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 “Baseball is the most perfect of games, solid, true, pure and precious as diamonds. If only life were so simple. Within the baselines anything can happen. Tides can reverse; oceans can open. That’s why they say, “the game is never over until the last man is out.” Colors can change, lives can alter, anything is possible in this gentle, flawless, loving game.” ― W.P. Kinsella,  Shoeless Joe   
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Musical Note 
 
    This book was written heavily under the influence of my Miley Cyrus playlist on Spotify. Daisy’s favorite songs — Wrecking Ball and the cover of  Girls Just Want to Have Fun  were in heavy rotation. So was Jonas’ walk-up song,  Holding Out for a Hero  by Bonnie Tyler. I also filtered in Charley Parker, Miles Davis, and a little bit of classical, to keep Jonas happy.  
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     It’s been a tough afternoon for the Seattle Navigators, and even if they manage to pull it out, things are only going to get tougher as we race toward the end of the season. The Navs started today two games behind the Halos in the Western Division and in a dead heat with two other teams for the Wild Card slot. But since the All-Star break their offense has been sluggish, their starting pitchers are wearing out, and the bullpen is exhausted. It would be heartbreaking to watch one more promising season end in a whimper ….   
 
    

  
 
    Jonas  
 
    

  
 
    It was one of those perfect Seattle late summer afternoons, the sky so blue it hurt your eyes, the sun hot on my skin as I walked from the dugout to the on-deck circle. Barely a whiff of a white cloud to be seen. A soft breeze blew in from the Sound, flapping the league flags on the left field wall back at me like accusing fingers.  
 
    If there is one place in the world that feels like home — other than my actual home, my grandparents’ land near Pullman — it’s Griffey Field. I grew up watching the Navigators on TV. My grandparents and I would drive over two or three times a year to catch games. I knew this place intimately. The crowd was our crowd, behind us all the way. I should feel safe, surrounded by support and good will. But instead, my heart pounded in my chest, I was sweating heavily under my light jersey, and my stomach roiled and clenched. The same way I used to feel every day before I went to school.  
 
    The batter in front of me battled his way to a full count, then slapped a two-out single down the third base line. The crowd roared.  
 
    They kept cheering as my walk-up music began to play. Some eighties power ballad I barely recognized. I’d let the sound guys pick it out for me — or more likely our player press liaison, Josie. She was always sticking her nose into little details like that, something she thought would boost our image.  
 
    Behind me, Nate Grogan (we called him Gorilla Grog in the clubhouse) stepped out of the dugout, to take my place in the circle. He was batting fourth now, in clean-up. The first half of the season, that was my spot. But I’d been struggling for a while and Grog was hot. Our stats were moving in opposite directions.  
 
    Grog spat on the grass and growled, “Don’t screw this up, Bookworm.”  
 
    Sure, that helps.  
 
    I hadn’t gotten a hit this entire series, so I was due, right?  
 
    The Bruisers’ pitcher, Adam Fletcher, nodded at me as I walked up. He was rail thin and tall, with a raptor beak and muddy brown eyes. He always wore scruffy stubble on his cheeks and had a reputation for being kind of a jackass.  
 
    His fastball was lethal.  
 
    The catcher pulled his mask down over his face and flashed a signal behind his mitt.  
 
    The Bruisers sat — where else — firmly on top of the Eastern Division. They hadn’t clenched the title yet, but they were far enough ahead that Boston and Tampa were playing for the Wild Card. Which we wanted too. So, this game mattered a lot more to us than it did to them. No one seemed to have told them that.  
 
    The first pitch rocketed past me, and I barely moved.  
 
    Frozen. Rooted in place, waiting for disaster. That was a feeling I was way too familiar with.  
 
    I mean, sure, I grew up like everyone else — well, not like everyone else — I played ball, I went to college and played more ball, I got pretty good. After college I was drafted, had a couple of good seasons in the minors, and three years ago the Navigators called me up. Here I was, in the Show. That was the dream. It was supposed to be the start of everything.  
 
    Fletcher’s change-up looked just like the fastball I’d barely seen a minute ago, but it was glacial in comparison. I swung way out in front and watched it stroll by when my bat was already over my left shoulder.  
 
    The Ump called strike two.  
 
    I took a deep breath. Tried to settle myself into that place you go when you’re in the zone. Where everything is cut-glass sharp, and the crowd noise is a gentle wave that lifts you and drops you. On days like that the ball comes toward you in slow-motion, you can see the laces turning, you can recognize the spin and know where it’s going.  
 
    That magic place got harder and harder to find as the season went on.  
 
    I guessed slider and he threw a curve instead. Managed to clip it and send it spinning foul down the first base line.  
 
    One more chance.  
 
    Before the all-star break, I was putting up my best numbers ever. I was starting to get more attention. Got more post-game interviews, more mentions in the national press. I was on track for a batting championship and maybe a couple of records.  
 
    Some players tell you they don’t care about fame or glory. They’re in it for the sheer joy of playing. A few will tell you straight up it’s about the money. They’re just cashing in on what nature gave them while they can. Who doesn’t want to get rich doing something you love?  
 
    For me, though, it was something else. What mattered to me, since the first time I stepped out on a field, was to be part of something bigger. Sounds corny, but a team, a group of friends, a family, all fighting together to be the best, that’s what always brought me back. And no, I wasn’t one of those kids who could only find that in sports. I had loving grandparents who nurtured and accepted me. I was popular, I had friends, got invited to the things everyone wanted to go to, got attention from girls. All that stuff.  
 
    But convincing myself I really belonged?  
 
    Right now, I could feel every eye in the stadium. I knew the Skipper was standing by the dugout rail watching, making notes.  
 
    You’ve always been able to hit, I told myself.  
 
    Just hit the damn ball.  
 
    It came right down the middle. That was a mistake on Fletcher’s part. Or a lack of respect for me today. I’d make him pay for that. My swing felt good as I uncoiled, the bat came down fast through the strike zone, and I felt the contact. Not as solid as I’d hoped but …  
 
    The ball flew straight up into the blue afternoon. The catcher leapt up and threw off his mask. All he had to do was wait until it came back down.  
 
    He waggled it at me on the end of his glove.  
 
    Grog caught up with me before I got back to the dugout. One of the equipment boys came running out with our gloves. Grog shoved my shoulder.  
 
    “What the hell was that, Bookworm? We had a chance to tie the god-damned game.”  
 
    “Sorry. Bad day.”  
 
    “Been a lot of those lately,” he snarled. Usually, guys are supportive of each other when we’re struggling. But we were running out of games, and everyone knew if we didn’t make the playoffs anyone’s head could be on the block. “Maybe they need to sit you down before you cost us the season.”  
 
    “I’ll snap out of it.”  
 
    I glanced over at the Skipper. He was watching me, frowning, scribbling.  
 
    Part of me would almost be relieved to be benched. Even sent back down to the minors. There’s a safety in obscurity that I sometimes missed.  
 
    But if I let that happen, would I ever have the guts to claw my way back up again?  
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    After the game I loitered a bit, avoiding people best I could. A dim bright side, no one wanted to interview me. In fact, the reporters were all congregated in the press room, where the Skipper had scheduled a special press conference. He always talked to them after the game, went through a postmortem, what we did well, what we needed to improve. The usual meaningless noise of sports interviews.  
 
    But today something bigger was going on. It bothered me that I had no idea what it was. Why was I so out of the loop? They probably weren’t announcing they’d signed a new shortstop — not yet — so I couldn’t work up much enthusiasm either way.  
 
    Wiley Bakker, who signed on as our new pitching coach a month before, came into the locker room as I was putting on my sneakers. Wiley’s a big man, with a blocky head and long limbs, sporting a belly, most of his hair gone white. After a super successful career coaching college ball, he’d jumped to the majors, been in a couple of World Series and a lot of playoffs and tried to retire at least twice. Somehow, the Skipper lured him back again to try and put our Humpty Dumpty line-up together again.  
 
    “Hey, Jonas,” he said. “Tough day out there, huh?”  
 
    “Tough week.”  
 
    “We all have ‘em. You’ll get it back.”  
 
    I tried to smile. “Could you tell that to Martin and the Skipper?”  
 
    Martin was our batting coach. He was frustrated with me right now too.  
 
    “Don’t worry about them, they believe in you. You’re gonna be fine.”  
 
    His simple sincerity helped. I also sensed that he wanted something.  
 
    “I sort of need a favor.”  
 
    Score one for my intuition. “Sure, what can I do?”  
 
    “We’ve added a new member to our staff, somewhat unexpectedly. Someone to take over as my assistant and bullpen coach. The problem is, everything’s up in the air around here, with staff changes and all the pressure …” he shrugged. “Josie tells me you have a large condo and some extra room.”  
 
    “Josie told you that?”  
 
    See what I mean about Josie’s nose?  
 
    Wiley chuckled. “Yeah, don’t be mad at her. I know she’s a busybody, but that’s her job, really. Under normal circumstances, we would never ask this … and you probably have the right to refuse under your contract …”  
 
    We. This was a joint request from Wiley and the Skipper. It was definitely against union regulations, and I find strange people — well any people really, other than family — in my space … stressful.  
 
    But was I really in a position to refuse?  
 
    “How long are we talking about?”  
 
    “As short a time as possible. Just until the people in the front office have time to catch up. They dropped the ball on this, and we’d really appreciate if you could back us up.”  
 
    We, again.  
 
    “This new coach, anyone I know?”  
 
    “Probably not.” Wiley took a deep breath and folded his bottom lips between two knuckles. “But you might’ve heard of her.”  
 
    Wait a minute … “Her?”  
 
    “Daisy Flowers.”  
 
    Holy crap. Daisy Flowers? How in hell did they ever get the Skipper — much less the front office and the league — to agree to that?  
 
    Daisy.  
 
    Flowers.  
 
    I must’ve just been standing there with my mouth open — my brain was replaying memories of being a teenager, hiding in my bedroom, leafing through a well-worn copy of Sports Illustrated.  
 
    “Wiley, I don’t know. Wouldn’t it be better if she was …? I mean, wouldn’t she be more comfortable …”  
 
    Wouldn’t I be? Daisy Flowers in my home?  
 
    “In case you didn’t notice, there aren’t a lot of women around here. None on the team or the coaching staff, of course. And most of the guys are … well, behind the times on stuff.”  
 
    “Yeah. They are.”  
 
    He grinned. “Josie thought you’d be the best choice.”  
 
    I was going to have to talk to Josie.  
 
    I couldn’t have Daisy Flowers that close to me. Never mind my adolescent feelings, if she was anything like she had been in her college days, she was a walking talking spotlight, an attention magnet, and that I did not need. I vaguely remembered something from last season about her going into the stands at a minor league game after a mouthy fan. Something we’ve all wanted to do but know better. The danger of being associated with her in any way … I sat down in one of the leather chairs and tried to catch my breath.  
 
    Wiley watched me.  
 
    I had to say no.  
 
    On the other hand, how could I? Wiley and the Skipper needed this, and I was already in the doghouse with this slump? And what would people think? At the very least, they’d think I was prejudiced. Daisy would think I was prejudiced, that I said no because of who she was.  
 
    Did I care what someone I’d never met thought about me? Or how she might feel about me turning her down?  
 
    Yeah. In this case I think I did.  
 
    “When is she getting in?”  
 
    “Today. In fact, she’s already here. That’s what the big news conference is all about.”  
 
    “Yeah, well, if you really need it. But only until you can find her something else. Promise me, Wiley.”  
 
    “I promise. Thank you, Sutton. I won’t forget this.”  
 
    I? What happened to we?  
 
    “I better call my building, tell the security desk to make arrangements for her. They can issue an extra key and let her in if I’m not there. Is there anything special I should …?”  
 
    “No. Let’s make this as easy on everyone as possible. Hopefully you won’t even notice.”  
 
    Yeah. I wouldn’t notice Daisy Flowers moving into my home.  
 
    The whole freaking world wouldn’t notice Daisy Flowers, getting called up to the majors at last.  
 
    Not a chance in hell of that.  
 
    Wiley hurried off to make the press conference. I called my building and by the time I hung up I was hyperventilating, my mouth as dry as a desert. I was certain I’d just made a fatal mistake, that everything was going to come crashing down around me and there was nothing I could do to stop it.  
 
    I remembered the terror I’d felt as a kid, in school. Every time I started a new grade, every time I met new guys in class, or on the team. Not being sure I knew the rules, being certain I’d make some idiotic mistake and be found out. Even when I was successful, when I was a star athlete and popular, it just made it worse. I liked being admired for my prowess, but I feared the attention. And I never felt really close to anyone because I had too much to hide.  
 
    I should go to the press conference. We’d all be expected to make an appearance. And I was curious to see Daisy after so many years.  
 
    But I couldn’t make myself walk in that direction.  
 
    Luke Heffner, our starting catcher, intercepted me heading the other way. “Hey, Bookworm. You playing hooky on the press thing?” His smile pushed dimples into his dark brown cheeks and raised his cheekbones to sharp points. He knew how that smile worked on people and he wasn’t afraid to use it.  
 
    “I’m about done today.” I sighed. “Not feeling up to crowds.”  
 
    Especially not crowds with THAT topic on their minds.  
 
    “Is this about Grog? You know how he is; he gets worked up and he runs his mouth?”  
 
    “You heard that?”  
 
    Heff shrugged. “He might’ve gone on for a while. Look, everybody knows you’re in a slump. Hell, there was a stretch earlier in the season when Grog couldn’t buy first base. Who carried the line-up then?”  
 
    Carried was a stretch. Everyone contributed — Heff notched a good share of those hits himself. But the memory of my early season heroics didn’t help the acid cyclone spinning in my stomach.  
 
    “I don’t care about Grog.”  
 
    “Let’s hit the press conference.” Heff patted my shoulder, “Just long enough so the Skipper sees we’re there. Then we can go somewhere, have a beer and unwind. We actually get to sleep in tomorrow.”  
 
    Sleep in meant I might make it to six o’clock instead of the usual four-thirty. But somehow that didn’t seem likely now.  
 
    I followed Heff back to the press room. A larger crowd than usual filled the space, more reporters, most of the team. The buzz of conversation felt expectant.  
 
    Wait until they hear the news.  
 
    “Got no idea what’s going on,” Heff muttered.  
 
    We stopped near the back, a few feet behind Grog’s massive back. How could that man possibly be an infielder? He didn’t look back at us, and I was glad. Sure, he was mostly noise, but I’d had enough today.  
 
    “It’s a new assistant coach,” I said. “Wiley cornered me earlier and ….”  
 
    The door in the far wall opened. I knew it led to a short hallway which led to the Skipper’s office, the PR department, and all the other front office stuff the team didn’t usually see.  
 
    The Skipper looked even ruddier than usual as he stalked out onto the stage. Blue veins lined his nose and spread out under the scraggly beard on his cheeks. He’d once been a catcher, and like Heff he had the square, boxy build you expect. His physique had weathered better than Wiley’s.  
 
    Behind him came Josie. She was petite, with dark brown hair shot through with black too dark to be natural, pulled up in a loose bun. Her eye shadow was a soft purple bruise. Even in a Navigator teal blazer and thigh-length business skirt, she looked like she was doing Goth cosplay.  
 
    After her came Wiley. He glanced over the crowd, saw me, and gave a thumbs up.  
 
    Last of all came another woman.  
 
    “Son of —” Heff swore. “That’s —”  
 
    Grog let loose something much more profane.  
 
    “Thank you for coming,” the Skipper said. “You all know Wiley Bakker, our recently acquired pitching coach. Wiley is already working wonders with our staff, and I predict you’ll see the results in the coming weeks. And in the playoffs.”  
 
    A polite, encouraging laugh ran through the crowd. But no one was really looking at the Skipper.  
 
    She was nearly as tall as any of the men on the platform, extremely fit, with lots of blond hair pulled back in a ponytail that couldn’t really contain it. Despite the smile lines on her face, she looked so much like those old photos I remembered that I felt 17 again, awkward and alone.  
 
    “Yep. Daisy Flowers,” I said.  
 
    Heff glanced at me. “You knew?”  
 
    The Skipper was still talking. “Wiley is the expert at what he does. When he signed on, I promised him whatever he needed to get the job done. One thing — one person — was number one on that list. Today I’m happy to announce a new addition to the Navigator family. She still holds the record for most wins ever by an NCAA pitcher. She’s won numerous awards in the minor league for pitching and coaching. And starting today she’ll be taking over as Wiley’s assistant and as bullpen coach. Please help me welcome Daisy Flowers to Seattle.”  
 
    That was smooth. The Skipper was good at public relations. You had to know him well to hear the roughness in his voice.  
 
    Once upon a time they’d called Daisy “the blond tornado”. When I was a senior in high school, she’d been in her junior year of college, tearing up the record books, and for a brief moment, the nation’s most visible sports star. Besides her incredible talent, she was beautiful, outspoken and openly transgender. Which only added to the buzz.  
 
    Everyone was sure that when she became eligible for the major league draft, she was going to make history. No matter who she was, they couldn’t ignore her, right?  
 
    But they did.  
 
    She stepped up to the dais and thanked the Skipper. I thought I saw Josie, who was looking down at the crowd, hide a grin.  
 
    “Thank y’all,” Daisy said. Her accent was like molasses. “You have no idea how long I’ve dreamed of standing here. Of course, I thought it would happen a long time ago …” She paused, maybe for a reaction, but no one knew how to react. She shrugged. “I just wanna thank Wiley Bakker, who was my coach all through college, for this opportunity. And of course, it couldn’t have happened without the support of the Skipper, and the whole Nav’s organization. Bless their hearts.” That last phrase sounded more like a shank than a blessing. If her voice was candy, there were razor blades hidden in it.  
 
    Reporters started shouting.  
 
    Daisy looked, not at the Skipper, but at Josie. Josie looked at the Skipper, who nodded.  
 
    “Daisy has a lot of settling in to do,” Josie said. “But we have time for a few questions.”  
 
    Movement caught my eye. Tom Wooden, the number one man in our starting rotation, ambled in the side door and leaned against the wall. Tall, lanky, with hands like a surgeon and a mustache like an old-time porn star, Tom was a veteran with more years in the majors than some of us had been alive. And he was still brilliant on the mound. When he could stay healthy.  
 
    He bobbed his head at me and returned his attention to Daisy.  
 
    Reporters were all shouting at once.  
 
    “Y’all gotta take turns,” Daisy said.  
 
    Josie pointed at someone in the front row.  
 
    “How does it feel to be working in the majors at last?” the reporter asked.  
 
    “Well, they took their sweet time about it, didn’t they?” This got less laughter than she probably expected. “But you know sometimes the berry’s sweeter if you leave it on the vine a spell. At least, that’s what they say. I’m thrilled. This has been my dream since I was a little girl.”  
 
    Grog barked derisively. Not quite under his breath, he muttered. “Little girl, sure.”  
 
    “Jackass,” I said. It slipped out before I thought, and Grog heard it. He glared at me over his shoulder.  
 
    Daisy noticed both of us. Her eyes narrowed but her smile never wavered.  
 
    “Do you feel you were unfairly passed over in the past?” someone else asked.  
 
    “I guess I’ll let you guys judge that. All I’ve ever been is a pitcher. I’m glad to be here and have a chance to contribute to the team.”  
 
    “You must be proud to be the first transgender person to work for a major league team.”  
 
    My pulse pounded in my temples. Blood roared in my ears and my face felt feverish.  
 
    “Course I am,” she drawled. I could see her weighing the answer. Couldn’t she just leave it at that? Apparently not. “The first openly trans person anyway.”  
 
    There was no air left in the room. I spun around, stumbling into Heff who reached for my arm. I shrugged him off. All I wanted was to get out of the room as fast as I could.  
 
    Behind me, Grogan said something obscene. It barely registered.  
 
    “Are you saying there are others …?” A reporter asked.  
 
    Daisy chuckled. “Not that I know personally, but the odds are pretty good, ain’t they?”  
 
    Josie hurried to interrupt, saying they had to wrap up, but by then I was out the door. The air in the locker room felt cooler, less crowded, but I still had trouble breathing. I fell into one of the leather chairs, feeling like a fastball hit me right in the chest.  
 
    Of all the ball clubs in all the world …  
 
    Daisy Flowers. 
 
    All my deepest fears — and teenage dreams — in one brassy blond package.  
 
    “You okay?” Heff asked.  
 
    It took seconds for the nausea to pass before I could answer. I sat up, grabbed a towel from my cubby and wiped my face. “Yeah, just a day, you know?”  
 
    “You looked pretty freaked out there. Is this uh, about Daisy? Her being … you know?”  
 
    “What?” I snapped, then caught my breath and shook my head. “No, of course not.”  
 
    “Then it’s about Grog? He’s really getting to you.”  
 
    I threw the towel at the laundry hamper and missed. “Yeah. Well, you know what it’s like in a slump, every little thing seems so huge.”  
 
    “I know that well. Still on for that beer?”  
 
    “Hell yeah. More than one, I hope.”  
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    Daisy  
 
    

  
 
    The Skipper tried to call the press conference done, but one reporter near the front of the pack ignored him and shouted her question.  
 
    “Daisy, you’ve been in the middle of a controversy in the state where you were playing. Last week you spoke out against the anti-transgender laws they’re trying to pass and there was an altercation at city hall?”  
 
    “I’m not sure I’d call it an altercation,” I said.  
 
    At the same time, Josie said, “Sally, we really need to wrap this up. If you’d like to submit your questions …”  
 
    “Didn’t you get into a fight with a supporter of the laws?”  
 
    “Sally,” Josie barked, “we’re wrapping this —”  
 
    “It wasn’t a fight,” I said. “It never is with those people when you stand up to them. He thought it was manly to say something obscene about trans kids and I knocked him on his butt. I’d do the same again.”  
 
    Josie sighed and hung her head.  
 
    “Now that you’re in the Majors,” Sally continued, “do you feel like you have to be more circumspect?”  
 
    I thought about pretending I didn’t know what ‘circumspect’ meant, but instead I deferred to the Skipper.  
 
    “The Navigators and the League support our players’ right of free speech,” he said. “Now, all these people have jobs. Let’s get back to work. Josie here will make sure you get press packets on Daisy and the other roster changes we’re making. If you have any questions …” his expression said they shouldn’t, “Josie is the gal to talk to.”  
 
    Josie controlled her expression well, only a slight tightening of her eyes showed “gal” hit a nerve. I liked her a little better for that. The crowd began to break up, but Sally lingered like a starving pup outside a butcher’s shop. Josie leapt off the dais and began herding reporters out like a mama duck. She gave Sally an extra shove.  
 
    “That went okay,” Wiley said.  
 
    “Yeah.” My new uniform was damp with sweat. “One sexist slur and one teammate walking out on me. Did you find a place for me to bunk?”  
 
    He flashed me a pained smile. “I uh, asked Sutton to put you up until …”  
 
    “The guy who just walked out on me?”  
 
    “He’s having a bad spell. Probably had nothing to do with you.”  
 
    Right. The timing was just too much of a coincidence though.  
 
    “You’re here,” Wiley said. “Relax. Enjoy it before things get crazy. We can work out all the details as we go along.”  
 
    He’d added a lot of heft since I played for him in college, but then I wasn’t a rail thin girl anymore either. His hair was mostly white, thinning on top, but his eyes were crystal morning blue and his smile just as sweet.  
 
    “Thanks,” I said.  
 
    How had I expected this to go?  
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    When you’ve been waiting your whole life for something, so long that you finally quit hoping, and then here it comes around a blind corner, no headlights, no warning — just bam! How do you react?  
 
    Not at all the way I dreamed of, not as shiny or as thrilling, a lot more rust on me and everything else. Anything like gratitude I might’ve felt died years ago.  
 
    I got the call day before yesterday. I was working with the bullpen pitchers on a dusty little field in Podunk. I could tell you exactly where by glancing at my ticket, but what would it matter? All those places are Podunk. Not always the friendliest parts for trans people. I’ve been booed, called names, spit at more than once. Caught some over-ripe fruit to supplement my diet. Been in more than one fistfight with my “teammates” or the townsfolk. But mostly I get along.  
 
    This incarnation of Hicksville was in the process of passing laws against people like me. Only they didn’t have the ovaries to go after a full-grown woman, they went after kids. Wanted to ban them from playing school sports, wanted to make it a crime to give them medical care.  
 
    I’ve lived my whole life in enemy territory, so it’s not a new feeling. The tickle in your ear when people walk by whispering. The itch in the center of your back, like a crosshair. But this was different. It was all out in the open and it felt like every time I stepped out on the field, I was making a statement.  
 
    That day I was trying to teach a kid almost young enough to be mine — folks get busy early where I’m from — the difference between a change-up and a slider.  
 
    I finally gave up and sent him to the shower when the manager — also a kid, not fond of me but not openly hostile — strolled out of the dugout and waved.  
 
    “Daisy.” He motioned me over. “Just got a call from Seattle.”  
 
    Sort of a surprise. A call from the major league franchise usually means they’re fixing to poach one of our players. The Navs were in a pennant race, and nobody wanted to admit yet they’d probably blow it again. The wheels were coming off their pitching staff. If they were calling us, they were desperate, scraping the bottom of the barrel for fresh arms and cannon fodder.  
 
    “Who they taking this time?”  
 
    The manager spat in the dust. Sunflower seeds, not tobacco. At his age it could’ve been bubblegum. Still looked stupid and just as nasty.  
 
    “You,” he said. “They want you.”  
 
    “Me?”  
 
    “Some guy named Wiley — hey, like that Coyote, huh, in the old cartoons.” Now he grinned at me like we were old friends. “You’re going to the Show.”  
 
    “I’ll be shucked,” I said.  
 
    I borrowed his office and called Wiley back.  
 
    “You un-retired again?” I asked. “Louise let you off the ranch?”  
 
    Wiley chuckled. “Heck, I think she was scouting jobs for me, after a couple of years.”  
 
    “Yeah, you ain’t cut out for fishing and loafing. You know I heard a crazy rumor just now.”  
 
    “It’s not a rumor, Daze. The Navigators need all the help they can get, and the Skipper’s an old friend. I got a job for you if you want it.”  
 
    I dropped the phone to my side and closed my eyes. There was a time I waited for this call the way you wait for a cute guy in homeroom to answer the stupid message you left on his voice mail. With a sick sinking in your belly every hour that goes by and a wild beating in your chest whenever the phone rings. It’s always someone else. Ain’t ashamed to say I cried myself to sleep, or drank, or went out prowling for company to take my mind off it, more than once.  
 
    That was a long time ago.  
 
    “You still there?” Wiley asked when I lifted the phone again.  
 
    “Yeah. Why now? After all this time?”  
 
    “Because I can make it happen now.”  
 
    A lot of years stretched between the girl who waited on the Show to call and the woman who stood here now. A lot of miles and people left behind before I even knew them proper. A hundred thousand fastballs fueled by rage.  
 
    Did I even want what he had to offer me?  
 
    “I got a lot going on down here, Wiley. Not just baseball. Kids in trouble. They’re expecting me to stand up for them.”  
 
    “I get that. You have to ask yourself, where you can do the most good.”  
 
    Or if I could do any good at all.  
 
    “I’m not a college girl anymore, Wiley. I ain’t sweet and I ain’t grateful and I damn sure won’t play nice to make nobody happy.”  
 
    “You were never sweet, and you never played nice. And I never asked you to be anyone but who you are, Daze.”  
 
    That, for sure, was true.  
 
    Just as an interesting piece of speculation, I wondered what I would’ve said if the Skipper had called me himself. Or someone from the front office. Or another team altogether. Would I swallow my pride and chomp up the scraps? Or tell them to go shuck themselves?  
 
    But this was Wiley. For him, then. And a little for that long-ago girl.  
 
    “I hear the coffee’s pretty good in Seattle,” I said.  
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    I had a cup of that coffee, burned and re-heated in a microwave in the players’ kitchen, when Wiley took me out to the field to meet the pitching staff. Hopefully the Java got better away from the stadium. I could tell everyone was tired and eager to get home. Most of them looked wary, but not outright hostile. I could work with that.  
 
    A slight breeze ruffled the grass, cut in light and dark swaths by the groundskeepers. I could feel the walls of Griffey Park rising around me like battlements. This was a fortress the inhabitants defended, sometimes with their lives. Or at least, their youths. A darn sight more imposing than any Podunk stadium I’d played in.  
 
    Tommy Wooden was the first to step forward. Definitely not a kid, he was what they call “lanky” where I grew up, and a little of what they call “courtly”. I’ve always had a weakness for sugary southern manners. I guessed Tom’s folks were a few steps up the social ladder from my kin — most primates are. He didn’t quite bow but he gave that impression as he held out his hand.  
 
    “Ms. Flowers, welcome to Seattle.” His accent was more refined than mine, but just as far below the Mason-Dixon.  
 
    “Just Daisy’s fine.”  
 
    “Then it must be Tom.” He smiled sweetly.  
 
    “Ain’t never been on first names with somebody that’s got two Cy Youngs in their closet. Seems like I’ve been watching you pitch forever.”  
 
    He rolled his right shoulder and winced. “Seems like I’ve been pitching forever. You know, I saw you play in Yakima, must’ve been eight, nine years ago. Most impressive.”  
 
    “Thank you. Haven’t had that much chance since college, you know? Mostly been coaching.” Or whatever else kept me in the game.  
 
    “A shame. I have plans for the evening, so I have to run, but sometime we really must discuss your knuckleball.”  
 
    “I’d love to.”  
 
    He didn’t quite tip his cap, but again, he managed to communicate the gesture anyhow.  
 
    That helped me relax a little. The other starters mostly took their cue from Tom. Monterres had been a reliever his whole career, but now he was the number two starter in a rickety line-up. He had curly dark hair and a kind of resting smirk face, but he was friendly. Ishida did bow. Shorter than the others and neatly dressed even post-game. I couldn’t get any read on his real feelings, and we both were weak in the other’s language. Benton was there too, but his hand was in a cast. He’d had season-ending surgery just after the All-Star break.  
 
    Most of the relievers were younger, a couple with only a little more time in the majors than me. Their reactions were a mixed bag. But no one refused to shake my hand. There’s usually one in every bunch.  
 
    I’m okay with names, but I never forget someone I’ve seen pitch. So, I’d get them all down in no time.  
 
    The very last to greet me was a youngster — emphasis on young — named Hector Emmanuel. Dewy cheeks that barely showed stubble, one of those sharp, slightly hooked noses that’s better than perfect, and dark swirly eyes that must’ve made the girls flutter.  
 
    I mean, they could make an older gal flutter too. I’m a woman, I notice. But I’m not cut out to be a cougar.  
 
    “Wiley tells me you have the makings of a closer,” I said. Something the Navs desperately needed.  
 
    He tossed his chin in acknowledgment.  
 
    Huh. One of those.  
 
    “Scouting reports say you got speed, power. All the raw material. I look forward to seeing what you can do.”  
 
    He shrugged.  
 
    A real pleasure chatting with you.  
 
    I told the bullpen we’d get together tomorrow morning at nine. There were a couple of groans, so I changed it to ten, which was what I’d planned in the first place. Let them think I gave in for now.  
 
    Wiley dismissed them and we watched them disappear into the clubhouse.  
 
    “Hector’s got some attitude,” I said.  
 
    Wiley agreed. “Hasn’t earned it yet, though. He’s got potential but he hasn’t grown into it.”  
 
    “Growing sucks sometimes.”  
 
    My coffee was cold — and it also sucked to tell the truth, my first disappointment in Seattle — so I threw the cup in a trash can.  
 
    “Your first afternoon as a Navigator. And we all survived.”  
 
    “Don’t tempt fate.”  
 
    Across the field, at home plate, some of the guys were taking informal batting practice. Only the obsessiveness of professional athletes could drag them back out here on a hot afternoon after a game. There’s always some little thing you know you messed up, some mistake you made that no one else can see. And you can’t rest until you’ve worked it out.  
 
    I recognized Grogan’s looming form in the batter’s box. The batting practice pitcher, whose name I didn’t know, although technically he was one of mine, was on the mound. A few other guys, mostly rookies, were standing around.  
 
    “What about it?” Wiley asked. “You want to throw?”  
 
    I took a deep breath. There was nothing I wanted more. “I don’t think the Gorilla’s my biggest fan.”  
 
    “Sure, if you’d rather lay low.”  
 
    I snorted. “Don’t try to pull my strings, coach. I’m a lot savvier than you might recall.”  
 
    “Up to you.”  
 
    We walked in through the outfield, between second and third. Grog saw us coming and stopped, leaning on his bat. Wiley waved to the pitcher.  
 
    “Let Daisy take over for a while.”  
 
    He shrugged and tossed me the ball. He was a lefty too, so I borrowed his glove. It felt odd on my hand, the way a strange glove always does.  
 
    Throwing batting practice is a rote job, but a respectable one. I’ve done it myself a thousand times. At the lowest points it was sometimes just a day job, working practice for different teams whenever they needed me. It’s a crucial job and it must be done right. You must throw strikes; you have to vary the speed and the placement. But it’s not real pitching. Real pitching is about getting the batter out. Practice is about letting them hit.  
 
    I threw an easy one right down the middle. Grog saw it coming and had all day to react. He squared up, rocked back on his hind paw, and slammed it into the cheap seats in right field.  
 
    He grinned like a boy who just got away with mama’s cookies.  
 
    “You been working on beating the shift, right?” I said. “Can you put one down the third base line?”  
 
    His grin went scowly, but he stepped back in and lifted the bat. His unshaved face really was kind of simian. I threw low and outside, on the edge of the plate. He swung hard, caught the ball on the fat part of the bat, and basically just muscled it around and sent it sizzling between second and third.  
 
    Not quite down the line, but with the infield shifted over it would be an easy base hit. Maybe a double, Grog was faster than he looked.  
 
    “Anything else you want?” Grog asked.  
 
    Wiley said, “You feel up to a little real pitching?”  
 
    Wasn’t clear which of us he was asking, so I just shrugged.  
 
    Grog laughed. “I thought that was her real pitching.”  
 
    I put the next one right down the middle, but a lot faster and a lot harder. He watched it go by.  
 
    “Strike one,” Wiley said.  
 
    I threw a breaking ball that looked like a fastball until the last second, when it faded to the outside. Not my best pitch, but it confused righties if they aren’t looking for it. Grog was only fooled for half a second. He was hugging the plate and with his height and long arms he was able to lean over and catch a piece of the ball, flipping it back into the net that protected the stands.  
 
    “Strike two,” Wiley said.  
 
    The catcher perked up. He had tangled red hair and freckles splashed across his cheeks. Discreetly, shielding his hand with his mitt, he pointed a finger toward Grog and waggled it. I pursed my lips and nodded.  
 
    I sizzled a curve ball inside, tickling his stomach and looping back. Grog jerked away from it, got his feet tangled, and fell on his keister in the dirt.  
 
    General laugher ensued.  
 
    “What the hell, bitch?” He jumped to his feet and closed halfway to the mound before I could blink. Told you he was quick.  
 
    “You were crowding the plate.”  
 
    “If you can’t control the goddamned ball —”  
 
    “I put it right where I wanted it, Magilla. You said you were ready, but I can go back to pitching with training wheels if you need ‘em. Or maybe we could find a t-ball stand.”  
 
    For a second, I wasn’t sure if he was gonna charge or not. I tensed. But he sputtered and spun around, stomping back to the batter’s box.  
 
    I let out my breath.  
 
    “We’ll call that last one a ball,” Wiley said. “And the pitcher is warned.”  
 
    A ball my shapely butt. But you take the calls you get.  
 
    I was in my element on the mound. Beginning to feel the magic stir. Wiley knew that would happen, and he knew I wouldn’t back down from a Neanderthal like Grog. That’s why he put me out here. I needed to believe I was here. I needed to own it.  
 
    I threw him three more pitches. He fouled off the first two and let the third go by. It was legit out of the zone, but I huffed at Wiley’s call for show.  
 
    What now?  
 
    The thing about big league hitters, you can get them a couple of times with heat, but after a while, they’ll catch up to a fastball. And credit due, Grog was a good hitter. A pitcher needs more tricks in her arsenal than speed.  
 
    And I had a few.  
 
    The catcher pointed away from Grog. I shook my head. Even backed up a step, Grog was too big and had too much reach to fool with an outside pitch. Plus, he’d be looking for it.  
 
    Just hold on, kid.  
 
