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            Charity

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        This town aint big. This town aint small. It’s a little of both they say. Our ball club may be minor league, but at least it’s triple A. — Alabama, ‘Cheap Seats’

        

      

      September at Louisiana State University is just too hot.

      Then again, it’s just too hot for seven AM, but what can you do? I’ve only been out of the shower for twenty minutes and my curls are already drying in every direction but down, a thin sheen of sweat clinging to the back of my neck. The walk from my dorm to the lecture hall isn’t particularly long or harrowing, but the early-morning Baton Rouge humidity is both.

      They say you get used to the weather in the south. I’ve lived in Arkansas, Oklahoma, and various parts of Texas over the years, and I’m still waiting to acclimate. Louisiana, as it turns out, is no better. Maybe I’ll grow some gills by my twenty-third birthday.

      “Lecture hall two-oh-three,” I say out loud to no one in particular, letting myself in.

      It’s blessedly cool inside the massive tiled space. The hum of the air conditioner is my only company as I make my way to the front row. There’s something oddly comforting about an empty classroom. Maybe it’s just a holdover from my childhood— years of being the first kid in the room, the last one to leave. School’s always been a haven for me.

      Within these walls, the rules are defined; clear. Do this paper, read these chapters, complete this many assignments by the end of the semester and ta-da! You get a good grade. Nothing else in my life has ever been as easy to understand as a syllabus. Stability and security don’t come included in your pre-packed foster kid starter pack.

      By the time the door opens again, letting a handful of chattering classmates in, I’m already halfway through the first chapter of a textbook that’s nearly as thick as my forearm.

      “Oh! You already got the book?” A bright-eyed brunette with a wide smile plops down next to me. “I didn’t think we’d need it on the first day. I guess I should have at least looked at the syllabus huh? Is it expensive?” She nods her head towards my copy of Come as You Are: Liberation, Activism, and Women’s Issues.

      One look at the girl and I can tell that hair color isn’t the only thing that makes us polar opposites. There’s no trace of slow southern anything in her. A west coast accent colors her words as much as her attitude. She’s put together in ways I thought only happen in magazines and Hollywood makeover shows. Her bright red lipstick is perfectly lined, highlighting the plump contours of her mouth like I never manage without getting it all over my entire face.

      I can pass an organic chemistry exam with my eyes closed, but the mystique of makeup has always remained just beyond my reach.

      “Oh, I don’t know. I have enough ramen money left for at least the rest of the month, so I guess it wasn’t too bad.” I give her a noncommittal shrug.

      The brunette laughs, a full-throated sound that fills up the space around us. I have a feeling everything she does is larger than life.

      “I don’t even know why we need a book for this class. I’m Pru, by the way. Prudence, but don’t you dare call me that. I have no idea what my parents were smoking. It must have been the good shit though.” She stretches out in the chair next to me, plopping her Doc Martens on the empty rolling cart in front of us.

      I close my textbook. Clearly, I’m not getting any more studying done before class starts. Normally, something like that would annoy me, but I can’t help but like Pru. Maybe it’s just the fact that I’ve never really had the girlfriend experience like other college-aged girls, but she’s warm and welcoming and cool.

      “I mean,” she goes on with an exaggerated wave of her hand. “It’s women’s studies. Hello. I’m a woman. Study away.”

      “I’m Charity. Nice to meet you.” It’s my turn to laugh. If nothing else, sitting next to someone this over-the-top is bound to be an interesting semester. “I heard Professor Thorburn can be a stickler, so I wanted to be prepared.”

      I tap the edge of my textbook with a fingernail that suddenly looks a lot more chewed up now that I’ve seen Pru’s perfectly polished digits.

      “Shoot.” Her button nose scrunches at the revelation. “I guess I should have at least checked Rate my Professor before signing up, but I waited until the last day. Shocking, I know.”

      Shaking my head, I reach into my battered canvas backpack. Pulling out the blue spiral notebook that’s already neatly labeled with the class name and time, I also pluck two gel pens from the front pocket. I hand one to Pru and, after a second, also rip a couple sheets of paper out and pass them to my ill-prepared classmate.

      “Well thank you!” She beams a genuine smile at me. “I knew you were going to be my new bestie.”

      “Good morning.” The clipped voice of the professor interrupts my snicker. “Welcome to Women’s Studies 104. Let’s get started. I trust that you’ve all taken the time to go over the syllabus?”

      Pru and I exchange silent looks.

      Without waiting for anyone to respond, the teacher launches into the first lecture of the semester. The crowded classroom is filled with the sound of students scrabbling for pens and laptops booting up. Despite the frigid air being blasted in, I feel a new trickle of sweat making its way down the side of my neck as my fingers threaten to cramp.

      “I know many of you assumed this is an easy A class. Let me dispel that myth immediately. You will have to work for your grade here, just as much— if not more— than any other humanities course.” Professor Thorburn’s marker squeaks across the whiteboard as she ticks off a list of required reading to be done before next week’s meeting. Her hair doesn’t dare move as she makes her way along the length of the board. I’m surprised it had the audacity to begin turning grey.

      Beside me, Pru makes a sound somewhere between a groan and a sigh.

      “Now, first and foremost,” the professor goes on, “let’s talk about your first project. It’s due one week from today, and I expect both a written component as well as an oral presentation. The topic, as I’m sure you’ve all seen on the class website—”

      She does pause now, as the class rushes to whip out electronic devices in unison and pull up the web page in question.

      “Is the female orgasm.” She looks around as if daring us to laugh or make inappropriate comments. “You may work alone or in groups of no more than three.”

      A ball of ice drops into the pit of my stomach at her words.

      Her passionate lecture on women’s sexuality in literature and art fades into a drone as I mentally implode.

      How could I have missed this?!

      I was so focused on getting my schedule just right— all the classes needed to land the perfect internship next year and start working with an actual social work agency instead of just studying— that I missed this stupid project right smack dab at the top of the syllabus.

      “Well, at least this class isn’t all terrible.” Beside me, Pru’s dark eyes are dancing.

      Because of course someone like her would think a project about sex and orgasms is the best thing ever.

      Well. Nothing to worry about, right? I had never identified a DNA strand before I managed to ace my biology class. Never lived with Aborigines, but I nailed sociology.

      So, just because I’ve never actually, you know, had an orgasm doesn’t mean I can’t kill this project too. Right?

      Right?!

      At the head of the class, the professor takes a sip of coffee from her Vagina Monologues mug. Her eyes seem to drill into me as if she’s some sort of predatory wolf that can smell the fear and virginity roiling off of me.

      I am suddenly very, very nervous.
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            Levi

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Ok here we go. We’ve got a real pressure cooker going on here tonight. Two down, nobody on, no score, bottom of the ninth. — Meatloaf, ‘Paradise by the Dashboard Lights’

        

      

      Eight AM classes shouldn’t exist. They are an affront to human decency. They should be outlawed by the Geneva conventions, right up there with mustard gas and atomic bombs.

      I’m struggling to tug my pants on and get out the door when my phone buzzes again. The third time in the last fifteen minutes. The first one was easy to ignore, rolling over and going back to sleep for a blissful five minutes. The second jolted me awake as I realized what the calls were about. My one and only early morning class.

      The third time, I manage to answer. I put it on speakerphone since I need both hands to finish tugging clothes into place. Last night’s shirt and last week’s jeans. Wrinkled, at least they don’t smell too bad. The same can’t be said for my practice gear. I’m surprised my laundry hamper isn’t cultivating flies.

      Mental note: laundry this weekend.

      “Hey, Coach. Can’t talk, heading into class.” I try to bluff as I race down the dorm stairwell, taking entire flights of stairs at a time with my hands on either handrail to launch myself forward. Stupidly reckless and an easy way to twist an ankle, but also the fastest way down.

      “Miller, you get your sorry lying ass down here. I’m standing outside Thorburn’s classroom, so don’t even think about lying to me again, boy.”

      Coach has the deep Cajun accent of a native of East Baton Rouge parish. He somehow turns the word ‘boy’ into three syllables. I’ve always worked hard to distance myself from the accent. Some people like it, but it just makes me feel like I’m talking with a mouthful of marbles.

      “You’ve got it, Coach. On my way.” I stick the landing of the last flight of stairs. The shock of it races up my shins, and I know I’ll be feeling it at practice later, but a little pain is nothing compared to dropping the ball scholastically.

      When I first started at LSU, I promised myself I wouldn’t be just another meathead jock coasting through easy classes on a baseball scholarship. I’d apply myself, get my degree as a fallback option. I’m good, but being good isn’t enough to make it into the Show.

      The road to hell is paved with good intentions.

      Time got away from me, that’s all. Endless practices and drills. Class didn’t seem as important as baseball. Nothing has ever been as important as playing ball.

      You had plenty of opportunities, you just squandered it. Now you’ve got one chance left, hotshot.

      “I mean it, Miller. This is your last chance.” Coach echoes my own thoughts, never a good sign.

      “I will dump your ass and find another pitcher. There’s plenty of talent coming out of high school this year.”

      I roll my eyes. Coach has been threatening to replace me for almost four years now.

      “Come on Coach. We all know you won’t find another ball slinger that can swat them into the cheap seats like I can.”

      He grumbles and huffs. Coach is all bark, no bite. At least about this kind of thing.

      “Don’t push it, Miller. You’re out of here in the fall no matter what, cutting you loose a semester early won’t cost me nuttin’, sha’” Coach’s accent gets thicker the madder he gets. I can almost see his face growing tomato red in apoplectic rage, even as he starts to sound like someone who grew up a stone’s throw from the Bartholomew Bayou.

      Scratch that, I can see it. The humanities building is a two-minute jog from my comfy room on campus. Most seniors leave campus, but I’ve always enjoyed being in the middle of it all. Not to mention being within walking distance of classes.

      “Milla’, you had best be glad I’m as smart as I am. Ask me why, go on.” Coach is in his fifties, with a gut so big it makes me want to swear off beer every time I see it. He’s still athletic, arms and legs corded with sinewy muscle, but his belly could be used as a flotation device.

      “Why are you so smart, Coach?” I ask dutifully, leaning against the rail to catch my breath. I’m in tip-top shape, but even for me— especially for me, on some days— a breakneck sprint across campus is a lot. It’s the humidity. It’s like trying to breathe through pea soup.

      “Well fo’ starters, I ain’t had to run down here at a full sprint. So I’m not gasping like a guppy. But mostly it’s cuz I already let this professor know you’d be late. She told me that you get this one free, but that’s it. So don’t you drag your sorry ass in here late ever again, you hear me Miller?”

      Coach crosses his arms, standing firm. I nod in response as I straighten up.

      “I want to hear you say it.” He grumbles. I roll my eyes but relent.

      “I promise I won’t be late to this class again,” I sigh, shaking my head. “Although it’d be easier if you hadn’t picked a class at this ungodly hour, Coach. I know you're a sadist, but everyone has their limits, you know?”

      He smiles at me ruefully. “I’m afraid I can’t take credit for this one. Everything else was full. This is the only opening left, and it’s only because this professor is known for being devilishly difficult.” He claps my shoulder with one meaty hand, the grin on his face not quite making it up to his shark-like eyes.

      “Good luck, boy.” With that, he wanders away, leaving me to slink into the lecture hall at five after eight.

      Sure enough, the entire thing is packed to the gills. I didn’t even know they made lecture halls this big. It’s like the first game of the season, packed wall to wall in Tigers purple and gold. Despite myself, I let out a low whistle at the sight.

