easier than my Corolla.

      I straddle the seat and tuck my robe beneath my thighs so it won’t blow open. All I need is to flash a random Apple Cartian on my way to rescue Timothy. With one hand on the gas and the other securing my robe, I fly down the drive in third gear.

      Stray hairs escape my topknot and stick to the cream on my face. I unsuccessfully attempt to blow a strand out of my eye, afraid to let go of my robe. I turn toward the gate to the pasture on two wheels, then park.

      Grass hits my bare legs as I jog to the gate. Of course it’s locked. I gird my loins and climb the metal rails, then hoist my short legs over the top. I step down a few rungs and hop to the ground. Thanks to all my years as a cheerleader, I manage to land without breaking anything. Except for maybe my dollar store flip-flops. To be fair, they were living on borrowed time.

      I move best I can in the near knee-high grass, which is another indication it’s cow time.

      “Timothy!” I yell his name as I stagger up a slight hill.

      When I come to a clearing, I spot the brains behind this outing—Ethan. And I use the word “brains” loosely. He’s your typical young teenager, obsessed with sports, outdoors, and Aniston’s niece, though he’d never admit the latter.

      “Ethan!”

      He comes toward me, a bat in hand.

      “Miss Brooke?” He stares like I’m a swamp monster.

      But with four-wheeler hair and cleansing clay on my face, it’s probably an accurate assessment.

      “Do you know where Tim⁠—”

      “Mama?” Timothy bounces toward me before I can finish his name.

      I rush toward him and hug him close, kissing his cheek. He laughs and pulls back. “Why are you sticky?” He rubs a smidge of cream from his cheek.

      “I was worried the bulls were in here. Y’all don’t need to come out here without asking first.”

      “I told my mom we were coming,” Ethan offers.

      I slant my eyes his way. “That doesn’t count for Timothy.”

      “Yes, ma’am. Sorry.” He nods toward the road. “We can go back. Andrew is already outside the fence getting the ball.”

      “You shouldn’t send your little brother in the road by himself.”

      “I didn’t, I sent Carter too.”

      I press my lips together and fight the urge to scold Ethan. Sending Aniston’s nephew, who’s maybe a year older than Andrew, isn’t much better, if not worse.

      “Let’s go.” I hook my arm around Timothy’s shoulder.

      The three of us walk toward the gate. Both boys climb the fence effortlessly, then wait as I take my time on each rung to avoid a wardrobe malfunction. I’m facing the field, stepping down, when I hear Andrew chattering wildly to the other boys.

      “He got our ball, and he said he’d show me how to pitch.”

      “Cool, could you help me with my curve?” Ethan asks.

      “Sure. You look like you’ve got a strong arm, young man.”

      I freeze on the bottom rail. That voice travels from my ears to my toes, making my entire body shake. I’d know it anywhere. It’s the same voice that promised me the world years earlier. The voice I haven’t heard in person since our last night together. The night I gained the child who would become my world.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Nate

      

      

      

      “Are you stuck?” One of the boys turns back to the fence.

      A woman in a bathrobe wiggles her foot but doesn’t answer.

      I cross the gravel road and stand a few feet behind her. “Need help, ma’am?”

      She bends at the waist, poking her butt toward me. I blink as she dislodges a flip-flop from the fence.

      Not knowing what to say, I take a half step closer in case she falls. She straightens and spins around, then jumps when she notices me.

      “Brooke?”

      My heart speeds up and the blood drains from my face. I’m likely as pale as she is, wearing some kind of paint on her face. Even with that, I’d recognize her anywhere.

      “You know my mom?”

      I jerk my head to the kid who asked if she was stuck. “That’s your mother?”

      A million questions race through my mind as I turn back to Brooke in slow motion. Most importantly, why wouldn’t anyone mention to me that my ex-girlfriend has a kid?

      Does she also have a husband? Does she still live here, or is she visiting family?

      Granted, I never asked Mom about Brooke after she ghosted me in college. Still, you’d think her name might come up in conversation. I have a bad habit of glazing over when she spills useless Apple Cart gossip. However, Brooke’s name would’ve caught—and held—my attention.

      “Hi.” Her voice is low and strained.

      “Hey,” I manage to say. “Let’s get you out of the weeds.”

      Without thinking, I take her hand. Her fingers curl, but start to loosen as I lead her across the tall grass. By the time we reach my side of the road, her grip is relaxed in mine.

      The smallness and soft touch of her hand against my larger calloused one sends a rush of warmth through my body. It’s way too familiar and brings up emotions I’m not ready to battle.