    A knuckleball is a hard pitch to control. It’s a little like the split-fingered fastball, and a little like a change-up. Slow, dangerously slow. The trick is to stop the ball from spinning, so it does less than one revolution between the mound and home plate, and to position the seams so the wind across them makes the ball dance in unpredictable ways. It’s like a little shot of chaos injected into the orderly, geometric world of baseball.  
 
    Most knuckle-ball pitchers are specialists. They spend their career perfecting it and it’s their main weapon. There ain’t many of them left, and I’m not even close to being a master. I’m no Phil Nieko. But when I’m on, I have a pretty good touch, and it’s gotten me out of a lot of scrapes over the years.  
 
    And gotten me into a couple, to be honest.  
 
    Today, I felt good. I felt strong. I was finally standing in their kingdom, the ones that’d shut me out for so many years. I stood on a major league pitcher’s mound with a ball in my hand. In case you don’t know, that’s a throne. That’s the center of the shucking universe.  
 
    And Gorilla Grog was just a big ugly face for all the dumbasses who put their cleats on my throat all those years.  
 
    This knuckleball floated like a butterfly on the wings of a storm. It flickered and fought back, staggered and dived. I saw a flash of confusion on Grog’s face, then he swung with everything he had, right through the zone. I could feel the breeze of it from here.  
 
    A full half-second later the ball kicked in the dirt behind the plate. The catcher, eyes wide, dived to stop it. But stop it he did.  
 
    “Strike three!” Wiley called.  
 
    The redhead leapt to his feet — he didn’t have a mask on, but he made the gesture of throwing it off — and shouted, “Yeah!”  
 
    Grog snarled. “Whose side you on, Ginger?” He threw down his bat. “I’m tired. Time to get out of here.”  
 
    A couple of the spectators stepped up to say hello on their way off the field. Wiley caught my eye and touched his cap before he, too, headed back to the clubhouse.  
 
    The redheaded catcher lingered near the dugout.  
 
    “That was amazing!” he said.  
 
    “It was okay.” I offered my hand. “Daisy.”  
 
    “Oh yeah, I know. Everyone knows.” He took my hand and his creamy, freckled white face blushed. “I’m Tanner. I'm a utility player.” Meant he didn't have a position of his own, but was veratile enough to fill in where he was needed. “Most of the guys call me Ginger. Cause of, uh …” he ran his fingers through his curly bangs.  
 
    God where did they get these kids? Recruiting from middle-school?  
 
    “Do you like that name?” I asked.  
 
    He shrugged. “Doesn’t bother me, I mean, it’s just fun …”  
 
    “But do you like it?”  
 
    He glanced around before he shook his head. “Nah, not really. But you can’t let stuff like that get to you.”  
 
    The heck I can’t.  
 
    “I been called a few names I didn’t like myself.” The way his eyes dropped told me he’d heard some of them. “How ‘bout I just call you Tanner?”  
 
    He grinned.  
 
    “You got good hands, Tanner. That last pitch was hard to stop. In a tight game, you just saved the lead there.”  
 
    He glowed under the praise. I started to clap his shoulder, then stopped myself. If you pet the puppies, they’ll just follow you home.  
 
    “I hope we get to work together again,” I told him.  
 
    The door of Josie’s office was still open. Most everyone else had fled.  
 
    I knocked. “Hey, I hear it’s quitting time.”  
 
    “For you, yeah …” she blinked and glanced up at me. “Oh, hey, Daisy. How’s the first afternoon?”  
 
    “I’ve had worse. Hope I didn’t cause you any trouble with those answers today.”  
 
    “No, no.” Her face and her words disagreed. “For the future, I always caution the guys — uh, the players to practice discretion when talking to journalists. You know?”  
 
    I grinned. “That was me, being discreet.”  
 
    “Good to know.”  
 
    For a second, I almost felt bad for all the trouble I would probably cause her. “I could use a drink. Know where I might get one?”  
 
    Josie smiled. “As a matter of fact, I do.”  
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    “Don’t think I’ve ever seen you have more than two,” Heff said, as the bartender set down our beers. “Aren’t you dying to get home to your lair?”  
 
    Althea’s was busy tonight. A country-pop band was playing for the dancers, and the big screen TVs placed strategically around the wood paneled walls were tuned to various sporting events from around the world. The women’s basketball playoffs were starting, and several soccer matches were going on. The tables in different areas collected the appropriate fans. Of all the sports bars in Seattle, Althea’s was the one that seemed to be popular with athletes.  
 
    “Not so much,” I answered. I started to tell him about Daisy living with me, but I felt like that would open a lot of other topics I didn’t want to deal with. I also knew that by not saying anything I was going to make it seem like a bigger deal when it did come out, but right now it seemed like a heavy lift. I picked up my beer, instead, and took a deep draught, waiting for the kick.  
 
    What if I went home and she was there? The idea of her in my place was disturbing. And if she wasn’t there, then what? I sit around and pretend to read or watch a movie until she shows up and try to seem casual. Or go to bed and toss and turn until I hear her come in. I had enough trouble sleeping after games like I had today.  
 
    How was this ever going to work?  
 
    Time to admit — only to myself — that what she said at the press conference rocked me back on my heels. Not that I know personally, but the odds are pretty good, aren’t they?  
 
    It made me think back to the days when Daisy was first in the news. She was talked about everywhere, including high school locker rooms across the country. Or at least, in the one I frequented. The topic brought up lots of macho swaggering talk about girls in sports, and about “homos” in the locker room. The distinction between homosexual and transgender was lost on most of those guys — of course I understood it all too well. And I broke out into a cold sweat every time the subject came up.  
 
    The way I’d been sweating since I saw Daisy step out onto the dais tonight.  
 
    My hand was shaking so badly I almost spilled beer down the front of my shirt. I set it down carefully, hoping Heff didn’t notice.  
 
    “Oh, man, you don’t look good,” Heff said. His heavy eyebrows pulled down into a v between his eyes. “This about the whole slump thing? Or is it Daisy?”  
 
    I tried to laugh. “You know, maybe I’m just too self-involved, but her showing up is barely a blip on my radar right now.”  
 
    That didn’t sound convincing, and I was sure Heff didn’t buy it. He probably thought I was just a closet transphobe, no better than Grog, just hiding it. I hated that association, but it was better than going anywhere else with the topic.  
 
    The truth was so much more complicated.  
 
    Not just the questions and speculation she raised, just by being around. Daisy, herself, was a tangle of unruly emotional snakes I’d packed away years ago. Seeing her in person again rattled me. Brought up memories I hadn’t thought about in years. Okay, I have, but I always felt guilty about it.  
 
    When she first started to make noise in college baseball, I was a high school senior. I was on the team, of course, doing well. Being scouted by several schools. That was the year I moved from third base to shortstop and got a chance to show what I could really do. I was thriving, full of myself the way only a seventeen-year-old boy can be. Starting to be popular with girls for the first time, although I played that as cool as I could.  
 
    The first time I saw Daisy was on TV. I was addicted to ESPN and other sports channels and always watched them while I worked out. And I worked out a lot in those days. There was a show that profiled rising stars. I remember I was doing dumbbell curls and there she was. Young and blond and outspoken. They showed clips of her racking up strikeouts and wins faster than anyone had before.  
 
    What stopped me dead was a question one of the reporters asked her. “Do you think being transgender hurts your chances at a career in baseball?”  
 
    I froze with the weight halfway up, muscles straining.  
 
    Daisy shrugged. “It’s just who I am,” she said. “People either accept it or they don’t. I can strike them out either way.”  
 
    Not too long after that, I was sitting on the couch with my grandmother. She was reading, glasses low on her nose, and clips of Daisy came on again. When I leaned toward the TV Grandma looked up. I wasn’t paying attention, but in my mind, I imagine her looking back and forth between me and the TV.  
 
    “That girl’s something, isn’t she?”  
 
    “She’s an awesome pitcher.”  
 
    The next week I happened to find a copy of People magazine on the coffee table, and it just happened to have a profile of Daisy in it. There was a photo of her on the mound, in the middle of her elaborate warm-up, both hands over her head, the ball hidden in her glove, left leg drawn up. Those, long long legs in snug fitting baseball pants. Wild hair that looked like it was about to burst whatever restraint barely held it.  
 
    They called her ‘The Blond Tornado’. It was a nickname that would stick.  
 
    Like I said, I was seventeen, fully under the influence of hormones. I saw both the baseball phenom and the beautiful young woman. Daisy took over my imagination and pushed out all other celebrity infatuations. As embarrassing as it was to admit now, she starred in more than a few of my adolescent fantasies.  
 
    Seeing her on the podium today, I immediately felt like a stupid kid again.  
 
    And terrified.  
 
     The odds are pretty good, aren’t they?   
 
    “Don’t look now,” Heff said, “but the Blond Tornado is in the building.”  
 
    “Wh —? Daisy?”  
 
    “She’s with Josie. Damn that’s a scary combination.” He sipped his beer, watching me more closely than I liked. “You sure you don’t have some issue with her?”  
 
    “Josie? No, we’re cool.” It was a feeble attempt, and I knew it.  
 
    “Man, you gonna keep fouling those off all day, aren’t you?”  
 
    I chugged the second half of my beer and it went right to my head. Heff was right, two was always my limit.  
 
    “You know I saw her pitch one time,” I said.  
 
    Why? Why would you —?  
 
    “In person?”  
 
    I nodded. “My grandfather was really into college sports.”  
 
    That wasn’t even a little bit true. My grandparents were both professors, Grandma in literature and Grandpa in classics. They edited a literary magazine together. Collected old books. They knew nothing about sports and cared even less. Until I came along.  
 
    My interest in Daisy did not go unnoticed.  
 
    The summer after I graduated, Grandpa surprised me with a vacation to Omaha, Nebraska, to see the college world series. The University of Florida Gators, who had never won a championship, were taking on UCLA, and they brought with them their star pitcher who was undefeated in tournament play.  
 
    “It was a graduation present,” I told Heff. “My Grandpa took me. That was the year she went undefeated and in the final game she only gave up two hits, struck out twelve.”  
 
    “That’s a very specific memory,” Heff said.  
 
    “Hard to forget. You know what it’s like to watch a great pitcher at work.”  
 
    “Yeah, and not many pitchers are built like that.”  
 
    From most of the guys I knew that would seem piggish. But Heff was happily married and mostly a gentleman. It was a jab at me. Heff had noticed my prudishness on the topic and occasionally he gently prodded.  
 
    A couple of guys approached the booth just after Daisy and Josie sat down. Josie shook her head, but Daisy shrugged jumped up, following one of the guys to the dance floor.  
 
    I spun back around on my stool and downed the last of my beer.  
 
    “Maybe I should go home.” At least I knew she wasn’t there.  
 
    “You know, I always wondered what kind of drunk you’d be,” Heff said. “I’m starting to think —”  
 
    Just then Grog stomped in, followed by Benton, with his pitching arm in a sling, and that redheaded catcher they called up a few weeks ago. He looked like he was in middle school, and I couldn’t remember his name. Around the clubhouse they called him Ginger, but he obviously didn’t like that nickname.  
 
    “It was like magic,” the kid was gushing. “I’ve never seen a ball move like that.”  
 
    “There’s a lot of things you haven’t seen,” Benton grumbled. He has a square, blunt face and a buzz cut that just makes him look more like a Lego person.  
 
    “Is that kid old enough to be in here?” I asked Heff.  
 
    “Definitely not old enough to be hanging out with Grog.”  
 
    “You saw it,” the redhead kept on. “You were trying to hit it …”  
 
    Heff and I winced. Grog spun on his heel with an infielder’s quickness. “Look,  Ginger  …” he stressed the name, “we’re tired of that goddamned story.”  
 
    “Don’t call me that,” the kid said.  
 
    Grog reared up to his full height and cocked his head. “Huh?”  
 
    “My name’s not Ginger.”  
 
    “My name’s not Gorilla Grog, but I’ve heard you call me that.”  
 
    That threw the kid. His face froze. “B — but you like that name, don’t you?”  
 
    “How do you know? Did you ever ask me? Did you think about how I feel,  Ginger ?”  
 
    “We should do something,” I said.  
 
    “Like what?” Heff shrugged. “Throw bananas at the big monkey?”  
 
    “What you saw today was a knuckleball,” Grog snarled.  
 
    “Daisy’s been pitching,” Heff said. “How come I let you drag me away early?”  
 
    “There’s always a few knuckleballers around,” Grog went on. “It’s a gimmick. A trick. Just another way people with a little talent try to get out of working hard. Is that the kind of player you want to be, Ginger?”  
 
    “His name is Tanner.”  
 
    There was that razor sharp sweetness again. Daisy’s voice cut through the music. She must’ve circled around from the dance floor and come up behind the kid. She stared down Grog over those orange curls.  
 
    “Now we got to do something,” Heff said, sliding off his stool.  
 
    Josie came running from the other direction.  
 
    “Stop it,” she hissed, sliding to a stop between them. “Grogan,” she barked like a Chihuahua impersonating a Rottweiler. “All of you. There are reporters here. You know what the Skipper will say if he sees you in the news fighting in public?”  
 
    “This is where the bully usually tells the teacher there’s nothing going on,” Daisy said to Grog.  
 
    He huffed. “Bet you ran into a few bullies in your time.”  
 
    “Seldom the same one twice.”  
 
    I took a step forward. Josie skewered me with a glare.  
 
    “Hey,” Tanner said, “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to start …”  
 
    “You did nothing wrong,” Daisy said. “All you did was tell him what you want to be called. Anybody’s that not a dick-brain would accept that.”  
 
    “Ah, did she say dick-brain?” Josie moaned.  
 
    “You been screwing up my day a lot,” Grog said.  
 
    Daisy gently pushed Tanner aside, so she was standing face to face with Grog. “Sugar, you get away with being a horse’s patootie because everybody around you’s got too much to lose. Me, I ain’t had a family to disappoint since I was sixteen, I don’t have a million-dollar contract, and I don’t give a shuck what the men who run this game think ‘cause I’m pretty sure I won’t be here next week. You just ask yourself, before this goes any further, what vintage of crazy are you looking to pop the cork on tonight?”  
 
    Josie cleared her throat. “There is a league policy on hazing and bullying,” she said. “I haven’t read it in a while but that’s sort of a hot button right now.”  
 
    Grog glanced at her, then back to Daisy. His chest rose and fell, and then he took a half-step back.  
 
    “Hey,  Tanner  … sorry, man. I was just busting yours, you know. I thought we were just guys hanging out.”  
 
    “Well, I would just prefer …”  
 
    Grog started to turn away, stopped. “No, I get it. A big, flashy blond gets in a young guy’s face, pretty soon he’s saying all sorts of crazy shit. We all been there, man.” He laughed. “Thing is, no matter how much you suck up, she’s never gonna let you in those tight jeans of hers.”  
 
    Josie jumped forward to stop Daisy, which went about as well as you’d expect. She did deflect her though, so Daisy’s roundhouse punch went wide and swished by Grog’s head.  
 
    Grog guffawed. “Course, there’s no telling what you’ll find in those jeans.”  
 
    Daisy’s mouth tightened into a flat line and her eyes narrowed. I swear it felt like the wind picked up in the bar and the temperature dropped ten degrees. Grog crossed the line — and to his credit, I think he realized it. This had just gone from a barroom diversion to a real fight.  
 
    Leaping forward, evading Heff’s attempt to catch me, I grabbed Grog and spun him around. Well, I grabbed his arm and he looked down at me.  
 
    At the same time, Daisy sidestepped Josie and threw another punch.  
 
    Grog saw it coming and leaned back — he’s always faster than anyone expects — and Daisy’s fist collided with my jaw. My mouth snapped shut. I tasted blood. And the force of the punch slammed me back into the bar, knocking empty glasses to the floor.  
 
    “Darn darn darn darn,” Josie swore. This time she leapt between them, arms outstretched on either side.  
 
    “Walk away,” she told Grog. “Before this ends up on TMZ and we’re both unemployed.”  
 
    Grog snickered. “That must’ve hurt, Bookworm.”  
 
    Before I could react — see how that makes it sound like I had a plan? — he waved us off and stalked away through the crowd. Benton, who had been keeping his distance from the action, followed.  
 
    I grabbed a handful of napkins and swiped at the blood leaking down my chin. I almost didn’t see Daisy coming until she was in my face.  
 
    “And what the hell do you think you were doing?” she roared.  
 
    “Wow, that’s a weird apology for punching me.”  
 
    “I punched Magilla. You got in the way.”  
 
    “I was trying to stick up for you.”  
 
    “Do I look like I need sticking up for?”  
 
    She had me there. I wiped my mouth again and wadded the napkins in my hand. “You looked like you were about to get into a fistfight with someone who outweighs you by a hundred pounds.”  
 
    “A hundred —?” she sputtered. “One fifty if it’s a pound. I been dealing with dumbasses all my life. Obviously, I’m better at it than you are.”  
 
    “Like I said, you’re welcome.”  
 
    She was very close to me, and the fire she radiated was intense. She was hot in several senses of the word, and even tipsy and bleeding, I could feel them all.  
 
    After a second, she relaxed a notch and took a step back. “Doesn’t change nothing, you know? Getting in the middle of this don’t erase storming off at the press conference this morning.”  
 
    That caught me off guard. I was getting tired of that. “Uh … you saw that?”  
 
    Her hair was loose around her shoulders and her cheeks were flushed red, almost blotchy. Her eyes blazed. So like — and unlike — how my younger self imagined her so many times.  
 
    “I saw it. We’re not even by a long shot. I got a good idea how you really feel. What the heck was Wiley thinking, having me stay with you?”  
 
    “Wait … what?” Heff asked.  
 
    Daisy shook herself, hair flying. “Aaaah! I was nuts to think this would work. It never shucking changes with you guys, anywhere I go. None of you ever outgrow middle school.” She stepped away as if I was forgotten. “I’ll stay with Josie tonight.”  
 
    “Wait … what?” Josie said.  
 
    Daisy stormed — they really knew what they were talking about when they named her Tornado — away. Josie shot a quick glance at Heff, then me. “Say nothing to anyone from the press. Scratch that — anyone!”  
 
    “I’ll be by in the morning for Cy!” Daisy shot back over her shoulder.  
 
    Josie ran after her.  
 
    We were left in a weird, spooky calm.  
 
    “Wow,” I said. My lip was starting to swell.  
 
    Heff motioned to the bartender for a couple of beers. Handed me one and took the other. “My friend here’s good for the damage,” he said.  
 
    “Why me?”  
 
    “Stupidity tax.”  
 
    “Thanks,” I muttered. The beer stung my mouth but settled me.  
 
    “So,” Heff said, “I got a lot of questions. But the first one is, who the hell is Cy?”  
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    I unlocked the door of my condo feeling wrung out. My mouth was throbbing, I’d had twice my usual limit of beer and twenty times the drama. This day sucked. This week sucked. I was finishing out a sucky month and if I screwed around and cost the team the playoffs, it was going to be a sucky, and short, career.  
 
    Balancing a bag of groceries on my arm — the store on the corner put my order together for me every few days and had it ready when I stopped in — I bumped the door open with my hip.  
 
    A low growl froze me in my tracks.  
 
    Shifting the groceries, I saw a large, flat-nosed head in the light that spilled from the hallway. About knee high, cropped ears drawn back, teeth bared. An enormous pit bull blocked the entrance hall.  
 
    “Uh …” my mouth was suddenly dry. I managed to wring a swallow of sour beer spit and tried again. “Good dog? You must be Cy.”  
 
    I took one tentative step forward. The growling got louder.  
 
    I don’t know anything about dogs. Growing up, my Grandma had a couple of Yorkies who were more like throw pillows than animals. My Grandad had cats. One of our neighbors had an Irish setter for a while.  
 
    Nothing like this.  
 
    The top of the ears bent toward me, trembling.  
 
    “You were probably expecting Daisy.”  
 
    His eyes widened at her name.  
 
    “Well …  Daisy  isn’t here right now. But uh … I am.” What were the security people thinking, putting this animal in my condo and not notifying me? Not asking? Was this even permitted in the building? “ Daisy  asked me to take care of you, though.”  
 
    Technically, that was true. But I just wanted to keep repeating the only word he seemed to respond to.  
 
    I juggled the grocery bag and dug inside. What did I have? Mixed nuts. That wouldn’t help. Some frozen Brussels sprouts. Cy looked like a carnivore. A few IPAs. That made my stomach gurgle in protest over how much I’d already drank.  
 
    Wait … cheese.  
 
    I had a bag of miniature Goudas and mozzarellas. I carefully set the groceries on the floor, keeping my eyes on Cy, who kept his on me. I could see every muscle ripple under his tawny skin. I found the net bag and tore it open. Getting one of those little cheeses out of the waxy shell is irritating at the best of times, but under threat of imminent mauling and the influence of too many beers, it was diabolically hard. I managed to get all of it off and held up the cheese so Cy could see it.  
 
    He sniffed and the growling subsided. He gathered his haunches under himself and sat.  
 
    “Good boy.”  
 
    I tossed it in front of him on the imitation Italian tile. His brown eyes tracked it through the air. Never taking his gaze off me, he lazily leaned forward and scooped it up with his tongue. I could see a small puddle of drool glinting in the light.  
 
    His ears relaxed. That huge head lolled to one side and his tongue hung out.  
 
    I sighed. My heart was thudding in my chest. I threw him another cheese and picked up my bag.  
 
    Way too much adrenalin for a night off.  
 
    Coach or no coach, Wiley had stuff to answer for. I didn’t like feeling pressured to take Daisy in, though to be fair, most of that was for reasons Wiley couldn’t know. I hoped. And nobody said a word to me about the damned dog.  
 
    I walked wide around Cy, who seemed to accept me for the moment, and took the groceries to the kitchen. Cy padded along behind me. When I finished putting the frozen stuff away, I tossed him one more piece of cheese.  
 
    I should call Daisy. What the hell was she thinking? My opinion of her, the real her and not the pin-up on the wall of my teenage bedroom, was at low ebb.  
 
    But of course, I didn’t have a number for her.  
 
    I had Josie’s somewhere —  Call me any time of the day or night if there’s a problem I need to get out ahead of , she always said — but as the adrenalin wore off and the night’s beer and bruises reasserted themselves, I honestly didn’t have the motivation to look for it.  
 
    It was an asshole move, dropping her dog with a stranger and taking off. I have as many faults as anyone else, but I try not to be a jerk. I could live with Cy tonight. Daisy already said she’d come get him in the morning.  
 
    That meant I’d have to see her again. Probably have to tell her to her face there was no way in hell she could live here. That would cement my reputation in everyone’s eyes as a closet bigot. But better that, than opening the closet I was really in.  
 
    I could drag myself out of bed early on my rare day off and vacate my home until she came and went. Leave her a note, or better yet, just text Josie and let her deliver the news. Cowardly, yes. And, futile. We were on the same team now; I couldn’t avoid her forever. And Daisy didn’t seem the type to let a disagreement go.  
 
    I touched my lip and winced.  
 
    Don’t meet your heroes, they say. I guess the same goes for your fantasies. But what did I really expect? All the profiles I’d ever read said Daisy was wild, untamed, a spitfire. When you’re seventeen that sounds hot.  
 
    Of course, she was over thirty now, so they had a whole different set of words for her.  
 
    Judging by the state of the cushions on my Forest green velvet sofa, Cy had been making himself at home. Even if he was only staying overnight, we’d need to discuss that.  
 
    He whined at me. Probably just asking for more cheese, but I chose to read it as sympathy.  
 
    “Yeah, well I guess you have to live with her all the time. That can’t be easy.” But a part of me felt like I was being unfair. “It’s not like I don’t get it,” I said to him. “If anyone has a reason to be mad at the world, it’s Daisy.”  
 
    Cy whoofed. Probably just recognizing his master’s name, but again I took it as agreement.  
 
    “Would it kill her though to take a second to sort out enemies from friends? Not that I’m a friend, but I don’t want to be her enemy. I almost thought for a second — I mean, if anyone would understand, it would be her, right? I’d be on her side if she let me. I think.” I sighed. “To be honest, Cy, she scares the bejesus out of me. Always has.”  
 
    He whined again.  
 
    Poor guy. No telling how long he’d been locked up in here, and I didn’t smell any evidence of accidents. But why tempt fate? There was a leash on the counter and a small cylinder of poop bags. I grabbed both.  
 
    “Come on. You probably need a walk. And we’ll see if we can find you something better than cheese at the store.  
 
    His gruff bark seemed to say,  what’s better than cheese?   
 
    “Sure, you’re right.” I gave him one more piece and he let me clip the leash on his collar.  
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     Man oh man, but things are getting crazy around the league this year, Stan.   
 
     You’re telling me, Mike, the Halos keep winning and the Navigators seem to be holding it together with string and prayers. They got a day off today and they sorely need it, but I don’t think it will be enough to bind up all their wounds. One more injury, one more meltdown, and they’re going to be yesterday’s news.   
 
     (Laughing) I’m sorry, that’s not funny, but you know the Skipper must be popping antacids like candy right now. One more year without making the playoffs, one more promising but disappointing season, and you’ve got to expect a housecleaning in Seattle.   
 
     Yeah, it ain’t gonna be pretty, that’s for sure …   
 
    

  
 
    Daisy  
 
    

  
 
    Cy met me at the door of Jonas Sutton’s condo the next morning when I let myself in. I squatted beside him and wrapped my arms around his neck, burying my face in his short, bristly fur. I’d barely slept all night worrying about him. Well, him and punching Jonas Sutton, and if I’d gotten Josie in hot water on my first day in Seattle.  
 
    And why I gave a shuck if I had.  
 
    I didn’t care about this, right? I just did this for Wiley. They could send me back to Podunk tomorrow, if Podunk would have me, and no skin off my curvy derrière.  
 
    Right?  
 
    Cy still smelled faintly of the bath he got before this trip. His muscles were like steel cables covered in lovingly worn suede. For a minute I just enjoyed his foul breath and slobbery kisses. The stress that’d been riding my back since I got here eased off. A little.  
 
    “I might’ve made a mistake, Buddy. I’m out of my league —” I snickered, “yeah, literally. And I can’t even take you to the park with me like I could in Podunk.” I slipped him a dog biscuit I’d pocketed at the coffee shop — the java was excellent away from the clubhouse, so give this city that. He chomped it and drooled appreciatively. “How was your night?” I said, as I headed for the kitchen, Cy trotting beside me.  
 
    “I let him sleep in your room,” Jonas said. “Well, what was going to be your room.”  
 
    I started and almost shrieked. Cy bumped into my legs and said, “Arf?”  
 
    Jonas sat at a small table in a breakfast nook off the kitchen. It had floral curtains and a big, curved window — I’m sure there’s a word for that and I’m sure I don’t know it — which glowed with the morning sun. He wore a loose pair of dark blue pajama pants and a white t-shirt. Not at all loose or baggy. Leaving not much of his impressive pecs and biceps to my imagination.  
 
    Girl, stop.  
 
    “I, uh, didn’t think you’d be here.”  
 
    He put down the spoon he was holding and pushed the white cereal bowl away. “You didn’t tell me when you were coming and it’s only —” he spun his phone toward him, ”— a few minutes after seven.”  
 
    “I have a hard time sleeping once the sun is up.” Not that I’d been sleeping well before.  
 
    Jonas looked too dang rested.  
 
    “To be honest, I thought about getting out of here before you showed up …” his smile was tight. His lip still swollen. “Then I remembered who owns this place.”  
 
    I leaned in his direction and tried to glance inside his bowl. My stomach rumbled. “How uh — how’s your mouth?”  
 
    He touched his bottom lip and winced.. “Sore. Thank you for not knocking any teeth out, though.”  
 
    “Oh, well, any time. I guess I gotta wear part of the blame —”  
 
    “Part of the blame?”  
 
    “Well, I did get the ball rolling, but you shouldn’t have jumped in like that ….”  
 
    He sighed and shut his eyes.  
 
    I took the cue and shut up.  
 
    “About the press conference. I didn’t —” he opened his eyes. They were brown, sort of like Cy’s but darker. And this morning, a little bloodshot. “It wasn’t about you —”  
 
    That was a lie, and he knew I knew it.  
 
    “I mean, it wasn’t because you’re trans. I swear, that makes no difference to me at all.”  
 
    That sounded like the truth. Usually when people go straight to ‘I got nothing against you people’ my hackles are up. Most people are full of crap. But Jonas, at least on this subject, wasn’t.  
 
    Or he had me tricked.  
 
    Wouldn’t be the first time I let gorgeous eyes and a muscly body fool me.  
 
    “Thank you.” I could see little bits of colorful junk floating in the milk at the bottom of his bowl. My mouth watered, and better from that than from admiring his chest. “I’m sorry, are those Fruit Loops?”  
 
    “Really?”  
 
    “It’s just that —”  
 
    “I’m giving you this heartfelt apology for something that really bothers me, and you’re checking out my cereal?”  
 
    Yeah, that’s what I’m checking out. “You wanna tell me exactly why you walked out?”  
 
    He sighed. “Cereal’s in the pantry over there. The bowls are to the right of the sink, silverware’s in the drawer just below.”  
 
    “Bless your heart.” I found everything where he said it would be and milk in the gleaming stainless-steel refrigerator. “It’s just, I’m starving. Breakfast is the most important meal of the day, right? And Josie tried to feed me something made out of egg whites and kale. And meatless sausage. If my granny wasn’t dead, that would kill her.”  
 
    He watched me while I filled the bowl. Then I leaned against the kitchen counter to eat. Might seem a little rude, but I did not like the idea of being wedged into that little nook with him and his muscles and pajamas, even with a table between us.  
 
    “I should probably eat quick,” I said, around my third mouthful. “I’m sure Cy needs to go out …”  
 
    “I walked him last night and early this morning.”  
 
    That derailed me from the Fruit Loops for a second. “You did?”  
 
    “There’s a park down the street. It’s not off leash, but it’s a nice place to walk. And I didn’t see any food for him, so I picked up a few cans at the Asian grocery store on the corner. I don’t know what he usually eats but they didn’t have much selection, and he scarfed it down so …” He shrugged.  
 
    Now I had enough guilt for a good hog wallow.  
 
    “You fed my dog and walked him?”  
 
    “Yeah. And he stayed off the couch, so I think we’re good.”  
 
    Cy was sitting intently at my feet the way he does when I eat. “You being good about Grandma’s furniture?” I asked in a singsong voice. He panted happily.  
 
    Jonas’ mouth hardened into a frown. He stood up and took his bowl to the sink. The soft fabric of his pajamas slid against his hips and legs.  
 
    Girl, really. I mean it. Stop.  
 
    “Damn,” I muttered.  
 
    “Huh?”  
 
    “I was uh … you must work out a lot, huh? I haven’t had a chance to check out the weight room at the clubhouse, but I’m sure it’s a darn sight better than anything we had in Podunk.”  
 
    Which was the local YMCA.  
 
    He looked down at himself and maybe thought about what he was wearing for the first time. Was that a spot of color in his cheeks? His skin was a light fawn, and his short curly hair was mussed.  
 
    I almost choked on cereal.  
 
    This man could get under my skin without even trying, and that ain’t never good. I wanted to accept his apology — even if it wasn’t totally above the water level — ‘cause I know I got a tendency to take things personally when they ain’t necessarily about me. It’s how I’ve always been, like a wet hen in a KFC parking lot, determined to fight to the last feather. But knowing that don’t do me much good most of the time. Jonas was in a slump, the team was fighting for their lives, and every game was fish or cut bait. Made sense the tensions would be higher than Willy Nelson’s tour bus. I landed right in the middle of all that and started swinging.  
 
    Still, dumbasses like Grog I could handle. It’s the complicated ones — especially the complicated hunky ones — that give me trouble. There was more going on under Jonas’ exterior than I could figure.  
 
    His very fit exterior.  
 
    It’d been a while since I “dated” anyone, if you get me. This was a gorgeous man — the way his t-shirt rode up on his abs wasn’t lost on me — and near as I could tell he was mostly oblivious to it. That’s always endearing.  
 
    But all that icebergy stuff underneath didn’t matter, did it? Bottom line, the water was shucking cold around him, and it’s been my experience when someone puts out “stay away” vibes it’s best to heed them.  
 
    Learned that the hard way. Let’s hope I learned it.  
 
    “I better get dressed,” he said. “I have some errands to run before I head to the park. Help yourself to coffee, it might’ve turned off by now, but you can nuke it.”  
 
    “Thanks. Never turn down coffee. And I’ll gather Cy’s things and get out of your hair. I uh, really am sorry for dumping him here last night.”  
 
    He shrugged and walked back across the kitchen. I tried not to watch. He was barefoot — ahhagh! I ain’t one of those foot people, I swear. But guys walking around barefoot in the house, wearing jammies —  
 
    Way too long since I dated.  
 
    Get out of here fast, girl.  
 
    Just when I thought I was safe, he stopped. His shoulders slumped. After a second, he turned and headed back.  
 
    “Egg whites and kale?”  
 
    “Yep.”  
 
    “Josie has a tiny little place. She’s always complaining about it. And doesn’t she have cats or something?”  
 
    “Rabbits. Two of them. I think it was only two.”  
 
    “I don’t think Cy would be comfortable there.”  
 
    I looked down at my dog, who was going back and forth between our faces like he was watching a tennis match. “Are you offering to keep him here?”  
 
    “I’m offering ….” He took a slow breath, which swelled his chest. So, I kept looking at the dog. “Look, the thing is, I don’t like the spotlight. I know that’s weird, considering what I do, but I prefer to keep all that out there. You pretty much wear a spotlight —” he faltered. “Uh, that’s a pretty dress by the way.  
 
    “Oh.” It was a flowery sun dress, one of two dresses that I owned. I called it my daytime dress. Now I felt like preening a touch. “Thanks.”  
 
    “You draw the spotlight wherever you go. If you’re going to stay here, I just need you to promise you’ll leave me out of all that, and all that out of here.” He gestured at the front door.  
 
    Well, that felt like a splash of cold water. My lustiness fizzled. It was safe to look at him now.  
 
    “Roomies, but other than that I’ll keep my spotlight chasing tushy away from you.”  
 
    Did he shoot a glance at my tush?  
 
    He nodded. “I’ve got sausage in the fridge — it’s turkey sausage, but it’s something. And eggs and cheese and mushrooms I think —”  
 
    “You ain’t got to feed me.”  
 
    “I don’t have to, but I can. And let me know what Cy likes. We can find him something better.”  
 
    “I understand this is a big bother to you.”  
 
    “No. We’ll be on the road most of the time, or at the park. It shouldn’t be hard to stay out of each other’s way.”  
 
    A carrot extended and then a splash of ice water to the face. Why did he keep doing that?  
 
    And why did I keep falling for it?  
 
    This was a horrible, no good, terrible idea.  
 
    “I’ll do my best,” I said.  
 
    He looked like he had serious doubts, but he nodded again and disappeared down the hall. He came back a couple of minutes later, in a soft gray pull-over and jeans, after I’d rewarmed some coffee and dug around for half-and-half.  
 
    “Feel free to make whatever you want for breakfast. Just wash up you dishes before you go, if you don’t mind.”  
 
    “Will do, Grandma.”  
 
    His mouth went all tense again. He started for the door, but one more time, he stopped. “Could you please stop calling me Grandma?”  
 
    That sounded perfectly reasonable. But I just shrugged.  
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    I did make breakfast after he left. I was still famished, and Fruit Loops are meant to be a late-night snack. Everyone knows that. The turkey sausage was thin on taste, but better than whatever Josie’d tried to feed me. I doubt even Cy would’ve eaten that. He did like the turkey stuff, though, so I cooked two for him. After I did the dishes, I explored the living room. Jonas’ couch was weird, dark green material with puffy pillows. The carpet though was incredible. A silvery color and soft as a cloud. I took off my shoes and danced around on it. Cy barked his approval.  
 
    “Not too much of that,” I told him. “These condos are awfully close together. If we get the neighbor’s complaining Grandma will be mad.”  
 
    A huge TV hung on one wall, surrounded by a kick-butt sound system. Grandma at least knew how to jam. I modified that opinion when I rooted through the CD collection, though. Even I knew CDs were prehistoric tech, and I didn’t recognize any of his. Lots of old guys playing horns and pianos and stuff.  
 
    I studied his remotes and figured out how to turn on the radio. One of the few benefits of living in a new motel every few months is you get good at deciphering remotes. It was a smart system so I could log into Spotify and soon Miley was drawling about heartbreak and parties.  
 