      Hundreds of heads turn towards me, including the professor.

      “Nice of you to join us, Mr. Miller. I gather you’re something of a celebrity on campus. I’m afraid to inform you that your skill with a stick will not help you in my class.”

      There are a few snickers at her phrasing, but only the most daring souls. And even they keep their laughter quiet and quick.

      I give her my best, most charming smile. Dimple and everything.

      “That’s alright, ma’am. I carry my weight on or off the field.” I make my way down the steps towards the front of the class as I speak, eyes scanning desperately for a seat. Some way out.

      “See that you do, Mr. Miller.” She looks back at her board then, dismissing me entirely.

      “For the rest of you who had the good sense to be on time —” Ouch, lady. “I will, in the spirit of fairness, excuse one absence. Mr. Miller got one, so everyone else will get one. You may all thank him by catching him up on the parts of the lecture he’s already missed.”

      Missed? How could I have missed anything? It’s five minutes into the first day of class.

      I don’t say anything, instead continuing on the hunt for an empty seat. Apprehension begins to swell inside me as I make my way closer and closer to the professor. As I close the distance I note that she’s not as old as I first thought. She just has a severe choice of wardrobe — vintage librarian.

      “Mr. Miller, please take a seat. You’ve disrupted class enough for one semester.” Her voice is a whip crack. Somehow it fills me with more shame than any amount of yelling from Coach.

      “I’m trying, ma’am. It seems like you’re just too popular.” I try to inject a little humor. One of her eyebrows twitch, but her lips don’t budge an inch. Not even a  ghost of a smile.

      “There’s an empty seat right here.” She points at the dreaded front row. I couldn’t make it out when I walked in, but as I draw closer, I do note an empty seat. The front row is divided by the different sets of steps leading down to the bottom of the hall, so this particular section only has three seats. One empty, and the other…

      Alright, alright, alright.

      The back of her head is the first thing I see. Blonde curls the color of honey in sunshine. It’s notable because she’s the only person still facing forward at this point. Instinctively, I wonder what those silky soft tresses will feel like in my hands.

      Without another word I slump into the seat next to her, leaning down to catch a glimpse of her face as I do.

      Poised perfection. Like a miniature version of the professor, except twenty years younger and easily twice as beautiful. Full lips set in a firm line. Perfect eyebrows furrowed into an expression of intense concentration and mild aggravation. Her blue eyes don’t cut my way for even a second. It’s as if I don’t even exist.

      Somehow her indifference aggravates me more than Coach, this professor, and eight AM on a  Monday morning combined.

      “Good. Now we’ll continue going over the syllabus,” Thorburn continues the moment my ass hits the seat. “This class has several unconventional methods. Most classes will build you up over the semester and end with a big project. I do the opposite. I have no time for people who aren’t willing to put in the effort, and I believe in separating the wheat —” She glances at me.

      No. The girl next to me. The ghost of a smile appears on her face for a half-second. “ — from the chaff.”

      Now her eyes cut to me. The smile threatening her face finally appears: the predatory show of teeth of a shark who has smelled blood in the water.

      “This project is pass or fail. It is due in one week. No excuses, not even from Coaches.”

      Fine. Come and get it. I’ve been proving people wrong my entire life, lady.
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        And the ball goes up and the ball comes down. Swings his bat all the way around. The world’s so still he can hear the sound. The baseball falls to the ground. — Kenny Rogers, ‘The Greatest’

        

      

      “Hey, there’s a baseball game tonight. First practice game of the year. Want to come?” Pru’s waiting for me to carefully pack up my things, seemingly oblivious to the slight tremble in my hands as I do.

      I guess I should be happy that the rest of the class can’t hear the way my heart is pounding through my ribcage. My new bestie’s mention of baseball doesn’t do much to ease my wayward pulse. I cast a quick glance at the seat next to me, but it’s already empty.

      No big surprise there. I wasn’t exactly expecting the gorgeous stack of muscles to wait around, especially not after his star-spangled entrance.

      Still— Holy Louisville Slugger, Batman.

      I’m not sure if it’s all the talk about orgasms, the swagger with which he sauntered late into Thorburn’s lecture, or just the sheer beauty of his physical form. But the green-eyed god who sat on the other side of me for the duration of class took my breath away more completely than any sex-themed assignment ever could. For the first time in my academic career, I can’t remember a single word of a lecture. It’s maddening.

      He’s maddening.

      Even now, with the last of our classmates filing out of the room in a rumble of complaints and plans, his scent lingers. I may never be able to dislodge the combination of fresh air, magnolia trees, and battered leather from my psyche ever again.

      “Um. I have to work tonight.” It’s not a copout. Not entirely, anyway. I do have a shift at Gone Wired, the campus coffee shop where I work part-time to pay for little luxuries like food and textbooks. “Besides, I really should start working on this project before—”

      “Levi will be there,” Pru interrupts me with a wicked half-smile.

      “Who?” My voice cracks, sending a flood of telltale heat rushing to my face.

      “Levi Miller.” The faux innocent act doesn’t really work on Pru, but she makes a show of batting her black eyelashes at me anyway. “You know, the dreamboat all-star pitcher you were mooning over during class instead of paying attention like a good girl?”

      “I was not mooning!” I cry out far too loudly. My mortification bounces off the walls and echoes back loudly in my own hot ears. Just the sound of Levi’s name makes me feel like a ten-year-old at her first boy-band concert.

      “I’ll save you a spot!” Pru’s cackle follows her out the door.

      Whether because of aggravation or embarrassment, I take my time strolling out after her. My next class isn’t for thirty-six minutes— twice as long as I’ll need to get to the math and science building.

      “Mooning, huh?” A deep voice catches me off guard the moment I step into the hall.

      I hadn’t noticed anyone standing outside the doorway, assumed the rest of the class had long since split. When I turn to look, I’m even more surprised. The last person I expect to see leaning casually against the wall is—

      “Levi?”

      His tan face creases into a smile. Impossibly, it makes him even better looking. His green eyes are razor-sharp. I feel them slice right through me the second he turns that lopsided grin in my direction. One deep dimple etches the smooth perfection of his otherwise angular, chiseled face when he realizes I already know his name. It’s unfair, how good looking he is.

      “Charity, right?” Levi swings both a backpack and massive LSU gym bag easily from one shoulder to another, falling into step beside me.

      I keep my gaze straight ahead as we walk. If I were a different kind of girl— more like Pru, maybe— I’d take a chance. Do something. Anything. Look back at him. Flirt, maybe? Why don’t they teach classes on flirting? Like makeup, it’s the kind of skill I’ve managed to never really absorb, but know I should have.

      “Look at the two of us, paying attention during attendance.” I wince internally at the dry air of indifference in my own voice. “Maybe we’ll get through this semester after all.”

      Oh Charity, why can’t you just be a normal girl?

      To my surprise, Levi isn’t the least bit put off by my awkward, stand-offish attitude. He just throws his head back and barks out a laugh.

      I do stop now, looking up at him. Looking at Levi’s face is like looking straight at the sun. He’s brilliant; bright to the point of blinding. Probably just as dangerous, too.

      I’ve never really considered how tall athletes are. Then again, I’ve never really invested a lot of thought or energy in sports and extracurricular activities in general. Levi is tall enough that I have to tilt my head back to see all of him. And there is a lot of him to see. The thick, corded muscles of his body strain the confines of his wrinkled Ralph Lauren polo.

      “Do you need something, Levi?” I mean to sound cool and dismissive, but it just sounds like I’m genuinely baffled by his very existence.

      “You.” He says it without a trace of humor, that beautiful face set in a look of complete seriousness.

      My mouth goes dry, in sharp contrast to the rest of my body.

      I watch Levi Miller’s forest-green eyes drag their way down my tee-shirt, over my leggings, and back up to my face.

      “I wanted to see what time works best for my partner— so we can work on our women’s studies project,” he goes on smoothly as if he hadn’t just yanked the floor out from under me. “On The Female Orgasm. Why don’t you come by the game tonight and we can talk about it?”

      “Partn— I don’t do group sex projects. I mean, I do my women’s sex work alone. I mean—” I close my eyes, willing my brain to calm down and stop misfiring for five blessed seconds.

      Now would be a great time for a miniature hurricane to come and whoosh me away. My own personal Katrina.

      To his benefit, Levi is still standing there when I open them again. He isn’t even laughing.

      “I’ll try and make it after work.”

      I think of a million better responses. Funny brush offs, witty one-liners. Even the kind of sexy quips I have stored away from the steamy romance novels I keep stashed away under my bed for an occasional Sunday afternoon indulgence. Not that they ever do any good. No matter how hot a book is, my own fingers have never been good enough to scratch that itch.

      But they all come to me later. Hours later, long after Levi and his brilliant smile walk away, whistling Take Me Out to the Ball Game.
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        Well I spent some time in the Mudville nine. Watching it from the bench. You know I took some lumps when the mighty Case struck out.

        

      

      “Head’s up!”

      Trevor’s voice resounds over the clatter of bats slamming into baseballs and the uproar of college athletes that surrounds me.

      My cleats skid across the artificial turf as I dart back. Not for the first time in my life, I offer up silent thanks for my reflexes.

      The barreling projectile misses my nose by millimeters. A batting cage fastball comes rocketing out of the machine at a solid ninety-five miles per hour. That’s more than enough speed to do some serious damage to my money maker. Worse, it would keep me from playing in tonight’s game, and I just managed to get Charity to agree to swing by after work.

      “Gotta stop daydreaming out there, Miller.” Trevor waits for the machine to power down before opening up the cage and joining me. “How are we supposed to mop up all the broken hearts in your wake if you’re just as ugly as the rest of us?”

      I have to laugh. A lifelong athlete who grew up on his family’s horse ranch, Trevor is anything but ugly. Being a catcher isn’t as flashy as being the star pitcher, but he still pulls down more than his fair share of ladies.

      “Trev,” I shake my head as I unsnap my batting gloves. “Don’t hate on me just because my batting average would still be higher than yours even if I dozed off every other pitch.”

      He shrugs from the cage beside me, coming over to stand next to the chain link, fingers weaving through it as he leans into it. Trev is big enough that it sags under his substantial physique.

      “Come on, Miller. What’s got you all up in your head? Girl trouble?” He asks innocently.

      We’ve been best friends for almost our entire collegiate career. I groan at his question. Trevor is about as subtle as the fastballs launching out of the pitching machine.

      “Who told you?” I grumble as I stretch out first one leg and then another.

      “No one, brother.” Trevor’s face is innocence personified. “I just know you. You had that same look on your face freshman year when you were chasing that cheerleader, what was her name?”

      “She wasn’t a cheerleader, she played volleyball. I wasn’t chasing, she just was a remarkable athlete.” I murmur, pulling my gloves back on and snugging them down.

      “Yeah, sure thing buddy. I’m just saying, you were worse than useless until you got her out of your system. Whatever you’ve got going on, you better do the same thing. We’ve got a lot on the line this semester.” Trevor turns his back to me, stepping up to his own plate.

      I grab the bat and hit the remote for the machine to start tossing balls at me again. As I begin to slam them back, my mind begins to wander again. Picturing Charity and her flustered response to my question. I can’t help but crack a smile at the memory.

      I think about the opposing team’s line-up. I really should have reviewed the tape from the last time we played, like I normally do, but I was much too distracted. Images of Charity’s curves kept superimposing themselves over the screen every time I tried to focus.

      Damn it. I really hate it when Trevor has a point. It’s even worse than Coach calling me out.