      I drop her hand like a bad habit.

      A habit I’d love to pick back up.

      It’s hard to tell with all that paste on her face, but I think she’s blushing.

      “Thanks,” she half whispers. She dips her head, then turns to her son.

      Her son. I’m still in shock that nobody told me. That’s possibly the first secret ever kept in this county.

      “Ready to go back home?” she asks.

      The boy stares at me a few seconds. “This man said he would help us with baseball.”

      “I’m sure this man is busy.”

      “It’s Nate.” I mean to clarify that to the kids, but it comes out a little sarcastically toward Brooke. Having the love of your life refer to you as “this man” is about as low of a blow as it gets.

      Well, she was the love of my life. But I haven’t exactly tried to fall in love again. Obviously, she’s moved on, so I best let it go.

      “I’m sure Nate is busy.” Brooke’s throat catches on my name like it hurts her to say it.

      “Dude! I knew you looked familiar. You’re Nate the Great, aren’t you?” The older boy comes uncomfortably close and studies my face.

      All the boys stare at me like I’m on exhibit at the zoo.

      “Who’s Nate the Great?” Brooke’s son asks.

      One of the younger boys pops him on the arm.

      “He plays for the Braves,” the other answers.

      The older boy sticks out his hand. “Ethan Archer, nice to meet you.”

      “You as well.” I shake his hand and smile. “And who else do we have here?”

      “That’s Andrew.” He points to the smallest kid. “That’s Carter.” He points to the slightly larger kid. “And Timothy.” He nods toward Brooke’s son.

      I commit the boys’ names to memory. In particular Timothy’s. Was he named after his dad?

      “Can we do ball with him, Mama?” he asks.

      “I’m sure Mr. Nate is busy.” She presses her lips tightly.

      I glory a split second in the fact that she said my name effortlessly this time.

      “I was about to cut the grass, but it can wait.”

      Brooke cocks her head toward the pasture.

      “Not that, over here. I bought this house.”

      Her eyes widen to the point that some of her face goop cracks. A piece of her hair sticks to it.

      I lift my hand to push it away from her face, then freeze. Instead, I readjust my cap to make it look as if I never intended to touch her. Holding her hand was hard enough. I might not can control myself if I get near her face.

      “Timothy, it’s play ball, not do ball.” Ethan rolls his eyes, then he smirks at me. “Kids, huh?”

      I narrow my eyes, and his face straightens. Andrew and Carter are over my stardom and now preoccupied with poking a worm in the road. I watch them a second more, then focus on Brooke. “If it’s fine with you, I’d be happy to help your boys with ball sometime.”

      “I only have the one boy,” she answers quickly.

      I laugh nervously. An odd sense of relief covers me. Instead of hiding a slew of kids from me, Brooke only has one. And possibly a husband or ex-husband.

      I try not to focus on the ex part. She chose to end our relationship when she was in college. If she is single, I doubt a chance meeting in a pasture almost nine years later would magically change her mind.

      “Okay. If everyone’s parents are all right with it, I’d be glad to help.”

      “My mom won’t care,” Ethan says. “Unless you charge a bunch.”

      I laugh. “It’s on the house.”

      He smiles.

      “Can we, Mama?” Timothy clasps his hands together under his chin.

      Brooke folds her arms and lets out a deep breath. He gives her a pleading face.

      “Sometime.” She scans the other boys. “We’re all busy today, and I want to tell your moms first.”

      I study the other three boys, trying to decide if any of them go together. I may have unknowingly committed to helping four families with ball.

      All in a desperate attempt to see my ex again.

      A shot of guilt hits my chest. I check Brooke’s ring finger as she uncrosses her arms. Nothing. She looks like she just got out of the shower, and there’s a good chance that’s why she’s not wearing any jewelry. Still, I choose to believe she’s single.

      And I try to block the idea of her in the shower from my brain.

      It isn’t working.

      “Timothy, do you want to ride with me?” Brooke asks.

      “If I can drive.”

      She nods. “Go get the four-wheeler.”

      Timothy looks both ways down the road before crossing it.

      “Come on, y’all.” Ethan taps the other two on the shoulder with his bat.

      They stand and watch the worm wiggle away. Ethan turns around after they walk a few feet. “Bye, Nate the Great.”

      I wave and try to remember the last time someone called me that in an adoring way. Not since before my injury, or at best since my surgery. Nowadays, I feel more like Nate the Late.

      Brooke stares at me, and I realize we’re alone. There are so many things I want to ask and say, but I refrain. Good thing too, since Timothy drives up.