    “Ah. That’s more like it.” I plopped down on the sofa, careful with the last cup of reheated coffee. Cy started my way, intending to hop up and put his head on my lap. As much as I would love that, I made him stay off the couch.  
 
    When I opened my phone there was a bunch of messages.  
 
    “Look at that, Cy, we’re popular all of a sudden.”  
 
    Cy panted, looking pleased.  
 
    The newest one was from Wiley. It just said  WTF?! Call Me . Shuck it. I was gonna have to deal with that, but not yet. There were also several from reporters, including “Sally” from the press conference I deleted those.  
 
    There was a call from Josie. I answered that first.  
 
    “I had to get in early,” she said when she answered. “There’s uh … fallout from last night. Do not talk to anyone about anything without seeing me first. Understand?”  
 
    “Muzzled. Got it. Do I need a big floppy hat and dark glasses to get to the park?”  
 
    “That’s really not a bad idea. The Skipper is ticked off, but luckily, he’s also busy so he only has so much attention to give this. You’re all gonna get chewed out though.”  
 
    “I’ve survived that before.”  
 
    “You don’t know the Skipper well, do you? Wiley came out of his office looking pale this morning.”  
 
    OK, that was bad.  
 
    “You’re in the sports section of the Seattle Bulletin slugging Jonas. They got a picture, but none of you have talked to them and we need to keep it that way.”  
 
    I didn’t have a snappy comeback to that. Getting Wiley in hot water with the Skipper was the last thing I wanted.  
 
    “With all this,” Josie said, “I didn’t have time to get a key made. I told the Super to —”  
 
    “Relax, I’m staying with Jonas.”  
 
    I heard her sigh. But there was relief and worry in her voice when she said, “You patched it up?”  
 
    “That’s an optimistic spin, but sure, let’s go with it.”  
 
    “It might be better if you two didn’t come and go together. In fact, if there’s a back way in, it might be better —”  
 
    “You’re cramping my style, Josie.”  
 
    “That’s my job. Just get here as fast as you can. And call Wiley.”  
 
    I did not call Wiley right away.  
 
    With a minimum acceptable level of caffeine in my blood and a good breakfast tucked away, what I needed was a shower and aspirin. Most of my belongings were still at the clubhouse, so I’d have to wear the same clothes, but I could clean up. I snooped around and found towels. Grandma had a big walk-in shower with awesome water pressure, better than anything I’d seen on the road in a long time. I turned the water up as hot as I could stand it and by the time I got out, the bathroom was cloudy as a rain forest. I never seen a rain forest in person, but I like those gorilla shows on TV late at night. Gorillas are righteous. I snooped some more and found Ibuprofen in the medicine cabinet and swallowed three of them dry.  
 
    Something else caught my eye. An orange and white box on the top shelf of the medicine cabinet. I’d seen those before. Curiously I picked it up and flipped it over.  
 
    Testosterone patches.  
 
    Huh.  
 
    That could mean a lot of things. You find it in the average guy’s bathroom, you figure he’s worried about his virility, getting things up, losing his macho. Boy drama. But you find it in a professional athlete’s medicine cabinet — that’s a whole other kettle of smelly fish.  
 
    Testosterone is a controlled substance in the majors. It goes paw in glove with banned steroids and supplements and all kinds of frowned upon crap. The stuff that gets you suspended or worse. You end up with asterisks after your name in the record books.  
 
    I had a hard time believing that Grandma was doping.  
 
    But he was awfully stressed out about his slump. The pressure on big league players to stay on top can be brutal. So I’ve heard. Never been on top to start with. But it wouldn’t be a new story.  
 
    And it would make sense you’d hide from the spotlight.  
 
    That’s the problem with icebergs. You never know what kind of jagged edges they have that you can’t see. What’s about to tear a hole in the hull and send you and all the other passengers diving into the icy dark waters.  
 
    Yeah, I know I’m straining that metaphor to Mobile and back.  
 
    I carefully put everything back in the medicine cabinet the way it was, as much as I could remember.  
 
    This was not my circus. I had my own monkeys to round up.  
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    Jonas  
 
    

  
 
    I was sure I had a confrontation with the Skipper coming up when I got to the park. He was already worried about my slump, thinking about moving me down in the lineup. He’d worried about the second half of last season too, and the season before that. But this year it was worse. My first half numbers had been way higher and the drop off was bigger. Plus, we were in contention this year. Last season it didn’t matter. This was a rut I couldn’t climb out of and thinking about it made me nauseous.  
 
    He wasn’t going to bench me. At least, I was pretty sure he wouldn’t. Probably wouldn’t. There were a couple of utility players on the roster who could play shortstop when I needed a day off, but there wasn’t anyone who could take the position full time. And it would be risky to call up someone from the minors at such a crucial point. They needed my glove in the field. That was something.  
 
    I was still distracted by the idea that Daisy was in my home too. Holy Hannah she looked good in that sun dress. Not as drop dead sexy as the thing she wore last night, but more my type really. Hah. Who was I kidding? If I had a type, Daisy had always been it. Now she and her dog were in my condo. My stomach was spasming and I kept wanting to run home and check and make sure I’d put any incriminating evidence away. Daisy seemed like exactly the kind who would snoop.  
 
    I wasn’t ready to face the Skipper.  
 
    The local sports shows on my car radio kept coming back to the same story — the story that was currently sharing my designer couch with her war dog. I bet she let him up on the furniture as soon as I left. How the hell did this happen?  
 
    I had a lot of problems to worry about and Daisy’s curves and wild hair and long legs weren’t on the list. Shouldn’t be on the list. But somehow, she just sucked all the importance out of everything else.  
 
    The sports radio jocks were having a field day with the story about her punching me. Apparently, there was a photo of it on the sports page this morning. But no one really had the story of what happened, so they had plenty of time to speculate.  
 
    So much for keeping me out of her spotlight.  
 
    Instead of heading for the park, I drove up to Queen Anne and found a spot to park. It was high summer in Seattle. Birds singing. Girls (and guys) showing off in as little as they could get away with. Skateboarders. Shoppers. Joggers. Lots of people walking dogs. The sky was perfectly blue, not a trace of white and we hadn’t seen rain in weeks. The gray, dismal days of winter might’ve just been a bad dream.  
 
    I walked to a little bookstore near Seattle Center. One of the few local shops still holding on. They specialize in mysteries and suspense. The owner is a tall, imposing person with a shaved head and striking white eyebrows that stand out against his dark skin like reverse emojis. When I stepped inside, he was helping another customer at the counter, but he saw me and waved.  
 
    “Be with you in a moment, dear.”  
 
    “Thanks, Elle. No hurry.”  
 
    I browsed the shelves and let my mind focus on small English village murders and hardboiled private eyes from the 40’s. Elle’s shop stocks a wide range of new and vintage paperbacks, including local and self-published authors that are almost impossible to find anywhere else. I’d discovered lots of treasures here.  
 
    The customer left, dinging the ominous bell over the door. Elle floated across the store to me. Today he wore a coal black Victorian dress with tiered skirts and a high collar.  
 
    “Should you not be practicing?” he asked.  
 
    “I’m so good they exempted me forever.”  
 
    “Benched your keister is more like it.” He grinned. One of his teeth was rimmed in bronze. Not gold. Bronze is more steampunk or something. “You guys dropped two games to The Bronx, and you went 0-6.”  
 
    “It’s The Bronx. What’re you gonna do?”  
 
    “Perhaps you should figure that out before you face them in the playoffs?”  
 
    “We have to get to the playoffs first.”  
 
    “As I foretold, all the stars have aligned. This is a year of destiny, my friend.” He waved one ring-encrusted hand over his head. “So mote it be.” His laugh was a deep bass roll of mirth which always soothed me. “So … I see the evidence upon your lips of the great brawl which all the local bards are singing.”  
 
    “Huh?”  
 
    He touched the corner of his dark outlined lips. “Fisticuffs, baby. I saw you getting punched in the paper.”  
 
    “Yeah, well, it was probably exaggerated.”  
 
    “Looked like you got clocked hard. Sooo … what is she like?”  
 
    I groaned. “Not you too.”  
 
    “No grousing. This is portentous. The fair warrior rescued from exile returns to rally the valiant heroes …”  
 
    “She punched me in the mouth.”  
 
    “Ah, so your claims of exaggeration were bogus.”  
 
    I shrugged. “There are other things going on in baseball besides Daisy Flowers.”  
 
    “Nothing so queer.” He flashed his Jules Verne smile again. “I found two of the tomes for which you were searching.”  
 
    My mood brightened.  
 
    I followed him to the counter. Following Elle is like being a storm chaser. You expect to be swept away in his wake. From beneath the counter, he pulled out two pristine paperbacks. Both had sepia toned covers showing old-time baseball players in the midst of a game. They were the second and third books in a very obscure series set in the Negro Leagues, featuring a closeted mixed-race infielder who dealt with racism and homophobia while becoming involved in mysteries. The debut book, which I’d discovered on Elle’s shelves, was one of the best things I’d read in years.  
 
    “Awesome. Elle, you’re the best.”  
 
    “This I know. But the books are only part of the discovery. My sleuthing turned up an interesting tidbit. The author — allegedly one Aisha Desmond — doesn’t exist. No amount of digging turned up diddly. However, a friend of a friend who knows the literary world spilled the beans. Aisha Desmond is Cameron Shaw.”  
 
    The name was familiar, but I had to wrack my memory. There was an article in  The New York Review of Books , about some hotshot literary writer whose first book was called shocking and gender-bending. It vaguely piqued my curiosity, but I never followed up on it. To my grandparents’ dismay, my tastes run more toward genre than highbrow.  
 
    “Right, didn’t he —”  
 
    “They,” Elle said primly.  
 
    “Sorry, they published a novel a while back. Lots of publicity and hype, up for some awards?”  
 
    “Yes. The Neither Monarch. Life changing, darling. You must read it. They were shortlisted for the Booker Prize and should have been chosen, in my not so humble opinion. But what do a bunch of old cis white people know about revolutionary literature?”  
 
    “Well thank you for this. I can take them on the road trip.”  
 
    “Concentrate on your swing. I am considering extending an invitation to Mx. Shaw to come to the shop and do a signing. Supposing they want to claim their anonymous progeny.”  
 
    “They should. These books are great.” I paid and slipped on my sunglasses, ready for the glorious sunlight outside.  
 
    For some reason I said, “Elle, she’s staying with me.”  
 
    It took a second to compute. Elle screamed. “Daisy Flowers is staying with you? In your little —”  
 
    “Spacious condo. Yes, her and her gigantic pit bull.”  
 
    “I must meet her.”  
 
    “I’m pretty sure the dog uses male pronouns.”  
 
    He raspberried. “Do not play with me, mortal.”  
 
    I don’t have many friends like Elle — if I can call him a friend, which I hoped I could, even though I’d never seen him outside the shop. As I told Daisy, I tend to compartmentalize my life. There was baseball, there was home and there was … not much else. But Elle and his shop were important to me. The idea of mixing them to any degree was scary.  
 
    “I’ll tell you what? You introduce me to Aisha Desmond —”  
 
    “Cameron Shaw.”  
 
    “Right. And I’ll make sure you get to meet Daisy and Cy.”  
 
    “Cy being the dog?”  
 
    I nodded.  
 
    “That part is optional. For the rest, done!”  
 
    The bell tolled ominously as I left.  
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    “You too!” Josie snarled, as she overtook me in the hallway outside the Skipper’s office.  
 
    “Me too what?”  
 
    “I told everyone you were a nice guy. He’s a nice guy, I said. He’ll be glad to help out —”  
 
    “Now see that’s where you’re —”  
 
    “He’s one of the genuine nice ones.”  
 
    I stopped outside the office and looked down at her worried face. There were still traces of last night’s heavy eyeshadow on her lids. “I’m not a nice guy?”  
 
    “Do you know what my morning has been like? Nice guys are not a part of putting someone through a morning like this.”  
 
    “Sorry. All I did was try to break up a fight and get punched in the mouth, remember?”  
 
    She snipped her front teeth over her lower lip and growled.  
 
    Just then the door opened, and Wiley waved us in. “Good, you’re both here. What’s going on with the press, Josie?”  
 
    “TMZ has had it since midnight. It’s all over the web. I’ve fielded hundreds — literally hundreds  —” she glared at me, “of calls from reporters all over the country. Every town where Daisy’s ever worked. Fortunately, no one on our team has talked to anyone so they don’t really have a story, just a photo. But they’re looking for every angle they can get.”  
 
    “Oh god, my grandparents,” I said.  
 
    Josie nodded. “Already talked to them. For some reason, the idea of Daisy slugging you tickled them. There was a lot of laughing. They’re glad to know you’re OK and they’re just going to screen their calls for a while.”  
 
    “Thanks.”  
 
    “Come on,” Wiley said.  
 
    “Thinking about your grandparents first helps,” Josie whispered, as we followed. “But you’re not off the naughty list yet. Remind me later that there’s a message.”  
 
    Then we were in the Skipper’s office.  
 
    Spartan is not the word for it. There was a metal desk painted a shade of WWII green, with a few papers on top. There was a large screen TV and two small TVs on a shelf behind. All dominated by a black leather ergonomic chair that would’ve looked at home on the bridge of the Enterprise. The Skipper was sitting in it now, head back, eyes closed.  
 
    “Josie and Sutton,” Wiley said.  
 
    “How’s your mouth?” the Skipper asked, without moving.  
 
    “A little swollen, but I’ve had worse.”  
 
    “That looked like a hell of a left cross in the photo.”  
 
    Josie snickered.  
 
    The Skipper’s eyes snapped open.  
 
    “It took me by surprise.” Why was I defending myself?  
 
    The Skipper sat up and stretched. He had short, powerful arms and large hands that served him well in his days behind the plate. His beard looked even more uneven than usual. “I was just telling Wiley that Miss Flowers exceeded my expectations. I was fairly certain there would be trouble no matter what Wiley promised —”  
 
    “Again, I never promised,” Wiley interrupted.  
 
    “— but even I thought it would take longer than this.” He turned to me. “What started all this?”  
 
    “I think some of the others might be better to answer that question, Skipper. I wasn’t even involved until the very end.”  
 
    “Heffner said you leapt to the lady’s defense.”  
 
    “She probably wouldn’t like being called ‘the lady’” Josie muttered.  
 
    If he’d talked to Heffner, he’d probably talked to Grog and maybe even Daisy. Which meant the rest of them were staying quiet. Seemed like a good plan.  
 
    “I just wanted to uh, calm things down.”  
 
    Wiley chuckled. “Good job. By the way, when we asked Grog, he said he didn’t even remember you being there.”  
 
    Jackass. But I wasn’t going to argue with that now.  
 
    The Skipper heaved himself to his feet and started pacing. There wasn’t much room behind the desk, he could go a few steps, turn, and walk back. Every time he turned, he glared at all of us. “The problem with Daisy Flowers has never been her talent or her ability —”  
 
    “No, that’s not it,” Josie said.  
 
    “It’s her attitude. She has an enormous chip on her shoulder, and I’ll be the first to admit that some of it is legit. But she just charges into every situation already primed.”  
 
    “She does seem to be pretty much mad at everyone all the time,” I said.  
 
    Josie interrupted again. “Not everyone.”  
 
    This time the Skipper didn’t ignore her. He spun around and halted his pacing. “Ms. Cunningham?”  
 
    “Daisy’s not mad at everyone. It’s just men.”  
 
    None of us seemed to know how to respond to that. The Skipper scowled and started pacing again. Wiley put his hands in his pockets and leaned against the desk. I’m not sure what I did but it was awkward.  
 
    “I thought it was obvious,” Josie said.  
 
    After a couple of circuits of the floor, the Skipper said. “She’s your department, Wiley.”  
 
    Wiley nodded. “Josie, what real damage are we looking at?”  
 
    “It’s not a total disaster —”  
 
    “My players fighting among themselves in public while we’re trying to nail down a playoff spot is not a disaster?” the Skipper demanded.  
 
    “From a PR standpoint. The front office is upset, I’m sure you’ll hear from them.”  
 
    “We have,” Wiley said.  
 
    “And the league is going to want to ask questions. But if no one involved is pursuing it or taking it public, then it will blow over. It might even boost ratings for a little while.”  
 
    The Skipper went back and forth a few more times, then he waved to the door. “Okay, get back to work. Sutton, batting practice. Another day like yesterday and you’re going down in the bottom of the line-up.”  
 
    “Yes, sir.”  
 
    “Wait —”  
 
    We stopped at the inner door.  
 
    “She’s living with you, right? Daisy?”  
 
    I nodded.  
 
    “You’re not — I mean this isn’t some kind of —”  
 
    “You can’t really ask that,” Josie said.  
 
    “No, Skipper I just met her.”  
 
    “Good. That would make this a lot messier.”  
 
    When we were halfway down the hallway and the door was closed, Josie said, “He’s right. It would make things a lot messier. No matter how awesome it might seem.”  
 
    “That isn’t going to be a problem.” She stopped and I took several steps before I realized she wasn’t with me. “What?”  
 
    “After everything she’s been through, Daisy needs a really nice guy.”  
 
    “I don’t know what Daisy needs, but if it’s anything more than a spare room for a week or two, talk to somebody else.”  
 
    “Fair enough. Oh, your Grandpa gave me a message for you?”  
 
    “He did?”  
 
    “Yeah. He’d already seen the picture and he couldn’t stop laughing. He said, ask Jonas if she’s everything he thought she’d be.”  
 
    [image: ###] 
 
    Daisy  
 
    

  
 
    The anticipated chewing out, upon arrival at the park, was not as gnarly as Josie built it up to be. Or maybe I just got a thick hide, after all these years. I’ve been gnawed on by the best, and the Skipper didn’t intimidate me.  
 
    Wiley, that’s another kettle of hot water.  
 
    As we came out of the Skipper’s office, I trailed behind, hoping I could melt off into the clubhouse or something and skip our one on one. But he was on to me.  
 
    “Don’t get any ideas,” he said over his shoulder. “Follow me.”  
 
    We walked out on the field where some of the players were working with the batting coach. Jonas was at the plate, getting pointers on his stance.  
 
    “Loosen up,” I said, under my breath.  
 
    Wiley followed my glance. “He’s struggling. He might be one of the best natural hitters I’ve seen in a long time, but something holds him back. He’s got too many inhibitions.”  
 
    I couldn’t help myself. “Maybe I should borrow a few.”  
 
    Wiley chuckled. “Maybe you should. You know, when Josie suggested asking Sutton to put you up, I was torn. I mean, there’s all kinds of pitfalls on that trail and I’ve never known you to avoid trouble if it was in your way.”  
 
    There didn’t seem to be a polite way of answering that, so I just nodded.  
 
    “But when I thought about it, it kind of made sense. The kid’s too uptight, too in his head all the time. You’re the exact opposite. Sometimes you don’t seem to have anything in your head but the roots of your hair.”  
 
    “I guess I got that coming.”  
 
    The bullpen pitchers were working with one of the assistant coaches in left field. Wiley stopped before we got there. “Daisy, do you realize how fragile this opportunity is?”  
 
    Anger kicked up, splashing acid from my stomach into the back of my throat. Opportunity? The shucking scraps they tossed me when I was almost too old for it to matter? After everything I’d done in college, after all my loyalty to the shucking game, they deigned to let me coach out in the bullpen. Should I get down on my knees and weep with gratitude?  
 
    Wiley must’ve read all that on my face, ‘cause he frowned.  
 
    I blew out a noisy raspberry of a breath and turned away to watch the pitchers. Hector Emmanuel struggled to get a fast ball over the imaginary plate in front of the bullpen catcher. Kid had dazzling speed. His pitches sizzled. But the ball wobbled and spun in ways he wasn’t in control of.  
 
    Behind me, Wiley said, “We’d hoped Hector would come along faster. He was doing well in the minors, but he hasn’t adjusted. There’s been talk of sending him back down again.”  
 
    “And do what? Start all over with someone else? You guys lose way too many close games. You need a closer.”  
 
    “Think you can turn him into one? Like, yesterday?”  
 
    I watched him throw a few more times. “He’s got potential. His mechanics are sloppy. That should be fixable.”  
 
    “Then fix it. We’re going to need him on the road trip.”  
 
    I heard Wiley start to walk away, his feet sucking at the short, wet grass. “Hey.” I turned around, and he paused. “I’ve always appreciated everything you do for me, Wiley.”  
 
    “But you’ve always had messed up ways of showing it. Focus on Hector, he’s your first project.”  
 
    After watching Hector pitch for a while, focusing on his mechanics and his grip, I stepped in, waving to the bullpen catcher to toss me the ball.  
 
    “You’ve got a lot of power,” I told Hector.  
 
    He nodded.  
 
    “But your execution is all over the place.”  
 
    “I throw strikes.”  
 
    “You get the ball in the strike zone, yes. But that’s not enough.” I tried to remember what I’d seen in his scouting reports. “You had a good earned run average in the minors, but major league hitters are different. You need to be able to place the ball precisely, you need control. Even if it costs you a little velocity.”  
 
    He didn’t seem convinced.  
 
    “Watch.”  
 
    I shouldered him aside and the catcher dropped into his crouch. I placed fastballs in the four corners of the zone, calling the location before I pitched. I put one just outside the zone, high. And another inside, just on the lower edge.  
 
    I offered the ball to Hector.  
 
    “Can you do that?”  
 
    He shook his head. Ah, well he did have a smidge of humility in him after all.  
 
    I started over from basics. Grip, arm movement, release point. “Keep your palm forward, toward the batter. Always release at the same point. Focus on the strike zone. Visualize it.”  
 
    With a lot of concentration and practice, he started to show more control. It was just a beginning, and he was still going to lose it under pressure. You don’t really have it until it becomes second nature. Until every time you catch a ball you spin it around in your hand to put the laces in the correct position.  
 
    “You’re doing good. I think you can knock off for today if you want.”  
 
    But I wanted to give him one last thing to work on. I took the ball and turned it over in my hand. I spread my fingers wide on the top of the ball, around the narrow part of the seams, thumb underneath and using the knuckle of my ring finger to stabilize it.  
 
    “The split-finger will give you some variety,” I told him. “It’s difficult to control, but if you get it right, it’ll dive at the last second and be a bitch to hit. If you get good at it, it’ll look just like the regular fastball to the batter, until it’s too late.”  
 
    I showed him a few times, positioned his hand on the ball, and corrected his mechanics when he hurled it over the catcher’s head. His nostrils flared. I could see the frustration in his eyes.  
 
    But he took the ball back and tried again.  
 
    He was still there practicing when I left.  
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    Jonas  
 
    

  
 
    I was in the kitchen with Cy when I heard the front door open. He was laying by my feet, eyes on my hands wherever I moved. I’d cut some cheese into small cubes so I could toss him one every so often, without overfeeding him. Of course, I had no idea how much he usually ate, and there didn’t seem to be an ounce of fat anywhere on him.  
 
    “Goodness gracious,” Daisy called. “Something smells wonderful.”  
 
    “Bread,” I told her. “I thought we could use a homecooked dinner, since we’re going to be on the road for a while.” And I hoped we could put some of the awkwardness of our initial meeting behind us. There was still an adolescent part of me that felt tongue-tied whenever I looked at Daisy, but there was also an adult part of me that knew we had to get along, at least be civil, if we were going to salvage anything out of this season.  
 
    She appeared in the kitchen doorway, wearing her coach’s jersey and dusty pants. Her hair was mostly out of its restraint.  
 
    “You’ve been working hard,” I said.  
 
    She huffed. “Unlike some people. What time did you take off? I looked for you after I got through with Hector.”  
 
    “Marco put me through the paces at batting practice and on top of getting chewed out by the skipper this morning, I was done. Thought I’d come home and relax, we have to catch a plane really early tomorrow.”  
 
    She nodded to the warm loaf on the breadboard on the counter. “Did you bake bread?”  
 
    “Technically. Really my grandmother made it. Whenever they come visit, she freezes a bunch of loaves so all I have to do is thaw them out and set a timer.”  
 
    “Ain’t lived too many places in my life where home cooking was a thing.”  
 
    “Really?” For some reason that bothered me a lot more than I could account for. Despite the … challenges … of growing up, home and home cooking and all that went with it were something I took for granted. “Well, now you do.”  
 
    “For a minute.”  
 
    “Yes.” I went back to tossing salad in the large wooden bowl in front of me. Cy smacked his lips for more cheese.  
 
    “You’ll spoil him,” Daisy laughed.  
 
    “He seems pretty spoiled already.”  
 
    She squatted down and scratched behind his ear. “Cy is my guy. The only one I really trust.”  
 
    “I’ll try not to take that personally. You have time to clean up before dinner if you want.”  
 
    “I want. What are we having?”  
 
    “Steak and baked potatoes, salad and my grandmother’s multi-grain bread.”  
 
    She whistled. “Don’t start without me.”  
 
    She came back about fifteen minutes later, just as I was putting the potatoes on our plates. “Butter, cream cheese, cheddar cheese, chives — what do you prefer as a topping?”  
 
    “Uhmm. Everything please.”  
 
    I laughed and glanced back over my shoulder. Every thought in my head just sizzled out and vanished. Daisy leaned against the kitchen door in a sleeveless t-shirt, her strong shoulders bare, her damp hair brushed back. The soft cotton didn’t do much to contain her curves. It fell to her wide hips, where the fringe of a pair of very short cut-off jeans was visible. Below that, just impossibly long, pale legs down to bare feet. For some reason, I noticed that her toenails weren’t painted.  
 
    Warmth flooded my face and I turned quickly back to the counter. “Uh … yeah. Sorry, what did you say?”  
 
    She chuckled. “Everything. I want everything.”  
 
    Whoa. I might’ve overestimated the balance between adolescent me and adult me. I could feel a light sheen of perspiration on my face and neck, and it didn’t have anything to do with the oven.  
 
    “There’s uh … there’s a table on the patio. It’s usually nice out there this time of the evening.”  
 
    “Come on, Cy.”  
 
    She padded off. Cy sat up and shook himself, blowing a blubbery breath through his flappy lips. His huge head tilted toward me.  
 
    “Later. Go keep your mistress company.”:  
 
    He huffed and trotted out after Daisy.  
 
    I made myself focus on getting the food on the plates. I grabbed two beers I’d stashed in the freezer and ran them out with frosted glasses. Daisy was sitting at the patio table, her long legs stretched out in front of her. She gratefully accepted the beer and took a large drink from the bottle.  
 
    “Oh, that’s good. Even if it is a wussy IPA.”  
 
    “IPAs are actually stronger than most regular beers.”  
 
    “Whatever you need to tell yourself to sleep at night, Grandma.”  
 
    I didn’t know whether to laugh again, or snipe back at her. “When in Seattle,” I said.  
 
    When I set the food down, the appreciation was clear on her face. She swung her chair around to the table and dug in eagerly. I’ve always been a kind of methodical eater. My grandparents gently tease me about it, and at school it often resulted in me not finishing lunch before the period was over. But I like to eat things in a certain order. All the salad, then the potato, which needs to be hot and steamy to be at its best, and then the meat. I noticed Daisy glancing at me as she consumed her meal indiscriminately. She finished a lot sooner than I did.  
 
    “You sort of eat like a grandma too,” she said.  
 
    I swallowed the last of my beer to hide the irritation, but I could tell she saw it. Her eyes sparkled.  
 
    “You want another beer?”  
 
    She shook her head. “I’m stuffed.” She swung her chair around and stretched her legs out again. “That really was great.”  
 
    “Thank you.”  
 
    The sun was getting low on the horizon and the sky was mostly pink. It flushed Daisy’s face as she closed her eyes and put her head back. I felt like I should say something, but I really couldn’t sort out everything that was going on inside me.  
 
    “So, what’s up with you and this hitting slump?” she asked.  
 
    There it was. That was the door to the whole mess. I had a lot of fantasies about Daisy as a teenager, most of them not even close to PG. But maybe the one that excited and scared me the most was just the idea of opening up to her. In my imagination she was the perfect confidant. We were both young, we both loved baseball, and we were both … I could tell her what I couldn’t tell my friends or my coaches or even the girls I dated. I didn’t have to hide in the closet for Daisy. She’d understand.  
 
    And as she tilted her head slightly, pursed her lips, the red of the sunset swirling in her blue eyes until they were almost violet, it occurred to me that this was that moment. I could tell her. Of course, she would understand.  
 
    Or would she despise me for hiding? For taking the easy way out and for having what she was never allowed a shot at.  
 
    And even if she did understand, could anything be a secret when Daisy knew about it? She was so open, spontaneous, unfiltered. A seventeen-year-old might see her as the right person to share his most dangerous secret with — but a man has to know better.  
 
    I broke the eye contact suddenly and stood up. Daisy quirked an eyebrow and the corner of her mouth, but didn’t say anything.  
 
    “I uh, I bet Cy needs to go for a walk,” I said. “He hasn’t been since right after I got home. I’ll just, uh — I’ll take him.”  
 
    “Want me to go with you?”  
 
    I didn’t. I did. “If you want to. I mean, he’s your dog, of course you can.”  
 
    I hurried back into the kitchen and found Cy’s leash. Daisy disappeared into her room and came back wearing sneakers. I put the little canister of poop bags in my pocket, noting distractedly how quickly I’d fallen into the routine of taking care of a dog. I’d never even considered having a pet, but it came so easily.  
 
    As soon as we got down to the sidewalk, Cy started in the direction of the park where I’d been walking him. His big head bobbled, and his stubby tail wagged. In fact, his entire massively muscled haunches were swinging side to side. He kept looking back, first at me over one shoulder, then at Daisy over the other.  
 
    “Sorry if that was too close to the bone, before,” Daisy said.  
 
    The circles of light under the streetlamps didn’t quite overlap, so we passed through a narrow zone of dusk into the next light.  
 
    “Josie said she knew someone who could look after Cy while we’re on the road.” That wasn’t an answer. It was the only thing I could think of. “So you don’t have to put him in a kennel or anything.”  
 
    “A kennel?” She shuddered. “I’d quit before I’d do that. But I think I trust Josie enough to trust someone she recommends.”  
 
    “You can.”  
 
    We got to the park and there was no one else around. Daisy unclipped the leash and we let Cy run around inside the fenced area. He bowed and play growled at us and did spinning, sliding circles around us. I found a sturdy stick on the ground and threw it for him, maybe a dozen times before he lost interest and started looking for a place to take care of business.  
 
    Daisy was watching me.  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “Cy likes you. So you must be okay, even if you can’t hit.”  
 
    I pulled the poop bags out of my pocket and tossed them to her.  
 
    “Gonna leave the dirty work to me, huh?”  
 
    “He’s your dog,” I said.  
 
    Daisy grinned and yanked a bag out of the canister. “So now we know where chivalry ends.”  
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    Daisy  
 
    

  
 
    “My legs are too long to fly coach,” I grumbled.  
 
    “Don’t you usually go by bus?” Josie didn’t look up from her magazine. “Anyway, that’s the inequity you’re stuck on?”  
 
    Most of the seats around us were dark. Josie and I were in a pool of light. I could barely keep from hitting the seat in front of me with my knees.  
 
    Baseball was a class system. The players, the ones with big contracts and powerful unions, were guaranteed first class tickets and private rooms when the team traveled. Some of them got suites. Ditto the manager and upper-level coaches. Not so much a lowly press liaison or bullpen nanny.  
 
    But let my pitchers blow a game and whose cute little butt would they be toasting?  
 
    Before dawn flights were gonna tucker me out. No way I was getting any sleep in a big tin can in the sky.  
 
    There was still a lot of tension amongst the team.  
 
    Yesterday, Heff came out to the bullpen to help me get settled in with the guys. We ran through some practice drills, more so I could get a feeling for where they were at than because they needed them. Heff was still polite, but more standoffish than he had been before. I caught him before he left for home, away from anyone else.  
 
    “Hey, we okay?”  
 
    He had high cheekbones and a dark crease between his eyes when he frowned. “We barely met,” he said. “And you punched my boy in the mouth.”  
 
    “That’s technically true, but he wasn’t my target. And I figure every guy’s done something he deserved to get slugged for and wasn’t.”  
 
    I meant that as a joke — sort of — but it didn’t go well. The crease between his eyes got deeper.  
 
    “People who go around all the time looking for fights usually find them.”  
 
    That’s what he said. He just said it and walked off, like … shuck him.  
 
    Tom Wooden also stopped by. I don’t think he’s ever pitched out of the bullpen in his career, but we chatted about knuckleballs, and he shared a few stories of great pitchers he knew. The important thing was that the guys saw him treating me as a colleague and an equal. They started to loosen up with me after that.  
 
    When I got home, Jonas was nowhere to be found. He’d left written instructions for the dog care person I found to take care of Cy and for the housekeeper. Did he just pack up and leave? These guys traveled so much during the season that he was probably permanently packed. It sounded like something Grandma would do.  
 
    I mean seriously, don’t get me started on this guy. First, he walked out on the press conference, then he jumped into a fight to defend me (as if) and even though I punched him, he still offered me to stay here. He cooked me dinner and walked my dog. And yeah, he was hiding all that below the icy water stuff, but …  
 
    But nothing. At the park he’d been avoiding me, not so subtly. The one time I got to talk to him he was stiff.  
 
    Would it have killed Jonas to wait around and make sure I was ready for the flight and knew where to go? I swear if my Granny wasn’t dead …  
 
    I called Josie. Turns out she’d arranged for us to sit together on the plane and share rooms on the trip. She said both of us together would get better accommodations than we would separately — “and oh, god if you don’t fly with me, I’ll have to fly with the reporters and never, ever repeat this to anyone, but ugggh!”  
 
    I’ve spent most of my adult life in motels, most of them a darn sight dingier than the places this league put you up in. But I was used to living alone. Now I had a roomie at home and a bunkie on the road. The next few weeks might be stressful in ways I didn’t see coming.  
 
    Plus, I already missed Cy. We’d hardly been apart overnight since I carried him out of the animal shelter as a little puppy. I could see in his eyes when I said goodbye, he knew I was going to be away for a while. To a dog that’s just this side of never coming back. Their lives are shorter, and everything is super intense in their world. I didn’t know if I could sleep without him.  
 
    I leaned back in my seat, the little that it would go back, and switched off the light over my head. Just before I relaxed though, I noticed the magazine she was reading.  
 
    I growled.  
 
    Josie’s head swiveled toward me. “What?”  
 
    “I don’t like that rag.”  
 
    “You work in this field, and Sports Illustrated is the most important magazine in the business. You don’t have to like them, but you have to know what they’re saying.”  
 
    “I really don’t.”  
 
    “Look,” she said. “This piece is by that novelist, Cameron Shaw. They wrote  The Neither Monarch , an incredible book. Do you know it?”  
 
    “Have they put it on Netflix?”  
 
    “Uh … no.”  
 
    I shrugged.  
 
    Josie sighed. “If you are going to expect me to defend your behavior to the patriarchy, at least wear a thin veneer of civilization. See, this is an essay Shaw wrote about the women’s basketball playoffs last year. They were at the game when Christie Dillard was hurt …”  
 
    “I saw it on television.” I shuddered. “It was horrible.”  
 
    “But the article is amazing. Cameron Shaw is brilliant.” She folded the magazine in her lap. “You know, I’ve been thinking …”  
 
    “No.”  
 
    Somewhere nearby another passenger gently snored. I envied them.  
 
    “Daisy, I’ve got a pile of interview requests for you. Well, it’s not an actual pile, you know, they’re emails and text messages.” She tapped her phone, which was in a gray and black case with anime creature on it. “That’s one of those expressions we still use, like hang up the phone or roll down the window. I’ve never been in a car with a handle for the windows, but I say it. There probably still are people who have a pile of papers on their desk, but you’ve seen where I work, it’s …”  
 
    “Circle back, Josie.”  
 
    She giggled. “You have to do a few interviews, Daisy.”  
 
    “I was pretty clear about that when I signed on. And why would anyone care, I’m a bullpen coach. An assistant. Any of the other assistant coaches doing interviews?”  
 
    “Not so much. But you’re not just any assistant …”  
 
    “Yeah, I am.”  
 
    She’d left in her nose ring, which usually came out at work, and gone duskier on the eye shadow for travel. “They’re going to write about you anyway, Daisy. Work with me, we can control it a little. I know you just want to blend in and …”  
 
    I barked a laugh. The snorer mumbled, stuttered a breath or two, then fell back under. “I ain’t never fit in anywhere in my life. Pretty much gave up on that a long time ago.”  
 
    “Must suck.”  
 