      Mentally, I begin to map out the weaknesses in the other team. Who can't handle the heat, who I need to mind in-game, who to watch out for.

      So many people are awed by the speed and precision of my pitches, but they see it as a gift from on high, or just pure luck. They don’t see the hours of practice or the long nights spent studying. Baseball is a thinking man’s game. I just have to make Charity see that.

      Ugh. Trevor really is right. As much as I want to fixate on the blonde beauty, I really have to keep my wits about me. This is our last semester, and if I want to make it in the Show — if I want to prove that everyone was wrong about me — then I’ve got to bring nothing but my A-game.

      I tug my cap down and slam another home-run back at the machine.

      “That’s alright,” I whisper, “bringing my A-game is what I do best.”

      Despite my resolution, my eyes scan the crowd gathering around the fence, hoping to see a pair of blue eyes peeking out at me from between blonde curls. It’s the same kind of desperate hope I used to get as a kid at Christmas — always hoping that there would be a present under the tree, even after years of disappointment.

      Trevor once called me a hopeless romantic. We were shitfaced drunk, but he wasn’t too far off the mark.

      I’m not hopeless, though. Just hopeful.
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        Where have you gone, Joe DiMaggio? Our nation turns its lonely eyes to you. Woo oo ooo. What’s that you say, Mrs. Robinson? Joltin’ Joe has left and gone away? — Simon and Garfunkel, ‘Mrs. Robbinson’

        

      

      The sun is already down by the time I leave Gone Wired hours later.

      An early-evening breeze takes the edge off the worst of the heat, making it tolerable to be outside for the first time all day. Despite the lingering humidity, clusters of students are taking advantage of the drop in temperature, crowding around the coffee shop’s outdoor tables with their iced drinks. Here and there, couples are braving the mosquitos, stretching out on the verdant lawn to watch the stars appear.

      I don’t acknowledge the way my battered sneakers point their way toward the baseball field on the other side of campus of their own accord. Not even to myself. It might be the first time I’ve done anything besides head straight back to my dorm room after a shift. Whether that makes me studious or boring I’m still not sure.

      I tell myself that the flutter in my chest is just the excitement of doing something new, or nervous energy stemming from pushing myself past my usual boundaries.

      That facade falls away the moment I step onto the bleachers.

      I’ve seen baseball games on television before. One of my better foster families was fond of watching just about every sport imaginable around the dinner table. Their polite cheers over spaghetti and meatballs were always an interesting, if a little dull, way to spend an evening. A nice facsimile of the All American Family Experience, if nothing else.

      Being here, beneath the bright lights of the stadium? Everything is different.

      The smell of freshly cut grass and the bright bite of yellow mustard permeate the air. The line for the concession stand snakes its way past me as I walk in, and the laughter of students trickles over me like rain. There’s an infectious energy to the place, an excitement that I pick up just being here.

      Crack!

      I whip my head around just in time to catch the briefest glimpse of a white uniform and the blur of a purple cap run past the fence nearest me. The roar of the crowd rises to a near-deafening pitch. According to the massive LED scoreboard over the field, I’ve made it in time for the sixth inning, and the score just tied up at four runs.

      “Charity! You made it! Over here!” Pru’s voice makes its way to me over the uproar.

      It doesn’t take long to wind my way to my new friend. She’s sitting with a group of girls I don’t immediately recognize, but quickly introduces me around the group like a long lost relative.

      “Here,” The redhead sitting behind us passes me a striped box of popcorn. “Everyone knows baseball games are about snacks.” Even though it’s getting to be full night now, she’s wearing a wide-brimmed summer hat. I can’t blame her, the smattering of freckles across her nose and alabaster cheeks all but scream sunburn-in-the-making.

      “Oh, Charity knows all about snacks.” Pru giggles wickedly, nudging my shoulder.

      I don’t entirely understand the uproar of girlish laughter that rises up around me. Until I look where she’s motioning, at the field ahead of us.

      The teams are switching sides, with our own Tigers taking the outfield. Levi is unmissable. He doesn’t walk, he swaggers out to the mound. Even from where I’m sitting, it’s a striking sight. Gone is the slightly out-of-breath student that came in late to Thorburn’s class this morning. The difference is distinct, unmistakable.

      And so fucking sexy.

      A hush settles over the crowd as he winds up for his first pitch. It’s almost religious; a reverence that a gathering of this size rarely manages on its own.

      In an instant, I see why.

      Levi’s arm is a cannon. His pitch explodes with power and precision, barreling out from the mound and into the catcher’s mitt so fast and so accurate that I find myself wishing for a real-life instant replay button.

      “Holy shit.” I don’t even realize I’ve said it out loud until I hear Pru laughing softly beside me.

      There’s no malice in it, though. She just leans in, grabbing a handful of popcorn out of my bucket.

      “Oh yeah, honey. You chose a hell of a guy to fall for. Levi Miller is a stud.” Pru nods sagely.

      “I haven’t fallen for Levi,” It doesn’t come out nearly as vehemently as I intend. Is it really written all over my face? Great, just what I need.

      “He really is a stud.” I finally concede to a chorus of sighs as Levi launches another perfect pitch into the catcher’s mitt.

      We watch as he strikes out two batters in a row. They storm off, the second hurling his bat down in a string of colorful insults. Through it all, Levi never loses his composure. Gone is the cocky, arrogant college student from this afternoon. Levi on the field is possessed of a single-minded focus.

      It’s inspiring, fascinating to watch, and brutally arousing.

      The third batter nearly makes it to second base in a blinding slide and a cloud of dirt. When the dust settles, the umpire’s call is loud and crystal clear.

      You’re Out!

      My throat goes hoarse from cheering along with the girls around me. My heart is racing, thumping loudly in my chest. Even my face hurts from smiling so wide for so long. I can’t ever remember having this much fun, certainly not on a random work night when I have class the next day. It feels damn near sinful.

      The seventh-inning stretch kicks off, music blaring over the speakers. I find myself anxious for the game to resume, excited to see the scoreboard tick upwards in our direction. In a single instant, I take a deep breath and get it. This is why people love sports so much.

      “Studmuffin, twelve o’clock.” Pru leans in conspiratorially.

      I don’t have time to ask what she means. Before I get the chance, there’s a solid thud on the metal bleachers, the unmistakable feel of weight shifting in front of us. Most of the spectators around us have thinned out, taking advantage of the long break to make a bathroom run or hit the beer and hot dog stand.

      “You made it.” Levi’s voice is closer than I’m expecting, catching me off guard.

      He seems to be making a habit of that.

      It’s getting harder and harder for me to mind.

      “I heard the popcorn was pretty good.” I shake the half-empty box in my lap, giving him a smile of my own.

      I can’t shake the image of him on the field nearly as easily. Even sweaty and spattered with dirt and grass stains, Levi is the most beautiful man I’ve ever laid eyes on. It occurs to me that I wouldn’t mind laying more than that on him. In fact, seeing him in uniform up close might just make him even more handsome, especially after watching him in action.

      It’s a relatively new feeling. Not that I’ve never been attracted to a man before— I’m not made of stone or anything. But nobody’s ever threatened my sanity, never even come close to making me waver from my dogged single-minded pursuit of a degree the way Levi does with just a look.

      “So this means you’ll be my partner, right?” Levi beams that smile at me, and it’s brighter than all the lights in the stadium combined. For a moment, my heart threatens to stop, a shock of heat vibrating between my thighs. Then I remember what he’s actually talking about.

      “Levi, I—” I start to shake my head, but Levi just takes his cap off, plopping it on top of my head without a word.

      It’s a simple gesture, surprisingly effective. Every thought in my head evaporates as the brim of his ball cap sinks to the middle of my forehead.

      “I’ve got to get back out there. Let’s talk after the game, ok?” He takes a half step back, easily navigating the bleachers without looking behind him. I can’t quite read the look on his face, and I’m not entirely sure it matters anymore.

      “Ok,” I sigh. “We’ll talk. But no promises. I work alone.”

      “There’s no I in team, sha.” Levi winks one of those sparkling green eyes at me before bounding down the rest of the bleachers.
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        They’re gonna find intelligent life up there on the moon. And the Canterbury Tales will shoot up to the top of the bestseller list and stay there for twenty-seven weeks. And the Chicago Cubs will beat every team in the league. — The Mountain Goats, ‘Cubs in Five’

        

      

      There’s something beautiful about the ballpark after a game.

      Once the frenzy dies down and the crowd thins out, once the dust settles and the buzz of the lights quiets, it becomes an entirely new place. Peaceful. Almost meditative.

      Normally, I like to take my time after a game. There’s a ritual to it. Like everything about baseball, savoring the win or dissecting a loss is steeped in tradition, doused with repetition, and sprinkled with a liberal serving of superstition.

      Not tonight, though.

      Tonight, for the first time since I can remember, something more beautiful than the field— more engaging than the game and more pressing than all of my teammates combined— is waiting for me. Charity’s deep blue eyes are etched into my mind. The bashful smile, the hesitant quiver in her voice, the stubborn refusal and the clear interest.

      She’s a puzzle. One I intend to unravel one gorgeous strand at a time until she comes undone in my hands.

      I don’t manage to slip away unnoticed, though.

      “Where are you going, Miller?” Trevor’s voice rings out from the dugout as I walk past.

      “Just thought I’d get out of here early. Long game.” I shrug one shoulder casually, hitching my bag higher on my shoulder.

      “Mmhmm.” Trevor’s dark eyes sparkle in the yellow light cast by the dusty bulb above his head. As a catcher, he and I have had to learn to communicate impeccably on the field. As my closest friend, he knows how to read my bullshit off the field better than anyone else. “Seems to me you’re looking to make it an even longer night.”

      I don’t dignify his lame joke with a response, heading out into the stands instead.

      Charity is waiting for me.

      The only one still left on this side of the bleachers, she’s got a book balanced on her knees, studying by the one remaining stadium light left blaring high above the metal seats. She’s still wearing my cap, and the sight of it hits me like a knuckleball to the solar plexus. Blonde ringlets fall out around the edges, framing her heart-shaped face as she skims through a textbook.

      I want to freeze the moment in time before she sees me, keep it in my mind forever.

      “Hey,” Charity looks up, that plump mouth curving into a perfect smile. “I was beginning to think you’d bailed on me.”

      “Never.” I give her an easy grin, but secretly wonder if she knows how much I really mean it. I’m beginning to think I’d be perfectly fine with climbing up the bleachers to find her waiting for me after every game for the rest of my life. “Want to take a walk? It’s a nice night for it.”

      It’s also a nice night for strolling away from the prying ears of teammates.

      Charity nods, slipping her hand into mine as I offer to help her down from her perch on the bleachers. It fits so perfectly, warm and sure, that I keep our fingers intertwined even after we wander out of the park gates.

      “Did you have fun?” I ask with a nod towards the field we’re leaving behind.

      “I did.” Her smile is genuine. “It was my first. Game, that is. Well, my first extracurricular anything.” Charity waves a hand dismissively as if going through college without having a lick of fun is perfectly normal.

      “You’re good at what you do.” She says it quietly, matter-of-factly.

      I’ve had people blowing smoke up my ass about my arm and my skill since I was twelve years old. Charity’s simple compliment, twin spots of color rising to her cheeks as she peeks up at me from under the brim of my own cap, means more than all the others combined.

      We walk the campus for a bit, enjoying the cool night air and the mournful call of katydids. Finally, Charity blows out a long breath. There’s something final about the sound like she’s been mentally arguing with herself since we left the bleachers and just now came to a conclusion.