      “It was good seeing you,” she says with a sad smile.

      Was it? I want to believe that, but her body language leans toward just being polite.

      “You too.” I mean it.

      She takes extra caution holding her robe together as she climbs on the four-wheeler behind Timothy. One of her flip-flops is busted on the side and slips off.

      I pick it up and hold it out. My hand lingers for a second when she takes the shoe. She wedges it between her and Timothy, then tucks her robe beneath her thighs.

      I step back and pretend I didn’t just gawk at her legs.

      “Bye, Mr. Nate.” Timothy waves and grins.

      “Bye, nice to meet you.”

      “Bye.” Brooke’s voice is almost a whisper.

      I lift the corners of my mouth and watch them drive away. Everything in me wants to run them down and ask them to spend the afternoon with me.

      But what would Brooke say to that? Or worse, possibly her husband?

      “Y’all come back,” I yell behind them.

      They keep driving, and I swipe a hand down my face. Really? Could I have said anything more impersonal and hillbilly?

      Looks like I’ve lost my game in more ways than baseball.
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        Brooke

      

      

      

      If someone had asked what I least expected to happen today, seeing Nate would be right up there with winning the lottery. And that’s considering the fact that I’ve never played the lottery.

      I clutch my broken flip-flop like my life depends on it as I try and process the reality that my ex-boyfriend moved a literal country mile down the road.

      Plenty of people have gossiped about Jonah and Carolina flipping the Vanderburke Mansion. The most probable story I’ve heard to date is that Samuel who runs the bank bought it. There’s been little activity other than a Sold sign on the lawn late last summer, and the Nash couple in and out a few times with some furniture. I assumed someone out of town bought it.

      Never in my wildest dreams would I have imagined Nate living there. Isn’t he supposed to be in Atlanta to do ball, as Timothy would put it?

      My heart beats harder as I consider my son.

      I’ve never mentioned Nate to him or him to Nate. Actually, I’ve mentioned nothing to Nate since college.

      We talked as normal a few times after he visited me at my dorm. Once I found out I was pregnant, I made a lame excuse about us needing to focus on our careers and quit answering his calls and texts.

      Real mature, I know.

      But I was eighteen and pregnant from one incident. It took all the courage I had to tell my parents and move back so they could help me. All the whispers around town didn’t help, especially since they all assumed it was a one-night stand.

      It was—just with my long-time boyfriend.

      Did I make a mistake not telling him? Maybe. But I couldn’t live with myself if I allowed a baby to ruin his ball career. Between loving parents and a well-off family, I had all the support I needed.

      Or so I thought.

      Seeing him today stirred up a bunch of emotions I haven’t felt in years.

      Timothy brings the four-wheeler to a screeching halt in front of the house, jerking me out of my thoughts. The other boys walk up as we dismount.

      Timothy talks with them, but their voices are muffled, as I’m still in a trance. I slog toward the sunroom, holding the broken flip-flop in my hand.

      Morgan is the first to notice me when I enter the room. “What happened? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

      My limbs tingle. She’s older than me and doesn’t know much about my high school relationship. However, the others would well remember Nate and me together—especially Erica.

      When I came home pregnant and enrolled in Apple Cart Community College instead of Bama, none of my friends or family pressured me with questions. Not even Erica.

      At the time, I was thankful. In hindsight, it makes today harder. How could I possibly start to explain my ghost of boyfriends past?

      Even worse, admit that Nate is my baby-daddy Bruno. The one topic everyone has steered clear of mentioning to me.

      “I’m fine. The boys are fine.” I plop down on a lawn chair and toss the broken shoe on the ground.

      “What happened there?” Morgan picks it up.

      “I popped the strap climbing the fence.”

      She laughs. “What I’d pay to see that.” She slaps the flip-flop against her leg. “Ouch. You mind if I keep this for a backup paddle?”

      “Be my guest.” I lie back and close my eyes.

      Morgan has been known to wield any type of non-lethal weapon at her kids. Purse straps, fly flaps, wooden spoons, and flip-flops. Andrew is the usual recipient, but all have had their share of heinie pops.

      I’m thankful Timothy hasn’t given me any problems so far.

      “Mama, guess who we met?”

      My eyes pop open to Ethan’s voice.

      “I told you to stay outside during our spa day.”

      “But we met Nate the Great.”

      “Nathan Miller?” Erica leans up, a cloth falling from her eyes.

      “Yes, he’s our new neighbor,” I say.

      Erica cuts her eyes toward me in a questioning stare.

      “Y’all all know him?” Carter’s eyes widen.