    “I am who I am and that’s all that I am.” She looked at me blankly, not getting the reference. “What do the Skipper and Wiley think about me doing interviews?”  
 
    “Well, the Skipper would be happy if nobody gave interviews, ever.” She sighed. “He really doesn’t get the modern media environment. And Wiley — this is a quote — said, “let Daisy be Daisy.”  
 
    “He’s the only one in the world that feels that way.”  
 
    “I need you to at least do the local stuff, talk to someone from Emerald City Sports.”  
 
    “Like that Sally chick?”  
 
    “Did you really just call another woman a ‘chick’? But yeah, Sally’s someone we could work with.”  
 
    “No thanks.”  
 
    Her nostrils flared. “Maybe one of the radio shows?”  
 
    “Can you find me a radio show that’s not meathead Neanderthals?”  
 
    “It’s ECS then.”  
 
    “Fine. I’ll talk to them about the team. About what’s happening on the field now. That’s it.”  
 
    “I can work with that,” she said.  
 
    I looked out the window for a second. Josie went back to her reading. We were flying through heavy cloud cover, no stars, no earth. Just moving darkness. Something was nagging me.  
 
    “You gave in awful easy on that,” I said. “Did you bring up Sports Illustrated to get me to agree to the other interviews?”  
 
    She didn’t look up. “I wouldn’t do that, Daisy.”  
 
    “I know what manipulation looks like.”  
 
    “You’re way too smart for me.”  
 
    I didn’t believe that for a second.  
 
    According to my watch, we still had a long way to go until we changed planes in Atlanta. I closed my eyes and tried to doze.  
 
    “But just think of it,” Josie said, as I was drifting off. “To get someone like Cameron Shaw to write an in-depth profile of Daisy Flowers for Sports Illustrated. I could sell the crap out of that.”  
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    Watching a game from the bullpen is a perspective most people never get. It’s not the same as the outfield seats because you’re lower, eye-level with the field. At this point in my life, I’ve watched more games from a bullpen than anywhere else. And the bullpen at Citrus Park was nicer than the ones I was used to. You could still watch over the fence, but they also had a couple of big screens showing the broadcast. And of course, the Jumbotron towered over us.  
 
    Tommy Wooden was putting on a show. By the bottom of the sixth, he’d struck out seven and held the Mantas to three hits. No one had gotten past first base. You could see the frustration building on the Florida players with each at bat. And our offense chipped in with three runs to give Tommy a cushion.  
 
    But a sharp eye could see he wasn’t at his best. He was dropping his left shoulder when he delivered, struggling with the fastball, and throwing the change-up a lot more than he should. With one out in the fifth, he walked a batter, his first that day. Wiley, who would see the problems if I could, walked out to talk with him. When he got back to the dugout the phone started ringing.  
 
    “Can you get Stevens and Monterres warmed up?” Wiley said.  
 
    I ran through the guys I’d watched pitch yesterday in my brain. Fatigue was slowing me down, so matching the names with the performances was harder than it ought to be. “Stevens?”  
 
    A moment of silence. “You got another suggestion?”  
 
    “Isn’t this line-up heavy with switch hitters? You really want to lock yourself in to two righties?”  
 
    “The answer to every situation is not a southpaw.” He laughed. “Who do you suggest?”  
 
    “Hector.”  
 
    “Not this early. Let’s go with Stevens.”  
 
    I called their names and they jumped up. The bullpen catchers took their positions and the guys started throwing.  
 
    Meanwhile, Tommy gave up a single that put the lead runner on third. This time Heff jumped up and trotted to the mound. Not much he could say that would help, but he was stalling for time, giving the relievers a chance to get ready.  
 
    Willy Logan was an old-timer. He’d played in Boston for as long as I could remember, and when they finally let him go, Florida picked him up. He’d had surgery on both knees and couldn’t really run any more, couldn’t play the field. But his offensive numbers were still good, and Florida used him as a designated hitter.  
 
    He took a breaking ball to the outside for ball one, then let a change-up go by for a strike. The next pitch was a fastball, and I knew, as soon as Tommy let go of it, it was a mistake. Right down the middle with no movement and not much sizzle. Logan squared up and slammed it off the wall in left, not far from where I was watching. The crack of it against the padding made my heart skip.  
 
    Even with his ruined legs, Logan easily made it to second. Just like that, it was a 3-2 ballgame with two still on base.  
 
    The Skipper trotted out to the mound and took the ball from Tommy, who looked exhausted. It wrung my heart to watch him walk off, but he got applause even from the Florida crowd.  
 
    Wiley called for Stevens.  
 
    I sent him out without any enthusiasm. The next few minutes would be tense.  
 
    Stevens was the most seasoned arm in the bullpen right now. He’d been bouncing around the league for six years, always in the middle of the pack. Good speed, pretty good control, and in a pinch, you could use him for several innings. But you took your chances.  
 
    The Mantas put in a pinch runner for Logan and on the very first pitch, Stevens gave up a single. The run scored and the game was tied.  
 
    The phone rang.  
 
    “Let me guess,” I answered, “you want me to warm up Hector.”  
 
    “Don’t gloat,” Wiley growled.  
 
    You could tell Stevens was rattled. He walked the next batter, then gave up another single. The go-ahead run was on third.  
 
    The Skipper walked out and took the ball.  
 
     Now pitching for the Seattle Navigators, Hector Emmanuel.   
 
    His practice throws looked loose and controlled, but as he trotted out of the bullpen, I could see Hector was worried. God, he was so young. Heff met him at the mound to touch base, gave him an encouraging pat on the back. The ump called for play to resume.  
 
    Hector tied the first batter up with fastballs and struck him out in five pitches.  
 
    I breathed a little.  
 
    But the next at-bat went bad. The hitter fouled off Hector’s best fastballs and laid off the sinker. The count went full — 3-2. Hector shook his head at whatever signal Heff was giving him. Finally, Heff just shrugged and settled into position.  
 
    The pitch went wild, bounced in the dirt outside. Heff had to make a rolling catch, coming up in a crouch ready to defend the plate. The runner held at third.  
 
    Wiley stood up in the dugout. I grabbed the phone.  
 
    “We’re going to need Tolliver,” Wiley snapped.  
 
    “You can’t use another arm here; we’re just starting the road trip. Let me talk to Hector.”:  
 
    “That’s not how it works, Daisy. Start warming up —”  
 
    “He can do this, Wiley. Let me talk to him.”  
 
    I heard Wiley say something and the Skipper barked an answer.  
 
    “Go,” Wiley said.  
 
    I burst out of the bullpen and raced across the field. The outfielders were surprised to see me, the crowd even more so. I heard boos, which I’m used to, water off a duck, you know. Jonas stood on the grass at the edge of the infield, face scrunched up into a question.  
 
    I heard something different from the stands.  
 
    “Daisy! Daisy!”  
 
    It was just one voice, or maybe a couple, but it was loud and persistent.  
 
    I was vaguely aware that I was on the big screen, but what caught my attention was a fan down the third base line, halfway up the lower section. I could see long hair and a dress fluttering in the breeze, the person jumping up and down and waving something over their head.  
 
    A flag. A pink and white and blue flag.  
 
    The Trans Pride flag.  
 
    For a second, I forgot where I was. My heart thudded and the stadium went all watery in my vision.  
 
    “Daisy,” Jonas called.  
 
    “Oh.” I shook myself, waved toward the fan, and sprinted to the mound. “Did you see that?” I asked as I passed Jonas.  
 
    He just dropped his head. Again, with the weirdness, Grandma?  
 
    Hector stood with his glove on his hip and the ball in his right hand, his chin tucked low like a little boy about to be scolded.  
 
    “What’s happening?” I asked.  
 
    He shook his whole body. “Tell them to pull me, I don’t got it.”  
 
    “Listen to me. There is no one else. You know how thin the bullpen is stretched.”  
 
    “I got no control.”  
 
    “Sure, you do. This is your game. You have to hold them here and give the offense time to put us ahead. Or you have to take the loss. Your choice.”  
 
    I saw the Ump heading in our direction.  
 
    I took Hector’s hand, where no one could see, turned the ball against his palm and positioned his fingers for the split-fingered fastball.  
 
    “I just am learning this pitch.”  
 
    “It’s all you,” I said, as the Ump reached us.  
 
    “Time’s up, coach.”  
 
    It was too far back to the bullpen, so I took the shorter route to the dugout. Wiley was leaning against the rail. The Skipper was up on the stairs, down near the batter’s box.  
 
    “Can he do it?” Wiley asked.  
 
    “Can, don’t know if he will.”  
 
    “You’re supposed to be making my life easier.”  
 
    I grinned. “You knew I was Daisy when you brung me home.”  
 
    The next batter fouled off Hector’s first pitch, then he threw three wild fastballs down the middle, giving Heff quite a workout. But they sat the batter down.  
 
    “You leaving him in?” I asked Wiley.  
 
    He laughed. “Let’s see if he’s got another inning in him.”  
 
    He did. The bottom of our lineup went down in order in the seventh, Hector came back out and looked strong, not giving up a hit. Then in the top of the eighth Heff, Jonas, and Grog came up to bat. It was our last best chance of taking the lead back.  
 
    This was the first time I’d gotten a chance to see Jonas bat in person. I knew he’d been struggling, and I’d seen clips of him from earlier in the season, when he was relaxed and hitting well. Now I could see the difference as soon as he stepped up to the plate.  
 
    “Roomie’s too tight,” I muttered.  
 
    Wiley didn’t acknowledge me.  
 
    He let a couple of decent pitches go by, and each time he flinched a little, like he started to swing and then second-guessed himself. When he did swing, it was half-hearted. He never really committed. Ended up hitting a slow grounder to the Florida shortstop and did his best to beat it out but couldn’t.  
 
    Grog stomped up as Jonas trudged back to the dugout, and there were words between them. Grog dropped a blooper into shallow center field and easily got to first. The center fielder cracked one down the third base line. Grog, with that quickness that was freaky every time you saw it, got to third.  
 
    “He probably would’ve cleaned my clock,” I said.  
 
    Jonas, who has slumped back to the bench, glanced up at me with a scowl.  
 
    I pulled a face at him and stuck out my tongue.  
 
    The next batter struck out and then Carmichael, the left fielder, drove one past the second baseman and Grog scored. We had the lead back.  
 
    When the at bat was over, Wiley turned to me with a sigh. “No ninth inning drama,” he wished.  
 
    Hector complied, putting them down in order. He ended the game on a solid strikeout.  
 
    “Okay, you can say I-told-you-so now,” Wiley said.  
 
    “I’m gonna hit the showers.”  
 
    Even the Skipper, as I went by, gave me an approving nod.  
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    Josie was doing her makeup in the mirror over the bureau in our hotel room. She’d applied soft lavender eye gave her eyes a doe-in-the-forest look. Her hair, which she usually wore pulled back and pinned up at work was loose over her shoulders with the bangs combed down over her forehead.  
 
    “How do I look?” she asked.  
 
    “Very adult Wednesday Adams.”  
 
    She snickered. “OK, Boomer.”  
 
    “I’m only a few years older than you!”  
 
    She stood up. She was wearing — I swear — a mohair t-shirt. Well, I don’t know if it was mohair, but it was fuzzy. Brown and white. And a short skirt with leggings underneath.  
 
    “You really should come out with me.”  
 
    “I’m tired.” I realized that didn’t help my case in the age argument. “Besides, we have a game tomorrow, remember?”  
 
    “You have a game tomorrow. I get to herd the press around like a Border Collie. No need to be awake for that. You must eat though. Let’s get dinner downstairs and then if you want to crawl back up here on your walker, I’ll go on without you.”  
 
    “These jabs are not as cute as you think,” I told her. “I’m an athlete, we’re sensitive about getting old.”  
 
    “You’re a coach now, coaches are supposed to be old.”  
 
    Maybe this was karma for calling Jonas Grandma.  
 
    Just then there was a knock at the door.  
 
    “Can you get that?” Josie yelled and disappeared into the bathroom.  
 
    I jerked open the door.  
 
    “I hope I’m not intruding,” Tommy Wooden said. He was dressed in a polo shirt and slacks. His receding hair was neatly combed to one side, with no attempt to hide the thinner spots. He wore wire-rimmed glasses, which he never did on the field.  
 
    “Not at all,” I answered. “Come in. Last time I saw you, you were soaking in a tub of ice cubes.”  
 
    “Yes.” He smiled and flexed his shoulder, with a wince. “Harder to bounce back than it used to be.”  
 
    “You were great out there today.”  
 
    “Until I wasn’t.” He looked around the room, taking in the twin beds and the array of Josie’s war paint on the bureau. “I knew the accommodations for … uh … staff weren’t as nice as ours, but I didn’t realize there was such a disparity.”  
 
    “It’s because you have an agent,” Josie called from the bathroom. She stuck her head out the door. “Hey, Tom. Great start today, sorry about the rough patch. I’m just a flunky and Daisy doesn’t have an agent, that’s why we’re down here.”  
 
    “I could’ve had a private room,” I said.  
 
    She flashed a smile. “You’d be miserable.”  
 
    Questionable. But Josie seemed happy with the arrangement, so I could deal.  
 
    “I was wondering if you might like to have dinner,” Tom said. “I mean I’m sure you’re going to have dinner, but I don’t feel like going far and the lounge downstairs has an excellent steak. Why not share it with another pitcher?”  
 
    “There are plenty of pitchers on the team, Tom.”  
 
    He looked down sheepishly. “None of them are knuckleballers.”  
 
    “She’d love to,” Josie said, coming out of the bathroom with a pastel purse slung over her arm. “You just need to change, right?”  
 
    “I’m not changing clothes for dinner.”  
 
    She looked me up and down, frowning. I was dressed in comfortable jeans, sneakers, and a jersey from some Podunk team I used to work for.  
 
    “I think you look fine,” Tom said.  
 
    Josie sighed.  
 
    “Why don’t you join us?” I asked. “You were just saying you wanted company for dinner.”  
 
    “I said that to get you out of the room. Besides, I don’t eat steak, and I wouldn’t have any appetite if the two of you are. No offense.”  
 
    “How could we take offense at that?” Tom said.  
 
    “Maybe I’ll stop by for a drink after the carnage is cleared, if the old folks are still awake.”  
 
    She squeezed my arm playfully and hurried off down the corridor.  
 
    “Well pardon me,” Tom said, “did she throw eighty-nine pitches today?”  
 
    I laughed. “Let me get my purse and we can go if you like.”  
 
    The lounge was quiet and there was someone playing piano, softly so it didn’t interfere with conversation. I saw a couple of players on our way in. Heff was on his way out and waved to us. The waitperson showed us to a table in the corner, far enough away from the bar so the clink of glasses and waves of conversation were like part of the music. Tom ordered a whiskey. I glanced at the beer menu and recognized Miami Madness, so I ordered that. But just as the waitperson was leaving, I called them back and asked for a shot of bourbon to go with it.  
 
    “A true Southern girl,” Tom laughed.  
 
    “Eh, everything in Seattle seems to be IPAs and ales. What’s that about?”  
 
    He shifted in the booth to try and get comfortable, involuntarily touching his right shoulder. “One of the benefits of being a starting pitcher is I know I don’t have to work again for four days, usually. But with our current line up ….”  
 
    “You know if things get tight, as the season winds down, they’re going to call on you more. Resources are thin.”  
 
    He sighed. “Of course. I just hope …” He trailed off.  
 
    “Hope what?”  
 
    The drinks arrived. Tom tipped the waitperson and told them to put it on the room tab — which of course meant the team tab. Perks of having an agent and a contract, as Josie would say. We both ordered rib-eye steaks. He got roasted taters and some kind vegetable of mishmash with his, I went for steak fries.  
 
    I tossed back my shot and waited until he was half done with his Scotch. “You were saying?”  
 
    “Was I? I probably shouldn’t. It’s not something you can say to other players, and most of them are so young now they wouldn’t understand. Definitely not to the coaches or managers.” He took another sip. “The truth is, I’m just tired. I love this game and this team, everything it’s given me, but I don’t know how much more I have to give.”  
 
    “Yeah, I get that.”  
 
    “Do you?” He held up his glass to signal the waitperson. I covered my shot glass and shook my head. “Yes, I guess you would. I’m a few years your senior, and you certainly don’t appear to be breaking down as fast as I am.”  
 
    I smiled. He had me by ten years, but it didn’t seem nice to point that out. And the buried compliment rolled sweetly off his tongue.  
 
    “Of course, I was allowed to play my prime years.” He swirled his new whisky in the glass. “I have those memories, those accomplishments. You never really got the chance to burn yourself out, did you? And I suspect, like me, you’re the type who would have.”  
 
    I tore open a pack of crackers from the little dispenser on the table and crunched it.  
 
    “You know it’s always in your eyes,” he said. “I saw it the first day at the press conference. You raise the temperature in every room you enter. No one ever seems perfectly at ease with you.”  
 
    “I’ve been known to throw a punch.”  
 
    He chuckled. “So I’ve heard. You know, I thought at first it was just passion, competitiveness, aggression, like you see in all the best players. But it’s more. That heat you radiate is rage.”  
 
    Luckily, the food came, and we both focused on devouring our meals. He was right, the steak was excellent, cooked just right, and the fries were golden and salty. I should’ve just let the conversation stop there. Should’ve.  
 
    “No real surprise you got the breaks, right? Tom, you’re a southern white man. Straight, unless you’ve been really good at keeping your business quiet. The world was built for you. You can age gracefully and go out on top. From where I stand, there’s of plenty of stuff in the world to be angry about.”  
 
    He ordered another Scotch and by the time we were done eating, he was calling for a fourth.  
 
    “You okay?” I asked.  
 
    He didn’t answer. Not wanting to make him uncomfortable, I glanced up at the bar. My heart thumped when I saw Jonas there. He was holding a beer bottle, talking to a young woman with a pale frosted stripe in her dirty blond hair.  
 
    Tom looked over his shoulder. I could tell the effort cost him. “Ah, Mr. Sutton. That’s where your attention went.” He slumped back in the seat. His eyes were sagging a little. “You two have been spending quite a bit of time together, have you not?”  
 
    “Not by choice,” I grumbled. “But my dog seems to like him.”  
 
    The girl laughed at something Jonas said, then greeted some friends and took off in the other direction. Jonas looked around and saw us. His brow crinkled.  
 
    “I think my evening is about done,” Tom said. “Time to call in the relief.” He slid off the end of the booth and swayed as he stood. I started to reach for him, but he waved me off.  
 
    “Jonas.”  
 
    Jonas walked over and Tom gestured at the table. “I have to call it a night. Would you mind subbing in for me as Daisy’s company?”  
 
    “I could probably find my own company if I wanted,” I said.  
 
    Jonas nodded. “If she’ll have me, for a little while.”  
 
    He slipped into Tom’s seat and Tom started off toward the lobby.  
 
    “Just a second,” I told Jonas. I caught up with Tom by the courtesy desk. “Hey, are you really okay?”  
 
    He smiled. But his eyes didn’t quite focus. “I’ve been doing this a long time, Daisy. It just gets … harder near the end … of the season I mean.”  
 
    “Let me walk you to your room.”  
 
    “Absolutely not. You left Jonas at the table alone.”  
 
    “Yeah well, with those cheekbones and that hair he won’t be alone for long. I just want to make sure …”  
 
    “Go back.”  
 
    I gave in. “Text me when you’re in your room? And … lay off the Scotch for tonight, okay?”  
 
    He pushed me back toward the bar and the effort almost toppled him. I watched until the elevator doors closed behind him.  
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    Jonas  
 
    

  
 
    Daisy came back from the lobby looking worried. She sat down across from me, reached for the beer she’d left there, then scowled and pushed it away.  
 
    “You okay?” I asked.  
 
    “What happened to your date, she dump you?”  
 
    The surliness in her tone surprised me. “What the hell are you talking about?”  
 
    “Cute little blond with a skunk stripe and very tight jeans.”  
 
    That was so crazy I burst out laughing. “You — Daisy Flowers — are going to criticize someone for how her jeans fit?”  
 
    The mood didn’t totally dissipate, but she grinned. “Thanks for noticing.”  
 
    “That happens to be Heff’s wife.”  
 
    She opened her mouth, closed it again. “Okay, I officially feel like an ass. Don’t tell Heff I called her a skunk?” She slid out of her seat again. “I need some air. Want to take a walk?”  
 
    I didn’t. I wanted to go upstairs and turn up the air-conditioning and read the novel I brought with me. But she was standing there looking down at me, and despite her crabbiness she was …  
 
    She was Daisy.  
 
    “Sure,” I said.  
 
    Outside, the Florida night was sultry. When we got off the plane yesterday, I felt like someone hit me in the face with a hot towel, and I’d been breathing through it ever since. At least it’d cooled down some from the daytime sauna.  
 
    Baseball is a summer game, I’m used to the hottest weather different parts of the country have to offer, and for the most part it doesn’t bother me too much. But the Deep South is something I can never acclimate to. If I ever got traded down here, I might just have to retire.  
 
    Daisy barely seemed to notice it. She was wearing a light jersey that stirred in the feeble breeze, and she untied her ponytail, letting her hair fall loose. Her neck was damp, and a few dark strands stuck to the skin behind her ear.  
 
    She caught me staring. “What?”  
 
    “Uh …” I tore my eyes away. “Nothing.”  
 
    “Yeah, well keep your eyes on the road, you don’t want to cause an accident.”  
 
    “No, no I don’t.”  
 
    St. Pete was alive, even on a weekday evening. The lights lit up the lingering daylight and the sounds of traffic pulsed and waned. I knew a few blocks over from the hotel was the nightlife, restaurants, bars, a few theaters, stores still open. But we walked in the other direction and as the streetlights got further apart and the light slowly faded, we saw fewer and fewer pedestrians. “I got a chance to see you hit today,” she said. “Up close I mean.”  
 
    “I don’t remember any hits.”  
 
    “Well … not. I mean I’d seen some of your game tape, but I’d never really watched you.”  
 
    “Huh.” For some reason that startled me. “Why would you be looking at my game tape? Aren’t you a pitching coach?”  
 
    She laughed. “Sure. But I was curious. See you in action.”  
 
    For just a moment I felt that sickening weightlessness in my stomach, what I felt every time I walked up to the plate. The feeling of all those eyes on me, what everyone expected. This was the day the fraud would be revealed, this was the day everyone would realize I wasn’t who I claimed to be.  
 
    All those eyes were abstract though. For some reason, the thought of Daisy watching me bat made my face flush. If she observed me too closely, would she see through me? Would she know? Had she already guessed?  
 
    I felt a clammy cold all over my body despite the hot, humid night.  
 
    What did …?” My throat closed and I had to clear it, fake a cough to cover. “What did you think?”  
 
    She watched me sidelong as we walked. I was sure she could see my embarrassment, but how would she read it?  
 
    “Like you’re hiding,” she said, and my heart stuttered. “Like you’re trying to curl yourself into a little ball and … hide.”  
 
    That was far too close for comfort. “Uh …”  
 
    “Earlier in the year, you were looser. You were swinging easier. What happened?”  
 
    “That’s just what the batting coach keeps asking me.”  
 
    She walked along beside me in silence, her eyes raised over the city glow to the few stars visible in the sky.  
 
    After several minutes, I said, “I don’t have an answer.”  
 
    “If you don’t, nobody does. Didn’t your numbers do ‘bout the same thing last season?”  
 
    “Sort of.” It hadn’t been as dramatic — this year I got off to my strongest start ever, there was talk of a batting championship. Then came interviews, the press, Sports Illustrated —  
 
    I stopped in the middle of the road, panting.  
 
    Daisy turned around. “You okay?”  
 
    “I’m …” I bent over and fought to catch my breath.  
 
    I felt her touch me on the back. “Hey …”  
 
    Her hand was warm through the thin fabric of my shirt. How could I be shivering in Florida in the middle of summer?  
 
    I straightened up, regretting the loss of contact as her hand fell away. “I’m fine, just stress.” She didn’t seem to buy that. I took another deep breath. “Don’t you have secret fears, the one’s that wake you up in the middle of the night?”  
 
    She shook her head. “I’ve always known exactly what stands in my way.”  
 
    “Yeah, well I guess there’s a lot of freedom in that.”  
 
    “You know what they say about freedom and having nothing to lose?”  
 
    Over her shoulder, I saw a familiar sign. Big numbers outlined in red and yellow. “Baskin Robbins.”  
 
    Her forehead crinkled. “Okay now you’re just babbling.”  
 
    “No, over there.” I pointed and she looked over her shoulder. “I can’t remember the last time I saw one.”  
 
    “You should hang out in Podunk, they all got either a Baskin Robbins or a Dairy Queen.”  
 
    “When I was a kid,” I said, “I mean really young, my parents would take me for ice cream. I think. I only remember one time, one of the few times my mom and my dad were both there. It was a Holiday, 4th of July or something, and my dad was in uniform, and they gave us free cones. We stood in the parking lot and looked up at the sky and I had one of them on either side of me.” I shook myself and took a deep, dank breath. “Anyway, after I went to live with my grandparents there wasn’t a BR anywhere around. There was a Tully’s and they had soft serve ice cream, but it was never the same as I remembered.”  
 
    Her big blue eyes were focused on mine, broken only by the slow blink of those long, long lashes. She was curious about how all that stuff I’d said unpacked, but she wasn’t going to ask.  
 
    I’d said too much. “We should be getting back. We have to be up early …”  
 
    “Let’s go get ice cream,” Daisy said.  
 
    “No, that’s crazy. I don’t need …”  
 
    She grabbed my arm and pulled me toward the crosswalk. I resisted for a second and then went with her. She didn’t take her hand off my arm. When I focused on that contact, I could slow my breathing and heartbeat. The Baskin Robbins all by itself in the middle of wide parking lot. Across the side-street sat a mini-mall with a Piggly Wiggly and a Dominos. The ice-cream place looked like one of those old paintings of a well-lit diner seen from the dark street outside.  
 
    “A clean, well-lighted place,” I said.  
 
    “Huh?”  
 
    “It’s a Hemingway story. About this guy —”  
 
    “What is it with men and Hemingway?” Daisy asked.  
 
    “I don’t know. I had to read it in school, I think.” That wasn’t true, but for some reason I wanted her to think it was.  
 
    Behind the counter of the BR a skinny teenager with acne scars on one cheek greeted us brightly. There was an ever so faint aroma of pot in the air.  
 
    I walked up and down the counter, looking at the containers of ice cream displayed in the freezer. “I’ll have …”  
 
    “Wait,” Daisy said. “Let’s play a game. You pick the flavor you think I would order, and I’ll do the same for you.”  
 
    “I don’t know if I want you ordering for me.”  
 
    She laughed. “Of course not, Grandma.” I tried not to wince. “Don’t order, just guess.”  
 
    “Oooh, can I guess too,” the clerk said.  
 
    “Sure,” Daisy said, “but last.”  
 
    The clerk nodded solemnly.  
 
    I surveyed the assortment again. What would Daisy choose? “I don’t think you’re a chocolate kind of girl,” I said. “I know you practically breathe coffee, so the mocha chip is a possibility.” She started to crow, but then my eyes fell on a white and pink variety in the back row. “Peaches and cream! You would order peaches and cream.”  
 
    “Shuck it!” Daisy said.  
 
    The clerk also looked disappointed that I’d gotten it.  
 
    “My turn,” she said. “What do I know about you? You’re snooty —”  
 
    “Excuse me.”  
 
    ”— and you probably think people who like all kinds of fancy flavors are silly. I bet you’ll order whatever it was you had when you were a kid.” She played with her hair, while the clerk smiled knowingly. “Vanilla. You are definitely vanilla.”  
 
    “Oh,” I said. “So close.”  
 
    “Strawberry!” The clerk bounced, arms in the air. “He was going to order strawberry.”  
 
    Daisy cocked her head at me, and I nodded.  
 
    “Looks like the cones are on me,” Daisy said. “Since Mr. Smarty-pants put the idea in my head, I’ll have two scoops, the peaches AND the mocha cream.”  
 
    “Interesting,” the clerk said. “I would suggest putting the mocha on the bottom.”  
 
    “Absolutely.”  
 
    “Just the single strawberry for me,” I said.  
 
    Daisy took the cones and presented mine with a little flourish. Her playfulness was lightening my mood — not that the rats stopped gnawing at my entrails, but they at least slowed down.  
 
    Outside in the parking lot there weren’t a lot of stars to be seen, but the breeze was blowing from the east and we could smell the ocean. Daisy didn’t say anything until she finished her first scoop. She had pale ice cream on the corner of her mouth and her tongue darted out and snared it.  
 
    “Today, when I came out on the field —” she said.  
 
    My eyes were still on her mouth. The shimmer of her lower lip.  
 
    I shook my head to clear it. “Yeah, yeah. I’ve never seen a bullpen coach come out like that. You’ll probably make the highlight reels.”  
 
    “Awesome. But did you see the woman in the stands?”  
 
    That snapped me back. I’d seen her, and the entrail gnawers woke up at the mention of her. “Uh … someone in particular?”  
 
    “There was a woman in the lower decks, waving a Trans flag.”  
 
    I started to deny I knew what a Trans flag looked like, then stopped. Too much? Be cool. “I didn’t see her.”  
 
    “It just sort of stuck in my mind. I keep thinking about it.”  
 
    Let it go. Let it go. But it was important to her, and I wanted to offer something. “It makes sense, you know. You’re pretty visible now, what you’re doing is making noise.”  
 
    “I’m not doing anything I ain’t been doing for years.”  
 
    “You’re doing it in the major leagues now.”  
 
    “Well, that is impressive.” She gummed off a big bite of mocha chip.  
 
    I took a bite of my cone and crunched it while I weighed my words. “I know you’re — maybe I don’t know, but you’ve every reason to have zero respect for the league. But you being here, the attention you’re getting, Daisy that’s got to be important, moving, to …” could I even say it? “…other trans people.”  
 
    We both finished every bite of our cones and licked the melting ice cream off our fingers. Daisy had stuffed some napkins in her back pocket. We needed them.  
 
    “I believe this happened when I went with my parents too,” I said.  
 
    “My dad used to take us out for ice cream after little league,” Daisy said. “When he was well enough to. And by well, I mean sober. By the time I was a tween, that was about the only time we could interact. I guess when I was wearing a uniform instead of, you know, a dress, it was easier for him to forget.”  
 
    “Thanks for the ice cream,” I said.  
 
    We started walking back toward the hotel. “Tell me one thing,” Daisy said.  
 
    “Okay.”  
 
    “Why do I make you so uncomfortable?”  
 
    There it was again, the opportunity. The seventeen-year-old me, sitting in my bedroom, looking at the picture on the wall, ached to just say it. Just tell her.  
 
    I didn’t.  
 
    “I’ve always had a problem with personal space,” I said. “It’s hard for me to share it.” Because sharing personal space means someone is too close.  
 
    She stopped and stepped in front of me.  
 
    “That’s BS. Want to know what I think?”  
 
    I didn’t, but I just waited.  
 
    “Sometimes a man finds me … a woman like me … attractive, but he can’t deal with that, because what does it say about him, if he’s attracted to someone like me? So, he gets mad …”  
 
    “I’m not mad at you. Well, not at this particular moment.”  
 
    “But you’re … squirmy.”  
 
    “That’s better than angry?”  
 
    “Not squirmy in a creepy sort of way, more like a protecting-an-open-wound sort of way.”  
 
    “I guess you would know something about open wounds?”  
 
    She pursed her lips. “We are not talking about me, stop fouling off the pitch.”  
 
    “I don’t have any problem with who you are,” I said. “I’ve never … I mean you’ve always been …” No that was not the way to say it. “I know how attractive you are.”  
 
    Weak, man. Really weak.  
 
    “You know, there’s a certain element around that’s pretty sure you’re gay. You never date, you’re all persnickety and stuff.”  
 
    “What element? You mean Grog?”  
 
    She shrugged.  
 
    “I’m not gay.” Should’ve let it go at that. “Persnickety?”  
 
    She stepped a little closer. I felt her fingers brush along my forearm, raising all the hair like a lightning storm.  
 
    “Persnickety means …”  
 
    “I know what it means.”  
 
    “And I know you’re not gay.”  
 
    Her breath was warmer than the steamy Florida air. Her lips …  
 
    “This is a really, really bad idea.”  
 
    But the pull seemed too much, as if we’d already crossed the line and now there was no way to tear the colliding planets apart. My mind was scrambling for footing like a puppy on a freshly waxed kitchen floor.  
 
    Then suddenly, Daisy chuckled and stepped back.  
 
    The sudden snapping of tension almost toppled me.  
 
    “Relax,” she said. “It wasn’t an offer, Bookworm. It was just a demonstration.”  
 
    “You’re calling me Bookworm now?”  
 
    “You prefer Grandma?”  
 
    Daisy turned away and started walking down the street. The sway of her hips was probably not more exaggerated than usual, but I felt flayed and raw to every sensation. It took forever for me to will my feet to move.  
 
    “Let’s talk about your batting stance,” she said, over her shoulder. “What can we do to get you to relax and open up?”  
 
    Okay, now I was mad.  
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    Daisy  
 
    

  
 
    “Do you ever imagine what people would look like as various kinds of animals?” Josie asked.  
 
    We were in the restaurant of another hotel. I’d forgotten where we were, or what time it was. I knew I’d just woken up. They had the lights turned up and the drapes drawn so it must be daytime. And it was still hot, but not humid enough to be the South. The most I could make myself put on this morning was a tank-top, knowing that I’d spend most of the day in uniform.  
 
    “Like that woman over there,” Josie took a Danish off the Continental breakfast buffet and nodded at a short, muscular girl in a bright sun dress. I was having a hard time concentrating because the coffee was at the far end of the buffet and there was no caffeine in my body yet. “See I’m thinking she’s a badger. Something fierce but also cuddly. But she could also be like a lynx …”  
 
    “I don’t know what game we’re playing.”  
 
    “I think everybody has an animal persona, whether they know it or not. I’m clearly a rabbit and you … well you and Jonas are both bears, obviously, but you’re like the big growly scary Kodiak kind and Jonas is more like Paddington, you just want to make him a marmalade sandwich …”  
 
    “I gotta have coffee.”  
 
    We finally got through the line and sat down. I sucked up one cup before I would let Josie talk any more, then went back for more. When I sat down again, I said, “Okay, animals.”  
 
    “The badger is gone,” Josie said, tearing off a piece of her Danish. “Doesn’t matter anymore.”  
 
    “Suit yourself.”  
 
    I scarfed down two donuts and was having homicidal thoughts about a third when Josie said, “Hey, Jonas.”  
 
    I jumped and almost spilled my coffee.  
 
    “Don’t do that,” I snarled.  
 
    “See, grumpy Kodiak,” Josie said. “You can sit here.”  
 
    He pulled out the chair and put down his tray. He had a bowl of fruit and something that looked like yogurt.  
 
    “You even eat like Grandma.”  
 
    He ignored me and focused on Josie. “What was that about Kodiaks?  
 
    “I was explaining to Daisy how I think everyone has an animal persona.”  
 
    “You mean like in the  His Dark Materials  books, a daemon or familiar” Jonas asked.  
 
    I didn’t feel like he was giving her idea the proper amount of ridicule  
 
    “No, not like that, but that’s cool, isn’t it? And Daisy does have a familiar, sort of, and I have my rabbits. Have I ever shown you my rabbits?”  
 
    “She’s drifting,” I said. “Reel her in.”  
 
    She pulled out her phone and started sorting through pictures but managed to get back to the topic at the same time. “I meant actual personas, alter-egos.”  
 
    “Oh, well yeah, then Daisy’s definitely a grizzly. And you … let me guess, you’re a bunny.”  
 
    She bristled. “I’m a rabbit. Preferably a Flemish giant, but I could hang with being a plain old Eastern Cottontail, they’re wicked.”  
 
    “You’re encouraging her,” I said.  
 
    “Here. These three are great pictures of my guys. The angora is Calypso and the little twins are Nightshade and Hemlock. They’re mini lops.”  
 
    “I think I caught a glimpse of them darting for cover,” I said.  
 
    She handed me the phone. I flipped to the next picture, which showed skittish, suspicious looking bunnies about to bolt. I was about to pass the phone along when something in the background caught my eye. I brought the phone closer and expanded the screen.  
 
    Josie and Jonas were still milking the animal conversation. ”… and I’ve always thought Grog is really a rhinoceros, I know you guys call him a Gorilla, but gorillas are actually peaceful and vegetarian …”  
 
    “Aren’t rhinos vegetarian?” Jonas said.  
 