      “So when do we get to work?” I squeeze her hand good-naturedly. “I have practice first thing in the mornings, but other than that, I’m free to brush up on my mastery of the female orgasm any time. Also, I should let you know my bubble letter game is on point, in case you want to put me in charge of visual aids.”

      Charity rolls her eyes dramatically. She’d almost get away with looking genuinely pissed if it weren’t for the way her dimples are flashing in the moonlight.

      “Levi—”

      “Ok, fine,” I cut her off with as innocent a look as I can muster. “You can make the poster board if you really want to. But don’t say I didn’t warn you. I have three older sisters. I have done a lot of bubble lettering in my time. I’ve even put in my time in the glitter mines.”

      “Levi!” Charity’s laugh is more musical than the strumming guitar trickling out from one of the open dorm windows above us. I decide then and there that I am going to make her laugh as often as possible for the rest of our lives. She stops walking, shaking her head until the brim of my cap sinks down over the pale arch of her blonde eyebrows. “I told you. I work alone. It’s the only way I can make sure I get an A on every assignment.”

      “There’s no I in—” I start to repeat the idiom that’s been drilled into me since my tee-ball days.

      “No.” She cuts me off. “But there are five of them in ‘individual brilliance’,” Charity blinks up at me with a straight face.

      It’s my turn to laugh now.

      “Why don’t you trust me to pull my weight?” I finally ask after I catch my breath. “You think I won’t put in the work?”

      Standing this close to her, it’s impossible not to let my eyes wander. Charity is still wearing her uniform— the black slacks and tan tee-shirt that mark her as an employee of the campus coffee shop. The nondescript clothing does nothing to hide the curves beneath. I can clearly make out the swell of her breasts, the curve of her hips and ass. Even the semi-darkness around us and the long day she’s had can’t conceal how gorgeous she is. How much I want her.

      Charity licks her lips. It’s a simple action, just a dart of her tongue across the plump swell of her mouth. It still makes my cock ache painfully inside my pants.

      “It’s not that I don’t trust you, Levi.” Charity’s eyes are suddenly everywhere but on mine. “It’s just that I need to keep my grades up. Like, way up. All of my scholarships are riding on it. I’m trying to get into this internship next year—”

      She stops herself, biting down on her lip to stem the sudden flow of excited words from spilling out. It almost physically hurts to watch, the way she cuts off her own happiness.

      “Charity?” I put a finger under her chin, tilting her face until she’s looking up at me. I wait until her blue eyes are looking up into mine before going on. “Tell me about the internship. I want to know.”

      I watch a mixture of unreadable emotions chase across her face. Finally, she smiles at me, stars dancing in her eyes.

      “It’s for a fantastic foster agency.” There’s obvious excitement in her voice. I understand the sentiment. It’s thrilling, to find what you were meant to be doing with your life. “I’d be working directly with children, placing them with families, helping them through the whole transitional process. Specifically, I’d be working with abandoned and orphaned kids; kids like—” she stops herself again.

      “Kids like you were?” I hazard a guess.

      Charity nods.

      We start walking again, heading towards the doorway of her dorm complex.

      “People laugh at the word calling,” I say to her after a moment of comfortable silence. “But I understand exactly what you mean. I knew I was born to play baseball the very first time I held a ball. I wasn’t going to let anything stop me.”

      I reach casually into the back pocket of my uniform pants, pulling out the inhaler that I keep with me, always.

      Charity looks from the piece of blue plastic in my hand back up to my face. Recognition registers in her eyes, even as she seems unwilling to make the connection.

      “You have asthma? What— how? I saw you running and pitching for hours tonight.” She shakes her head as if mentally arguing with herself.

      “I do,” I nod simply. “I just knew what I wanted to do— was made to do. Thorburn’s wrong about me, sha. I’m not just some flash in the pan with a big stick and a great arm.”

      She groans at that, remembering the professor’s cutting words. I’m rewarded with another smile, and it makes the rest of the world melt away.

      “I’ll make sure you keep that four-point-oh, Charity,” I say it more seriously, waiting until I’m sure she’s looking at me again. “And it’s way past time you learned about all the extracurriculars. What good is going through life with your nose in a book if you don’t catch a ball game now and then? We make a great team.”

      Charity chews this over for a moment.

      “That’s— There’s something else,” she finally blurts out. “It’s about the assignment. I’m not sure I can do it. With you, I mean. I need to do a lot of research, and it’ll probably take me twice as long as you.”

      Charity is blushing deeper than the azaleas clinging to the brick building behind us.

      “Thorburn’s assignment?” I ask, watching her nod in some combination of mortification and frustration. It takes my brain a moment to catch up. “Charity, you’ve had an orgasm, right?”

      The thought that someone as beautiful, driven, brilliant, and drop-dead sexy as she is might actually be a virgin is a completely foreign notion to me.

      “Shh!” Charity looks around dramatically as if we were sharing national secrets and not talking about the tragic reality that she’d gone her whole life without feeling a climax shatter her world.

      “No,” She finally says in the angriest tone I’ve ever heard. “I’ve never had an orgasm, Levi. Hell, I’ve never even had a real date. I was too busy trying to get to college. And once I got here, I’ve been too busy trying to stay in college.”

      I let the information sink in.

      Leaning down, I reach around behind Charity, opening the door to the building. This close, I can feel her breath pick up, see the pulse ticking away in her throat. There’s a satisfaction in the way her nipples press against her Gone Wired tee, in the way her hands curl into fists involuntarily when I come in close enough to taste her skin.

      “I’ll be here tomorrow morning—” I start

      “I have to study,” Charity murmurs, her eyes on my lips. “I start doing homework at seven.”

      “There’s only one way to learn about orgasms, sha.”

      I don’t wait for her reply. I don’t have to.

      The look in her brilliant blue eyes when I drop a soft kiss on her porcelain cheek before walking away is answer enough.
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        I had a friend was a big baseball player back in high school. He could throw a speedball by you. Make you look like a fool, boy. — Bruce Springsteen, ‘Glory Days’

        

      

      “There’s only one way to learn about orgasms, sha.”

      Levi’s parting words are the first thing in my head when I wake up. No. Before I wake up.

      They haunt my fevered dreams, right along with his gorgeous emerald eyes and his signature smirk. There isn’t a single thing about Levi that doesn’t turn me on, a fact that is as immensely frustrating as the man himself.

      Then again, maybe this is just what I need. If I can take care of the problem without him around, so much the better. I can get both Levi and the accursed Women’s Studies project out of my system once and for all. Time to do a little early morning research.

      I run my hands down my curves, feeling my own body. Even under the thin sheet, it’s too impossibly hot to sleep with a stitch of clothing on. Each night I go to bed in pajamas and wake up buck naked. I dip my fingers between my thighs, picturing Levi’s hands on me instead.

      It feels good. Impossibly good. Holding the thought in my head, I run one hand over a breast, pinching one of my suddenly stiff nipples. Normally it does less than nothing for me, but right now it sends a line of fire straight down my spine and into my pussy.

      A fire that my fingers only stoke to be hotter. Soon I’m sweating in a way that has nothing to do with the swelteringly humid air, gasping, rubbing myself in tight circles as I try to soothe the throbbing ache growing between my thighs.

      For the first time in my life, I can feel it. Something growing inside of me. Something I can almost reach out and touch, something that is only moments away from cresting…

      The knock at my door makes me jump, shattering the moment. Instinctively I jerk my hands away from myself, yanking the sheet up around myself. Once again the knock comes, but I sure as heck don’t.

      The frustration seeps into my voice as I call out.

      “Just a freaking minute!”

      No follow up knocks come, but I can already feel my orgasm slithering back into its cave. Like the groundhog, it saw its shadow and now there’ll only be six more weeks of a dead bedroom.

      I tug up jeans that I normally have to lie down on the bed to zip, anger fuelling me to jerk them up into place around my hips.

      Got to stop snacking at the muffin bar at work.

      I don’t bother with a bra, pulling a thin t-shirt over my breasts. I’m not planning on being at the door long anyway. I don’t know what kind of asshole shows up at unannounced at this hour but—

      I wrench the door open, ready to give whoever-the-fuck a piece of mind, and stop.

      Levi is standing there looking like he just climbed out of a Ralph Lauren catalogue. Docksiders, khaki shorts, immaculate white polo. Everything hangs off of him perfectly, clinging to his narrow hips and broad shoulders in a way that makes my stomach do a flip-flop. I swallow as I lift my gaze up to his too-bright smile.

      “Good mornin’, sha. I didn’t think you were one to sleep in, but it’s a good look on you.”

      Levi lowers his sunglasses as he gives me a sweeping glance. The kind of head-to-toe once over that usually makes my skin crawl. For some reason, all of my usual reactions are reversed with him. I’m still flushed from my early morning activities, or I’d be blushing an even deeper shade of red than normal.

      “Levi. What. Just...what.” I try to keep my voice calm, cool, collected. My body is anything but.

      The sudden appearance of the literal man of my dreams has me completely mixed up from head to toe. I can’t shake the feeling that despite everything he knows. Knows exactly what I was up to, like he can smell my lustful thoughts. Maybe he can. I don’t put anything past the gorgeous bastard anymore.

      He just keeps grinning at me as he taps his wrist.

      “You said you were going to hit the books at seven. I’m not late, am I?” He asks.

      I blink up at him, completely lost in studying the shape of his jawline. I could shave my legs with that thing, it’s so sharp. Or other parts of me. I squeeze my thighs together as I turn around and head inside.

      When I turn back, Levi is still standing there. Arms folded across his chest, the scattered dusting of hair on his forearms catching the sunlight just enough to draw my attention to them. Damn those are some jacked arms. Imagine what they could do.

      “You going to invite me in, or…?” Levi trails off, still smiling.

      I shake my head at him but beckon him forward with one hand.

      “Come on in. What are you, a vampire?” I chuckle.

      Levi saunters into my dorm room like he owns the place. The room is tiny, what I affectionately call cozy. I know it’s not much, though. Old feelings of shame and inadequacy snake their way through me. He’s probably used to much nicer things.

      “I like the place. It’s cozy.” He says.

      I can’t help but roll my eyes at him for echoing my own damn thoughts. How dare he?

      “It’s small. You can say it.”

      “No, no. I like it. Doesn't have too much unnecessary stuff.” He says as he leans against the wall.

      “It doesn’t have much stuff, period.” I shoot back as I head to the only room, my bedroom.“Stay there. I need to get dressed and get my stuff together.”

      “Sure. Do you need much stuff to be happy, Char?” There’s amusement in his voice, but I can sense the sincerity in his voice.

      I shake my head, then realize he can’t see me.

      “No, not much. But more than this. I feel like a goldfish in a tank, sometimes.”

      His answering chuckle is so deep I can feel it even through the wall. Granted, my walls are paper mache, but it should still be illegal for anyone to sound that sexy at five past seven in the morning.

      I scrounge around, wishing I owned something appropriate for a date with a handsome sports god. Date? The thought flashes through my head.

      Study dates are still dates.

      “What about you, Levi? Looking forward to those million-dollar endorsements?” I ask as I rifle through my drawers, pulling out the lowest cut top and shortest shorts I own. Somewhere in the middle of the night as I dreamed of the hunky hero standing in my living room ripping my clothes off and ravishing me, I came to a decision.