      “He grew up here and went to our school,” Erica offers.

      Thank God, she went with that and not the whole “dated Brooke” explanation. I half smile at her with gratitude.

      “He said he could help us with ball.” Ethan raises his hands in excitement. “For free!”

      Morgan smiles. “Well, now that does make Nate great.”

      “He’s going to help all of us, even Timothy.”

      Erica raises an eyebrow at me.

      “Maybe. Timothy’s never even played ball,” I say.

      “So he needs help the most,” Ethan counters.

      I sigh.

      “Well, I guess that was your ghost, huh, Brooke?” Aniston’s voice carries coyly across the room.

      We all turn to the doorway. “How long have you been there?” I ask.

      “Long enough to know you need a massage,” Daisy says, peeking around her.

      “That’s one thing I agree with.” I stand and turn to Ethan. “The baseball is TBD.”

      He nods and lowers his head.

      Aniston hands me a warm towel as I pass her. “Wash your face before falling asleep in there. Remember what happened to me when I misused skin cream?”

      I laugh. “Don’t we all.”

      Aniston was red for a week after getting her face too heated while wearing her sister’s skin cream. She had to recruit Adrianne to do her makeup so she could attend a banquet with Easton and not look like a tomato.

      I wipe my face and toss the dirty towel at Aniston. She scoffs. I follow Daisy toward the massage table without looking back. Serves her right.

      Maybe Daisy can work some kind of miracle on me. My body keeps alternating between tensing up and loosening like Jell-O. And I had none of this stress before today.

      Sadly, Nate still has an effect on me.
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        Nate

      

      

      

      In the few days since I’ve moved back to Apple Cart, not much has changed. There’s an extra Dollar General, and the Pig got a facelift. Today I can add one more difference to the list.

      Apple Cart County Baptist added a drum set. I guess the elders opposed to anything besides keyboard and string music have all died in the time I’ve been gone.

      A younger guy plays the drums, but the same women sit at the piano and organ. I don’t recognize the guitar player, but he’s older as well.

      The drums are a nice touch, making “I’ll Fly Away” a little less of a snooze fest. Mom pats her knee and sings along. I didn’t inherit her love of hymns.

      My eyes scan the crowd as I hide a yawn.

      Like a beacon from heaven, Brooke’s brown hair shines under the fluorescent lights. It’s down and curled rather than in a messy bun. Her face is smooth with her usual natural makeup look, instead of the painted goop.

      Mom clears her throat loudly.

      “What?” I whisper just as loudly.

      She pinches my ear like I’m a kid.

      “Ouch.”

      “It’s not polite to stare in church. Pay attention to the choir.”

      I would, if Brooke were in the choir.

      Against my wishes, I mind Mom and face the front of the church. I make it a few more songs before my eyes wander.

      Timothy turns around and waves at me.

      I give as tiny a wave as possible with my big hand. Brooke stays facing forward, but I pretend she sees me out of the corner of her eye. Her family is closer to the front, but on the other side. Just far enough for me to not see her without turning my head.

      Mom hits a high note on the last chord of the last song. I flinch at the unexpected pitch. While I’m irritated, I make a note to ask her about not telling me Brooke has a kid, and possibly a husband.

      There’s no man on their pew besides her dad.

      I force myself to face forward again. The guy could be working or sick or something. I’ll need to check her ring finger again. She’s at church, wearing makeup and earrings. If she has a wedding band, she’ll have it on.

      The pastor reads a list of announcements while the choir and band exit the stage. Not much interests me except the part about having a golf benefit once the cows are sold from the county pasture.

      Golf is a sport I’ve learned to like over the years. Charity events like to invite athletes from other sports to play in tournaments, and it’s a nice change of pace from killing the ball all the time.

      That event is sandwiched between baby showers and planning the Easter program.

      Without warning, he goes into prayer. I bow my head and wait for the “amen.” Then I conveniently lift my head in the direction of Brooke.

      The sermon is a blur as I zone in and out of paying attention. My focus is on Brooke and tossing around scenarios of what she’s been up to since we broke up.

      I can’t leave today without talking to her. If things start to go sour, I’ll claim I came over to talk about helping Timothy with ball.

      Once the final “amen” is said, I spring to my feet.

      An older couple stands between me and the end of the pew. I don’t want to hurry them or smoosh them between pews trying to get out. Mom is turned around talking to someone on the other side of me. My only option is patience.

      The good news is I can easily see over the couple’s heads.

      I follow Brooke with my eyes as they take their time shuffling to the end of the pew. She stands and picks up her things.