    “Huh. I never thought of that. But they’re really big and like to run over people and they’re a lot faster than you expect them to be …”  
 
    “Hey, Josie,” I said.  
 
    She looked up.  
 
    I handed her the phone back, with the picture expanded. Visible in the background, behind her rabbit, was the head and paw of what was, apparently, a detailed bunny fursuit.  
 
    I’m sorry, rabbit.  
 
    Her cheeks colored and she sucked in a breath.  
 
    “What?” Jonas asked.  
 
    “Nothing.” She tucked her phone in her purse. “I uh … I can show you my guys some other time.”  
 
    Jonas looked puzzled but shrugged. “Okay, well I was hoping to get down to the stadium early, I thought maybe you could take another look at my batting stance, Daisy …”  
 
    “I can. But you have batting coaches …”  
 
    “I know, but sometimes a set of new eyes can help.”  
 
    He stood up and offered to take my dishes. I let him, but then regretted it.  
 
    “See you around, Flopsy.” I knew it was mean and I hated myself as soon as I heard it. She was still staring down at the table, her cheeks flaming red.  
 
    “Arugula,” she whispered.  
 
    “Huh?”  
 
    “My rabbit name is Arugula.”  
 
    That took a second to register and then my vision blurred a little. Shuck me, she just came out.  
 
    I bent awkwardly over the table and kissed her on her forehead.  
 
    “I see you Arugula.”  
 
    She nodded and her eyes overflowed.  
 
    “Is she alright?” Jonas asked when I joined him at the register.  
 
    “She’s fine. For the record, she thinks you’re Paddington. Did you get enough sleep?”  
 
    I noticed we were both keeping a respectable distance from the other.  
 
    He shrugged. “I … slept. You mean like the bear with the suitcase at the train station?”  
 
    Just then something caught my eye, a flash of a brightly flowered sun dress on the other side of the buffet. I recognized the cropped hair and muscled shoulders.  
 
    “Just a second,” I said to Jonas.  
 
    The young woman was seated in a booth, across from two men in Hawaiian shirts who were obviously a couple.  
 
    “Excuse me,” I said.  
 
    She looked up. Her eyelids were dusted with a deep purple shadow, but the rest of her face was un-made up.  
 
    I leaned close enough that no one else could hear. “My friend over there, the one who looks like Wednesday Adams in office drag. She can’t figure out if you’re a badger or a lynx and it’s really bothering her.”  
 
    She followed my gaze to where Josie was sitting, still looking uncharacteristically forlorn.  
 
    She smiled. “Maybe I should go introduce myself and see if we can figure it out.”  
 
    “I think that would make her one really happy rabbit.”  
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    I’d been working with Jonas for about half an hour before Wiley showed up at the entrance to the visitor’s clubhouse and waved. When I walked over, he held up his hand and pointed to his ear — he was talking to someone on his headset.  
 
    “Yeah … yeah, I get it. I’ll talk to the Skipper.”  
 
    He tapped the earpiece and sighed. “Did you happen to see Tom last night?”  
 
    “Uhmm …” I didn’t want to say too much. “We grabbed dinner after the game and then he went back to his room.” We’d fallen into that routine since Florida. I always hoped I might curb his thirst a little and if he realized my intentions, he ignored them.  
 
    “How did he seem?  
 
    “Do I really have to answer that?”  
 
    “You just did. Damn.”  
 
    I felt like a rat. Today was supposed to be his start, and they’d switched him on the schedule with Ishida, who would be pitching on short rest. That wasn’t a good sign.  
 
    “Did something happen, I mean he’s —”  
 
    “No, nothing new. He’s just holed up in his room with a bug.” He put air-quotes around the last word. “This has been happening too much lately.”  
 
    I thought about my dad. “Yeah, I know how that goes. Is that what you needed from me?”  
 
    “No, no.” He sighed and I watched him re-orient. “Sutton’s looking better out there today.”  
 
    “He’s always better at practice. I really didn’t tell him anything that the batting coaches haven’t been saying all year, I reckon.”  
 
    “He might be more interested in impressing you than he is the coaches.”  
 
    “No, I really don’t think so.”  
 
    Wiley laughed.  
 
    “Was that what you needed me for?” I snapped.  
 
    “I was thinking that during the game today you could sit up here with me.”  
 
    “Ain’t I supposed to be supervising the bullpen? That’s sort of the point of a bullpen coach, isn’t it?”  
 
    “Didn’t you tell me everything was in order out there?”  
 
    “Well, yeah —”  
 
    “I want you to weigh in on decisions during the game. And maybe handle a mound visit or two if it comes up.”  
 
    “Wiley what are you up to?”  
 
    “Just making sure my assistant is as knowledgeable as possible. You okay with that?”  
 
    What could I say?  
 
    The day was incredibly hot, not Florida steam bath hot, but hot enough. The Skipper gave me a dubious look before the start of the game, but Wiley said something to him and that seemed to be that.  
 
    Ishida got off to a rocky start. He gave up a walk to the second batter he faced, then allowed a stolen base and a single that scored a run. I could see the Skipper fretting. Discreetly I checked out other scores on my phone — the Halos were winning again. Big surprise.  
 
    In the top of the third Jonas came up to bat for a second time. He flied out to the right fielder his first time up. Looking tenser than he had when we were practicing, but looser than yesterday, ran the count to 2-2, then slapped a ball past the third baseman for a single. His first base hit in almost a week. A few minutes later Grogan slammed one over the right field wall and just like that we had the lead back.  
 
    Ishida settled down a little. For several innings he managed to hold Chicago scoreless. It wasn’t pretty, he was walking too many batters and getting behind in the counts, but it was holding. There were a few dicey calls by the ump, strikes that he really should’ve gotten, and I could tell Ishida was getting irritated. But honestly, he wasn’t sharp enough for it to make much difference.  
 
    We really needed him to go six innings, but in the fifth he lost control and hit a batter. Then the next batter doubled down the first base line. We had runners at the corners.  
 
    “Go talk to him,” Wiley told me.  
 
    I blew out a long breath and trotted up the stairs to the field. Out of the corner of my eye I sensed a ripple of movement in the stands. There were scattered boos, but someone else shouted my name, and then it was repeated from somewhere else. Scattered through the stands I saw people standing, and I saw small pink and blue and white flags waving. It stopped me in my tracks for a second.  
 
    “Daisy, Daisy.”  
 
    The ump glared at me impatiently. I didn’t recognize him even though he had his mask in his hand.  
 
    “Strike zone’s a little inconsistent,” I said, as I passed home.  
 
    Ishida was waiting for me on the mound.  
 
    “We can’t go to the bullpen yet,” I said.  
 
    His English got worse when he was frustrated. “The Umpire does not …”  
 
    “Yeah, I know. And you’re right about that. But let’s be honest, you’d be in this mess even without the bad calls. Question is, can you get out of it?”  
 
    “I do not have …” he flexed his hand, “feel for curve …”  
 
    “Then don’t get tricky. Don’t work the corners because the ump won’t give them to you. And don’t worry about the next inning. Get our offense back in with a lead.” I wasn’t sure how much he got. I’d known a few Japanese players, but my language skills were didly. “Wakarimasu ka?”  
 
    He nodded. I patted him on the shoulder.  
 
    Heff was just about out to the mound as I turned around. “You got fans.” He nodded toward the stands.  
 
    “Imagine that. Don’t call the curve,” I said. “Fastballs, change-ups. How’s his sinker looking?”  
 
    “So-so.”  
 
    “Okay, let’s get out of this mess.”  
 
    He trotted back to home, and I headed for the dugout.  
 
    “Miss!”  
 
    I kept walking.  
 
    “Miss Flowers, come here!”  
 
    I turned around. The umpire was standing with his hands on his hips, squinting at me over his curly black beard. The wrinkles around his eyes suggested the expression was permanent.  
 
    “You mean Coach Flowers?”  
 
    He shrugged that off. “What is that on your hat?”  
 
    For a moment I didn’t know what he meant, but then I remembered I had a Trans pride pin on my hat. I’d worn one in every game I’d been in since college, and it was such a habit I didn’t even think about it anymore.  
 
    “Is there a problem?” I asked him.  
 
    “You can’t come out on the field with unauthorized insignia —”  
 
    “You mean like that cross you’re wearing?”  
 
    He had a braided gold chain around his neck and a small gold cross.  
 
    “It’s not the same thing. You can’t attach anything to your uniform —”  
 
    “Anything that is reflective or visually confusing, I know.”  
 
    “Or anything commercial.”  
 
    “Commercial? Crud. You do know churches have a lot more money than Trans people, right?”  
 
    His nostrils flared, ruffling all that beard.  
 
    “Remove it or stay off the field.”  
 
    I swore in my head, but I forced myself to smile. “Well bless your heart.”  
 
    When I got back to the dugout, Wiley was at the rail and the Skipper was up on the stairs, as far down the baseline as he could get.  
 
    “What was that about?” Wiley asked.  
 
    “Oh, the Ump just wanted to compliment my Pride pin.”  
 
    His eyes flicked up to my hat. “Uh … Daisy …”  
 
    “Don’t even start with me.”  
 
    He raised his hands and turned away.  
 
    Ishida managed to get out ahead of the next batter with two good fastballs and a sinker. The next pitch should’ve been strike three, it clearly hit inner edge of the plate, but the Ump called a ball. I saw Ishida tense up. He turned away for a second before he accepted the throw from Heff.  
 
    My jaw hurt. I was clenching my teeth.  
 
    Ishida went back to his sinker, but the batter laid off it, and those pitches really were balls. Before you knew it the count was full.  
 
    Wiley leaned on the rail beside me. “He’s struggling.”  
 
    Damn Ump’s either blind or paid off, I thought. But I didn’t say it out loud. Give me credit for that.  
 
    Ishida took as much time as he could to compose himself, then the batter stepped back into the box and Ishida went into his wind-up. Something in the movement tipped me off (should probably talk to him about telegraphing pitches).  
 
    “Dadgummit! That’s a curve.”  
 
    It was, and it broke bad, hanging out over the center of the plate for an eternity. The batter squared up and swung hard and the next thing you know the ball is sailing over the left center fence.  
 
    There goes the lead. Maybe the game.  
 
    Ishida came unglued. He shouted something at home plate. The Ump spun around and threw his mask behind him as he stepped forward. Ishida shouted again in rapid fire Japanese.  
 
    “Calm down now,” the Ump said. “Last warning.”  
 
    Ishida did not calm down.  
 
    “That’s it, you’re out!”  
 
    “Daisy —” the Skipper shouted before I even realized I was in motion. Ishida was cursing — you could tell it was cursing without even knowing the language — and Heff had taken up a position between him and the Ump.  
 
    “Are you goshdanged kidding me?” I said. “You’re gonna toss my pitcher because of your bad calls?”  
 
    “Oh, this will help,” Heff said.  
 
    The Ump’s head snapped around and his squint got squintier. “Miss Flowers —”  
 
    “Coach Flowers!”  
 
    Ishida stopped yelling, which was good. He was already ejected, and nothing was going to change that, but the logic portion of my brain was shorted out and all I could feel was the pulse pounding in my temples.  
 
    “I told you to stay off the field, unless you removed —”  
 
    “The Pride pin is permitted under the —”  
 
    “Not in any game I officiate!”  
 
    There it was. My whole body shook. “That’s what this is about, isn’t it? You can’t stomach the idea of a Trans person on the staff, so you’re taking it out on the whole team.”  
 
    “This has nothing to do —”  
 
    “You’re a bigot. And I bet the glare from that dagblamed cross is what made you go blind.”  
 
    He pumped his fist in the air. “You’re out of here, too!”  
 
    I honestly don’t know what I would’ve done in the next moment. The image of knocking him on his pompous keister was uppermost in my mind, though. I’m pretty sure my fists were clenched because later I found deep fingernail grooves in my palms.  
 
    But suddenly a murmur ran through the crowd, and that picked up with cheers and catcalls and boos. Everyone was looking toward right field.  
 
    From the upper decks, a group had released a flag. It unfurled downward, with a dozen or more people holding the upper edge. As every eye and camera in the stadium swung in that direction, the blue and pink and white stripes fluttered in the Florida breeze.  
 
    ”Daisy. Daisy. Daisy.”  
 
    And around the stadium, people were on their feet again. Not a lot of them, maybe a hundred, two hundred in the tens of thousands of fans. But they waved their small pride flags over their heads and chanted.  
 
    “Daisy. Daisy. Daisy.”  
 
    I think the Ump was still shouting. But I’d forgotten him entirely. All my anger, for one second anyway, was pushed out of my heart by something else. Something that swelled my chest and pushed all the air out of my lungs.  
 
    Those cameras would be swinging back toward me. I had to answer somehow.  
 
    I took off my cap, held it over my head so the pin was clearly visible. I knew the cameras would zero in on it. I could see it magnified thousands of times on the jumbotron.  
 
     Daisy. Daisy. Daisy.   
 
    I took my time replacing the hat on my head. Then I turned and walked down the tunnel to the locker rooms.  
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    Jonas  
 
    

  
 
    I watched the flag fall in slow motion, my heart like thunder in my chest. I felt … hot and cold at the same time. I was sweating. I was trembling. And when Daisy raised her hat over her head …  
 
    You’re a coward, Sutton. You’re hiding in your closet, and you’ve got the nerve to question whether she can be trusted.  
 
    “What the hell,” Grog said. He’d wondered over to stand beside me on the baseline while the game was paused. “What the hell country is that the flag of?”  
 
    I wanted to laugh. And at the same time, I was terrified to admit I knew anything about the symbol.  
 
    From the first time Daisy had words with the Ump I’d seen this coming, like a train wreck you can’t do anything to stop. And somehow in my gut I knew what it was about.  
 
     Daisy. Daisy. Daisy.   
 
    It wasn’t a loud chant. There was plenty of other noise in the crowd. Approving, disapproving. I wanted to raise my fist. I wanted to curl up in a ball and disappear.  
 
    I did nothing.  
 
    We had to warm up a new pitcher, the kid, Hector, that Daisy had been working with. I could see the brackets of anger around his lips as he took the mound. His first pitch was a fireball that almost clipped the batter.  
 
    The Ump warned him.  
 
    His next pitch was a laser beam down the center of the plate. Strike three.  
 
    The inning was over.  
 
    Heff waited for me at the top of the stairs. “That was insane.”  
 
    “You couldn’t have picked her up and carried her to the dugout before it blew up?”  
 
    Heff chuckled. “Yeah, you pick her up when she’s like that, I dare you.”  
 
    Our lead-off batter flicked a single over the head of the shortstop into center. The crowd roared.  
 
    “Aren’t we the visiting team?” Tanner said.  
 
    Heff shook his head. “I’m not even sure anymore.”  
 
    “This isn’t just about baseball anymore.” They both looked at me and I just shook my head.  
 
    I picked out my bat and took up my position in the on-deck circle. Heff broke his bat but drove the ball hard right at the second baseman, who got a glove on it but couldn’t hold it. He ended up sprawled in the grass as the runner rounded second and Heff held at first.  
 
    The crowd was still arguing with itself, and the flag was still fluttering off the upper decks. I heard one of the security people say they’d sent a few guys up to make sure it stayed calm.  
 
    I stepped into the batter’s box with a strange new feeling. No one was watching me today. No one was focused on me. I watched the flag for a second and then looked back at the Ump. I wondered what it would be like to tear into him, the way Daisy did. What would it be like to just shout out loud?  
 
    The bat was shaking in my hands. I kicked at the dirt to steady myself. The first pitch was low and inside, clearly under the strike zone. I let it go.  
 
    “Strike one!” the Ump called.  
 
    “Wow,” was all I said.  
 
    The next pitch was also low, to the outside this time. I knew I couldn’t trust the calls, so I swung at it, fouled it off behind me.  
 
    “Strike two!”  
 
    I could see Heff leading off at first. The runner was halfway down the third base line. The tying run.  
 
    The pitcher released the ball and I clicked on it. The spin and the slight angle as it sped toward the plate, a little high in the zone. It was going to break, and the trick was guessing which way it would go. I made a choice, committed, and felt the ball connect with the sweet spot on the bat, felt the solid weight of its momentum and flexed my arms as the bat came up through the zone and hurled the ball back out. Dead center was over 485 feet straight away and the ball flew over that and into the nearly empty upper decks.  
 
    I rounded the bases a lot faster than I needed too, but I was razzed on adrenalin and excitement and fear and a whole bunch of other stuff. How long had it been since I hit a home run? It seemed like lifetimes — before Daisy.  
 
    When did that become the dividing line between life now and the dim prehistoric past? When did she become the marker?  
 
    And did she see what I just did?  
 
    Heff waited at home for me, and we all traded high fives. The game was ours again and somehow, I knew that Hector and the bullpen would hold it. Today, they would hold.  
 
    We were almost back to the dugout when something snapped. I turned around and started back.  
 
    “Bad idea,” Heff said.  
 
    The Ump looked up from brushing off the plate.  
 
    “She was absolutely right,” I said. “Everything she said about you.”  
 
    He bellowed, “You’re out of here too!”  
 
    But he had to shout it at my back.  
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    “What the hell were you thinking?” Grog said when I passed him coming into the showers.  
 
    “He was being gallant,” Heff shouted from inside, over the sound of the spray. “Standing up for a lady.”  
 
    “He was standing up for  Daisy .” Was something different in Grog’s tone when he said her name. Less contempt and more …?  
 
    Who cared?  
 
    I toweled my hair as I walked back to my locker, trying hard to keep my mind centered. Right here, right now. Don’t think about what happened out there, don’t remember the flags, don’t picture Daisy’s fierceness as she charged out of the dugout to defend her pitcher.  
 
    And don’t think about the asinine thing I did.  
 
    I’d never been thrown out of a game before.  
 
    It was all I could do not to leap up after her. I watched her out there on the field and all I wanted in the whole world was to stand beside her. She kindled a warmth more complicated than what my adolescent fantasies lit. Maybe it still included that, those feelings were certainly there. But it was way more than that.  
 
    “Hey, Sutton,” Wiley yelled, from the direction of the offices. “Get dressed and come in here.”  
 
    Stomping in from the showers, with only a towel around his waist and as much hair as you’d expect on his chest, Grog guffawed. “Check it out, Bookworm’s being called to the principal’s office.”  
 
    “What’re you twelve?” I muttered.  
 
    But as I was shoving open the locker room door, he called after me.  
 
    “Bookworm?”  
 
    “What?”  
 
    He rasped his knuckles across the stubble on his chin. “Do you know where she is?”  
 
    “Who? Daisy?” I’d assumed she was in the offices facing whatever fate was in store for her.  
 
    “Yeah. No one’s seen her since she got tossed. She didn’t come back to the clubhouse. She’s gone.”  
 
    “Huh —?”  
 
    “Josie’s running around everywhere trying to find her.”  
 
    “What’s the big deal? She probably just … went back to the motel.”  
 
    “Josie checked … didn’t find her.”  
 
    What did it matter?  
 
    Things seemed about as bad as they could get. Daisy being AWOL didn’t change that.  
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    “I don’t care,” the Skipper said, standing behind a flimsy desk in the visiting manager’s office, waving his big, animated hands. “We tried this experiment, and we got the results I predicted …”  
 
    “What results? The bullpen is throwing better, the men out there are more motivated …”  
 
    “Did you not see the same debacle I witnessed …?”  
 
    Wiley raspberried. “Please, what coach or manager worth their salts hasn’t been ejected from a game now and then?”  
 
    I cleared my throat. They both swiveled intense scowls my way. “Uh … in our defense, Skipper … we won.”  
 
    Wiley chuckled.  
 
    “And you,” the Skipper jabbed two fingers in my direction, “what the hell did you think you were doing?”  
 
    I edged into the room. “I uh … I was supporting my team.”  
 
    “You were supporting  Daisy .”  
 
    His tone was very similar to Grog’s. “Isn’t she part of this team?”  
 
    There was a light rap on the door frame and Josie said, “Might want to hold off on that answer until you see this.”  
 
    She put a large tablet on the desk and turned it toward the Skipper. As she punched Play Wiley moved around on one side of the Skipper, so he could see as well. No one seemed to be paying attention to me, so I moved around on the other side.  
 
    The video looked like it was shot at the back entrance to the Stadium. Daisy must’ve bypassed the clubhouse and snuck out through the parking garage or something. She was still wearing her uniform, still clutching the cap in her hand.  
 
    “Excuse me,” a voice off camera called, “Excuse me, Daisy?”  
 
    She turned toward the camera. Her hair was loose from its ponytail and she shook it out of her face. Her eyes were red, and her cheeks were streaked.  
 
    My heart skipped.  
 
    “I really don’t want to talk,” she said.  
 
    “Please … that was quite a show out there today …”  
 
    “It’s not a show,” Daisy snapped, “it’s baseball.”  
 
    The unseen reporter laughed nervously. “Of course. But there was a lot more going on out there today than baseball, wasn’t there?”  
 
    Daisy sniffled and grinned. “It’s all baseball, Sally.”  
 
    That would be Sally Conners. I knew she’d gone to work for Emerald City Sports, but I’d managed to avoid her since she’d been in Seattle. Or she was avoiding me. Like she had since we stopped dating, in high school.  
 
    Oh god, Sally and Daisy together. I felt like my whole world was built on top of a sinkhole.  
 
    “You’re obviously very emotional,” Sally said, “can you tell us what you’re feeling about what happened?”  
 
    Daisy started to shake her off, almost turned away. Then she came back.  
 
    The Skipper sighed.  
 
    “I …” Daisy swiped at her wet cheek, “the other day I saw one woman in the stands, waving a flag. Just one and it really got to me, you know? And then today, there were so many more and I was just standing out there watching that and …” her features screwed up and she blubbered the next couple of words. Sally handed her handkerchief.  
 
    “You probably don’t understand what it means for a trans person to be seen,” Daisy said. “To have someone just look at you and see you for who you are, not denying parts of you or ignoring parts of you … that out there today … that was baseball … not the major leagues or the minor leagues or endorsements or … that was baseball, the heart of baseball, responding to someone who has given her life to it … that’s what I saw.”  
 
    “You’ve always talked about how much you love this game. Do you feel that you, in part, have helped to make things better?”  
 
    “Better?” Daisy took a half-step back and shook her head. “You think this is better? I’m the only out person anywhere near this league. You can’t even be Gay and be comfortable in this league. Everyone has to hide. The ones with more sense anyway, the ones who actually want to have a career in this game.”  
 
    I’m pretty sure I stopped breathing. The other two men were too engrossed to notice. But Josie’s eyes flicked my way.  
 
    “Nothing’s changed,” Daisy repeated. “Sally, there are states in this country where Trans girls can’t even play sports — where they can’t get medical care — and this league — this shucking league? It’s still the same old fat white men making the decisions who wouldn’t let me in twelve years ago. Absolutely nothing has changed.”  
 
    “But you’re here now,” the reporter prompted.  
 
    “Not because they wanted me. The league never wanted me. The Navigators never welcomed me. I’m here because of Wiley Bakker, maybe the one decent man I’ve ever known. The Navigators wanted him. I’m just the ransom they had to pay to get him.”  
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    Josie hit the stop button on the screen. “That ran about twenty minutes ago, with coverage of what happened at the game, and a couple of interviews with fans who were in the crowd. Some of the sports sites online picked it up and people are sharing it everywhere. It’s going viral.”  
 
    “Damn!” The Skipper whirled on Wiley — who didn’t look the least bit intimidated. “You were supposed to make sure —”  
 
    Josie cleared her throat.  
 
    “What?” the Skipper snapped.  
 
    “With all due respect,” Josie said. “I gave you a complete run-down on her past behavior and her press statements before you hired her. She went into the stands last year after someone who shouted a transphobic slur. She punched an anti-trans protestor outside the courthouse in Podunk. Daisy does not hold her tongue. I told you exactly why she was a PR time-bomb. As she might say herself, ‘You knew she was Daisy when you brung her home.”  
 
    Wiley grinned. I had to smother a laugh.  
 
    The Skipper sighed. “As I remember, you also strongly supported hiring her.”  
 
    “Yes, sir, I did. Because you screwed her. And she’s got this coming.”  
 
    “I screwed her?” the Skipper said.  
 
    “Maybe not you personally, but all of you collectively. The League. She deserves to be here as much as any of you, and she got screwed. That’s why I voted to hire her.”  
 
    “I only asked for advice,” the Skipper said. “Nobody else gets a vote here. So, I’ll own the mistake. She was never going to work here, and I have to set that right by getting rid —”  
 
    “Oh, I wouldn’t suggest that at all,” Josie said.  
 
    The Skipper didn’t like being interrupted.  
 
    “Did you see what happened out there today? Did you see the Trans flags and hear the people chanting for her? I know it was just a few people, by the league’s standards, probably not a lot of your hardcore fans, but that gets attention. Since the first time Daisy appeared on the field, viewership of Navigator games is up 3% over league averages. Last minute ticket sales to today’s games were unusually high for the middle of the week. The clips of her are extremely popular online. And the trans community is organizing around her. They’re deliberately trying to pack the stands with supporters.”  
 
    I had to squeeze my eyes shut and bit my lip to control my reaction.  
 
    “If you fire her now,” Josie said, “after what happened today, you’ve got a Colin Kaepernick situation.”  
 
    The Skipper made a sound like a deflating balloon and collapsed into the chair. It squeaked under him, and he squirmed in it like an unhappy toddler. He looked painfully aware he wasn’t in his familiar digs on his home ground. “Sutton, what do you think?”  
 
    “I uh … I think I don’t really know why I’m here,” I said.  
 
    “You’re here because you stuck you jackass foot in the middle of this mess. And you seem to be close to Daisy, right?”  
 
    “Well, we’ve been living together. Her dog likes me.”  
 
    “So, what do you think about all this?”  
 
    I thought about the flags again. My chest ached every time I remembered. More than anything else, I just wanted to stand up beside Daisy.  
 
    No, not more than anything, apparently. Not more than I wanted to go on protecting myself.  
 
    But I could do something.  
 
    “I think since she got here everyone’s been talking about how to control Daisy, how to make her be less like Daisy. And the more I get to know her, the more I don’t understand why. Because who she is …” Josie raised her eyebrows, ”… is awesome. She’s fearless and smart and she cares about people, and she loves this game more than any of us. I know she’s angry, but she’s got every reason to be, doesn’t she? So, I think we should stop worrying about controlling her and get back to the job of getting into the playoffs. Just … let Daisy be Daisy.”  
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    Daisy  
 
    

  
 
    Tense was not the word to describe things on the team. The Skipper was in a foul mood, which I felt bad about, a little bad anyway. He was probably getting a ton of pressure from above, the head office, the league, as well as from Wiley and me. He didn’t really deserve all that — when I said what I said about fat old white guys, I really didn’t mean him personally. I mean, he wasn’t the least bit fat. And even though the managers look like the bosses on the field, in the larger world of baseball, they’re middle management.  
 
    He seemed to have decided that nothing else mattered if we didn’t make the playoffs. He called the whole coaching staff together, without even singling me out, and told us plain that if we failed this season that was probably it for all of us. The front office would clean house, bring in a new manager, strip the team down and go into “rebuilding” mode.  
 
    “Bet that caused a lot of people to call their agents,” Josie said. “You know, you really need an agent.”  
 
    “So I can give them ten percent of the bus fare I get when they bust me back to Podunk?”  
 
    “One way or another, you’re done with Podunk,” Josie said.  
 
    I didn’t want to hear that. As much as I ranted about the bush league teams I’d played for over the years, there was something comforting in the idea that it would all still be there when whatever this was flamed out.  
 
    But Josie was probably right. Which meant my shucking career was close to endsville.  
 
    I came down for breakfast sleep-deprived and groggy. Coming out of the elevators, I bumped into Grog and bounced off.  
 
    “Oh, sorry,” I mumbled.  
 
    He scowled for a minute, then shrugged. “You not sleeping either?”  
 
    I shook my head.  
 
    “I get it,” Grog said. “Gonna be that way until October.”  
 
    Was that like a breath of empathy?  
 
    Josie was nibbling a Danish at a corner table.  
 
    “Good morning,” She said.  
 
    I held up my coffee cup.  
 
    She was silent until I had a cup in me. Gotta respect that kind of tact.  
 
    “You know, I never got a chance to ask. What happened with you and the Badger in St. Pete?”  
 
    She stuck her lips out in a pout. “She wasn’t a badger.” But then immediately grinned. “Which is okay I guess because if she was, I might have to leave Seattle and everything and move down there. And it’s Florida, you know, so that would be less than ideal. But I did have a couple of great nights with an awesome lynx. So, thank you, Daisy.”  
 
    “Honored to be your wing-girl. But I think you’ve probably done a lot more for me than I have for you lately. I guess if you happen to run into whatever animal it is grizzlies match up with sometime you could return the favor.”  
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    “Bears always go best with other bears,” Josie said. “I know that seems counterintuitive, but —” she shrugged.  
 
    “Yeah, who would expect that?”  
 
    “You know, Jonas really stuck up for you yesterday.”  
 
    Didn’t want to touch that. “Getting himself thrown out of the game? I didn’t expect it.”  
 
    “It was more than that, Daisy. The Skipper was ready to fire you, but Wiley and Jonas really stepped up.”  
 
    Wiley told me Josie had more than a little to do with that, but I guessed she wouldn’t want acknowledgment. “I’ll make sure to thank him.”  
 
    I opened my message app and started ticking off the chores for today. Wiley wanted me to check on Tom — who they’d put on the day-to-day disabled list because of “the flu”, then get down to the stadium and warm up the bullpen and get him a status report on how everyone was doing.  
 
    “Wait.” I palmed the phone face down in my lap. “Remind me again, you think Jonas is Paddington, don’t you?”  
 
    “Well, I didn’t say he was Paddington, I said he’s like Paddington. I mean the name is probably copyrighted, so you couldn’t just take it. But he’s that kind of bear, you know? Not silly enough to be Pooh, and not settled down enough to be one of the Berenstain —”  
 
    “You’re still trying to put the two of us together. You’ve been at it since before I got here.”  
 
    She took a careful bite out of her Danish with her front teeth. “Honored to be your wing-girl.”  
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    “Hey, Grandma.”  
 
    Jonas’ shoulders rose and fell, but he stopped short of the players’ entrance and waited for me to catch up. He had a carry bag slung over one shoulder and was dressed in a white polo shirt and a pair of jeans that did terrible things to my imagination.  
 
    “I’m Grandma again?”  
 
    “Sorry, did we settle on Bookworm?”  
 
    He set his bag down on the sidewalk. “I don’t know what’s wrong with just calling me Jonas, but if a nickname is a must, I’m lobbying for Paddington.”  
 
    “Yeah, that’s much better for a professional athlete. And Josie says it’s copyrighted.” Now that I had him in front of me, I wasn’t sure what I wanted to say. “I uh … I can’t keep up with this, Jonas. One day you’re really …” I took a deep breath “really friendly and the next day you barely acknowledge me when we see each other. Make life a lot easier if we could just nail it down one way or the other.”  
 
    “I’m … I’m sorry if I’ve been weird. I’m distracted and …” He trailed off.  
 
    “Josie told me you stuck up for me, with the Skipper. I appreciate that.”  
 
    He started to pick his bag up again, stopped. With a glance over his shoulder, he stepped closer. “What happened on the field the other day, the crowd and the flags and all, it was …” he was groping in the air with his hands, as if he couldn’t find the shape of something. “I was … what you said to the reporter about how important it is for a trans person to be seen, I just want you to know, I get it. I think I get it.” He blinked and moisture rolled down his cheek.  
 
    Before I knew what I was doing, I slipped my arm around his waist, pulling him close. He was surprised for a minute and then he responded, putting a hand on the back of my head, and bringing our lips together. It was brief, but there were sparks as we pulled apart.  
 
    He pushed on my shoulder, stepping back and almost tripping over his bag. “I’m sorry,” he said.  
 
    “I think I started that.”  
 
    “I mean for being so up and down. It’s not about … it’s not all about you being here.”  
 
    I took his hand off my shoulder but didn’t let go of it. “It’s not? It’s not you still getting squirmy over me being …?”  
 
    “No!” The force of it surprised me. “Daisy nothing about you, I mean that, nothing about you, bothers me.”  
 
    “Nothing? I talk a lot.”  
 
    “You do. And you punched me. And were responsible for me getting thrown out of a game.”  
 
    “That was all on you.”  
 
    “No, it was your fault, I’m pretty sure.”  
 
    I leaned in again and this time his lips parted, and we lingered. Still holding one hand, his other on my waist. “I knew I wanted to do that ever since I found out you walked my dog.”  
 
    Just then the back door swung open, and Tanner stuck his head out. He saw us, blinked, and turned red. “I didn’t mean to interrupt.”  
 
    Jonas dropped his hand and stepped back, picking up his bag. “It’s okay. What’s up?”  
 
    Tanner was still looking from me to Jonas and back again. He seemed to be caught in a loop.  
 
    “Hey,” I said. “Was there something you needed?”  
 
    “No, not me,” Tanner said. “The Skipper. He’s looking for you, Daisy.”  
 
    “Looking for me how hard?”  
 
    “Like J. Jonah Jameson wants pictures of Spider-Man hard.”  
 
    Jonas whistled.  
 
    “You’re both nerds,” I said. “You deserve each other.”  
 
    I started to touch Jonas but didn’t. Ended up with my hand halfway raised in a weird gesture. “I better get in there,” I said.  
 
    He nodded.  
 
    As I hurried into the clubhouse, I heard Jonas ask Tanner about batting practice.  
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    “You wanted to see me?”  
 
    Wiley and the Skipper were in the visiting manager’s office. It was sparser than the one the Skipper had at home and the desk wasn’t much sturdier than a rickety card table.  
 
    Wiley waved me in. He was sitting with half his butt on the corner of the desk. I wasn’t sure how long it would support him. The Skipper had his hands in his pockets, looking away, toward the back corner of the room.  
 
    “That was some interview you gave,” he said without turning around.  
 
    It wasn’t a question, so I just waited.  
 
    “How did you expect me to respond?” he asked.  
 
    The honest answer was I didn’t give a hoot, at the moment. Now maybe I did. But I didn’t feel like it would help my case to tell him that. “I was swept up in the moment,” I said. “I didn’t think.”  
 
    “That’s kind of how you’ve lived your whole life, isn’t it?” the Skipper said. “You just blaze ahead with what you want to do, no matter who else is in the way.”  
 
    My hands clenched and I made myself take a deep breath. “All respect, you don’t know diddly about my life.”  
 
    He turned around. His jowls were sagging a little more than usual, the scraggly beard looked whiter, the circles under his eyes darker. A firefly of guilt lit up in my anger. “I know more than you think. You believe everyone in baseball is against you. But that’s never been true. Not everyone is the enemy.”  
 
    He walked around the desk without saying another word and I had to sidestep to get out of his way. His footsteps echoed down the hallway.  
 
    Wiley didn’t say anything.  
 
    “I ain’t quite sure what that means,” I said.  
 
    “Is there any coffee in the locker room?” he asked.  
 
    “There’s always coffee. How long it’s been burning is anybody’s guess.”  
 
    Wiley pushed off the desk and stretched his arms over his head. “Let’s walk.”  
 
    The coffee was as rank as I expected, but it was still caffeine. Wiley dumped some powdered crap in his that, nearly as I could tell, just clumped up and floated on the top. I followed him out through the tunnel onto the field. It was a bright Chicago morning, the city’s famous wind getting in its licks.  
 
    “Do you know the first time I saw you pitch?”  
 
    I never thought about it. “When I came to UF?”  
 
    He laughed. “No. I was ready for you by then. One of my scouts saw you pitching in the Little League championships, insisted I check you out. I watched one inning and knew we wanted to recruit you.”  
 
    I chuckled. “That was so long ago, it seems like another person.”  
 
    “Well,” he smiled, “you looked a lot different. But you were already clear about who you were.”  
 
    Being Trans cost me my family. Even a wicked curveball couldn’t make up for that sin in my father’s mind. The year Wiley was talking about, my senior year in high school, I was basically living out of a run-down old pickup I bought for $200 at a junkyard. Working night shifts at fast food joints and convenience stores and trying to keep my grades up enough so I could play ball. That’s all I cared about. When the University of Florida offered me a scholarship, it was beyond my wildest dreams.  
 
    “You came into my office that first day and the first thing you said to me was, ‘I’m trans.’”  
 