      I wasn’t going to get another chance like this in my entire life, so I was going to fling myself at Levi Miller. Besides, it was for class. That made it legal to let my inner slut out, right?

      Right. Don’t you wish you’d let me buy that leopard print thong?

      I’m saved from my internal slut’s insults by Levi’s voice rocking through me again.

      “Nah. I mean, it’ll be sweet to be set up for life. I’ll be able to take care of my Momma, get her something nice. Maybe spoil my nieces some. But really, I just do it for the love of the game.”

      I stick my head out of the door at that, glaring at him. He stares back at me, smiling, looking as honest and as wholesome as any boy scout.

      “Huh. You really mean that don’t you, Babe Ruth?”

      Levi groans, hiding his eyes behind one massive hand.

      “Yes. Please, don’t make any more baseball references. That was almost a hundred years ago, you know.”

      “Well, you’re in luck. That was all I knew.” I fire back as I shimmy my shorts up over my hips. “Ok, maybe I have one more in me, but that’s it.” They aren’t actually short shorts, but they’re old, so they’re the closest I’ve got. I take a deep breath and jam them shut, praying to the god of buttons to keep me from popping one today.

      I give myself a once over in the mirror. No way I can fix my hair in under an hour. Make-up — just touched up. No time for more. The humidity would make me look like a raccoon in under thirty seconds anyway. Note to self: get some pointers from Pru, because my inner slut has no clue what she’s actually doing. I grab Levi’s hat and plop it down onto the mess of my hair.

      I gather up all of my things. Notebooks, laptop, books. I’ve got thirty different browser tabs worth of material we can chew through. That should keep us busy enough that things don’t get awkward.

      “Alright, slugger. Let’s get out of here.” I say as I exit my tiny bedroom, bags in hand.

      “Finally,” Levi says.

      I shoot him a death glare, only to find him smirking at me again.

      As I step towards the door, Levi steps in front of me, one hand out.

      “You can leave the stuff. Like I said last night, there’s only one way to learn about an orgasm, sha.”

      His voice seems to grow even deeper as he almost whispers in my ear. The effectiveness of his words hasn’t diminished overnight. If anything, it hits me even harder in the light of day. Our closeness has electricity arcing up and down my spine, sparks destroying any proper response I might muster. Instead, I let the bags fall to the floor. I cross my arms, painfully aware of my now diamond-hard nipples.

      “So if we aren’t going to study, where are we headed?”

      Levi smiles, shaking his head.

      “First things first. You need a crash course. Come on.”
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        Swingin’ where we want, cuz there aint nobody home. Swingin’ to the left and swingin' to the right. If I think about baseball I’ll swing all night. — Warrant, ‘Cherry Pie’

        

      

      The crack of bats meeting balls fills the air as we step out of my car. A lot of guys on the team use their scholarship money to get a nice new ride, but I’m still driving Dad’s old Chevy.

      For the first time in my life, I wish it were nicer. I’ve never been one for fancy cars, but Charity deserves the very best. Cars, houses, rings.

      I want to give this girl the world.

      The thought is intrusive, and I bat it aside like a foul ball.

      “Levi, where are we?” Charity asks. As flustered as she was this morning, she’s once again schooled her expression. Her calm, cool, collected front has returned. Not a hint of what she’s thinking now.

      “This is the private batting cages. Thought that was pretty obvious.” I answer, giving her my best smile. Dimple and everything.

      She rolls her eyes, one corner of her mouth going up in a sardonic smirk.

      “I meant,” she says slowly, as if speaking to a small child, “why in the world are we at the batting cages? We need to be doing research for our presentation. If you brought me here just so I could watch you practice, you should have let me bring my things so I could get real work done.”

      Her tone is so acidic I’m amazed I don’t melt under the assault. This girl is quick with a quip, and her tongue is razor-sharp.

      That’s alright. No pain, no gain.

      “It is research. We’re researching the effects of a home-run first date on, you know.” I make a vague gesture towards Charity’s hips “The overall effect of things.”

      “You mean, if you sweep a girl off her feet, will she come for you?” Charity asks, one eyebrow arching up perfectly. “That’s pretty well established.”

      I take it in stride, shaking my head. “No, no. It’s a well-known anecdote, but we need hard data. Does it increase quantity, quality, both, or neither?”

      Charity’s lip twitches for a moment in amusement at my enthusiastic love of the scientific method.

      “Well, this is a bust. Not exactly my idea of romance,” she says, but she doesn’t move back towards the car.

      “Give it a shot,” I sigh. “Trust me, Charity. How many first dates have you been on?” I try to make it sound casual.

      She stiffens up a bit at that. “No good ones, so you’ll at least be in good company. Alright, DiMaggio, lead the way.”

      I guide her into the far end of the cages and close the gate behind us. There are a few guys getting in some early morning swings, but none of them are dumb enough to antagonize me by saying something.

      Coach might run me, but I run the team.

      “Alright, Char. You ever swung a bat before?” I ask as I walk out to the pitching device, lifting up the big crate of balls and feeding it into the hopper up top.

      “Wait, what? No. I thought I’d be watching.” She says, fiddling with the bottom of her top. It didn’t escape my notice that Charity is showing decidedly more skin than she’s used to. It’s a small thing, but I’ll take anything I can get when it comes to this girl.

      “Why Charity, who would have thought you had a voyeuristic streak?” I ask teasingly.

      She huffs, fists going to her hips.

      “I just meant that I have no idea what I’m doing, and having things hurled at me is not my idea of a fun time.” Her eyes are hardening, the anger bubbling beneath the surface. There’s a fine line to toe. Riling her up without actually crossing that line into something that will antagonize her is a balancing act. One that I’m more than willing to walk.

      I grab the remote for the machine and jog back to the simmering pile of curves standing on the well-worn home plate.

      “Relax. These things do one thing. Scoot back a bit,” I nudge her away and hit the button on the remote. The machine lobs a ball as slow as it can - a nice easy softball pitch, roughly half as fast as my changeup.

      It still makes an impressive whumph as it hits the thick rubber backstop behind the plate, making Charity jump.

      “Hey. Easy. Relax, I won’t let anything happen to you, ok? I promise.” I let the charm drop away, all pretense of teasing gone in this moment. Charity nods back at me, big blue eyes captivating. It’s hard to tear my gaze away from her, even when I have a mission.

      “Right. Now, I know what you’re thinking.”

      “You really don’t,” She murmurs, a quiet whisper that I almost don’t hear over the ambient sounds surrounding us.

      I clear my throat, trying to do my best to put her whispered admission out of my head.

      “You’re thinking that hitting the ball far is going to be hard because you’re not out there bench pressing your own body-weight every day, right?”

      “Sure. We’ll go with that.” Charity smiles as I hand her the bat. Our fingers brush as mine slide away from the smooth-grained Louisville slugger, and there’s an almost electric spark at just that slightest contact. It’s enough to make me almost lose my train of thought.

      “Well, lucky for you, baseball isn’t here.” I pat her bicep, moving to stand behind her. I let my hands drift down her body to her hips.

      “It’s all in the hips. Square up with the plate. No, like this.” I guide her into a decent stance, my hands making minute adjustments to the way she’s standing. I adjust her feet with mine, nudging them into the right alignment.

      “Good. Now you’re coiled tight, like a spring. Feel your body poised to unwind, and when the ball comes, just let it happen. Smooth. Natural. Just do what feels right.” Still with my hands on her hips, I lean in, whispering into her ear. I can see her skin erupt in goosebumps at the feel of my breath on her neck, but to her credit, she doesn’t move away.

      Without warning, I press the button on the remote. The ball sails through the air, and Charity swings. I feel the connection through my hands, the reverberation thrumming through her body as she sends the ball sailing back the way it came.

      “Holy shit, I did it.” She whispers.

      “Yes, you did. Now, do it again.” I can’t keep the grin out of my voice as I give her another ball. She sends it sailing like she’s been doing it all her life. She turns in my arms, a full-fledged grin of her own plastered across her face.

      I’ve never seen anything so gorgeous in my life. Without a thought, I bend down and press a kiss against her lips. Smooth, Natural. Doing what feels right.

      To my great surprise, she kisses me back. It’s a quick kiss, but I can tell there’s more lurking beneath. I want nothing more than to grab this girl and kiss her silly, but it isn’t time for that.

      Not yet.

      “Come on, Babe Ruth. Let’s see you hit a few more. I’m going to give it to you faster now. Sometimes slow is good, but you’ve got to match the tempo of what you’re getting.” I couldn’t keep the flirtatious edge out of my voice if I tried, but now that I know Charity is interested, I lay it on extra thick.

      I’m going to hit this curve if it’s the last thing I do.
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        Mister you’re a baseball man as anyone can plainly see. The straightest game in this great land. Take a little tip from me. — Ry Cooder, ‘Third Base, Dodger Stadium’

        

      

      “Alright, Levi. I’ve decided that it’s official.” I proclaim.

      Levi sits next to me, his feet resting on the smooth concrete while mine kick nothing but air. We’re on a bench near a local ice cream place called Creamistry, snacking on scoops of Rocky Road and Salty Caramel.

      “Decided what?” He asks, bemused.

      “You can be my partner for this project,” I say, taking a bite and letting the spoon rest in my mouth, sucking every bit of it clean. Watching Levi’s eyes go wide at my suggestive behavior is such a high. No drug could be this good.

      Turns out that flirting is fun.

      “Of course I’m your partner. We’ve been doing research all day.” He smiles at me with that easy, charming, boyish smile of his that makes me melt faster than my ice cream in the Louisiana heat.

      I shake my head. “I mean real research, Levi. Studying. Graphs. Scholarly articles. I was doing some last night, and there’s a lot of ground to cover.”

      “Is that what you were doing this morning that made you forget our appointment? Research?” He waggles his fingers at me, and despite the chill on my tongue, I feel flames rising in my cheeks.

      Flirting is fun, but it still makes me squirm.

      “No. I was just sleeping.”

      “You were awfully sticky for someone who was just sleeping.” Levi’s grin widens, shifting from cutely mischievous to sinfully wicked. I swallow around my suddenly tight throat, hyper-aware of every point of contact between us: our legs touching on the bench, the brush of his shoulder against mine.

      “It was hot.” My voice comes out a whisper, and I know instantly that he doesn't buy it.

      “Funny, I was doing some research last night, too. Proper stretching techniques. VIsualization exercises. Important stuff.” Levi’s insinuations are downright lewd, but somehow he manages to keep a mostly straight face while getting more and more over-the-top with every passing second.

      “I’m sure. That doesn’t change the fact,” I say, recovering some of my normal poise. “That we haven’t done any actual work, hotshot. You may have a comfy ride through life, but the rest of us have to work at it.” I finish my ice cream with relish, some of my frustration leaking out around the edges. I swore I wouldn’t get mad at the guy just being born lucky, but it’s impossible when he’s being such a jerk.

      A big, sexy jerk that I want to devour just like I do my ice cream: one lick at a time.

      Levi is quiet, his jaw clenched. For a moment, I worry I went too far.

      Of course you did. No one likes being told off, especially boys.

      “Dat wat you tink, huh?” Levis’ accent is so thick now that I can barely make him out, his emotions clearly fraying his self-control.

      Levi stares down at his hands, intensely quiet. The shift in his demeanor gives me whiplash. Where was this brooding man hiding inside the bundle of boyish enthusiasm I’ve been around all day?

      “Come on, let me walk you home.” He stands, offering me a hand. It’s sweet, the way he’s all manners where I’m concerned. Sweet, but frustrating.