      I’m finally free and on my way across the sanctuary when a hand hits my chest.

      “Well, if it isn’t Nathaniel Miller.”

      Mrs. Ethel stares up at me. She hasn’t changed much at all, except that she’s now using a walker. One of those fancy ones that has a little seat and a pocket on the front.

      She slides her hand down my chest, and I squirm when it reaches my belt. Old people are funny. Once they reach a certain age, they think they can act however, wherever.

      I take a step back and clear my throat. She moves her hand and uses it to wag a finger at me. Better than the alternative.

      “Did you buy that mansion Jonah and Carolina fixed up to sell?”

      “Yes, ma’am, I did.”

      She turns to the two older ladies behind her. It’s nice to see her entourage is still in good health. “Told y’all it was true.”

      She reaches toward me, and I curl my shoulders in cautiously. Luckily, she swats her hand instead of touching me. “I knew you would come home to Apple Cart one day.” She smiles. “You’re our hometown hero.”

      “Well, I don’t know about that . . .” I crane my neck to find Brooke.

      Paul comes up and wraps his arm around Ms. Dot. “Dot, we best hurry if we want to beat the Methodists to Mary’s.”

      “Okay, dear.” She follows Paul.

      Dear? That’s new to me. I remember Mom mentioning her husband passed recently, but she didn’t say anything about Paul.

      The other women follow them out, and I make my escape down the aisle. A few more people greet me on the way. I’m polite, but keep trailing forward.

      When I finally reach the front of the church, I see Brooke climb in a car and drive off.

      I stand on the porch and sigh. Why did I let her get away?

      Today and before.

      My feet weigh more than I can bench press—even before my injury. I stand plastered to the brick tiles until a hand rests on my shoulder. I turn to Mom, relieved it isn’t another handsy granny.

      “Sorry, son. I get to talking a lot on Sundays.”

      I press my lips together to not laugh. She’s always been social, and so have I. Too bad I couldn’t be social with Brooke.

      “Why don’t you follow me home. I put a roast in this morning.”

      “Sounds awesome.”

      We walk across the gravel parking lot toward her car. “Have you given any more thought to moving in with me?” I ask.

      “Oh, I couldn’t impose.”

      “Mom, it’s a huge house. I intended on you moving in when I bought it.”

      She frowns. “I don’t know. I’ve lived in the same place ever since we came to Apple Cart.”

      “But you’d only be moving a few miles out of town.”

      “I’ll think about it.” She gives me a forced smile.

      I open her door for her. Once inside, she pauses. “You are coming for lunch, right?”

      Instead of saying yes right away, I lean over the door. “On one condition.”

      “I have tea.”

      I laugh. “Not that. Tell me why you never mentioned Brooke had a kid?”

      “Brooke Marshall?”

      I put on my most sarcastic stare.

      “It happened so long ago, and you never mentioned her to me after the breakup. I assumed you wouldn’t want to know or even care.”

      My stomach bottoms out, and I push back from her door. I nod until the shock wears off. “Okay. See you in a few minutes.”

      I shut Mom’s door and stare at my feet on the way to my truck. Not interested? In Brooke?

      When have I ever acted uninterested in Brooke?

      I might go for long periods of time without thinking of her. But she always pops back in my brain the moment I try to get serious with another woman. No matter the person, I compare her to Brooke. And Brooke always wins.

      Kind of stupid considering we broke up at eighteen.

      At the time, I didn’t want to appear weak to anyone. Not even my own mother. It made more sense to focus on baseball and use the pain of our breakup to push me forward. Anytime Mom visited or called, I talked about ball or working or my roommates. Never about missing Brooke.

      In hindsight, she may have thought the breakup was mutual.

      It wasn’t.

      And if I’ve learned anything this weekend, it’s that Brooke still makes me crazy like she did in high school.
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        Brooke

      

      

      

      The only downside to working a normal shift is that I have no excuse not to go through the car line. Granted, it has run better with Aniston in charge.

      I pull up to the hospital and grab my almost empty coffee cup. One perk to working at the hospital is we never run out of coffee or Band-Aids.

      I may or may not have taken advantage of the latter when Timothy was into making fishing lures.

      He’s gone through several fads and had many interests. For some reason, I never anticipated him wanting to play baseball. It makes sense for him with a lot of friends playing. Plus, it’s in his blood.

      I squeeze my cup as I enter through the side door. So far, carrying this secret has served me well. Now that Nate’s back in town, it makes me nervous. I’ve seen him two days in a row, and both times Timothy was with me.