    “Which you already knew.”  
 
    “Uh-huh. I didn’t have any idea what it meant.” He chuckled. “I was just an ignorant country boy who never watched anything on TV but sports. I just knew you were a hell of a pitcher. I also suspected you’d be a pain in my butt.”  
 
    “Two for two.”  
 
    He stopped on the pitcher’s mound. Around us was one of the most famous parks in baseball. It’d been here for a hundred years. The walls were covered in ivy that in a few weeks would start to turn red. In Chicago they called this, the Northside. Because there was another stadium on the north end of town. Another baseball team. This was a National League park, foreign ground for us. Foreign, but still sacred. Out there in the outfield, on a day like this, the wind could whip a baseball around like Cy with a squeaky toy.  
 
    Wiley took a gulp of his coffee and grimaced. I’d almost finished mine. “I didn’t blackmail them into hiring you, Daisy. The Skipper called me up and asked me to come back for the rest of the season. Honestly, I wasn’t that hot for the idea. I actually was enjoying being retired.”  
 
    I made a skeptical face.  
 
    “He asked me, ‘Isn’t there anything you haven’t accomplished, something in baseball you never got a chance to do?” He turned around to face me. “I told him, bring Daisy Flowers to the major leagues.”  
 
    My chest felt tight. “I’m sure he was —”  
 
    “He didn’t even hesitate, Daisy. He said, ‘Okay, let’s make it happen.’ And when it was time to sell it to the front office, it was the Skipper who went to bat for you.”  
 
    I sagged. “I’m sorry, Wiley. I swear I want to … I promised myself I’d be good, stay out of trouble, for you. I really did. But …” my jaw clenched, and I couldn’t say any more.  
 
    “Did I ever tell you to be quiet? Did I ever tell you to hide anything?”  
 
    I shook my head.  
 
    He stamped his foot on the mound. “You deserve to be here, Daisy. You should’ve been standing on fields like this twelve years ago. You should be on your way to the Hall of Fame. I couldn’t give you that.”  
 
    “It’s not your fault ….”  
 
    He turned out toward center field. “Tom’s in trouble. His shoulder’s barely working and he’s drinking too much. He wants to quit but he’s got too much pride to admit it.”  
 
    “I could … we get along pretty well. I could talk to him before I …”  
 
    “That would be good, but it’s not going to fix our immediate problem. He can’t start today. None of the other starters can go on such short notice. We’re moving Monterres up to the starting rotation.”  
 
    “Yeah, he’s got the most stamina down there. But that’s going to leave you short, and they’re all tired too.” I sighed. “But I guess that’s not my problem anymore.”  
 
    He looked back over his shoulder. “Why?”  
 
    “Why? I mean, I’m fired right?”  
 
    Wiley grinned. “We’re not firing you, Daisy, we’re activating you.”  
 
    “Activat … wait, what?”  
 
    “Technically you’re still on a minor league contract. The Navigators are activating you and adding you to the roster. You’ll be pitching out of the bullpen as a middle reliever.”  
 
    “Oh.”  
 
    “And you’re not getting out of running the bullpen either. You’re going to be a player coach for the rest of the season.”  
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     ”… well, Mark, there’s just one topic on everyone’s minds in the baseball world this morning … pro or con … everybody is talking about Daisy Flowers …”   
 
     ”… yes, well the comments she made after the game in Florida the other day have set the online world on fire … and whatever you think of her, there’s one big takeaway … Daisy Flowers is still in charge of the Navigator’s bullpen and umpire Less McConnel has taken a leave of absence …”   
 
    

  
 
    Jonas  
 
    

  
 
    All through batting practice, I couldn’t get the feel of Daisy’s lips, or her body against mine, out of my mind. I felt hot — and not just for the obvious reasons. When Tanner opened the door on us, I felt a rush of shame and fear. I wanted to be as far apart from Daisy as I could. I didn’t want anyone to think …  
 
    Yeah, not proud of that. The shame was only compounding, and my head was not in the practice. After a couple of shaky swings, the batting coach stopped me.  
 
    “Sutton, what the hell is wrong?”  
 
    “Sorry. I’m just … it’s this slump I guess.”  
 
    He didn’t believe me. But he didn’t call me on it either. “You have to get your head in the game. That homer yesterday was great, but your average is slipping fast.”  
 
    “I know.”  
 
    But it didn’t get any better during practice and I knew the coach would be talking to the Skipper.  
 
    I was in the tunnel on the way back to the clubhouse when Daisy ran into me. Literally. She was laughing and babbling about something, and she threw herself into my arms and I had to take a few steps back to keep from falling. She crushed her mouth against mine, going up on tiptoes even through we’re about the same height, so I was looking up into her face. She was beaming, glowing.  
 
    “Get a room,” Grog shouted as he lumbered past.  
 
    My skin burned again, and I squirmed pushing Daisy away before I realized what I was doing.  
 
    The light in her face dimmed and her jaw clenched. “What the hell?”  
 
    “I just wasn’t expecting …”  
 
    “Weren’t expecting to be seen with me? You ain’t got no problem kissing me when we’re alone but you don’t want the guys to see it.”  
 
    “It’s nothing like that.” That was an obvious lie.  
 
    “Just good old, run-of-the-mill transphobia, huh?”  
 
    I hated myself, and in that moment, I hated her for making me look at it. All my frustration surged up and I threw it at her. “Not everything is about you.”  
 
    Her face dimmed further, and her smile was tight. “That’s where you’re wrong, Grandma.”  
 
    “Stop that! I don’t like it, I never liked it, and I asked you — just stop it!”  
 
    She stepped forward and shoved my chest. I staggered back a step. “This is my day. I thought maybe I could share it with you, but you got your head up your butt like most of the dumbasses around here. So, you know what? You can just stand on the field and watch me like everyone else. I don’t need them, and I don’t need you.”  
 
    She stalked away and I tried to wrap my head around how quickly that had turned. When she ran up, she was happy, excited. Earlier she’d been expecting to be fired. What happened? And how did I screw that up so quickly?  
 
    Part of me felt relieved. I told that part to screw off.  
 
    Grog was in the locker room when I got there. “Where’s your gal?” he said.  
 
    “Why don’t you grow the hell up?”  
 
    He took one long step — how did he move so fast? — and glowered down at me. “You know what, Bookworm? You always had too much attitude and you getting worse since Daisy showed up. I don’t know what your problem is, or what’s stuck up where, but you’re screwing up my chance at a playoff bonus.”  
 
    “Get out of my face,” I said.  
 
    “Hey, hey.” Heff darted across the locker room and pushed in between us. Well, mostly he pushed me back. Grog was immovable. “You both trying to get suspended?”  
 
    “Get your crap together,” Grog growled. He pushed past Heff and stomped out.  
 
    “What was that about?”  
 
    “Just Grog being Grog.” I shook my head. “I don’t know. I had a lousy practice and I know the coaches are fed up with me. Then I took it out on Daisy …”  
 
    “She is really in your head, huh? You’ve been a mess since she showed up.”  
 
    There it was again. Heff could see how much Daisy affected me. Grog could see it. That meant everyone could because Grog never noticed anything about anyone else. I was in a spiral, and the few good moments with Daisy seemed pretty dim right now compared to the crash I was headed for. “You two obviously have a thing,” Heff said.  
 
    “We don’t, I mean, not really.”  
 
    “Yeah, right. Bookworm —”  
 
    “Can no one just use my right name? You know I spent a lot of time picking out that name when I was —” I stopped myself by biting down hard on my tongue.  
 
    Heff raised an eyebrow. “Jonas. You obviously find Daisy attractive, and she seems to like you. If you just can’t deal with who she is, tell her.”  
 
    “I don’t care that she’s trans.”  
 
    Daisy being trans was not the problem.  
 
    “I hear you say that, but I don’t see it in how you act. You’re embarrassed about how you feel toward her.”  
 
    I felt like I’d walked out on the edge of a narrow ledge and if I inched my feet another fraction of an inch, I’d plunge to the ground. “Not ashamed,” I said. “Scared.”  
 
    He patted my shoulder. “Okay. Time to get your game face on. The Halos lost last night, man. We got a chance to pick up a game.”  
 
    I nodded.  
 
    He started toward his locker. “Heff? Daisy was really excited about something, before … do you know what it was?”  
 
    His mouth fell open. “Oh man,” he laughed. “You didn’t hear?”  
 
      
 
    If I had any chance of getting her out of my head, it was crushed when we took the field in the bottom of the first inning. We’d gone down in order. Tanner led off, with a grounder to the second baseman. Heff struck out and I hit a long fly ball that the left fielder caught on the warning track, just short of the ivy.  
 
    As we ran back out on the field the chanting started.  
 
    “Daisy. Daisy.”  
 
    Fans were standing up in the crowd, waving flags. And this time there was less push-back from the other fans.  
 
    “You’re not the only one that’s got Daisy on the brain,” Grog said. He was standing close to second looking up at the stands.  
 
    I didn’t have an answer.  
 
    Monterres pitched well for a couple of innings. He started to get into trouble in the fourth but got them to hit grounders that Grog and I easily fielded. Meanwhile, our offense floundered too, more by our own doing than the Chicago pitcher. But in the top of the fifth Heff hit a double. I struck out, but Grog slammed one down the third base line and Heff scored. It was a slim lead, but it was a lead.  
 
    Monterres didn’t come out again for the sixth inning. As we took our places on the field, the bullpen gate opened, and the announcer came over the loudspeaker.  
 
     Now pitching for the Seattle Navigators … Daisy Flowers!   
 
    The crowd exploded. People were yelling. Most of the Chicago players came out of the dugout to watch her take the mound. Daisy sprinted across the field. Heff met her at the mound, and they hugged.  
 
    I felt a twist of jealousy — I should’ve been the one to greet her out there. I wanted to be beside her at this moment. And at the same time the idea of all the eyes now focused on her made me want to dig a hole in the field and crawl into it.  
 
    When Heff was back behind the plate, she started to throw her warmup pitches, then stopped when the crowd didn’t settle down. I saw her chest rise and fall with a deep breath, then she slowly turned all the way around, surveying the entire stadium. She took her hat off, like she had the other day, and lifted it high with the pride pin showing.  
 
     Daisy. Daisy. Daisy.   
 
    She waved to them. And then she turned back toward home plate. I couldn’t see her face, but her shoulders squared up. She tucked her ponytail back under the cap and began to work.  
 
    I’d seen her pitch before, of course. As a teenager, then on TV, and in dozens of magazine photos. As she faced the first Chicago batter, she went into her elaborate wind up. Starting with her hands behind her back, then lifting them over her head, the ball completely hidden in her mitt. Her left leg drew up, until the foot was even with her knee. That’s the picture I had of her on my wall in high school. Those long, powerful legs in tight fitting baseball pants. Poised there, for a long half-second, serene and frozen like a crane, she was still breathtaking. I felt my chest crack open.  
 
    Then she exploded outward, her hand shooting toward home. It would be almost impossible to pick up that release. I’ve been thrown at by some of the best pitchers in the game, and I could imagine how that looked to the batter. Like the ball suddenly appeared with a crack halfway there. The fastball seemed to leave shockwaves in the air. It punctured the center of the strike zone and all the batter could do was step back.  
 
    The force of her pitch spun her around on the mound, and she followed through, ending with her back to the plate. She stood like that for half a second, as if nothing else mattered, as if the catcher and the batter and her teammates didn’t exist.  
 
    I thought of two things.  
 
    My Grandpa loved to watch old jazz films. His favorite was Miles Davis, who would come out on stage and turn his back to the audience when he played.  
 
    “People got pissed,” Grandpa said. “They thought Miles was disrespecting them. Or it was a political statement. But it wasn’t that at all. He just didn’t care about performing, or what they thought. All he cared about was the music.”  
 
    Daisy turned back toward the plate. Her eyes brushed across me. She lowered her head just enough to acknowledge me. But that was all I got.  
 
    Heff signaled for a change-up outside. She nodded, her hands slipping behind her back again.  
 
    The second thought? My literature professor in college loved Emily Dickinson. He quoted this thing, almost every class. “If I feel physically as if the top of my head has been taken off, I know that is poetry.”  
 
    I know a little bit about jazz. Nothing about poetry. But like I said I have been thrown at by some of the best.  
 
    I didn’t understand any of that until now.  
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    I was scheduled to come up again in the top of the ninth. Most likely my last at bat of the day, last chance to contribute something to the game. We still had a one-run game. Daisy had pitched three shut-out innings, giving up only one hit and never coming close to walking anyone. But she was a new reliever — new to this team and untested — and I doubted they’d bring her back out in the bottom of this inning. Hector would come in to close. He’d been strong lately, but he could be wild.  
 
    Padding our lead would make everyone feel more secure.  
 
    Sure enough, they put in a pinch hitter for Daisy. She was done for the day. When the substitution was announced, the chanting started up again. And lots of applause. She was with Wiley, laughing as she toweled her face and hair. Then she threw her arms around him and squealed.  
 
    I wanted to go to her more than I wanted anything in the world.  
 
    Except a hit.  
 
    The pinch hitter singled. Heff came up right behind him and I got up to head to the on-deck circle when the Skipper stopped me. He put a hand on my arms and said, “You’re done for the day, Sutton.”  
 
    I didn’t know what to say, but he was already giving the changed score card to one of the dugout managers to take to the Ump. That meant it was done. He was pinch hitting for me.  
 
    “Skipper —”  
 
    He shook his head. “You’re in a bad stretch. It happens. Let it go for today.”  
 
    I walked back to the dugout and sat down. Daisy was gone. As the announcement of the substitution came over the loudspeaker, I hoped she couldn’t hear it. I didn’t want her to know.  
 
    Stupid, but that seemed like the most important thing just then.  
 
    I tried to get my attention back on the game, how the utility player they sent in to bat for me was doing. But I couldn’t focus long enough to keep track of the count. I caught one of the managers and told him I was going back to the locker room. He checked the line-up roster and nodded.  
 
    My footsteps echoed in the tunnel. I could hear the crowd way above me and the voice on the speakers — although I didn’t know what it was saying. There was no one in the locker room. I sat in one of the leather chairs for a minute and just tried to breathe.  
 
    Win or lose, the game would be over soon. People would come pouring in.  
 
    I stuffed things in my bag, not even taking time to shower or change. If I could get back to the hotel, I could hide.  
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    Daisy  
 
    

  
 
    The Houston series went well. We swept them. Tom came back from his “flu like symptoms” and was able to start the last game. He went six strong innings, leaving the game with a lead. I had drinks with him in the bar afterwards and Josie joined us. She was pining for her lynx in Florida, but the company cheered her up.  
 
    Jonas was avoiding me. But then he was avoiding everyone.  
 
    The Skipper left him on the bench for the first two games, then put him in the bottom of the line-up for the third. He got one hit but didn’t look any looser than he had before. I wanted to reach out to him but didn’t have an inkling how. He was shut up so tight even Heff couldn’t get in.  
 
    We were all happy to get back to Seattle in the wee hours of the morning. The air felt different when we stepped off the plane. Cooler, moister. This wasn’t my natural environment, but I could get used to it real quick. The allure of the Southern heat wears thin as you get older.  
 
    When I got to the condo, Jonas wasn’t there yet, but Cy was glad to see me. We rolled around on the floor for a couple of minutes until he pinned me, and slobber-licked my face until I couldn’t take it anymore.  
 
    “Oh man your breath is rank, Buddy, what’ve they been feeding you?”  
 
    He just grinned and licked me again.  
 
    Still no sign of Jonas, so I found some Miley on the stereo and cranked it up. I threw all my travel clothes in the closet in my room and found a long, loose dress that was perfect for the weather. White with flowers. Daisies, of course.  
 
    The pressure and hot water in Jonas’ shower were better than any hotel we’d stayed in. The steam billowed over me, and I scrubbed my hair. I’d been pitching a lot the past week, after years of mostly coaching. My shoulders were sore. And Wiley had me on a new regimen of weights, much harder than my usual workouts. Hector and I started hitting the weight room together and we were really starting to feel like a team. As I got stronger, he was coming into his own as a closer.  
 
    Every day in Houston I saw more people in the stands — my people, as I started to think of them. Flags waving, fans chanting. It was intoxicating and a little scary. I’ve never liked the feeling that people are counting on me, that I’m carrying more than myself on my shoulders. It’s always been my battle. That’s how I like it.  
 
    “You’re really hot online,” Josie told me on the flight back. “There’s a Facebook group of your fans with hundreds of thousands of fans and your pictures are the most shared from the team Instagram. All those fans at the game are not an accident, Daisy. They’re organizing to show up.”  
 
    Better just to put that piece aside for a while.  
 
    I was feeling good. Tired, almost satisfied. I didn’t want anything to burst the bubble.  
 
    Turning off the shower, I wrapped one of Grandma’s thick towels around my body and another around my head. The music was still blaring but I could hear Cy barking.  
 
    “What is it, Buddy? You just digging the music?”  
 
    I walked into the living room and Jonas stood there. His travel bag was at his feet, and he was scratching that spot behind Cy’s ear that always drives him crazy. Cy’s foot thumped the tile floor, out of sync with the music.  
 
    “Hey,” I said.  
 
    “Uh … hey.” He raised his voice over Miley’s lament. “I was worried,” he smiled, the first time I’d seen that in almost a week, and the little dimples under his cheekbones made me bite my lip. “Sort of looks like a woman exploded in here.”  
 
    “What?” I looked around. My jeans were in the hall doorway, socks where they fell, flung off in both directions. The t-shirt I’d had on for the flight was on the back of the recliner and my bra was draped over the lamp. “Oh.” I shrugged. “Guess I was just in a hurry to get to the shower. I meant to clean everything up before you got back.”  
 
    He didn’t answer right away. He was staring at me.  
 
    “It’s okay.” He shook himself and tore his eyes away, going back to Cy. “It’s not a problem.”  
 
    “It’s good to see you smile,” I said. Was that too much?  
 
    “Good to be home.” He gave Cy one last pat and headed for the kitchen. “Everything looks brighter at home. Hope your dog person didn’t drink all the beer. Want one?”  
 
    “We talking beer, or those sissy IPAs?”  
 
    He grinned. “Don’t blame me if you’re not woman enough for the strong stuff.”  
 
    “Well, when in Seattle …” I shrugged and took the bottle. It was very cold and I shivered.  
 
    “You were great yesterday,” he said. “You and Hector both.”  
 
    “Thanks.” His stare was intense, and I was beginning to bristle a bit. “Hey, not that I ever mind attention, but you’ve barely spoken to me in days and now …”  
 
    “You’re only wearing a towel.” His voice was thick.  
 
    “Oh.” I looked down at myself. The towel was damp and not leaving much to the imagination. “I uh, don’t got the shame god gave a possum. Least, that’s what my mom used to say. I ain’t used to sharing space.” I gathered the towel more securely. “I’ll go change.”  
 
    He made a sound that could’ve been agreement or could’ve been just a growl. Neither one of us moved. For a second it could’ve gone either way. I swear I was sending messages to my feet to move, to back up, to run around. But the pony express didn’t make it to the destination.  
 
    Next thing I knew, I had my arms around his neck, and I was crushing his mouth against mine. He took a few stumbling steps backwards and sat down hard on the couch. I ended up straddling his lap. My lips were all over him, his mouth, his jaw, his throat. One of us moaned — both of us moaned — and his hands slipped under the towel, a little cool against my overheated skin.  
 
    I felt like there was stuff we needed to say. There were questions we both needed to ask and answer. There were a lot of things that didn’t make any sense, too much iceberg still lurking.  
 
    My telephone startled me, the ringer was a recording of Cy howling, and every time it rang, the real dog joined in. I bounced on Jonas’ lap in surprise.  
 
    “Sorry,” I mumbled, pulling my mouth away from his like tearing two magnets apart.  
 
    “It’s okay.” He was breathless. “You should —”  
 
    “Yeah, that’s my private ringer, I should —”  
 
    The towel wasn’t covering me at all, and I suddenly felt like Eve in the Bible. She realized she was nekkid, as the preachers would say. I wrapped it around me as best I could, hands shaking, and tracked my phone down to the pants I’d discarded.  
 
    “Hey,” I said. My head was still foggy.  
 
    “Daisy? Daisy is that you?”  
 
    I knew that voice. Trisha Brinker worked hard to get rid of her Southern accent, but it still poked through, especially when she was tired. Or upset.  
 
    “Trisha, what’s wrong?”  
 
    Jonas sat forward in the chair, discreetly re-arranging his clothes. His dark hair was mussed, and his eyes were still a little clouded. “Everything okay?”  
 
    I held up my hand because Trisha was talking at the same time. “They did it Daisy. All our organizing and protesting couldn’t stop it. They passed the law yesterday and the governor signed it this morning.”  
 
    “Oh, shuck me.” That was a splash of cold water over the coals inside me. All the heat vanished, and I was left just standing there shivering, clutching a towel.  
 
    Jonas jumped up and jogged down the hallway toward his bedroom.  
 
    “Are you okay, Trisha? How’s Noelle?”  
 
    Noelle was Trisha’s daughter. Fifteen and wicked fast, a runner with dreams of making the Olympics someday. Except the politicians in Podunk wanted to strip her of her right to compete. Not to mention medical treatment and legal protections. They wanted to erase her.  
 
    Because Noelle was transgender.  
 
    “She’s devastated,” Trisha was saying. “I kept telling her it could happen, you know. That it was probably going to happen. But I don’t think she ever believed me. She just kept saying, ‘But we’re right, Mom.’”  
 
    I remembered what that disillusionment felt like. When you realized the world didn’t give two shakes about you being right, or what you could do.  
 
    Jonas reappeared with a bathrobe and held it out to me. It was dark gray and luxurious. I wrapped it around myself and smiled my thanks.  
 
    “You know it’s not over,” I said. “There will be lawsuits and court cases. Everyone and their granny are going to challenge this crap.”  
 
    “How long will that take?” Trisha’s voice cracked. “You know Noelle’s on puberty blockers. This bill makes it illegal to help a minor transition, Daisy. Even for doctors. Do you know what Noelle said to me?”  
 
    I could imagine. Puberty can’t be undone. When you force a trans kid to go through it as the wrong gender, it’s a trauma they’ll carry for the rest of their lives.  
 
    Trisha sobbed. “She just came into my room, and she sat on the bed. She looked like she was a hundred years old. And she said, ‘I can’t go back, mom. I can’t let them take who I am away. I’d rather die.’”  
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    Jonas had some event he was supposed to go to. He offered to call his friend and cancel, but I made him go. He was trying his best to be supportive, but the more I ranted about Trisha and Noelle and the Neanderthals in Podunk, the more I could sense his anxiety. Through all his shucking moods, cold and distant to hot and very close, this one subject always made him squirmy. It was more than I could deal with right now, so I told him to go. He did, but it didn’t make me feel any better.  
 
    I called Josie. I needed a mind like hers. I needed someone who jumped straight to solutions.  
 
    But what she said was, “I’ll be right over. You need to get out tonight.”  
 
    An hour later we were strolling down busy evening streets, the Space Needle looming above us. 
 
    “Oh, wow!” Josie said. “So, the two of you finally —?”  
 
    “No! Well, I mean not all the way, you know, but let’s call it an easy triple. Wait, easy doesn’t sound right, does it?”  
 
    I was trying to keep my mind on the here and now and Josie — bless her rabbity heart — was helping.  
 
    “I don’t think anything you two are involved in is easy. So, how’s Jonas feeling?”  
 
    That was a question I hadn’t gotten around to asking. We’d been so hot and heavy, and then we’d been pulled up short at the very brink. Underneath all my worry about Trisha and Noelle, I could feel all the tension and excitement, just dammed up and churning. Did he feel the same?  
 
    What would it be like when we both got home?  
 
    And how weird would he be around everyone else?  
 
    “Icebergs, Josie. It’s dangerous getting too close to icebergs.”  
 
    We were approaching a small bookshop in one of the quainter neighborhoods of Seattle. I couldn’t remember the name, something about an old queen and a hill. That part was accurate — apparently everything here was uphill.  
 
    “I can’t stop thinking about your friends in Podunk.” Josie shot me a glance. “I know you’re trying to avoid it, but it isn’t working anyway. Right? The law has been passed and it’s going to be a long time before the courts do anything.”  
 
    “If they do.”  
 
    “Yeah.”  
 
    Josie stopped outside the bookstore. She wore a long black skirt, black boots, and a dark charcoal jacket. Her hair was on top of her head in a bun. She had dangly earrings and her make-up screamed hard core Goth. Now I recognized it as camouflage for the bunny underneath.  
 
    I’d gone for jeans and sweater. Was there no time of year in Seattle when the nights weren’t cool?  
 
    “What does Trisha do?” Josie asked.  
 
    “She used to manage a restaurant. But she quit that to become a full-time organizer. She’s been fighting these shucking phobes for almost three years.”  
 
    “For her daughter.”  
 
    I nodded. “And for all the other kids.”  
 
    Josie caught her lower lip under her front teeth. After a second, she said, “Would they leave?”  
 
    I hadn’t even thought of that. I mean basically I’ve been leaving places since I was old enough to walk away. I always figured if they don’t want me, shuck ‘em, I’m gone. The only things in my life I never left were Cy and baseball.  
 
    But Trisha. She was a different breed of dog. She’d given up her career and most of her family to fight for the trans kids in Podunk. No way she’d leave … if it was just her. But I remembered what she said about Noelle.  
 
    “They might. But it’s probably not even an option. Trisha’s been working for next to nothing. Her ex-husband and her family won’t help her. I’d buy them tickets tonight if I could, but …” I shrugged. I’d been living on bush-league earnings for my whole adult life. Sure, my paycheck just took a big jump, but I didn’t have anything in the bank. I didn’t even have a bank.  
 
    “Let me think about it.” Josie pointed at the bookstore. “Come on, there’s someone here I want you to meet.” A skeletally thin person in a dark suit, with a bolo tie, worked the door of the shop. There was no admission, they told us, but donations were appreciated on behalf of a local shelter for LGBTQ teenagers. Maybe it was because I had Noelle on my mind, but I gave everything I had in my pockets.  
 
    “Remind me why this sounded like fun,” I said.  
 
    “Not fun,” Josie said. “Networking.”  
 
    “Ah, my mistake. You said there’s going to be a bar though?”  
 
    It was a small bookstore, with lots of shelves filling the walls and the middle of the floor. Tonight, the lights were turned too low for reading, and the counter up front had been turned into a bar. A bald, dark skinned person in a billowy evening gown presided there.  
 
    “Good evening, gentlebeings,” they said. “I’m Elle, he/they if you please. The proprietor of this establish —” sparkle shaded eyes opened wide, and a bronze tooth flashed in a wide smile. “It’s you! Oh, my goddess, Jonas said you couldn’t make it. I was sure he reneged on our pact.”  
 
    “Uh … Jonas?” was all I could manage.  
 
    Elle gestured imperiously. “I arranged this gala primarily for him, although like all my social events it has taken on a life of its on. I swore to produce the guest of honor —”  
 
    “Cameron Shaw?” Josie asked.  
 
    “Precisely. Also known as Aisha Desmond. This is a soft coming out for the pseudonym by the way, extremely portentous. All I asked in return was that Jonas introduce me to the new Goddess of Baseball. Oh, I watched every minute of your time on the field. And I never sit through a game.”  
 
    I was totally confused. “Jonas was supposed to introduce us?”  
 
    “He was. But he called me this afternoon and informed me that you could not attend.”  
 
    I was confused. Jonas said he had somewhere to go. After my call from Trisha, he offered to cancel and stay home. But he never said a word about inviting me. He never told me anything about it at all.  
 
    “That’s not good, is it?” Josie asked.  
 
    “Oh no it is not.”  
 
    I’d been so overheated, so rattled by all the touching and kissing and then so upset about Trisha and Noelle …  
 
    I took a deep breath. A very ominous sounding bell tolled behind us.  
 
    Josie looked over her shoulder.  
 
    “Oh crap. Daisy, please don’t …”  
 
    I spun around and saw Jonas standing there. His mouth was open, and he was pale, looking like he was on the verge of a panic attack. I should’ve felt sympathy — and my body still remembered the fire we’d kindled, my hands could still feel his soft skin over the corded muscles of his chest and arms, my face itched with the scrape of his stubble. But I’d been up too far and down again tonight and now all I felt was mad.  
 
    “Do not punch him again!” Josie hissed.  
 
    “No promises.”  
 
    “I didn’t expect to see you here,” he said.  
 
    “Obviously not. Elle was just telling us how you promised to trade introductions. Funny how you forgot to mention that to me.”  
 
    “Daisy, I —”  
 
    “No, I get it.” I knew my voice was rising, and Josie was tugging at my arm, but I didn’t care. I stepped closer so we were eye to eye. “You think you’re the first guy that wanted to coochicoo in private but didn’t want to be seen with me in public?”  
 
    His brown eyes narrowed. “That’s not what this is.”  
 
    “It’s not? It looks like good old-fashioned transphobia to me. Oooh, Daisy, let’s get naked, but don’t you dare talk to me in front of my friends.”  
 
    “Naked?” Josie asked.  
 
    Jonas’ face was bright red and his lips trembled. “Daisy please, let’s talk about this in ….”  
 
    “Private? Shuck you, Grandma. I don’t care how much my dog likes you, I’ve had it with this push me, pull me bull hockey. I don’t need it. Not tonight of all nights. Not any night. You ain’t THAT hunky.” The last part didn’t sound very convincing, so I tried again. “You’re not!”  
 
    Jonas struggled. I wanted him to get furious. I wanted him to fight back.  
 
    Maybe I just wanted a fight.  
 
    But what I saw in his eyes didn’t look like anger. It looked like panic. For a second, I almost wavered.  
 
    “Well,” someone said. I heard sharp soles clicking on the hard floor and realized the whole place had gone quiet. “I assumed I would have to shoulder the burden of entertainment tonight. This is much, much better.”  
 
    I spun around ready to keep tearing, but what I saw stopped me. A ridiculous figure in an old brocade coat that hung below their hips, and a frilly white shirt. Standing with hands behind their back, head tilted so the long yellow hair fell over one eye (and that wasn’t an accident, I was sure).  
 
    “And who the hell are you?” I snapped.  
 
    “Uh, Cameron Shaw,” Josie said. “Right? The guest of honor.”  
 
    They smiled. “I never go anywhere for honor. There has to be money involved, or at least liquor.”  
 
    I just stood there. Somehow, Shaw had deflated all the tension in the room. Murmuring voices started up again. Behind the counter Elle took a deep breath.  
 
    “Sorry about the …” Jonas fumbled for words, ”… I’m a big fan.”  
 
    “Oh, I doubt that,” Shaw said. “From what I saw of your encounter, you are far too down to earth and vulnerable to be a Cameron Shaw devotee. They tend to be pretentious and sycophantic.” Shaw looked around at the small crowd with a merciless smile. “No, I believe you are a reader, but I would mark you as an Aisha Desmond fan.”  
 
    Jonas managed a wavery smile. “Yeah, I love those books.”  
 
    “And you,” Shaw pivoted a little toward me, “you sadly are not a reader at all, I’d wager. But you are a remarkable pitcher.” They shrugged. “Allow me the writer’s indulgence of pretending I know something about everything. I have no real appreciation for the art of baseball, but I did see part of your game in Chicago, and you were quite remarkable to watch.”  
 
    “Thank you,” I said.  
 
    “Well, you have been getting a lot of attention in some circles, Ms. Flowers. Your fans are quite active online. One can’t help but notice, especially if one spends a lot of time on social media to avoid working.”  
 
    I was still as lathered as a wet hen, but I also felt squirrelly about hijacking the event. I glanced at Jonas and felt my face tighten. “Later?”  
 
    He shrugged.  
 
    “Elle, it was great to meet you.”  
 
    Elle drew himself up regally. “The pleasure is all mine, Madame. You live up to your press.”  
 
    I wasn’t entirely sure that was a compliment, but when he offered his hand, like a Queen or Pope, I almost felt like I should kiss one of the many rings. Instead, I touched his fingers and backed toward the door like a gunfighter leaving a hostile saloon.  
 
    “Mx. Shaw,” Josie said, talking fast. “I really, really want to talk to you. It’s not just fan stuff, it’s business,” she passed him a card as I shoved the door with my butt. The funeral bell tolled. “But right now, I have to go after her and make sure …”  
 
    I was out the door and onto the street. It was lively, people hanging out in coffee shops, music leaking out of open doorways. I almost plowed through a family with a stroller and mumbled an apology.  
 
    “Daisy, wait.”  
 
    Josie was chasing after me, but I didn’t slow down. She was a rabbit, she’d catch up.  
 
    [image: ###] 
 
    Jonas  
 
    

  
 
    The door clanged shut behind Josie and Cameron Shaw turned to me with a smile. “Buy you a drink? You look like you could use one.”  
 
    “I, uh … I could, but I believe the bar is free.”  
 
    “That’s the only time I ever offer. Writers don’t get paid like athletes, what kind of country do you think this is?”  
 
    I followed them to the bar.  
 
    “Madame Elle,” Shaw said, “if I were to ask you the proper way to make a martini —”  
 
    “I have beer and wine and one bottle of bourbon that was for our departed heroine. Take your pick.”  
 
    Shaw sighed. “White wine?”  
 
    “Coming up. And for my perfidious patron?”  
 
    “Beer. Something local if you’ve got it.”  
 
    “I always buy local.”  
 
    He handed us both our drinks. Shaw tasted the wine and shrugged. I mostly just held the bottle.  
 
    “So,” Shaw said, “it would appear the allegations against you are rather serious, Mr. Sutton.”  
 
    “Jonas, please.”  
 
    “Well, then I guess I can be Cameron for the evening. Never Cam, or there’s a duel in the offing. Of course, you could call me Aisha, but I can’t promise to produce her on demand. She has her own plans.”  
 
    I took a big swallow of the beer. Didn’t even register the taste. “I really wanted to meet you, but I think I screwed this evening up all around.”  
 
    “Well, there is only one thing worse than being talked about, and that is not being talked about. Have you read all of Aisha’s books?”  
 
    “I loved the first one and I’m devouring the second. During the season I don’t have that much time or energy to read.”  
 
    “Yet another reason to detest physical exertion. I need to do the meet and greet and sign some books, to keep my promise to Elle —”  
 
    “Someone should tonight.”  
 
    “Indeed. But if you hang around for a while, maybe we can go somewhere and get a real drink. Your treat of course.”  
 
    My smile felt wobbly, but it helped a little. “I really should be getting home; we have a game tomorrow afternoon.” I looked over my shoulder at the door. Going home meant the very real chance of running into Daisy and I wasn’t ready for that. “But sure, I can do that.”  
 
    Shaw bowed and spun on one low-heeled boot, heading for the signing table Elle had set up in back. They glanced back. “She’s something, isn’t she, your Ms. Flowers.”  
 
    “Definitely not mine, but yes. She’s something.”  
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    “The thing is,” Cameron Shaw said, after we’d left the bookstore and were settled in a back booth at Althea’s “that just because two characters share the same narrative space does not mean they are on the same sort of journey at all. It’s entirely possible that they may be on paths that don’t intersect.”  
 
    “I was never very good at literary criticism,” I said. “Despite my Grampa being a professor.”  
 
    “You have literary blood in the family?”  
 
    Cameron had their feet — out of the boots and shod in dark socks with gold embroidery — on the bench on my side of the booth and was sipping a martini at last. The first two attempts were apparently failures and finally they’d gone behind the counter and given an articulate demonstration of how to mix the drink properly.  
 
    “Grampa teaches at Washington State. His specialty is European and African literature …”  
 
    “Wait, wait.” Cameron took another sip of the martini and sighed. “Your grandfather is Bailey Sutton? I’ve read all his books. His essay about Italio Calvino last year in  The New York Review  —” they stopped, tipped their head so the wheat-colored hair fell like a curtain over one eye. “You’re not interested in any of this, are you?”  
 
    “I really love your mysteries.”  
 
    They drew their legs back and sat up. “I need another martini. I assume you want more of whatever you’re —”  
 
    “I really shouldn’t. I have to play tomorrow, and I never drink much —”  
 
    “Suit yourself.”  
 
    “One more,” I called as they made their way to the bar. After all, it was my credit card they were holding. The big screen TVs were all showing sporting events from other time zones. Althea’s has the best cable sports package of any place I know. The sound was turned down on all the games, and the music was cranked up. Something I imagined Daisy would like, thudding base and whining guitars. Cameron danced in stocking feet as they made their way back to the table, impossibly balancing a martini and a bottle of beer as they did so.  
 