      “Levi, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean…” I start, but he cuts me off.

      “Let’s stop at the stadium. I want to tell you something.” He smiles at me, giving my hand a squeeze.

      Five minutes later, we’re leaning against the chain-link of the fence. The lights are on but no one is on the field. Just the smell of fresh grass and the cool scent of tomorrow’s rain.

      “It’s funny, you know. Other people go to church for this kind of thing. Confession, that is. This is my church though, I guess.”

      I give him a small smile and his hand another squeeze. I can tell it’s hard for him.

      “Come on, Miller. You can tell me anything.”

      “Yeah, that’s what I’m worried about, I guess. But that’s all part of it, isn’t it? Letting your walls down, letting someone in. Trusting them.”

      I nod. Levi is surprisingly perceptive.

      “I was a really sick kid. My asthma was so bad I could barely breathe most days, my parents were too poor to get me the treatment I needed. I used to come out to the ballpark and watch and dream. I’d dream of being healthy enough to stand out there, to show everyone that I could do anything if I worked at it hard enough.” His speech is somber, quiet, and I can’t help but be wrapped up in his story. The cadence of his voice is comforting, lulling, enveloping me in the emotions of his younger self: hope, despair, determination.

      “When I was twelve, I tried out for a little league team. They were kind, but they stuck me at the bottom of the roster, put me so far out in the outfield that I was in another parish.” He cracks a grin at me, and I smile back, but the humor in his eyes is fragile.

      He’s joking about it now, but it still hurts after all these years.

      “What happened?” I ask, resting a hand on his arm.

      He chuckles. “I outgrew most of the sickness, got an inhaler, and then I was just a big kid with more determination than most. There was still a lot of prejudice against me in my hometown, so I worked twice as hard to prove myself. Guess I just never learned to stop.” He turns to face me, green eyes blazing with emotion.

      “If you want to work alone, Charity, you can. I’ll get an A on this presentation either way. I just… from the moment I saw you, I knew I had met someone special. A kindred spirit. Someone just as determined as I am.”

      “Pretty sure from the moment you saw me you thought I was a curvy blonde with nice tits and resting bitch face.” I elbow him in the side, trying to lighten the mood. Anything would be better than seeing the dark look in his eyes.

      “Yeah. That too,” He smiles. “But I could sense it on you. The hunger, the need to prove yourself.”

      I nod. “You’re not wrong, Levi.”

      The cynical part of myself idly wonders how many girls he’s brought here, how many times this sob story has worked for him. The truth is that it does work. Even being aware that it could just be a scheme to get in my panties and add another notch to his belt, I can’t help but feel my defenses get undone by the quiet intensity of Levi Miller.

      Damn, he really is good. You should partner with him either way. Even if he’s just feeding you a line, a guy with skills this good must know a lot about making girls come. Easy A, right?

      I stuff the cynical side of me down, ignoring her. I like her a lot less than my inner slut.

      Eventually, you’ve got to let someone in.

      “Come on. Walk me home. We still have to actually get to work, you know.” I tug on his arm.

      “We’ve been working all day, sha.” Levi’s voice is back to amused and flirty, the traces of seriousness and sadness washed away like they never existed.

      See, he’s an expert.

      “I meant working on our project, Levi.” I say with a huff. He links his arm through mine, a surprisingly sweet and chivalrous gesture from such a frustrating man.

      “I do, too. Really.”

      I roll my eyes at him, but he just grins.

      “We didn’t crack a single book. It was fun, don’t get me wrong, but…” I trail off.

      He waves me away with his free hand.

      “That stuff we can do on our own. A little solo research. You know, like you did this morning.” His grin widens, and I smack his arm, but it just makes him laugh. Hitting his powerhouse of an arm probably hurts my hand more than it does the steel of his muscles. I’m suddenly possessed by the urge to tear his shirt off just to admire the impossibly hard musculature underneath.

      “Ok, so what work did we get done?” I ask, acid dripping off my voice.

      Not the only part of me that’s dripping.

      “Trust. Breaking the ice. We’re a team now, Charity, and so we need to know each other intimately. Teams aren’t just groups of talented people working hard next to each other. You’ve got to work together or you just get in each other’s way.” He presses his hip against mine as he says it. Instinctively I lean with him so we don’t trip on each other’s feet.

      “See?” His smug smirk is as infuriating as it is hot.

      “Fine. You win, Levi.” I say with every ounce of sarcasm I can muster. It’s not nearly enough to wipe the grin off his face.

      “I knew you’d see it my way, sha. Now, you don’t stay up too late studying. We’ve got work to do tomorrow.”

      Levi leans in quick as a whip, pressing his lips against mine. This time our kiss isn’t nearly as chaste, his hands on my hips pulling me against him. For one sweet, sexy moment our bodies are pressed fully together. I can feel every ounce of his perfectly toned body, even through our clothing, and I whimper against him. My lips part, his tongue pressing gently but insistently against mine.

      Stars. Sparks. My eyes flutter closed as Levi gives me my first real kiss. I thought I’d crossed that river back in junior high, but none of the clumsy make-outs had been anything like this. The entire world drops away, everything but the feeling of him. He tastes sweet, the hint of caramel ice cream on his breath. He smells better: grass stains, well-oiled leather, blooming magnolia, sinful heat.

      He ends the kiss, stepping back, the flecks of gold in his emerald eyes dancing and sparkling with need.

      “Good night, Charity. Thank you for the best first date of my life.”
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        Don't stand there and let it go bye

        Swing hard and aim for the stands! — Corey Smith, ‘The Baseball Song’

        

      

      I want nothing more than to show up on Charity’s doorstep again the next morning. Catching her in the act was incredibly hot, and after our incredible date I can’t help but picture her naked under the sheets, hands between her gorgeous thighs.

      Unfortunately, she’s not the only one with a lot riding on scholarships and hard work. The day before had been my one day off for the week, my rest day from the routine of practice and exercise.

      Learning to take a break has always been the hardest part of being an athlete for me. I always want to keep going. As a kid, I’d throw pitches from dawn to dusk, and then wheedle the groundskeeper to leave the lights on so I could keep throwing through the night.

      It was Coach who sat me down and told me about burn-out. He taught me about the importance of maintenance and rest.

      It feels good to slip my glove on and start warming up, even if I’d rather be slipping my hand into something a lot more blonde and curvy.

      “Well, did you score last night, Miller?” Trevor asks by way of greeting.

      I roll my eyes. “You know I don’t kiss and tell, Trev.”

      The ball sails back and forth between us endlessly as we chat. The thunk of ball meeting leather is rhythmic, like the ticking of a clock.

      “Come on, at least tell me what you did.” Thunk.

      “Date stuff. You know, we walked. Talked. Had some ice cream.” Thunk.

      “Damn, a real date huh? I didn’t know you knew how to do anything but sling balls, Miller.”

      Thunk.

      “Come on, Trevor. We’re here to work,” I shrug, trying to change the subject.

      “Nuh-uh,” He shakes his head, snagging the ball out of the air easily. “This is too juicy. I’ve been your catcher for almost three years, Miller, and I’ve never once seen you take a girl for coffee, let alone spend a whole day with her.” He tosses the ball my way.

      Thunk.

      “Let it go, Trevor. Seriously.” I put a little heat on my toss back, and the resulting slap of ball meeting glove echoes around the entire field. Heads turn our way as a few other guys pause in their own games of catch to watch.

      “Fine, fine. Ow. You don’t have to punish me, dad, I’ll be good.” He shakes his hand out, wincing. I roll my eyes. Trevor is always so melodramatic.

      “But do you even know she likes you?”

      The feel of her body pressed against me, her soft lips parted, whimpering as we come together. The hottest kiss of my entire life. The last first kiss I ever want to have.

      “... I just know, Trevor, ok?” I grumble, contemplating putting enough force into my throw to leave his hand bruised for a week.

      “Fine, fine. Peace, Levi. Don’t take my hand off. I’m just saying, that girl is hard to read. She keeps her head down. Like you.”

      I smile back at my best friend.

      “That’s why I know. We’re cut from the same cloth. Two peas in a pod, ya hear?”

      The rest of the practice goes smoothly. Our team is a well-oiled machine, and despite Charity slipping and sliding along my thoughts, my focus is still sharp enough to keep the guys in check.

      “Good work today, Miller.” Coach rumbles at me as I head towards the locker room. The rest of the guys go ahead, leaving me behind to hear his assessment as usual. Coach is sitting on a bleacher, idly reading a newspaper held out in front of him. He always catches up on the news while he watches us drill.

      “How’s the class going?” he asks innocently.

      “Fine. We have a project first thing, but nothing I can’t handle.”

      “Good, good. Because a little birdy told me that you were blowing off work to hang around with some cute blonde number.” He looks up at me from his newspaper, eyes cutting into mine.

      “She’s my partner for this project,” I grimace. “It’s not like that…” I trial off lamely. It’s exactly like that, but it’s so much more.

      He harrumphs, turning a page.

      “Just keep your grades and your pants up, Miller. You don’t need any distractions, hey?”

      I nod. “I hear you Coach. I’m doing my best. I really am.”

      The gruff expression fades from his face, the stern disciplinarian replaced by an almost genial smile.

      “I know you are, son. I’m tough on you because you’ve got talent, promise, a future. And I don’t want to see you throw that all away.”

      “Trust me Coach, all I’m throwing is heat.” I nod again, giving him a smile.

      The rest of the guys are already showered and gone by the time I get back to the locker room, but that’s probably for the best. I don’t want anyone else up in my grill right now. Not when I can barely keep my thoughts together. My usual calm focus is rapidly spinning apart, torn asunder by Charity’s smile flashing across my mind’s eye.

      Fuck. I have to do something about this.

      Thoughts of Charity fill my head and make me swell. Groaning, I hit the showers, suddenly glad no one else is around. I fist my cock, pumping it in time to the memory of Charity’s lips on mine. The feel of her curves pressed against me. The quick wit and sharp tongue that make me want to kiss her and shake her in equal measure. She’s the most frustrating girl I’ve ever met. Normally I hate it when girls throw themselves at me, but I finally found one I wish would.

      As I picture her fantastic tits squeezed together around my shaft I come with a sudden rush, groaning as I coat the wall of the shower. The wave of pleasure is little relief. Thoughts of the blonde bombshell still fill my head.

      “Fuck,” I say it out loud, slamming my hand against the wall.

      There’s clearly only one way for me to get this girl out of my system.

      The only trouble is, I think I want to keep her in my system for good.

      I think I’m falling for her.
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        It's the eye of the tiger, it's the thrill of the fight

        Risin' up to the challenge of our rival — Survivor, ‘Eye of the Tiger’

        

      

      Sunday night, unlike me, comes far too quickly.

      Levi is a surprisingly good student. He keeps up with me without batting an eye, and despite the grueling schedule of research I set, he never complains.

      But by the end of the week, we’re both at our wits end. Neither of us is happy with what we’ve managed to cobble together. It turns out that when two people are equally passionate about something, they come to something of a disagreement.

      “Levi, our presentation is tomorrow. We absolutely cannot waste any more time.” I fume at the infuriating man from behind the counter of Gone Wired. With only twelve hours to go, Levi is occupying an entire corner booth to himself, both of our books, laptops, and notes spread out across three tables.

      He rakes both his hands through his hair, letting his head sink in between his hands.

      “I know, Charity. I know what day it is, thank you. If you have anything of substance to contribute, that would be great.” He slams himself back into the booth, tossing his pencil onto the piled up papers around him.