      I go through the motions of securing my purse and lunch in the locker room. Armed with my mug and phone, I march down the hall in search of more coffee.

      Voices come from the break room, which isn’t usual any time of day. What is unusual is one sounds exactly like Nate. Maybe it’s my imagination.

      Nope.

      I poke my head in the doorway and leave just as quickly. Nate sits at a table, arms folded, across from a physical therapist.

      Interesting.

      I’ve dealt with enough in the past to appreciate people staying out of others’ business, and I’ve never been particularly nosy. However, I’m drawn to the door like a moth to a flame. I stand close as I can to the opening without being spotted.

      They’re discussing the hospital layout, which is strange.

      “I think every hospital needs a designated physical therapy environment,” Nate says.

      Oscar agrees and gives a laundry list of what he goes through every time he comes to our hospital. He currently floats around at different rural hospitals on different days.

      “I don’t know where I’d be without physical therapy,” Nate continues.

      I lean closer, wanting to learn more. There’s so much of his story I don’t know. Sure, he’s been in the news and on TV throughout the years. But I don’t care to know about his baseball career. I care to know about him.

      Nate scoots his chair like he’s about to stand. I jerk back against the wall in a panic. When I do, my coffee mug hits the ground and bounces. Thankfully, it’s now empty. Unfortunately, it’s big and metal and sounds like Daddy working on the industrial-size apple slicer.

      I watch it roll a few feet, then jump forward like it’s a grenade I have to grab. Once it’s in my possession, I hightail toward the end of the hallway without looking back.

      Forget getting a refill. I pass another coffee counter and don’t stop until I’m at the nurse’s station. Easton, or Dr. West, stands at a filing cabinet. I have to remember where I am before I address him since I see him outside of work a lot now that he’s engaged to Aniston.

      “Brooke, you’re late.”

      I lift my brows and check my Apple watch. “Actually, I’m right on time.”

      “I meant for you.” He laughs. “You’re always beating me to work.”

      I nod and laugh.

      “Here’s the first X-ray of the day. Reception just brought it back.”

      He hands me a folder on the counter beside him. I pick it up and roll my eyes at Bessy McCain’s name. She calls herself a holistic doctor, but still comes in on occasion. Then she complains if Dr. West prescribes medicine that isn’t natural herbs. Oh, and she never wears shoes.

      “Good start to the day, huh?” he says.

      “Makes the car line look like a cakewalk.”

      He laughs.

      I take the chart and make my way to the front waiting area. Bessy’s bare feet welcome me when I open the door. I can’t help but stare at them as I call her name. They dangle above the floor, as she’s vertically challenged. Yet another reason she should wear shoes.

      She hops down from her chair and scurries toward me. That tile floor has to be cold. The hospital is always cold.

      I tug my jacket tighter around my chest and force my eyes toward her face. “Morning, Mrs. McCain.”

      She nods.

      I lead her down the hallway, thankful we don’t have to pass the break room. It’s bad enough that I drive by Nate’s house every time I leave the orchard. Now I see him at church and at work?

      What’s next? Will he show up at the hair salon?

      I sigh and open the door to the X-ray room. “Okay, Mrs. McCain.” I allow her to enter, then close the door behind us. “Your chart says you have something going on with your heel.”

      Imagine that. Someone who never wears shoes is having trouble with her foot.

      “Yeah, I have this spot on it that’s a hurtin’ and my essential oils ain’t cuttin’ it.”

      “Let’s have you sit on the table and prop your leg up.”

      I should’ve suggested something different, but for an older woman with a frumpy build, Bessy is very flexible. She swings her leg high and wide, flashing me in the process.

      And shoes are not the only essential she leaves out of her wardrobe.

      I blink like ten times to try and erase the image from my brain. We see a lot in the medical field, but it’s not common to see that area when X-raying a foot.

      Of course, she’s wearing one of those snap-button house dresses we refer to as muumuus in the South. It’s free flowing and not much different from our hospital gowns. Except it does close all the way.

      Thank God.

      Her dress flattens out when her leg is lowered. Relieved at that, I turn her foot and prepare the machine to take images.

      I hurry behind the window and instruct her how to turn after every few photos. She does surprisingly well, and I get some detailed scans of what I’m guessing is a shard of glass.

      “Mrs. Bessy, the doctor will have to make a conclusion on what exactly it is, but it appears something is lodged in your heel.”

      “Well, I declare.”

      “If you don’t mind waiting, I’ll get Dr. West.”

      “Take your time, dear. According to the Farmer’s Almanac, it’s not a good day to do anything but go to the doctor.”

      “All right, then.”