    “Take Daisy for instance,” they said, as they slid into the booth, putting their back against the wall, and stretching their legs out.  
 
    “Do I have to?”  
 
    “Me thinks gentleman protests too much. The heat between the two of you is not about being roommates. Or even teammates. Everyone can see that. Now Daisy, as a character, is on a classic hero’s journey. We’ve all seen it a million times and yet it never ceases to entrance us, even when we know precisely what is coming. Daisy is a solitary warrior, banished by the tribe for her transgressions, who has toiled away for years in the wilderness — or underworld, it’s often the underworld in old mythology — and it has made her strong, but also somewhat feral.”  
 
    I chuckled. “That’s the word I’ve been trying to find.”  
 
    Cameron tsked several times. “Now, now — you can’t blame her for being what she is. After all it’s your fault.”  
 
    “My fault?”  
 
    “Not you, personally, but the establishment you represent. The cisheteropatriarchy, if you will. The good old boys’ network that runs the world — and specifically in this case, the world Daisy cares about, baseball.”  
 
    I burst out laughing. “I’m the cisheteropatriarchy?”  
 
    “We’ll assume so for now since that is how you present yourself,” Cameron said, over the rim of their glass. “If there are plot twists and revelations to come, we shouldn’t foreshadow them too hard.”  
 
    I took a big swig of beer and almost choked.  
 
    “So, Daisy has been recalled from the wilderness by the very powers that banished her. The kingdom is in turmoil, and they need her to fight for them. But deep down inside, that’s not what she wants. Whatever desire she had to please them, to earn their respect, was burned out of her long ago. She has run with the wolves, my friend. In her heart of hearts, what she dreams of is not saving the kingdom, but burning it down.”  
 
    I pictured Daisy in her confrontations with the Skipper, remembered the things she’d said to the reporter. It was scary how well that fit.  
 
    “You got all that from a few minutes in the bookstore?”  
 
    They drained their glass again and set it down. “Goodness no. I’m not a psychic or a detective. I’m an author. I saw someone making a scene in public and I know a little about her back story, and my mind can’t resist spinning out a plot. This is pure fiction. I never deal in facts.”  
 
    The beer was beginning to taste sour and I was struggling not to belch. I pushed the bottle away. “What about me?”  
 
    “Oh, well you are the complication. The allure which tempts her to turn aside from her mission of vengeance. In other words, if Daisy is on a hero’s journey, you are on a heroine’s journey.”  
 
    I bristled and started to interrupt.  
 
    “Please, please,” Cameron waved me off with one hand, “spare me your rigid and outdated attachment to gender. In literary terms a heroine can be male or female, or preferably neither — it is the shape of the journey that matters, not the genitalia of the protagonist. A hero is motivated by solitary achievement, the desire for revenge or conquest. A heroine’s journey is in the opposite direction, toward connection, family.”  
 
    They suddenly sat up and felt underneath the table for their boots. “But enough of this, which you care nothing for and which even I am bored by eventually. Perhaps someday you can meet Aisha directly. She’d be much more your type.” Cameron smiled. “You have to play baseball tomorrow, in the hot sun and dirt.” They shivered. “Come on, let’s call you a ride and get you home to bed.”  
 
    When I got home, the house was dark. Daisy’s door — how quickly it became Daisy’s and not just the spare room — was cracked just enough for Cy to come and go. He was snoozing in the hallway halfway between the bedrooms. When I came in, he lifted his big head and sniffed the air, then whimpered quietly. I squatted down and rubbed his ears for a while, until he began to doze.  
 
    I didn’t look at the clock before I fell into bed.  
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     Well, Stan, here we are again, The Bronx Bruisers at Seattle, their final meeting in the regular season. There always seems to be a special enmity between the two teams, and with The Bronx comfortably on top in the east and Seattle a likely contender for the wild card slot, we may be looking at a preview of the first round of the playoffs.   
 
     “Absolutely. And if there’s ever been a Bronx team that lived up to their nickname, this is the one. Maybe the most physical, aggressive —   
 
     “Downright hostile, I’d say.   
 
     “Ha ha — yeah. They play rough and like to get the other team mad. So far this year they’ve owned Seattle and if the Navigators have any post-season hopes, they must find a way to reverse that trend.   
 
    

  
 
    Jonas  
 
    

  
 
    Batting practice was a disaster.  
 
    The Seattle sun, which was never around when you wanted it to be, stabbed brightly in my eyes and set my head pounding. The batting coach didn’t even bother to correct me. After a few swings he just shook his head and walked away.  
 
    “You look like crap,” Grog said.  
 
    “Thank you for your feedback.”  
 
    He fell in beside me and walked along in silence until we were almost to the tunnel. Then he cleared his throat, which sounded a little like an avalanche starting. “You okay, man? I mean, not clubhouse bullshit or busting your balls or anything — you okay?”  
 
    For just a crazy second, I thought about telling him everything. Just blurting it out to the least sympathetic person I knew. It would be done, whatever happened would happen. I wouldn’t have to live with a sword over my head anymore. But of course, I didn’t.  
 
    “That sounded like genuine concern.”  
 
    “Nah.” Grog stopped to replace the bat he’d been using in the rack. “Daisy didn’t look so great this morning either. You know, not hungover like you, but pissed.”  
 
    “More so than usual?”  
 
    Grog laughed. “You too weren’t together last night?”  
 
    “We’re not married, she’s just living in my spare room. But no, we weren’t. Not for long.”  
 
    “She’s a nonstop disaster, but I get it. She’s hard to ignore.”  
 
    “Very hard to ignore.”  
 
    He patted me on the shoulder, hard enough to make my knees creak. “Well, pull it together, Bookworm. Cause I will bust your kneecaps if I gotta to keep you from killing our season.”  
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    The Bronx’s pitcher, Adam Fletcher, was hot today. He was always hot, but he sat us down in order in the first three innings. I didn’t get much flack for striking out because two-thirds of the line-up did the first time through. Grog managed to get a piece of the ball but hit a line drive straight at the first baseman. Meanwhile Ishida struggled and gave up several hits in the second. The Bronx scored two runs.  
 
    Then, in the bottom of the fourth, I got a hit. It slipped through the gap between the shortstop and second base. I rounded first and pulled up as the center fielder threw it back in.  
 
    Waylon Hendricks was the Bruisers long-time first baseman. Tall, with a great reach, receding hair, and resting jerk face.  
 
    “Good hit,” he said, as I tagged up and waited for Fletcher to go into his stretch. “Those have been far between lately, huh?”  
 
    I ignored him. Fletcher started his delivery, and I took a lead off. Grog let the pitch go by for a ball. I walked the two steps back to the base.  
 
    “So, what’s it like, having a drag queen on the team?” Hendricks asked.  
 
    I ground my teeth to stay quiet. He was trying to distract me. I focused on the next pitch, shuffling a short way down the base path.  
 
    Suddenly Fletcher spun in our direction and feinted to first. He didn’t throw, but I dove back. Hendricks stepped in my path and threw a body block that sent me sprawling in the dirt. The crowd booed.  
 
    “Time,” the first base Ump called.  
 
    I leapt to my feet and started for Hendricks, but the Ump got between us.  
 
    “Do that again and it’s interference,” the Ump told him. “You want I should send him down to second?”  
 
    “It was an accident,” Hendricks said.  
 
    “No more accidents.”  
 
    I took my lead again and Fletcher glanced my way before starting his pitch.  
 
    “Too bad Daisy doesn’t get to hit,” Hendricks said. “Bet he hits a lot harder than you do.”  
 
    I charged him just as Fletcher let go of his pitch. Grog took a hard swing and missed just as I tried to grab Hendricks. He danced back out of my way.  
 
    “One more word about my teammates and I’m going to put your teeth down your throat,” I said.  
 
    “Both of you shut up or you’re going to the showers,” the Ump shouted. He was at the end of his patience and we both knew it. Hendricks wasn’t the type to keep pushing when there were real consequences involved.  
 
    Grog drove the next pitch into left field, and I made it to third. The next batter hit a long sacrifice fly and I scored. By the end of the inning, it was tied.  
 
    As we took the field in the top of the fifth, the announcer trumpeted a pitching change. Hard guitars twanged from the loudspeakers. It took only a second for people to recognize “Girls Just Want to Have Fun” and then crowd was on its feet and the chanting started.  
 
    “Now pitching for the Seattle Navigators —”  
 
    “Daisy. Daisy. Daisy.”  
 
    Flags were waving all through the stadium and the song played the whole time Daisy sprinted from the bullpen to the mound.  
 
    “That’s not Cyndi Lauper,” Grog growled, looming beside me. “Who the hell is that?”  
 
    I laughed. “It’s Miley Cyrus.”  
 
    “Damn. Well Daisy knows how to work a crowd.”  
 
    She did.  
 
    We hadn’t spoken since last night. I had no idea what kind of mindset she was in. She didn’t greet me or even look my way before she started working. The first batter struck out on four pitches and the second grounded to second. Grog fielded it and threw him out.  
 
    The third batter to come up in the inning was Hendricks. He scowled at her, tapping his bat on the plate, and lifting it over his shoulder. Daisy shook off a signal from Heff, then another. Finally, Heff just shrugged.  
 
    She glanced over her shoulder at me.  
 
    The curve ball was high and inside and must’ve looked like it was aimed right at Hendrickson’s head. He dove away, landing on his belly in the dirt. The crowd roared. Hendrickson jumped to his feet and took a few quick steps toward the mound. Daisy stepped forward to meet him.  
 
    “It was an accident,” she yelled.  
 
    “The pitcher is warned,” the Ump called. “Don’t let it happen again.”  
 
    She threw him three knuckleballs in a row. They were comically slow and danced like drunk bumblebees. He swung at all of them and never came close.  
 
    “Thank you,” I said to Daisy as we walked to the dugout.  
 
    She huffed. “I still think you’re an asshole, Grandma.”  
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    Daisy  
 
    

  
 
    Scaring the pants off Hendricks was petty and childish, but he deserved it. Maybe I just didn’t like seeing one of my teammates messed with or maybe I felt a little guilty about last night — who knows? All that gazing inward at your feelings stuff is for position players who have time to stand around and daydream. Pitchers pitch. So that’s what I did. I held them for two innings, the score tied. Only gave up one hit. For the seventh inning stretch the announcers got the fans up on their feet to sing “Take Me Out to the Ballgame”.  
 
    Heff led off in the bottom half. He hit a ball to left field that bounced over the fence for a ground rule double. I was leaning on the rail watching and gave him a thumbs up when he looked my way.  
 
    Jonas came to the plate next. I hadn’t paid any attention to it before, but his walk-up music was an old Bonnie Tyler song from the eighties. I had to laugh.  
 
    The first baseman, Hendricks, motioned for time and walked over to the mound. The catcher jumped up and trotted out to meet them. Hendricks and Fletcher were both tall, long-limbed men and next to them the catcher looked stout and short as a dwarf.  
 
    Dwarf? What the hell am I thinking of? Gotta stop hanging out with Josie.  
 
    Hendricks was talking fast and gesturing. Fletcher was nodding. The catcher was shaking his head but they seemed to be ignoring him. Finally, the Ump started out there and they broke up.  
 
    The first pitch was way outside. I narrowed my eyes and leaned toward the field. Why waste a first pitch like that? Jonas wasn’t a hot hitter right now. And Fletcher didn’t look like he’d made a mistake. The pitch went right where he wanted it.  
 
    “Wiley!” I said.  
 
    The next pitch was high, closer to the center of the plate, but nowhere near the strike zone.  
 
    “What’s up?” Wiley stepped up on to the rail beside me.  
 
    “They’re up to something. Hendricks and Fletcher.”  
 
    “What do you —?”  
 
    The next pitch was a fastball, and I knew what it was as soon as Fletcher released it. “Shuck it!” I vaulted the rail, to do who knows what, but of course I was way too late by the time I hit the ground and started running.  
 
    Jonas barely had time to react. He tried to duck, but the ball caught him right on the top of the helmet. He went down like all his bones turned to mush.  
 
    I screamed, and suddenly everyone was running.  
 
    The catcher backed away from the plate as the team trainers rushed up. Fletcher stayed on the mound and tried to look sorry. I saw Hendrickson jogging in from first and I changed directions and flew right at him.  
 
    “Son of —”  
 
    I almost got my hands around his throat when someone grabbed me from behind.  
 
    “Daisy, stop!” Heff said.  
 
    I kicked backwards and he yelped but didn’t let go.  
 
    “He did this!” I shouted. “Him and Fletcher!”  
 
    I tried to bust loose by sheer strength, but Heff’s arms were like steel.  
 
    “This won’t help,” he said.  
 
    Hendricks huffed. “Let the crazy bitch go —”  
 
    “Get the hell away from us,” Heff said, “before I do let her have you!”  
 
    Hendricks smirked, but turned around and walked toward his team’s dugout.  
 
    “Goddamned Bruisers, man,” Heff growled.  
 
    Jonas was still on the ground, a half-a-dozen people kneeling or standing over him. With the enemy out of sight, my anger reversed course like a car slamming into reverse so it can roar back and hit you again. “I did this,” I said. “This is my fault.”  
 
    “Not a chance.” Heff loosened his hold on me, and I slumped against him, sobbing into his shoulder.  
 
    “They did this to get back at me, I started it.”  
 
    “You didn’t start it.” That was Wiley’s voice from behind me. I lifted my head and swiped at my eyes with my sleeve. “You didn’t start it, but you did escalate it. That doesn’t excuse them —”  
 
    Just then Jonas sat up, looking very shaky. The crowd cheered. The head trainer was holding him up and an EMT was waving fingers in front of his face.  
 
    Wiley walked over and spoke to a couple of people, then came back. “They don’t think it’s bad, but he’ll have to go to the hospital anyway. Maybe you should go with him.”  
 
    “I’m the last person he’d want..”  
 
    Besides,” I held Wiley’s gaze, “I’m still in the game.”  
 
    “Not after this. We’ll bring in Hector —”  
 
    “You weren’t going to pull me before. I can finish.”  
 
    Wiley was the first to blink. “I can’t put you back out there if I think you’re gonna do something stupid.”  
 
    “You don’t trust me?”  
 
    Wiley chuckled. “I trust you to be Daisy.”  
 
    I followed him back to the dugout. The Skipper was on the top step, and the rest of the players were out on the field, looking toward home.  
 
    “They pulled Fletcher before the Ump had a chance to toss him,” the Skipper said.  
 
    Wiley nodded. “Don’t think it’s gonna help him, but it’s probably a good move. We should bring Hector in next inning.”  
 
    The Skipper looked over his shoulder at me. “What about Daisy?”  
 
    “You can’t be serious.”  
 
    “Daisy, can you pitch?”  
 
    “Does a bullfrog land on his butt in the mud?”  
 
    His forehead crinkled up.  
 
    “Yes.” I laughed. “Yes, I can pitch.”  
 
    Wiley looked down and shook his head.  
 
    “Listen to me,” the Skipper said. “Daisy, DO NOT RETALIATE.”  
 
    “Of course not,” I said. “Scout’s honor.”  
 
    “Like they would ever let you in the scouts,” Wiley grumbled.  
 
    

  
 
     You thought the rivalry between these two teams couldn’t get any crazier. But there’s blood in the water now and Seattle is sending Daisy Flowers back out to the mound …  
 
     That’s got to be one of the craziest decisions I’ve ever seen. She put Hendricks in the dirt last inning. What do we expect from her now?  
 
     She’s an old-time pitcher, Stan. I mean, in the old days, if they hit one of yours …  
 
     Yeah, an eye for an eye. But do you think she’s really that crazy?  
 
    

  
 
    Our lineup managed to get Heff home from second before the end of the inning, giving us the lead.  
 
    Wiley reminded me, just before I left the dugout, that Hendricks was the fifth batter due up in this inning. “Get three quick outs, and you won’t have to face him.”  
 
    That was the best course.  
 
    I struck out the first batter and got the second to ground to the shortstop. When I turned around to watch the play — an easy ground ball and throw to first — I saw the utility player they’d subbed in for Jonas. Acid burned at the bottom of my throat. I clenched my fist around the ball when Heff threw it back to me.  
 
    The third batter up had an average in the low two-hundreds. Should be relatively easy. But my fastball ended up out over the middle of the plate, hanging there, and he easily smacked it into shallow center field.  
 
    Heff stomped out to the mound. “What the hell was that?”  
 
    I shrugged.  
 
    The next batter was a fastball hitter. I threw four straight outside pitches to walk him.  
 
    This time it was Wiley who came out. “Tell me why I shouldn’t pull you right now?”  
 
    “What’d the Skipper say?”  
 
    “Daisy, there are things a lot of pitchers can get away with, that you might not.”  
 
    “You ever known me to try to get away with anything?”  
 
    He sighed and looked back toward the dugout. The Skipper shook his head.  
 
    Hendricks stepped up to the plate. He just has one of those faces that needs to be punched occasionally. My teeth were grinding so hard I think I swallowed pieces of them.  
 
    I stepped off the mound and took a few steps toward second. Grog lumbered over.  
 
    “What?” he snarled.  
 
    “What should I do?”  
 
    “Didn’t everybody else already tell you? Why you gonna worry about me?”  
 
    I shrugged.  
 
    “What they did to Bookworm sucked. He’s a pain in the ass, but he’s our teammate.”  
 
    “Right.”  
 
    “And you’re kind of sweet on him, aren’t you?”  
 
    “Definitely not.”  
 
    “You know what you gotta do,” Grog said.  
 
    I stepped back up on the mound. Hendricks lifted his bat. I imagined striking him out in the most humiliating way possible, making him look stupid as he flailed at my pitches. There was a lot of satisfaction in that image. Then I remembered Jonas laying on the ground and the way I felt when I saw him fall.  
 
    And I drilled a fastball right into the bastard’s ribs.  
 
    He fell to one knee, then he staggered to his feet and charged in my direction. Heff caught him from behind and tackled him. The Bruiser in the on-deck circle ran toward them, and Grog stampeded past me headed for home.  
 
    The crowd was yelling. The Umpire was shouting but no one could hear him.  
 
    Then both benches emptied, and everyone rushed out on the field.  
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    We won.  
 
    Well, the team won, I wasn’t there. I was off the field and out of the game. The first thing the Umps did when they regained control of the field was to throw me out with more relish than a county fair hot dog. The fans were cheering and chanting as I walked off, but I didn’t wave to them. This wasn’t something to be proud of.  
 
    Nothing to be ashamed of either. It just had to be done.  
 
    I had my own small changing room in what I’m pretty sure used to be a supply closet, and access to the private coach’s shower. Hot water can help you forget almost anything for a minute or two. I knew when I opened the shower door the world would come rushing back. So, I took my time, toweled thoroughly, dressed, and did my makeup. Nothing I could do about my hair; it would dry how it dried.  
 
    Tom was the first person I saw when I came out.  
 
    He didn’t look great. His eyes were red and his face under graying stubble was pale. But he grinned and it made me laugh.  
 
    “I must give you credit for guts, young lady.”  
 
    “No one’s ever accused me of being a coward. A lying, backstabbing, inconsiderate harpy, maybe, but not a scaredy cat.”  
 
    “I suspect you don’t lie very often either.”  
 
    I opened my locker and retrieved my purse. “You just gonna let all the rest of that stuff go by, huh?”  
 
    He shrugged, and I could see he regretted it. His lips almost disappeared, and his cheeks got whiter.  
 
    “Looks like I should be worried about you,” I said.  
 
    “I’m fine. They took Jonas to Harborview.” He held up a key ring and dangled the keys. “I thought you might need transportation.”  
 
    “Tom that’s so sweet, but you don’t have to —”  
 
    “Oh, I’m not going anywhere. Hospitals terrify me. I was offering you my car.” He pulled the keys back slightly. “You do have a driver’s license?”  
 
    “Yeah. I can’t quite remember what state I got it in last, but I’m pretty sure it’s not expired.”  
 
    “Someone somewhere trusted you with a vehicle, that’s good enough for me.” He tossed me the keys.  
 
    As I slid into Tom’s car — wholly crap, this is a Jaguar — my phone howled. I palmed it and read the caller ID.  
 
    “I’m in a hurry, Arugula. Going to the hospital.”  
 
    “Right. You’re gonna go through a gauntlet of reporters out front, just do me a favor and don’t talk about what happened?”  
 
    “Got no desire to talk to anyone.” I found the right key and turned the ignition. It purred like a dangerous cat. “Well, except Jonas.”  
 
    “You’re blowing up online,” Josie said. “Both of you. It’s wild. Please let me know when you see Jonas and tell him his grandparents want to hear from him too.”  
 
    “Promise.”  
 
    My phone gave me directions on how to reach Harborview. As I came out of the garage and onto First Ave, I shifted gears and accelerated through traffic. I couldn’t believe anybody would trust me with a car like this.  
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    Jonas  
 
    

  
 
    When the doctors and everyone else finally left me alone, I laid back on the hospital pillows and closed my eyes. The nausea and dizziness I felt earlier had passed, but my head was still pounding. They’d given me extra-strength Ibuprofen, but nothing else. Not until they were sure about my noggin.  
 
    Sneakers squeaked on the floor. I smelled honeysuckle shampoo, and despite the pain, I smiled.  
 
    “Well, that’s good to see,” Daisy said.  
 
    “I heard you took Hendricks down.”  
 
    “I hit him; it was Heff that tackled him.”  
 
    I opened my eyes. They’d turned the lights down low in the room, so Daisy’s face was in shadow. Her hair looked tangled and still damp. She was frowning.  
 
    “The doctor said I probably don’t have a concussion,” I told her. “But the League protocol says I have to go on the disabled list for at least five days.”  
 
    Five days, for a baseball player in September, was forever.  
 
    “Yeah, well, join the club. I’m suspended.” She shrugged, sat down gently on the edge of my bed. “Guess I’ve been a colossal pain in the butt since I got here.”  
 
    “The pain’s at the other end right now.”  
 
    She grinned. “When I saw you go down, I just …” She shook her head. “Sorry about last night, I overreacted.”  
 
    “No, you didn’t. Daisy, I try to keep my life very neat, in little boxes, everything in its place. Elle and the bookstore, that’s just a corner of it I’ve never shared.”  
 
    Her fingers lightly brushed the back of my hand. “Josie says your grandparents are worried about you. Call them.”  
 
    “I will. In fact, if I’m out for five days anyway …” Suddenly what I wanted more than anything else was to go home. “Maybe I’ll drive over and visit them.”  
 
    She shook her head. “No way you’re driving with your skull bashed in. How about I take you?”  
 
    Daisy in my childhood home. Daisy meeting my grandparents. The new feeling in my stomach had nothing to do with getting beaned in the head. Her picture was still on the wall of my old bedroom, over my bed. And there would be no keeping secrets once she walked into their house. Letting her go with me meant I was ready to tell her everything.  
 
    Was I?  
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     “I don’t know how this game could live up to yesterday’s, Stan. That was the wildest thing I’ve seen in many years. The Bruisers are coming back without Hendricks at first base, with Fletcher out of the line-up for at least one start … and things are even bleaker for the Navigators —   
 
     “They certainly are, Mark. Daisy Flowers is suspended for five games, maybe more — pending a ruling from the League. Jonas Sutton is on the disabled list. Grogan is benched for a couple of games … the question is, do the Navs have enough power left to hang on until everyone comes back …?”   
 
    
 
  
 
    Jonas  
 
    

  
 
    We listened to the game on the drive. I put my seat back and pretended to doze to avoid conversation, but I was way too nervous to sleep. Every so often Cy would get curious and stick his head between the seats and lick at me. Daisy told him to leave me alone, but I kind of liked it. Just simple concern without any baggage.  
 
    I tried to convince myself the nervousness was all about Daisy driving my Escalade, but I knew better. I was about to take an irrevocable step, something I hadn’t done in all the years I’d been playing baseball. Why Daisy? Why now? It almost felt like we’d been aimed at this moment since the first time I saw her on television.  
 
    The Bruisers came out swinging, running up the score to eight-zero by the sixth inning. At that point Daisy changed channels. The car was signed into my playlists, which were mostly classical and jazz. She tried several before she gave up and left in on a Charlie Parker station.  
 
    We drove through Snoqualmie Pass, where the ski-lodges were looking more like Alpine meadows this time of year. Traffic was relatively light on a weekday. In Ellensburg, we stopped for lunch at a drive-in with outdoor seating. Daisy devoured an enormous burger and fed another one to Cy, while I picked at my fries.  
 
    “You feeling alright?” she asked, mouth full.  
 
    “Grog kept saying I’d kill the season.”  
 
    She grabbed some napkins and wiped ketchup off her fingers. “What part of this is your fault?”  
 
    I didn’t have an answer but my gut said I was to blame. Just as we were finishing up, Daisy’s phone howled and Cy howled back. Some kids at a nearby picnic table laughed. Daisy set the phone on the table and punched the speaker button.  
 
    “Hey there, Arugula.”  
 
    I could make out Josie’s face upside down and flattened on the screen.  
 
    “Please be careful where you say that,” Josie said.  
 
    “There’s no one with me except Jonas and Cy.”  
 
    “Oh, well I guess that’s fine. How are you doing?”  
 
    “Well fed and about to get back on the road. Jonas’ fancy car is like driving his overstuffed sofa. Can’t complain about that.”  
 
    “Sure. Sure. I uh, I’ve been looking into your friends’ situation in Podunk. Have you heard from them?”  
 
    Daisy’s face darkened. “Yeah, I talked to Trisha last night. There are a couple of emergency motions pending, the ACLU is trying to get the law blocked.”  
 
    “That’s hopeful.”  
 
    “Maybe. Trisha is really worried about Noelle though. She’s depressed, barely eating, won’t go to school.”  
 
    That was news to me. Daisy told me she’d talked to her friend, but she hadn’t given me any details. Maybe I should’ve asked? I felt like I’d been wrapped up in my own stuff so long I was sick of it.  
 
    “Did you ask her about leaving?” Josie asked.  
 
    “She doesn’t like the idea, but she’d do it for Noelle. It wouldn’t be easy, there’d be all sorts of family drama for them, even if she could afford to do it. Which she can’t.”  
 
    “Well, that sort of leads into what I wanted to ask you about. We talked about interviews —”  
 
    Daisy stiffened. “Not interested.”  
 
    “Come on, you’re super-hot right now on social media. It would be a mistake not to take advantage of that. You have a platform.”  
 
    “Don’t you think I’m in enough trouble with the league right now?”  
 
    Josie didn’t answer for a second. “I guess I didn’t really think you cared about that.”  
 
    Daisy glanced up at me. Her eyes were opaque. “Maybe I care more than I thought I did.”  
 
    “Well, you should think about it,” Josie insisted. “Your voice right now could mean a lot to kids like Noelle, who are really scared and in trouble.”  
 
    “I’m nobody’s hero, Josie.”  
 
    “I’m not sure that’s a choice you get to make,” Josie said. “If we get someone sympathetic, like Cameron Shaw —”  
 
    My ears picked up at Cameron’s name.  
 
    “I don’t do profiles, Josie. And I do as few interviews as humanly possible. I thought I was clear —”  
 
    “Just think about it, Daisy. If you don’t control your story, someone else will.”  
 
    They said goodbye. Daisy gathered up our trash without comment and threw the last of my burger, which I couldn’t finish, to Cy.  
 
    “You know, Josie’s not wrong,” I said, as we walked back to the car. “Cameron Shaw is really insightful. If you have to talk to someone —”  
 
    “But I don’t.”  
 
    The second half of the drive was quiet. I read an Aisha Desmond mystery and Daisy found a radio station she liked but graciously kept it low. After a while I really did doze off.  
 
    “Nothing around for miles but farms,” Daisy said.  
 
    I blinked, rubbed my eyes, and sat up. The sun had passed noon and it was bright in the sky. There were almost no clouds. It was hot — Eastern Washington is totally different from the west side of the mountains. “Might as well be western Idaho,” as my Grandpa likes to say. It’s rural, conservative and in the summers very hot. Daisy had the window down and the sky roof open, even though the car had excellent air conditioning. Cy was snoring in the back.  
 
    “Believe me, I know.” I breathed in the dry air and was immediately seventeen years old again. “This is called Palouse, all these rolling hills. They grow wheat and grain and peas.”  
 
    “When did you get to be a geography nerd. Wait, let me guess — you majored in Agriculture in college.”  
 
    “I went to the University of Washington, in Seattle, remember? Around here, that’s called being a traitor. I majored in English.”  
 
    “Figures. Were your grandparents upset that you left?”  
 
    “No. They understood why I had to get out.” She glanced at me and then back to the long straight road. “The reason I know about the land is that my grandparents used to run a nursery. It’s closed now, but they still have all kinds of plants and fruit trees on their property. They’re the geeks, not me.”  
 
    “I’ve heard you trade Star Wars references with Josie.”  
 
    “Huh. So, what did you major in?” I asked.  
 
    “Getting nerds to do my homework.”  
 
    I wasn’t quick enough pointing out the turn and she missed the driveway, had to stop in the middle of the old highway and back up. The dirt and gravel driveway wove for about a quarter mile through the wooded property, shaded by tall alders that had grown a lot since I climbed in them as a kid. The landscaping, as always, was immaculate.  
 
    “Oh wow,” Daisy said, as we approached the house.  
 
    “You were expecting a log cabin?”  
 
    “Hey, any house that don’t have wheels on it is a step up from where I was hatched. But yeah, I wasn’t expecting this.”  
 
    My grandparents’ home was an old farmhouse from the turn of the century, remodeled over the years into a bungalow style with a low front porch and high gabled windows. The old wood that had been recycled and restored through several upgrades gave a weight that I used to think of as fortress like.  
 
    As we parked, the front door opened, and my grandmother stepped out. She was wearing a long denim skirt and a black blouse with the sleeves rolled up to her elbows, showing off her pale arms. Gray and silver hair was piled on top of her head, spilling out of the comb that held it there. My grandfather stepped out after her. He’d always been shorter, but age was starting to stoop his shoulders. The skin of his dark brown face was crinkled from so much time in the outdoors, but the frameless silver spectacles he wore screamed professor.  
 
    My grandmother shook her head. “It is her. I thought that Josie person was crazy.”  
 
    “Josie is almost always right,” Daisy said. She held out her hand. “Hello Mr. And Mrs. — wait, it’s Doctor and —”  
 
    “Doctor and mister,” my grandfather laughed. “I never saw the point in a doctorate.”  
 
    “Never had the patience for it,” Grandma said.  
 
    “And you don’t have to introduce yourself, dear. We’ve been following you for a long, long time,” Grandpa added.  
 
    Daisy looked back at me, eyebrows cocked.  
 
    Just at that moment, Cy woke up and exploded out of the open car door, charging around the front yard, barking with excitement. Grandma gasped and Grandpa laughed. Daisy looked embarrassed.  
 
    “He doesn’t get to the great outdoors that often,” she said. “He’s really a very good boy though.”  
 
    As if to prove her point, Cy bounded up the stairs, drool flying from his jowls, and sat by Daisy’s feet. He sniffed at my grandparents and presented his huge head to be petted.  
 
    “He looks like a gentleman,” Grandma said.  
 
    “Oh, he’s been living in my condo for weeks now —” I began, then stopped as my grandparents exchanged a weighted look.  
 
    Daisy looked back at me. “They didn’t know?”  
 
    “Not unless Josie told them.”  
 
    “You do play your cards close, don’t you, Gran — uh, Jonas?” 
 
    I sighed. “Do you think we could get inside out of the sun?”  
 
    “Living in the rain forest is making you soft,” Grandma said.  
 
    I trotted up the steps and hugged her. She smelled like potting soil and the tense knots inside me, from the roller coaster ride of the last few weeks, loosened.  
 
    “How’s your noggin?” Grandpa asked.  
 
    “As hard as ever,” Daisy said.  
 
    Grandpa waved us inside. Cy trotted along at Daisy’s heals. She stopped him at the front door, but Grandma waved her off. “The pigs come inside, he can too,” she said.  
 
    “Speaking of which,” Grandpa chimed in, “we can keep the pigs and chickens contained if it’ll be a problem.”  
 
    “Cy loves everybody,” Daisy said. “I’ve seen him let pigeons drink his water and squirrels carry off his food. He won’t bother your animals, I promise.”  
 
    The front door led into the spacious den, which they’d been redecorating the last time I was here. The sectional sofa along the main wall was split into pieces now and recovered in a floral print. The hardwood floors had been buffed and spread with throw rugs with geometric patterns. As always, there were hundreds of books on the shelves and the collection of nick-knacks and tchotchkes was scattered everywhere.  
 
    “This is beautiful,” Daisy said.  
 
    I tried to keep my eyes somewhere else, but her walking into my home was too much. She strolled around the room, grinning at the ceramic statues of cats playing jazz and squatting down to greet the fu dogs by the fireplace in their large, saucer eyes. Cy peered over her shoulder and made a high pitched, curious sound.  
 
    “Those used to be by the front door,” I said. “When I was a little kid, they scared the crap out of me whenever it got dark.”  
 
    “We made lunch,” Grandpa said. “Thought we might eat out back, where it’s shady.”  
 
    “We actually ate —”  
 
    “I’m starving,” Daisy said. “That would be awesome.”  
 
    Grandpa led Daisy and Cy through the house, but Grandma held back, watching me with a little smile. “So …?” she asked.  
 
    “So … what?”  
 
    “I didn’t understand much of what your friend Josie said, something about grizzly bears and stuffed animals, but she seemed to be convinced you two were …” she shrugged, “something.”  
 
    I shook my head. “I don’t know. I mean, Daisy is everything I always thought she’d be and … nothing like I imagined. She’s hard to pin down.”  
 
    “Well, that’s the difference between a real person and a fantasy.”  
 
    My cheeks felt warm. Grandma had never shied away from intimate subjects, even when I was young. We didn’t really have that luxury as we all tried to figure everything out. But she was right. As compelling as my fantasy had been, Daisy was so much bigger and so much more exciting and exasperating and challenging than I’d ever imagined her.  
 
    And still, totally, Daisy.  
 
    “I watched the game yesterday,” Grandma said. “That woman tried her best to break a man’s ribs for you.”  
 
    Was that true? Daisy never needed much prompting to unload her anger on people who annoyed her.  
 
    “She was also a big part of the reason I got hit in the first place,” I said.  
 
    Grandma laughed. “You take the good with the bad, Jonas. That’s how relationships work.”  
 
    [image: ###] 
 
    My grandparents’ backyard was bigger than most people guessed, judging from the front of the house. Over the years they’d shaped it into their own private garden. There was a pond just off the back patio, lined with stones, spanned by a small bridge. When I was a kid Grandma tried to fill it with koi, but the raccoons kept eating them, so finally she gave up, though I suspected she still put out treats for the raccoons. From there the land sloped up to a small crest, where a circle of six apple trees stood. They were past their first bloom now, the fruit starting to grow heavier.  
 
    I found Daisy lying on the grass, just over the crest of the hill. She had her hands behind her head and her eyes closed. Cy lay at her feet, alert, watching all the activity in the trees and grass.  
 
    She must’ve heard me approach. “Guess I can’t call you Grandma around here, huh?”  
 
    “It might get confusing.”  
 
    I sat down on the ground beside her, drew my knees up and rested my chin on them. Bees were buzzing around the trees and birds were squabbling somewhere nearby.  
 
    “Whenever I come back here, it’s like all the time since I was here last disappears. Like I’m ten and sixteen and twenty-eight all at the same time. You ever feel like that?”  
 
    She opened one eye and turned her head toward me. “Most folks seem to think my development was arrested at about twelve.” She chuckled. “But no, I don’t have anywhere like this. The places I grew up were just temporary, nobody stayed. You couldn’t find them anymore if you wanted to.”  
 
    “You never talk much about that.”  
 
    “Ain’t going to.”  
 
    The afternoon sun on her face was orange, throwing golden shadows. It made her hair shimmer and flow, molten, fiery. Her lips were pursed and smiling.  
 
    “Yes,” she said.  
 
    “Huh?”  
 
    “You can kiss me. That’s what you were thinking, right?”  
 
    “That’s … one of the things I was thinking.”  
 
    She didn’t move. I had to shift around, put one hand on the warm grass, and lean down. It was awkward, but when our mouths brushed something ran through me that made the hair on my arms stand up.  
 