      “I’m telling you, that paper by Komisaruk is the way forward. Just make it the focus of the entire presentation. Focus on the facts, the cold, hard science. The neurological components of pleasure.” I slam the next latte down onto the counter, causing a small geyser of foam to erupt from the top.

      “Order for Cecilia!”

      The small, quiet girl who grabs the drink from the counter doesn’t make eye contact, apparently terrified by the argument raging between her barista and the gorgeous customer. I dismiss it without a thought. Yeah, it’s not very professional, but I need scholarships more than I need this job.

      Except you can’t make rent without both.

      I take a deep breath, trying to calm down, but Levi has other ideas.

      “I told you already, if I get up there and talk about the scientific components of an orgasm, Thorburn will dropkick us both out of that class faster than you can say ‘Strike Three’. We can reference it, we should reference it, but we need to focus on the emotional components. Kontula and Miettinen. Bring up relationships and their effects.”

      “Effects? What effects? ‘Women in relationships have better orgasms.’ That’s not something we can use, Levi. It’s barely a statement. It’s just gibberish.”

      “Williams,” the whiny drone of my boss comes from somewhere in the back. “Homework is for break times.”

      Chaz hasn’t done much more than drink espresso and creep on female students in the year and a half I’ve been slinging java beans, but putting up with obnoxious managers is in my job description.

      “Sorry.” I inject as much faux cheerfulness as I can muster into my voice. There isn’t much of it.

      With one hand, Levi slams his book closed, glaring at me from where I’m standing behind the counter. I can feel my heart racing, my breath coming in fast gasps, chest rising and falling with a rapid tempo. Even though he’s downright scary when he’s angry, I don’t back down. Instead, I raise my chin, gritting my teeth, digging my heels in.

      Over the course of the last week, we’ve gone at it a few times, but nothing like this. After our first date— and the kiss that nearly melted my world— it’s been nothing but actual research and work.

      Flirty, fun, but hardly what I’d call a date.

      If we aren’t dating, why does this fight hurt so much?

      “Well, I’ve got one other idea, Charity.” Levi’s voice is heavy, his tone a promise of something that makes me shiver. He stands up, a freefall of papers and spreadsheets scattering across the table and floor as he pushes his way to the counter.

      The two students in line all but dance out of his way, leaving Levi enough room to lean in across the narrow stretch of counter until we’re eye to eye. It’s a stupid, macho, show.

      It works, damn him.

      “What?” I bite the word off, suddenly aware that every pair of eyes in the place is either staring at our tableau or pointedly looking at anything but us as Levi closes the distance between us.

      “Williams!”

      I don’t bother to acknowledge Chaz’s huffing this time. All of my energy is focused on one thing: the blazing fire of Levi’s eyes, burning right through me.

      “You come home with me, and I fuck you.” There’s a gasp from somewhere around us, and the tinkle of someone dropping a spoon.

      “No,” I grit out through clenched teeth. “Because even if you did, I still wouldn’t know shit about an orgasm, Levi!” I huff out, leaning across the counter until our faces are less than an inch apart.

      There’s a low, murmured “Oh shit.” from someone nearby, but I ignore them. I couldn’t look away from Levi and his kaleidoscope eyes right now if my life depended on it.

      Then his lips are on mine, and every thought is blanked out of my head. Time loses all meaning under the assault to my senses. I shudder, and I swear to god I almost have the first orgasm of my life on the spot. I’ve replayed our kiss countless times, but feeling his lips on mine again is a revelation.

      Someone clears their throat behind us, and I try to jerk away, but Levi has me in an iron grip. I realize with a  start that I’m on the counter, that the big son-of-a-bitch pulled me halfway across the thing without me realizing.

      “Williams, get your ass back to work on that espresso machine!” My boss hollers from much closer behind me this time.Ignoring him is the easiest decision of my life.

      “Levi? Take me home,” my voice is a hoarse whisper, the wet heat between my thighs throbbing in time with my pulse. I whip the apron off in one motion, tossing it backwards, without looking behind me. “Chaz? I quit.”

      The trip to his place is a blur of hands and lips and the wet, aching need between my thighs. I can’t keep my hands off of him, as if admitting how much I wanted him made a dam burst inside of me.

      Levi almost drops his keys twice trying to get them in the lock because I run one hand up beneath his shirt and the other down. I can feel his aching hardness beneath his boxer briefs. I always thought that the hard evidence of a man’s arousal would scare me, but in the moment, I can’t imagine wanting anything more in my life.

      Then we’re inside. Levi kicks the door shut behind us because his hands are full of me. Our kisses are hungry, desperate and deep.

      “Charity, are you sure? I have to ask.”

      I nod against him, pressing myself against his body as he pulls me against him.

      I’ve taken the leap. There’s no looking back now.
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        Born with a baseball and a bat in his hand Daddy had him swinging from the time he could stand — Whiskey Falls, Load Up the Bases

        

      

      I had a plan, but as usual, Charity flipped me on my ass.

      I’ve envisioned this moment so many times over the course of the past week that I couldn’t help but have a plan. It developed naturally as me actually thinking about how things would go in reality and not just lurid fantasy. We would take it slow, me being sweet and reassuring, her being cute and shy.

      Naturally, I would work my way up to things. Kisses and touches everywhere, my fingers gliding here and there, slowly building her up to the climactic moment. Teaching her all the different ways two people can express love.

      I didn’t count on Charity having so much raw need. Her kisses are dripping with lust, her hands squeezing and groping me with all of the aggression of a horny teen. Every time I try to slow our pace she just doubles down. Her teeth sink into my neck hard enough to make me growl and snatch her head away.

      Panting, she licks her lips, eyes sparkling up at me. Two pools of pure desire.

      Instinctively, I match her pace instead of forcing her to mine. I grip her top and rip, the two pieces of cotton that were formerly her shirt fluttering to the floor, leaving her tits clad only in a black lace bra that hits the floor before the last shred of shirt drifts down.

      My hands squeeze her, thumbs rubbing across her hard nipples.

      “God, you’re perfect,” I growl as I take a pebbled nipple into my mouth, sucking it hard until she hisses at me, nails scratching down my back.

      “Fuck me, Levi. I need it.” Her voice is hoarse, needy, and it makes my cock throb in my jeans. I want nothing more than to hear her say those words with that tone for the rest of the night.

      Night? More like the rest of my life.

      I shove one hand down the front of her pants, not even bothering to take them off. I slide under her soaked panties and trace the lips of her virgin pussy.

      “Holy shit you’re soaking wet,” I whisper as I pull my mouth off one of her spectacular breasts, kissing my way back up her neck to her lips.

      “For you.” She whimpers, grinding against my hand. “I’ve never felt anything like this before. Only for you.” Her voice is so needy that I can’t control myself, can't contain the surge of wild need I have for her.

      “Please, Levi. I’m begging you to fuck me.” She fumbles with my belt for only a second before my jeans hit the floor with a loud thump.

      “You sure about that, princess?” I growl as she takes me in her hands.

      She nods against my mouth, her whispers punctuated by searing kisses.

      “I need you. Inside me. Now.”

      I scoop her up, maintaining our lip lock as I carry her to my bed. I throw her down hard enough that she bounces up a bit, her eyes going wide as I climb in behind her.

      “Like this?” She asks, spreading her legs wide. I grip her behind the knees, helping her open herself for me.

      “To start. I’ll want you in every way before we’re done.” I rub myself against her. She’s absolutely drenched, and I can feel her slick arousal coating the head of my cock and dripping along the shaft, thin rivulets tracing the veins that stand out on my manhood.

      “Fuck, you really do have a bat between your legs.” She murmurs as she glances down, watching her outer lips be spread apart by the swollen head of my dick.

      “Don’t worry. I’ll go slow.” I tease, rubbing myself against her, making sure to grind myself against her clit.

      She shakes her head rapidly, her hair tossing back and forth as she does.

      “No. I told you, I want you to fuck me.” her hand clamps down on my wrist as she tries to impale herself onto me.

      Without another word I lean in, helping guide myself home. There’s a pregnant pause as she stretches to accommodate, and then I’m sliding inside her slick pussy, opening her up for the first time.

      “Oh my god that feels good.” Charity gasps, the words strained, her tendons standing out at her neck and thighs as her body tenses.

      “I told you this is what you needed.” I rumble, one hand on the headboard behind her, the other moving between us to rub her clit in tight circles as I ease myself in and out of her.

      “What are you — holy shit!” Charity gasps as thirty seconds after she loses her virginity, she has her first orgasm. Her entire body clenches around mine, making her pussy so tight that I can’t budge my cock an inch. Her eyes roll, chest heaving in huge sobs as she comes so hard she almost starts crying beneath me.

      I’m not surprised. One week of build-up has me ready to bust already. I can’t imagine ten years of edging.

      “Good girl,” I whisper against her, riding out the shockwaves of her inaugural climax. I keep my hand steady against her, working my cock slowly in and out. I pump my hips slowly, savoring the exquisite feel of her silken walls milking me like a velvet-fisted glove.

      “Jesus, Levi, is it always this good?” Charity’s voice is awed and almost a little scared, a breathy whisper that makes me chuckle.

      “No, sha.”

      Her moue of disappointment is cut short by me moving inside her, thrusting deep and hitting her g-spot hard enough to make her eyes slam wide open.

      “It gets better.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Charity

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “That’s the way baseball go” — Merle Haggard

        

      

      
        
        — I’ll be there. I promise.

      

      

      Levi’s text is waiting for me when I blink awake the next morning.

      It takes longer than it should to make sense of my surroundings. Sunshine is streaming in through the window, splashing across the queen-sized bed I’m sprawled on. The sheets are loosened from two different corners, the blankets bunched up in a knot on the floor, somewhere near the tangled remnants of my clothes.

      Just like that, it all comes back to me.

      Last night, last week, every moment of my life that led up to the moment Levi sank into my body and tilted the axis of my entire world. There’s no use denying it anymore; he did more than give me my first orgasm.

      And my second third and— well, we lost track at some point.

      Levi Miller has changed me. More than a sexual awakening, I can’t imagine any part of my life without the brightness of his smile, the challenge of his wit, the penetrating way his green eyes work their way under every one of my defenses. He lays me bare in all the best ways. I’ll forever be grateful to Professor Thorburn and her overly-strict grading rubric for bringing us together.

      “Shit!”

      Realization dawns on me like a rain of ice water. I sit up, scrabbling to check the time on my phone. There’s less than half an hour before class— and the presentation Levi and I are supposed to give together. His dorm room suddenly feels alien, like waking up in a new foster home for the first time in too many years.

      I know he has practice first thing every morning, but his absence resounds inside me. Tears threaten, a dry lump forming somewhere in the back of my throat. I look back down at the phone in my hand.

      
        
        — I’ll be there. I promise.

      

      

      I take a deep breath, attempting to calm my racing heart.

      The room might not be mine, but it’s not nearly as alien as I initially thought. A battered glove tossed in the corner. A polaroid of a chubby-cheeked toddler with a note scrawled to uncle Levi tacked to a bulletin board. The scent of grass and spring air and wood that is intrinsically him. Everywhere, the room is filled with touches of Levi, little reminders that I’m not alone anymore.

      Levi and I don’t see eye to eye on everything. There are times the man makes me want to strangle him in the most literal sense. But he’s kept all of his promises, big and small. He may have torn down all of my walls, but he’s also bared himself to me, proved himself as much more than a pretty boy athlete breezing his way through school on Easy Street.