      I text Dr. West that Bessy’s X-rays are ready for him, and he asks me to take her to one of the exam rooms. This would probably be a good time to warn him she’s not wearing panties, but I can’t imagine typing that in a text.

      “He wants me to take you to room three. I can get a wheelchair for you if it’s more comfortable.”

      “You’re sweet.”

      I unfold the wheelchair we keep in the corner of the room and help her onto it. My eyes are glued to a spot on the wall above her head in case she tries to show off any acrobatic skills getting in the chair.

      Out of impulse, I pull a blanket from the closet. “Here. Your legs may be cold.” I drape it over her lap. Cold or not, I don’t want her flashing anyone on the ride down the hall.

      “Just one second.” I file the X-rays in her chart to show Dr. West. Then I tuck them under my arm and wheel her to room three. “He will be here as soon as he finishes up with his other patient.”

      She half smiles, and I exit before anything else gets odd.

      I close the door and shove her files in the pocket on the wall. Unless Easton needs more images, I can move on with my day.

      I turn and bump into something hard. “Oomph.” Hard as in a muscular chest.

      My eyes trail a tight athletic shirt to a neatly trimmed beard. It’s Nate. Again! I jump back, banging my head against the door.

      “Are you okay?” He reaches for my head, and I flinch.

      “Yeah, uh, weird morning. That’s all.” More like weird week, thanks to him moving back.

      His big hand cups the back of my head. It’s warm and kind, and I try not to enjoy his gentle touch. After what feels like both a short second and a lifetime, he removes his hand, brushing my hair slightly to the side.

      I suck in a breath and think of an exit strategy. Which is hard when something his size is blocking my path and the only alternative is retreating to a room with a backwoods witch doctor who doesn’t wear shoes . . . or panties.

      “You’re wearing scrubs, so I guess you’re not a patient.”

      “Nope.” I cross my arms, hoping he will back up at least enough so I can’t smell his cologne.

      “I thought you were in college for teaching.”

      “That was before—” I stop myself. Now’s not the time to let the cat out of the bag on him being Timothy’s father. “When I got pregnant with Timothy, I moved back here and went to the radiology school.”

      He lifts his chin. “But you always wanted to be a kindergarten teacher.”

      “It was easier to be with my parents and finish college sooner. Besides, I’ve raised my own kindergartener.” I laugh nervously.

      “That you have.” He smiles. “What grade is he in now?”

      “Second.”

      “Cool.” He scratches the back of his head and fumbles with his cap.

      A telltale sign he’s a little nervous. At least it’s not just me.

      “I’ll let you get to work. I need to head out anyway.”

      “Good seeing you.” I clamp my mouth shut.

      Is it though? Maybe it felt good to see him, but it’s not exactly good for me to see him.

      “You too. See you around our road.” He gently touches my arm for a beat, then turns and walks away.

      I grip the spot still warm from his touch and demand my heart to quit beating so fast.

      Having a kid on my own and keeping his dad a secret has taken a toll on my dating life. As in made it nonexistent. Plenty of people have tried to fix me up, and a few promising guys have asked me out. But I never made it on a date with any of them.

      Not because they weren’t interested, but because I wasn’t. None of them measured up to what I had in mind for my husband and Timothy’s dad. I assumed it was because I’m super picky and protective of Timothy.

      Now I know it’s because they weren’t Nate.
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        Nate

      

      

      

      Running into Brooke set my stomach in knots. I expect to see her on our road, or even at church, but not the hospital.

      Part of me is a little disappointed she didn’t get to be a teacher. I’m sure she’s great at the radiology thing, but I know how much she wanted to teach kindergarten. Maybe she could give me advice on backup careers in case my shoulder never heals.

      I shake my head. That’s not something I want to consider. At least not in my twenties. I’d planned on playing until my mid-thirties, then maybe opening a training facility or something. I’m still too young to feel this old.

      Mary’s Diner comes into view, and my stomach growls. Maybe it’s from the Brooke thing, but food never hurts. I pull in the parking lot. It’s late morning, which means she’s probably still serving breakfast. Mary’s is the kind of place where you can order anything and know it will be good.

      The door drags across the welcome mat. It’s just loud enough for every head to turn when I enter. Paul and Dot sit in a corner booth, and a couple of guys in camouflage sit at a table. I nod to all and continue toward the front.

      Everything is the same. Checkered tablecloths, framed photos of Apple Cart back in the day, and my high school jersey hanging on the wall behind the counter.

      I sigh and think back to my glory days playing high school ball. I’d assumed the best would be when I made it to the big leagues. It’s great, no doubt. But playing for your school with your buddies is far more fun.

      “Hey, sugar.” Mrs. Mary smiles widely, showing the gap in her front teeth. “I was wondering when you’d come by.”

      “Where you want me to sit?”

      “Anywhere you like.” She wipes her hands down the front of her apron. “You caught us between breakfast and lunch rush.”

      “Thanks.” I take a seat in the corner booth where Brooke and I often sat. We’d share a bigger table across the room when friends ate with us.

      Second to my mom, Mary has fed me more than anyone. Mom would help her prepare for catering events at times when money was tighter— really it was always tight. Mary would send her home with a plate for me when they finished.

      I’ve barely settled in my seat when she brings a big glass of sweet tea. “Here’s a menu, but let me make a suggestion.”

      “Absolutely.”

      “We still have breakfast food and we’re starting to grill steaks for lunch. How’s scrambled eggs with steak and hash browns sound?”

      “Delicious.” I take a long drink of my tea.

      She gathers the menu and smiles before hurrying to the back.

      I slump down and push my side of the booth farther from the table. I grew two inches since high school, and the change is noticeable sitting here.

      A black-and-white photo of the original high school stares at me. It burned down long before Mom and I moved here. I went to the school built sometime in the eighties.

      It’s rumored that a former principal set the school on fire to get an upgrade. People say she was mad that the athletics facilities got a new gym. The weird thing is we still called that gym the “new gym” when I was in school.

      Mary returns with my food, humming a cheerful tune. She’s never in a bad mood, at least that I’ve seen. She can be stern and serious, but never unhappy. With any luck, eating her food will transfer some of that upbeat attitude to me.

      “This looks delicious.”

      “It is.” She laughs and slides into the seat across from me.

      I stab some of the scrambled eggs with my fork. She catches my hand midair. “Boy, you forgot your prayer.”

      I smirk and lower my fork. I thank God for the food and the visit with Mary and say a quick “amen.” This time she doesn’t intercept the eggs when I reach toward my mouth.

      “How long you plan on staying in town?”

      I swallow and consider my answer. Mary never asks a casual question. She usually has a deeper question buried beneath it somewhere.

      “You know I bought the Vanderburke Mansion.”

      “I do.”

      Of course she does. Mary knows all in Apple Cart, even before the rest of us.

      “I’ll live here in the off-season and whenever I’m not needed with the team. I’m trying to get Mom to move there too.”

      “That would be nice.”

      I chew a big bite of steak and nod.

      “Great location. Across from the golf course, just a stone’s throw from the Marshall family orchard.” Mary’s eyes twinkle as she draws out the last part of that sentence.

      I stare at my plate, not caring for her insinuation. She has a bit of a reputation as a matchmaker. Brooke being my ex will only add to her meddling.

      When I bought the place, I didn’t know she still lived down the road. Would I still have bought it had I known?

      I don’t want to answer that.

      “You know, I always pictured you being a good coach and mentor to young men.”

      “That is kinda my current retirement plan.”

      Mary straightens the condiments in the corner of the table, then looks at me. “You don’t have to wait until retirement to start helping out.” She gives me that all-knowing look.

      “Funny you say that, since a kid asked me the other day about pitching lessons.”

      “Oh really, who?”

      “Ethan Archer.” I don’t dare add that Brooke’s son was with him. That would be like tossing kindling on the fire.

      “He’s a good ballplayer. There’s several kids in this town who have talent and drive, but no father figure to help them. So sad.” She shakes her head.

      The question of Brooke’s relationship status comes to mind. I know Mary knows, but I don’t dare ask. That would prove my interest in her.

      Mary’s lips curve into a grin. “I best get back to the kitchen. One of the church small groups comes in for an early lunch on Wednesdays.” She stands and winks before hurrying away.

      I chug my tea and sigh.

      It would be in my best interest—and Brooke’s—to assume she’s involved with someone. Even if she’s not. She broke up with me long ago and hasn’t bothered to contact me since. If that’s not a clear message, I don’t know what is. For all I know, she hurried out of church on purpose.

      If she wants me to help Timothy, I will gladly. I’ll treat him like I would any other boy eager to learn ball.

      Lord knows I’ve had plenty of single moms sign their kids up for pitching lessons with ulterior motives. I call them cleat diggers. Cleat chasers and gold diggers rolled into one.

      Only difference is the mom is Brooke, total opposite of cleat diggers. She ended our relationship when my career started to take off, and her family has plenty of their own money.

      This time I’m the one who might have an ulterior motive.
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