      One more deep breath for good luck and I’m up and throwing on the first set of clothes I stumble across; my jeans from last night and one of Levi’s shirts. It only takes me two tries to get my shoes tied. I grab the ball cap he gave me the first time I went to see him play as I head out.

      I even manage to slink into class with a whole two minutes to spare.

      Which is good, because it will take me at least that long to catch my breath after hustling across campus. I find a seat towards the back of the lecture hall and start calculating. There are enough students in here that Levi and I may get lucky. There’s no way we’ll get through all the presentations in one sitting.

      “There you are.” Pru hustles up the last few steps to plop herself in the empty seat beside me with all her usual flourish. “Nobody’s seen you at the library for days. Did you catch something?”

      “Oh I caught something alright.” Despite the direness of my situation, I can’t help but dissolve into a fit of giggles.

      Pru narrows her eyes at me, taking in the rumpled, oversized Braves tee and the way my JBF curls tumble every which way from under the brim of my borrowed cap.

      “Oh. My. God.” She brings her hand to her mouth in an obvious combination of shock and admiration. Her own laugh escapes from in between maroon fingernails. “You and Miller? I knew it.”

      “Good morning.” Thorburn’s icy tone casts its usual pall over the room, cutting off the dull hum of conversation like a light switch.

      “I want details. All of them,” Pru manages one last hushed stage whisper before whipping around in her seat to face the front of the room.

      Her excitement reignites my own. Everything about last night feels magical. I can still feel Levi inside of me every time I close my eyes, a not-unpleasant ache between my legs that thrums and throbs in time with every heartbeat.

      It isn’t until I see the neatly typed and labeled file folder on Pru’s desk that the worry returns, creeping up my throat like acid. My hands feel bare, my backpack suddenly more barren than it's ever been. Still, maybe—

      “So let’s begin our presentations with an unlikely grouping. Charity Williams, Levi Miller. Come on up.” Professor Thorburn’s words echo in my own head, immediately dispelling any hope I might have had about a stay of execution. The phone in my pocket remains terrifyingly silent, and I don’t dare take it out to check for messages now.

      The teacher’s heels click across the tiled floor, each step a stiletto through my heart.

      He isn’t here. He promised.

      Every step towards the front of the class is its own separate panic attack. My pulse is a roar in my ears by the time I make it to the last stair. I’ve never been more aware of my own empty hands in my life. Three hundred pairs of eyes turn to look at me in unison, all of them as acutely aware of Levi’s absence as I am.

      I open my mouth to speak, say something. Anything.

      Close it again when I realize I can’t speak around the hard lump lodged in my throat— not without crying, at least.

      Get it together, Charity. You aren’t about to drop the ball just because he did.

      “The Oxford English Dictionary defines an orgasm as the physical and emotional sensation experienced at the peak of sexual excitement.” I begin, trying to pull together the presentation from the scraps of my memory.

      A week of late nights studying should be able to produce more than one measly definition, but try as I might, I can’t come up with anything better than parroting the OED. When I should have been learning facts and figures, I was studying the lines of Levi’s face, memorizing the color of his eyes, trying to ascertain the hidden ingredient in his scent.

      “Miss Williams, is there a problem?” Thorburn’s voice is a whip crack, so sharp it makes me jump. I recompose myself and give her my best smile.

      “No problem, ma’am. I promise. It’s just that Levi was supposed to do the beginning, and he’s…”

      “Right here. Sorry I’m late, folks. I hoped we would be going second.”

      Levi strides forward from the back of the classroom like a titan descending from the clouds. He has a garment bag thrown over one shoulder, a pile of posterboard under his other arm.

      I blink as I give him the once over, my jaw-dropping. Levi’s hair is slick and parted, his button-down shirt is tucked into pressed slacks. He’s wearing an emerald tie the exact shade of his eyes, which are currently hidden behind the thickest pair of glasses I’ve ever seen in my life.

      “Mr. Miller. You’re late.” Professor Thorburn doesn’t sound mad, but looks can be deceiving.

      “I am sorry about that, ma’am. I had to stop off and get my partner her presentation outfit, she didn’t bring it to my place last night.”

      Maybe that mini-hurricane will finally find me and wipe my embarrassment from the earth.

      “I don’t suppose she has time to change now that we’re going first, huh?” Levi raises an eyebrow at Thorburn, who simply gives a shake of her head. There is a hint of a smile at the corner of her mouth though as she gestures at us.

      “Well, get on with it.”

      “Thank you, ma’am. Charity, if I can ask you to display our visual aids for now?” Levi hands me a stack of posters I’ve never seen before in my life. When did he have time to make these? As I take them, I note the smudge of fresh ink and the telltale scent of still wet glue.

      He snuck out early to make sure we got an A. That’s real love.

      “Thank you. Fellow classmates, I’m sure we’ll hear a lot today about the science of an orgasm. The cold, hard facts. But we aren’t cold, hard things. If this were about robotic orgasms, well, that would be that. But we’re flesh and blood. Human beings aren’t just pleasure machines. You don’t insert tab A into slot B and follow the instructions until you achieve the desired result.”

      Levi pauses, sweeping the room with a measured glance.

      “Well, you do, but there’s more to it than that, yeah?”

      The class chuckles around us.

      “Charity, if you would?”

      I start to ask him if I’d what, but then I see it: the clever son-of-a-bitch taped my part of the presentation to the back of the poster I’m holding.

      “The female orgasm is something that is elusive to many. I should know, before last night, I…” I trail off as I realize exactly what I’m saying, but Levi’s presence lends me the strength to be courageous. I glance across the lines, memorizing them, before setting the poster down and looking up at the faces around me.

      “Before last night, I’d never had a single orgasm. I wondered if I was doing it wrong, or if I was just broken. Anorgasmic. It does affect almost five percent of women, and I just chalked it up to that. Despite that, I kept trying. I tried everything. Fingers. Toys. I rode the washing machine like I was trying to break a bronco. But nothing worked until last night.”

      Levi has to be taken aback: I went wildly off his script. He doesn’t show it, though, just takes it all in stride like it was part of the plan.

      “So our conclusions are pretty straightforward, actually. Whether it’s clitoral, vaginal, or another of the thirty-three flavors of orgasm, there’s more than just manual stimulation that’s necessary to unlock the beauty of a real earth-shattering climax. It’s the human element. A relationship, if you will.”

      The next poster has the most immaculate bubble lettering I’ve ever seen in my life. A giggle escapes me as I glance at it, but when Levi glances back at me, I wave him away.

      “As I was saying, you need to know the other person. It isn’t always good enough to just grab someone off of the street or swipe right on Tindr. Sometimes we need more. We need a real connection. Emotion doesn’t just make us feel things, it makes the things we feel better.”

      With that, Levi takes a step back and grabs my hand, giving it a squeeze.

      “Now, with the prologue out of the way, let’s get down to specifics…”

      I stifle a groan. Somehow, I know levi Miller is about to get incredibly specific about the quantity and quality of my orgasms, but before he can, Thorburn cuts him off.

      “Thank you, Mr. Miller, Miss Williams. Congratulations, that was an excellent presentation. It cuts to the heart of the matter, which is, of course, the heart.”

      We shuffle back to our seats, still holding hands. I give his a squeeze before I pull out my phone and shoot my lover two texts.

      
        
        — Thank you for keeping your promise.

        — Can we do more research after class?

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Epilogue

          

          Levi

        

      

    

    
      Every ballfield is different, but they all smell the same. Fresh cut grass, well-oiled leather, hot popcorn and cold beer. They’re nostalgic, the smells of my youth spent on the bleachers, determined that someday I would be out on the field.

      “Show them what you got, rook,” The General Manager gives my shoulder a touch as I climb my way out of the dugout. Other players would get a harder slap, but he’d sooner cut his own hand off than risk hurting my pitching arm.

      The crowd roars as I take the field for the first time. I give them a wave as the announcer starts to go through the opposing starting line-up. I’m a bit of a spectacle: most pitchers don’t hit, most teams wouldn’t make their rookie pitcher their lead-off batter.

      I proved my worth in training camp, though. The rest of the team has my back. Not even the slightest grumble from them, not after I showed that I could hit every ball thrown my way.

      Every player is different, but we all have our rituals. Mine is pretty simple. Two swings, to make sure the weight of the bat is right. I’ve come across a few corked bats in my time, don’t want to risk picking one up by accident. Tap my cleats, make sure they’re free of any clumps of grass or mud.

      Then I look out into the stands. Used to be I would look without really looking. Just let my eyes wash over the crowd. I was always seeking something there, but I never knew what it was. That changed after I met Charity.

      Now I look for her.

      As always, she’s there. Completely surrounded by books, laptop in her lap, but when I glance out her blue eyes are shining back at me. They stand out among the sea of faces, two brilliantly glittering sapphires that captivate me every bit as much now as they did the day we met.

      No. Their hold on me has grown even stronger. For a moment I pause, frozen in place as electricity leaps and arcs, even separated by the space between us. It seems to stretch forever, but then I hear the announcer.

      “Laaaadies and gentlemen, now coming up to the plate in his Major league debut, number one, Leviii Milllllller!”

      The roar is deafening now, and my view of Charity is lost as the people around her stand and cheer. It breaks the spell and lets me get my head back in the game.

      As usual, I have a plan as I step up to the plate. The great thing about the Majors is that there’s no shortage of videotape of past games. I’ve studied dozens of them at this point. The guy on the mound about to toss to me has absolutely no idea what he’s getting into.

      I’ve got a perfect trap ready to spring.

      I glance over at Charity as I step up to the plate. She gives me a wink that almost puts my well-laid plans right out of my head, but I recover just in time.

      First pitch: The classic fastball.

      Most pitchers have routines and rhythms. Pitchers in the Show pitch dozens of games a year. It becomes impossible to customize every throw to each hitter. There’s just too many in baseball. So they fall into the trap of throwing in a pattern.

      I already know exactly what kind of pattern I’m getting today. One I can exploit. I probably could hit the fastball, but I don’t want to risk it. Not when I can guarantee something better.

      I swing, and I miss. The crowd grows a bit quiet at that, and there’s a spring in the pitcher’s step. All according to plan.

      Second: A sinker.

      If I was up against someone less egotistical, this might not work. They’d be wary of me, giving me nothing but breaking balls that I couldn’t help but hit grounders off of. This guy, though, thinks that I’m not good enough. He’s underestimating me. After years of proving people wrong, I welcome being the underdog. It’s where I’m most comfortable — proving people wrong.

      I line up a beautiful swing that whiffs. The umpire calls strike two, the crowd grows completely silent, and the other team begins to cheer for their guy.

      Perfect.

      The third pitch is a textbook changeup. It looks just like the fastball — same windup, same delivery — but it’s deceptively slow. It’s the kind of thing you throw when you know you’re in someone’s head. He thinks I’m expecting the heat.

      The crack of the bat is one of the sweetest sounds in the world. Right up there with the punch of my fastball into the catcher’s mitt and Charity saying my name.

      I don’t bother looking, because I felt it in the reverberation of the bat in my hand. I begin to do my victory lap around the bases. When I glance over, Charity has her nose buried in her laptop, but there’s a smile on her face.

      When I get back to the dug-out, I grab my phone. Two new messages.

      
        
        — Hurry up. I need you for research.

        — PS. You can research me anywhere.

      

      

      That night, I threw my first shut out.

      It’s a night of a lot of firsts. For both of us.

      I wouldn’t have it any other way.
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