    Just then, Cy sat up. He rumbled, deep in his chest. It wasn’t a growl; it was more a question. I followed his gaze and saw two pigs standing at the edge of the circle of trees. One was an enormous boar, with scruffy chin whiskers and short tusks. The other, about two-thirds his size, was a sow.  
 
    “So, they weren’t kidding about the pigs,” Daisy said.  
 
    “No. That’s Atticus and the smaller one —”  
 
    “Ain’t neither of them small.”  
 
    I laughed. “The relatively smaller one is Petunia. Not the most original name for a pig, but it suits her. They’re uh … family.”  
 
    “So that’s why you only have turkey bacon at home?”  
 
    “I don’t know any turkeys personally.”  
 
    Cy was vibrating with curiosity. He moved toward them slowly, indirectly, the way dogs do. But the pigs were wary. They sidled away, keeping him and us in sight.  
 
    “Best let them come to you, buddy,” Daisy said.  
 
    Cy seemed to understand. He put his head down low and wiggled his butt in the air. I wasn’t sure that gesture translated into pig, but after a minute or two, Atticus and Petunia ventured closer. Mutual sniffing occurred, and then Cy spun around, barking, and took off. Petunia gave chase and soon they were flying in and around the trees like a complicated slalom course, while Atticus looked on protectively.  
 
    “See,” Daisy said, “Cy likes everybody.”  
 
    “Here I thought it was just me.”  
 
    “He likes you especially.” She laid back down in the grass. “You got something heavy on your mind.”  
 
    “I guess I need to tell you something.”  
 
    “You don’t have to.”  
 
    But I did. I moved back and she spun around, folding her legs in front of her so we were face to face. “My parents … I don’t remember them that well. My dad was in the army, he got sent to Kuwait when I was little, and he didn’t come back. My mom … well, before that happened, I feel like, what I remember, is that they were happy, and they were supportive of me, but maybe that’s just what I want to remember. After he died, my mom sort of went off the rails. She got really religious, and she joined this church in Idaho somewhere, took me to live in their community. It wasn’t good for me. My grandparents tracked us down and they got custody of me and brought me back here.”  
 
    “How old were you?”  
 
    “Not quite six.”  
 
    “And your mother?”  
 
    I shook my head. “Never heard from her again. If my grandparents knew anything about her, they didn’t tell me. It was different here. I could just be me. No one around here knew anything about me except what my grandparents told them.”  
 
    She held out her hand, palm up. I wasn’t sure exactly what to do, but I put my hand on top, palms touching, her fingers gently tickling the inside of my wrist. “Do you want me to save you some trouble?” she asked. “I know how hard … well maybe I don’t. But if it helps, I probably have got some idea already.”  
 
    I could feel my heart pounding. It drowned out the bees and Cy barking and all the other sounds. Only once before in my life had I done this … taken this chance. With someone I thought would understand.  
 
    “You have testosterone patches in your medicine cabinet,” she said softly. “As far as I know you’ve never failed a drug test, which means the doctors approved it. And I’ve seen you lift weights, so I’m pretty sure you ain’t doping.”  
 
    “Gee, thanks.”  
 
    She put her other hand on top of mine.  
 
    “My, uh, my parents, they named me … well it doesn’t matter what they named me, it was wrong. I wouldn’t wear the clothes they picked out for me or play with the toys. I think — I believe — that my dad tried to accept it. But at the church my mom took me to they said …”  
 
    “Hey, Jonas.”  
 
    Hearing my name snapped me out of the memories a little. Daisy’s blue eyes were darker and warmer than I’d ever seen them.  
 
    “I spent a lot of time picking that name.” I said. “There weren’t many books around my parents’ house, but they did have this old beat-up book of baby names. It must’ve been ancient because the cover was ripped, and the pages kept falling out. But I kept it together. As soon as I learned to read, I would spend hours leafing through it —” I blew out a long breath. “Through the boy’s names. Jacob, Jeff, Joe. Don’t ask me what it was about the J — but when I found Jonas, I knew it was right. I just knew.”  
 
    “I can imagine you with your book and your little boy face all scrunched up and serious.” Daisy touched me between my eyes. “You know, I dreamed up Daisy Flowers in about an hour when I was twelve. You didn’t think any English-speaking parents actually chose that name, did you?”  
 
    “Oh, god no.”  
 
    She got up on her knees, put her hands on my shoulders, looking down at me. Her hair fell all around us, breaking up the sunlight like a prism. This time we kissed harder, with urgency. Hungry — I couldn’t tell who the hunger came from, maybe both of us, maybe it was bigger than us and we were just swept up by it. Our lips parted. I put my hands on her waist, where her t-shirt rode up. Her skin felt hotter than the sun beating down. There was a thin, salty sheen of sweat on her upper lip.  
 
    She put a hand on my chest and pushed me back. Her weight came down on top of me, her elbow in the grass beside my head. She chuckled, buried her face in my throat. Her teeth grazed my neck and lightning shot down into every part of me. Every part of me responding.  
 
    Cy charged back up the hill, almost colliding with us, leaping over us, spinning around in the grass. I heard, though I couldn’t see, another body slide to a stop in the grass behind me.  
 
    “Go play,” Daisy growled.  
 
    And they were off again.  
 
    She kissed the top of my chest.  
 
    This was impossible. My whole life collapsed in on itself. Maybe I was still seventeen and this was just another daydream, another fantasy. Or maybe I was twenty-eight, almost twenty-nine, a grown man, a professional baseball player, and Daisy Flowers really was in my arms.  
 
    Maybe there was no difference between the two.  
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    I ran along a dusty trail that cut through high grass following an old fence. Cy sprinted beside me, taking off whenever something caught his fancy, racing around to investigate, then hurrying to catch up to me again.  
 
    Occasionally, we saw a few cows across the fence, watching as they chewed their early morning grass. Cy seemed to understand the fence was a boundary, and I didn’t have to warn him not to cross it.  
 
    The sun was barely up over the trees, and it was already getting hot. We ran out for a couple of miles and turned back, surprising all the same cows again, and ended up on the far side of the Sutton’s property, charging up the hill toward the apple orchard where …  
 
    Grandpa — his name was Bailey, but he kept telling me he preferred Grandpa — was just coming up the other side. He was wearing a loose shirt tucked into khaki slacks and used a stout walking stick. A darker complexion than Jonas, but the same soft brown eyes. He smiled brightly when he saw me.  
 
    “You’re up early,” he called.  
 
    I stopped, gesturing hello then putting my hands on my knees, breathing too hard for a second to respond.  
 
    “Needed to move a little,” I said at last. “Work the kinks out.”  
 
    “Ah yes, that old couch is not as comfortable as it looks. I’ve fallen asleep on it many times and regretted it on waking.”  
 
    They made up the couch in the den for me last night. Mrs. Sutton — Grandma — brought me extra pillows and a throw quilt, which I was never going to need in this weather. But I thanked her and after we said goodnight, she turned back and looked at me for a second, biting her lips.  
 
    “The stairs,” she said, “they creak a lot. You don’t notice it during the day, but at night, when the house is quiet, it can be quite loud.”  
 
    “Oh. Sure, I won’t …”  
 
    She waved her hand. “I just thought, if you didn’t want to sleep down here, it might be less embarrassing for everyone to just —”  
 
    “Thank you,” I said. “But we’re not there.”  
 
    She looked skeptical. Images of us in the apple orchard scrolled through my mind.  
 
    “Yet,” I added.  
 
    Now Grandpa leaned on his cane and looked up at the apple trees. Cy bounded up to say hello and get some ear scritches. Grandpa gestured at the trees. “I think it’s going to be a good crop this year. In the fall we bring out the cider press and everyone helps to gather the fruit. You should come back to visit then.”  
 
    The idea of anything in my life, a job, a relationship, a connection, lasting more than a few months felt unreal. But I really wanted it to. “I think I’d love that. I don’t know anything about picking apples or making cider though.”  
 
    “Be happy to teach you. If you’re hungry now, there’s lots of food in the kitchen, but you’ll have to fend for yourself. Lauren and Jonas are late sleepers when they don’t need to get up for something.”  
 
    “Thank you, I’ll do that.”  
 
    “And the pigs were out at dawn looking for their new playmate.”  
 
    Cy spun in the grass as if he understood. I laughed. “I’ll make sure Cy finds them.”  
 
    We started off in opposite directions, but something was sharpening its claws on my brain. “Uh … Grandpa? Yesterday, when we arrived, you said you’d been following me for a long time?”  
 
    “Oh yes.  We  —” he stressed that word a little too hard “— were always fans of yours. Jonas and I drove out to Oklahoma, the first year you pitched in the college world series.”  
 
    I felt like the ground shifted, just a smidge, under my feet. But it was a momentous smidge. My memories of that time were sharp and clear —laser focused. They were about the games, me on the mound, the opposing batters I worked so hard to memorize. I barely remembered the motel I stayed in, what I ate, who I talked to.  
 
    “You were there? Jonas was there?”  
 
    Grandpa nodded.  
 
    Of course, he was. He’d always known too much about me, about my pitching, my career. I hadn’t put that together — my head was so huge I just expected people to know who I was?  
 
    We’d both been on these crazy, twisting paths. Similar, but almost opposite. That day, when I pitched in the finals, Jonas had been there. We’d been as close as a minor league baseball stadium from each other. It didn’t make sense now that I couldn’t feel someone so important so close. But nothing else mattered to me then, just pitching. Even if I’d walked into him, I wouldn’t have noticed or cared.  
 
    Would I?  
 
    “Are you okay?” Grandpa asked.  
 
    “Yeah, yeah. Just the run catching up to me. I better get something to eat.”  
 
    The pigs intercepted us on our way back to the house, and Petunia did a pretty good imitation of a dog’s play bow.  
 
    “They’re a lot smarter than you, buddy. Think you can hold your own?”  
 
    Cy barked and soon they were racing across the yard. I yelled at Cy to come back when he wanted breakfast, but even the b-word couldn’t interrupt his fun.  
 
    Jonas was in the kitchen, wearing sweatpants and a t-shirt, hair still mussed. I stopped at the back door and watched him reaching for cereal in the upper cabinet. The strong muscles in his back flexed, and the sun bronzed his brown arms. I took a deep breath, and he must’ve heard me ‘cause he looked around and laughed.  
 
    “Are you spying on me?”  
 
    “Nah, uh …” I swallowed. “Yeah, I guess maybe I was.”  
 
    He held up a box of frosted flakes. “Hungry?”  
 
    My mouth was dry. I nodded, then shook my head. “I mean, a girl needs more than cereal, didn’t you tell me that once?”  
 
    “It’s pretty much cook for yourself around here in the mornings.”  
 
    “How about I cook for both of us?”  
 
    He looked doubtful but pulled out a chair at the kitchen table and sat down. I went to the refrigerator — which was huge and maybe as old as me — and dug around. Found some cheese and eggs and fresh vegetables. Normally I’m not a veggies-in-the-morning kind of girl, but out here it seemed appropriate. I beat up four eggs and chopped green onions, mushrooms, and a beautiful bright red tomato. Jonas told me where the skillets were, they were all cast iron and very heavy. I chose the smallest.  
 
    The stove looked weird to me.  
 
    “It’s gas,” Jonas said. “You’ve used them before, right?”  
 
    “Uh-uh.”  
 
    “Want some help?”  
 
    I put the skillet down and considered the knobs. “Pretty sure I can figure it out.”  
 
    “Your chances of blowing us up are slim.”  
 
    I practiced adjusting the flame a few times and then put the skillet on, added butter, poured in the eggs. There was a bread box near the fridge and a partial loaf of soft, heavy bread familiar from the ones Jonas had in his fridge. I cut slices thin enough for the toaster and couldn’t resist nibbling.  
 
    When I turned around, Jonas was grinning.  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “One thing I never imagined,” he said. “You in this kitchen — any kitchen really — cooking breakfast.”  
 
    I kept one eye on the eggs and leaned my butt against the counter. “That might be something we should talk about.”  
 
    His grin drew back a smidge. “What?”  
 
    “You. Your imagination. Me.” I had to grab a spatula and stir the eggs. I added veggies and cheese, flipped them over into overstuffed omelets. While I was buttering the toast, Jonas got orange juice out of the refrigerator and poured two glasses.  
 
    That stopped me for just a second. Ain’t sure why. But somehow what started out as a touch of fun had gotten super domestic and I wigged. Felt like maybe I’d just given up a homerun over the center field wall. Took a second, but I pulled myself together. Mostly.  
 
    “This is great,” Jonas said, around a mouthful.  
 
    “Don’t think they’ll hand me any stars for it, but I been cooking breakfast for myself since I was old enough to reach the stove. Usually not in this nice a kitchen though.”  
 
    He focused on eating, and I knew he was avoiding what I said before. So, I let him finish without interrupting and then said yes to a cup of coffee which he got for us.  
 
    “You saw me pitch,” I said at last. It spilled out so fast I wasn’t sure he’d understand the words.  
 
    Elbows on the table, holding a large coffee mug in both hands, he watched me through the steam. “I’m going to assume you don’t mean recently.”  
 
    “When I was in college.”  
 
    “Yep. The summer after I graduated from high school.”  
 
    “No need to go publicizing people’s ages or anything. It’s kind of surprising you didn’t mention this before.”  
 
    When he finally came out to me yesterday, it wasn’t so much of a shock because I’d almost figured it out already. Not just the T patches, but the way he always seemed to be hiding, struggling with himself, pulling away from me despite the obvious way we both felt. The whole jig we’d been dancing started to make since. Almost.  
 
    It kind of stung that he didn’t feel like he could trust me with that secret before. I mean, it would’ve made everything between us so much easier. But underneath, I got that too. I didn’t have a reputation for holding my tongue. It wasn’t unreasonable to fear I’d blow his cover in a hot moment.  
 
    Jonas sighed. “It’s embarrassing. Would you want to tell someone they were your awkward teenage crush?”  
 
    “I was out and trans in college. I get awkward.”  
 
    “It’s not like I didn’t have girlfriends,” he said, a little snappish and he realized it. “A girlfriend, I had a girlfriend in high school. I really liked her I guess, but I always felt like she couldn’t really understand me.”  
 
    “You never told her.”  
 
    “No.” He sipped his coffee. “No, I did.”  
 
    I didn’t want to press him if he didn’t want to share. So, I just waited.  
 
    “Nothing spectacularly horrible. She didn’t out me or reject me in disgust. We kept going out for a while and she just gradually faded away.”  
 
    “I’m sorry.”  
 
    “Teenage angst. I’m sure you’ve had more than your share of bad dating experiences.”  
 
    “I sorta pursued the quantity over quality strategy, which is really the only way to go with men if you’re buying wholesale.” He grinned at that, and I was glad. Some guys find it a touchy subject. “But you know, at least I never had to worry about what they would do if they found out. What you see is what you get.”  
 
    “I was afraid you’d think I was a coward for staying in the closet. Lying to everyone so I could have what you never got a chance at.”  
 
    I knew I had to take the time to get this answer right. I wasn’t even sure what I was going to say, but this was like a full-count pitch in the bottom of the ninth with the bases loaded. If I screwed it up the ball was going out of the park, and I wasn’t going to get another shot.  
 
    “You ain’t lying to anyone. You’re a man. Believe me I’m as straight as a girl gets and I know these things. You don’t owe anyone your past, and you deserve to be where you are. You worked hard for it and you’re damn good. Do I maybe envy that a little? Hell, yeah, shucker. I never really had the option of going stealth — even if I did, I’d still be a woman right, and the whole baseball thing likely would’ve ended the same way. I would never blame anyone for the choice of coming out or not.”  
 
    His shoulders lifted a little, like a heavy weight was gone. I meant what I said, but I knew there was more, and I wanted to stop where we were, but I knew I couldn’t. I just didn’t know how to keep going.  
 
    He stared into his mug for a while, then seemed to decide. Standing up, he took my hand. “Come on, there’s something I want to show you.”  
 
    “More deep dark secrets?”  
 
    “The last layer of the ogre, I promise.”  
 
    He led me through the living room and up the stairs. They really did creak.  
 
    There were two hallways branching off at the top of the stairs. Halfway down one of them was a door with the outline of a batter swinging for the fences stenciled over light blue paint. Jonas put his hand on the doorknob, then turned back to me.  
 
    “I haven’t really lived here since I left for college. My grandparents kept this room pretty much how I left it.” He laughed. “They’ve seen my condo, so I guess they know my tastes have changed a little.” He looked into my eyes. “Well, maybe not so much.”  
 
    I kissed him. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. I felt a shudder and I wasn’t sure which one of us it came from. Maybe both.  
 
    It was a large bedroom. The bed, under the window, had baseball sheets. Blue curtains fluttered around the open window. Three trophies were arranged on a shelf across the room over a little desk built into the wall. There were also pictures taped up around the desk. Jonas was looking at the ground. I stepped closer.  
 
    “Oh.”  
 
    I recognized the largest of the pictures right away. It was from Sports Illustrated — from the awful profile they did of me when I was in college. I hated that article with a passion. But the picture was me on the mound, in the middle of my wind-up, hands over my head, one leg raised. I hadn’t really looked at it in years. When it came out, I just felt ticked off at the whole experience — I felt tricked and taken advantage of by the reporters who sensationalized all the worst parts of my story. And the picture was just part of that. I tore several of those magazines to shreds and would’ve destroyed more if I could’ve afforded to buy them.  
 
    Did seeing the picture through Jonas’ teenage eyes help or … a seventeen-year-old boy struggling with a lot of the same issues I went through, but doing it in private, hiding, probably embarrassed by his feelings, and confused by things he had no one to talk to about. I could’ve loved that kid, at a time when I didn’t really believe in love. Did I now? I mean I … deep breath … really, really liked the man he’d grown into.  
 
    On the other hand, this was just a pin-up, on the wall of a teenage boy’s bedroom. Hard to escape a certain ick factor there. Hard not to feel a little … objectified. And to wonder how much of whatever was going on here was real for him and how much was just an old warmed-over fantasy.  
 
    “Say something,” Jonas said. His voice was shaky.  
 
    I couldn’t. I did what I always do when I don’t see a way out. I chose the knuckleball.  
 
    I kissed him as hard as I could. He stumbled back into the wall and kept kissing him. Someone groaned, it could’ve been one of us, or both of us. My elbows were on the wall, on either side of his head, and his hands were under my shirt, cool against my feverish skin. I felt like I couldn’t breathe, like I was deep, deep under water and the only way to survive was to breathe him in, to —  
 
    I broke away and it felt like a piece of me snapped off.  
 
    “Daisy —” he was breathless.  
 
    I was suffocating.  
 
    That’s the thing about the knuckleball. When it works, it’ll get you out of any jam. When it fails? You never get that ball back.  
 
    “I need to, uh —” I covered my face. “I need a minute, a few minutes. Okay? Just, don’t follow me.”  
 
    I ran down the creaky stairs and through the kitchen, where Grandma was sipping coffee in a yellow quilted robe. She looked up and started to speak but I was out the back door and off the deck, past the pond, running as fast as I could up the hill to the apple orchard. I topped the hill and then my foot caught on something. Hit hard on my shoulder and then I was rolling down the other side like some dumb broad in a nursery rhyme.  
 
    When I came to a stop, I sat up and brushed grass and leaves off my t-shirt.  
 
    Cy and Petunia raced up and stopped on either side of me. I heard a deep grunt behind me, up the hill, which I assumed would be Atticus. I put out my hands and connected with soft, furred necks on either side. Cy licked me.  
 
    There were no thoughts in my head, just a jumble of feelings, and confusion, noise.  
 
    Across the dirt path, a single curious cow approached the fence and mooed at me.  
 
    

  
 
     Disaster just seems to dog this Navigator’s team. The big news, as they take the field this afternoon, is that Tommy Wooden is a no-show for his scheduled start. The team spokesperson isn’t giving out any more information than that. So here they go, without Grogan or Sutton in the lineup still, and looking like the pitching staff has nothing left in its tank.   
 
     You’re right, Stan. They’ve fallen from a first-place contender, to barely holding on to Wild Card hopes. And the other thing no one on the team is talking about is Daisy Flowers. When will she return, if she will return? And does it really matter if this season is just going to go down in flames …?   
 
    

  
 
    Jonas was sitting on the deck, dangling his feet over the edge, when I came back.  
 
    “You okay?”  
 
    “Are you okay?”  
 
    We both said it at the same time. I chuckled. He smiled. It wasn’t a happy smile, but it was something.  
 
    “Sorry about the freak-out,” I said.  
 
    “I’ve dumped a lot on you all at once.”  
 
    “Yeah. You did. Makes me wish I had some secrets I could throw at you.” That sounded harsher than I meant.  
 
    “I’ve seen how you throw, no thanks.”  
 
    I hefted myself up on the deck and sat beside him. “I don’t do this sort of stuff. With guys, I mean. The messy part, the emotional part. I always move away or run away or chase him away. That pitch just isn’t in my repertoire.”  
 
    “I don’t have much experience with it either.”  
 
    “I mean, what’s the late inning strategy here? We start dating? That just puts you in the spotlight all the time. Just invites people to dig into your life. Is that what you want? And what about me? I’m not — I’m not like a fully grown-up functioning adult, if you haven’t noticed. I’ve never lived in one place for much more than a year. I don’t have any old friends or family or …” I sighed.  
 
    “I don’t care,” Jonas said. “I’m willing to take that risk. I could even …”  
 
    “Don’t say it. Jonas you can’t do that for me. No way. I won’t be responsible.”  
 
    He took my hand and we sat there for I don’t know how long. Enough time for the mean-ass sun to climb high in the sky.  
 
    “Here’s the thing,” I said, at last. “We both know you’re going to go back to the Navigators and you’re gonna get over this slump, you’re gonna wrestle down those demons and find your groove. And then you’re gonna have a long, successful career. And I don’t grudge you that, you deserve it. But we also know I’ll be lucky to last the week if I ain’t fired already. So, the real question is, am I a big enough person to deal with that? History suggests I’m not.”  
 
    “You’re the biggest, fiercest, bravest person I’ve ever known.”  
 
    “You’re mistaking reckless for brave, Bookworm. And you’re mistaking me for … for who you wanted me to be when you were seventeen.”  
 
    Footsteps behind us. Someone discreetly cleared their throat.  
 
    “The game’s on,” Grandpa said.  
 
    I know a lucky bounce when I get one. I jumped up, letting Jonas’ hand drop. “Right, Tom’s pitching today —”  
 
    Grandpa shook his head. “They said he didn’t show.”  
 
    My heart stuttered.  
 
    “That’s not good,” Jonas said.  
 
    I hurried into the den where Grandma was on one end of the couch. She’d put out a bowl of Cheetos and some crackers with cheese. “We like to make a big to-do about the games,” she said. “Even if you two aren’t there today. There’s cold pop in the refrigerator, or beer if you’d rather —”  
 
    Contreras was on the mound. He’d pitched two days ago, no way he was ready.  
 
    “Excuse me a second,” I said. I climbed halfway up the stairs and dug my phone out of my pocket. It was silenced, and I had three missed calls from Josie.  
 
    “About time you responded,” she answered.  
 
    “What’s going on with Tom? Is he — under the weather again?”  
 
    Her breath hitched a little. “There was an accident, Daisy. I mean, Tom was in an accident, he drove across the center lane late last night, or early this morning, hit another car head on.”  
 
    “Shuck me. Please tell me he —”  
 
    “He’s alive. He’s hurt, leg busted up, some other things. The other driver was okay too. But Tom’s in the hospital —”  
 
    “I’ll call you right back,” I said.  
 
    Grandpa and Jonas were in the den with Grandma. I told them what Josie said.  
 
    “Crap,” Jonas said. “Was he —?”  
 
    “You know he was. I need to get back. I want to see him.”  
 
    “Of course.” Jonas started toward the stairs. “We can …”  
 
    “You’re still recovering,” I told him. “You came here to rest.” I wasn’t sure if that was real concern for him or my need to get away. I was feeling pulled in a lot of directions that second.  
 
    And then I remembered I got here in Jonas’ car.  
 
    I think he knew what I was doing. He saw me looking for a chance to run and he didn’t try to stop me. Because he didn’t think he could? Or because he didn’t want to?  
 
    “Here.” He pulled his keys out of his pocket and tossed them to me. “Don’t change all the radio presets.”  
 
    I repacked the few things I’d taken out of my bag and stowed it in the car. Jonas didn’t come out, but Grandpa did.  
 
    “Sorry to run out so quick. I really love it here.”  
 
    That was the truth. I realized it as I said it.  
 
    “You’re going to a friend in trouble,” Grandpa said. “Nobody can fault you for that.”  
 
    “I bet a few folks can.” Including myself.  
 
    I yelled for Cy. After a minute, he came galloping around the house, Petunia right beside him. He stopped when he saw me by the car and tilted his head. Petunia made a huffing sound and nuzzled his side.  
 
    “Sorry, Buddy, we have to go back —”  
 
    “You could leave Cy here,” Grandpa suggested. “At least until Jonas comes back. He and Petunia seem to have bonded. I promise he’ll be safe.”  
 
    I hesitated. No doubt in my mind Cy would be happy and well taken care of — I just felt like I was leaving the last little bit of myself behind. Taking off back to Seattle totally alone.  
 
    But I nodded, kneeling to wrap my arms around his neck and hug him tight. “Love you, Buddy. Be good until I get back. Or you get back.” I rubbed Petunia’s back too.  
 
    Impulsively I hugged Grandpa too. “Thank you,” I whispered. “For giving Jonas the chance, making him the man he is. And for this place, this home. I hope he knows how lucky he is to have it all.”  
 
    “I think he does. Thank you too. You’re good for him.”  
 
    “I don’t think I am.”  
 
    “You’re good for the team too. For baseball.”  
 
    My voice was cracking, and I knew I needed to get in the car in the next minute or so if I didn’t want to totally lose it. “Baseball I’ve always loved. But I don’t do teams so well. Never have.”  
 
    I turned the car around in the gravel and took the winding driveway as fast as I could, never looking back to see if anyone watched me leave.  
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    Jonas  
 
    

  
 
    I sat in the den and watched the last of the game. When Grandma muted the TV, which switched over to a fishing show, I realized I had no idea who won. I took a deep breath and stood up, but had nowhere I wanted to go.  
 
    “Want to talk about it?” Grandma asked.  
 
    I shook my head but sat back down anyway. “I seem to keep making the wrong choice. Telling her what I don’t need to and not telling her what I should.”  
 
    “Daisy has a bit of a skittish pony quality,” Grandma agreed. “You know I always worried about you.”  
 
    “In general,” I tried to smile but it didn’t feel genuine. “Or something specific?”  
 
    “Both. You’re a very honest person who must keep a secret from almost everyone. Like Clark Kent and Superman.”  
 
    “Superman? Really?”  
 
    She laughed. “We’ve been binge watching  Smallville . The point is, that’s a big strain on you and it never goes away. Just watching you play every day; we can see it. It was the same in high school, college — you work hard to succeed, but then you hold back. You don’t let yourself shine.”  
 
    “Every day I went to high school I had an upset stomach.” It wasn’t something I’d let myself think about in years, although didn’t I still feel that way sometimes on game days? “I’d think, everything is great, I’m popular, I have friends, I’m on the baseball team … but is this the day it ends. Is this the day everyone finds out and …”? I threw up my hands.  
 
    “We hoped, because you got to start over here, because you were Jonas from the start, that it wouldn’t even be an issue. That was naive.”  
 
    “Yeah. But I love you for being that naive.”  
 
    “You know,” Grandma shifted toward me on the sofa, “Daisy never had to hide. Or maybe, she never got the chance to hide. You can’t really expect her to understand.”  
 
    “And maybe I can’t understand her. I’m scared all the time, but she’s always angry.”  
 
    “She had to protect herself, take care of herself, from a young age. She doesn’t have a home or family to retreat to.”  
 
    I’d known that about her, but I’d never really internalized it. She was in awe of this place, the house, the grounds, the grandparents I took for granted. Not that I didn’t appreciate them, but to Daisy it must all seem mythical. And I was sure she drove away today expecting to never return.  
 
    Pretty much the way Daisy walked out of every room. Like she’d probably never be back.  
 
    “Who won the game today?” I asked.  
 
    “The Bruisers.”  
 
    After lunch I took my Aisha Desmond novel up to the apple grove and leaned against one of the trees. Cy came with me and laid in the grass beside me. In minutes he was snoring. As much as I loved the writing I couldn’t get into the story. What was it Cameron said, about two characters being on a path that didn’t intersect? Maybe I should ask Grandpa about that. It felt like a great description of me and Daisy, we got close, but we couldn’t touch. I mean, we had touched, in the literal sense, and that was explosive. But on a deeper level we couldn’t because I was always holding back, and Daisy was always taking off.  
 
    My phone buzzed. I punched the button and Josie’s name popped up.  
 
    With a sigh, “Hey Josie, what’s up?”  
 
    “Daisy kind of cut me off earlier. She does that a lot, you know?”  
 
    “I’m aware.”  
 
    “I have some more information about Tom, I thought …”  
 
    “Daisy’s not here, Josie. She’s on her way back to Seattle.”  
 
    “Oh? But you’re not?”  
 
    I turned the phone on speaker and set it in the grass. “Not yet. I’m supposed to be recovering remember. Concussion protocol and all.”  
 
    “Okay. Well, Daisy’s not answering so I guess I’ll have to catch her up when she gets here.”  
 
    Cy lifted his head, looking around for the source of the other voice.  
 
    “I’d like to know about Tom, too, I said.  
 
    “Right. Sorry. Daisy just sort of takes up so much brain space … Tom’s okay, there are no life-threatening injuries, but his leg is fractured in a couple of places. He was lucky really, but I don’t guess he feels that way right now and I’m pretty sure the person he hit doesn’t feel that way, or the Skipper and Wylie …”  
 
    “Josie.”  
 
    “He’ll recover but it’ll be a long time and maybe not ever 100%.”  
 
    We both knew what that meant for his career.  
 
    “Tell him I’m thinking about him, and I’ll be over to see him when I get back.”  
 
    “I will. There was one other thing.”  
 
    “It’s not like I’m trying to rest or anything.”  
 
    “You remember that reporter, from Emerald City Sports? The one that caught Daisy after she was thrown out?”  
 
    “Sally Conner. I remember.” I felt like I needed practice opening up, so I tried something relatively easy. “Actually, I went to high school with her.” Josie didn’t need to know how well I knew Sally. “Why?”  
 
    “She’s called me several times, wanting to get in touch with you.”  
 
    “Hmmm. I’m sure she could find me if she wanted, she knows where my Grandparents live.”  
 
    “Maybe she wanted to do it officially.”  
 
    “If she calls again just tell her to contact me directly, give her my number. You okay with that.”  
 
    “You’re one of the few players I totally trust with the press.”  
 
    I wondered if I could live up to that trust.  
 
    I said goodbye, but just as I was reaching for the red button —  
 
    “Jonas?”  
 
    “Yes, Josie.”  
 
    “You, uh — you know if there’s ever anything you want to … come out about, anything at all, I can help.”  
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind.”  
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    I was in the kitchen when I heard a knock at the door.  
 
    “Jonas, could you get that?” Grandpa called from the deck. He and Grandma were outside, having their late afternoon cocktail.  
 
    “Glad to.”  
 
    I wiped my hands, which probably still smelled like onions and garlic, and got to the door just as the person knocked again.  
 
    “Sorry it took me so long,” I said.  
 
    Sally Conners hadn’t changed a lot since high school. Her hair was lighter, with frosted tips and light brown roots, and there were wrinkles around her eyes and the corners of her mouth. But she had the same cute, nerdy look, even the same dark tortoiseshell frames on her glasses. She was wearing a powder blue business suit and a pale, ruffled blouse.  
 
    “Josie told me you called. I told her to give you my number.”  
 
    “She did. I was going to call, but then I decided this was too important to do over the phone. And anyway, I knew where the place was.”  
 
    I stepped back. “Want to come in?”  
 
    “Yeah.” She turned all the way around surveying the den. “Wow, they’ve done a lot of redecorating. It’s quite different than I remember.”  
 
    “Grandma says she’s like a snake, if she doesn’t shed her skin every so often, she’ll stop growing. Aren’t you working in Seattle now? Did you drive all the way out here?”  
 
    “No, I was doing some interviews with student athletes at Gonzaga, so I thought it would be a good chance to catch you.”  
 
    “You did.” All at once my well of patience ran dry. “What’s this about Sally?”  
 
    She frowned. “Still like that, huh? I guess I deserve it. There’s no excuse for how I ghosted you in high school.”  
 
    “Since high school.”  
 
    “Since high school. When you do something rotten to someone and you avoid them for a long time, after a while it just seems prudent to keep on ducking.”  
 
    “I should say thank you, I guess, for never …”  
 
    “I wouldn’t.”  
 
    “I think I knew that.”  
 
    She examined the same jazz cat statues Daisy had yesterday. “You and the Navigators have been in the news a lot lately. You getting hit, Tom Holland in a car accident. And Daisy.” She glanced at me sidelong. “I try to keep track of things. I’m a reporter, so it’s my job, but more than that, I’ve written a lot about trans issues, whenever I can. I know that doesn’t make up for me being such a coward, but …” she sighed “… you can chalk it up to cis guilt I guess.”  
 
    “I’ve read some of your articles. The series you did on trans athletes was good. It makes a difference.”  
 
    “I hope so. That’s sort of why I’m here. The paper I used to work for, here in Pullman. It was sold to one of those national conglomerates, Loomis Media, right wing, dumpster journalism. That’s the main reason I left. The new editor is a scumbag. Really smart, but a scumbag. All he cares about is clicks and circulation and ad revenue.”  
 
    “So, don’t buy that paper? I think my grandparents only subscribe to the Seattle Times.”  
 
    “They know, Jonas.”  
 
    Everything stopped between one breath and the next. My last heartbeat rang in my ears like one of those meditation gongs.  
 
    “How —?”  
 
    “I had nothing to do with it. I swear to that. But I still have friends on the paper, and I’m positive. The editor has had the story for a while now and is just waiting for a chance to use it without seeming like a total dick. My friend knows I pay attention to you, so she dropped me a warning.”  
 
    “All the publicity we’ve been getting lately —”  
 
    She nodded. “I don’t know if he’s made a decision yet or not, but I wanted to make sure you knew. It doesn’t begin to even the score for how I treated you. You know, I really liked you.”  
 
    “I liked you too.”  
 
    She put her hands in her blazer pockets, pulled them out, then shoved them back in again. “Is it true, about you and Daisy?”  
 
    “Probably not. You just missed her though, she went back to town to see Tommy.”  
 
    “You probably didn’t see it on TV, but the crowd was full of Daisy supporters the last two days. She’s bigger than ever online. I mean there are a lot of trolls too, don’t ever read the comments. Do you think they’ll let her pitch again?”  
 
    “Are you asking me on the record?”  
 
    She bobbed her head and laughed. “Fair enough. I better go. It was good to see you, Jonas.”  
 
    “Would you like to say hello to my grandparents? There’s rhubarb pie in the refrigerator. Plus, they’d love to see you.”  
 
    “I’m surprised they don’t hate me.”  
 
    “No, they never did. I did for a while. And you know I’d be the last person the Skipper would tell about his plans right now. Well, the last person before Daisy. He’s a little afraid of her.”  
 
    “That seems reasonable. Pie would be great,” Sally said.  
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    Daisy  
 
    

  
 
    Tom was sitting up in bed, watching TV when I tapped on the door frame. After rushing back yesterday, I couldn’t get in and see him because general visitation was over, and they wouldn’t believe I was his sister. I was here waiting when visiting opened again this morning. This early the visiting room was deserted, which made me sad. Or maybe I was sad for other reasons and just didn’t want to face it.  
 
    Tom’s foot was strung up in one of those pulley contraptions that look like bondage toys. He had a thick cast from just above his toes almost to his knee. There were a half-dozen scrawled signatures scattered across it, and one large name written with a flourish. Even from here I could read “Josie”.  
 
    “I thought I’d be the one to bang up your car,” I said.  
 
    When he looked around, he didn’t take his glasses off, just let them slip and looked at me over the top. His grin flapped his mustache like buzzard wings.  
 
    I patted the side of his bed and he nodded. I carefully sat down, trying not to jar his leg, but apparently that’s what the ropes were for.  
 
    “I’m on a lot of pain meds,” he added. “So, it probably wouldn’t matter anyway.”  
 
    “Why do the men I care about keep ending up in the hospital?”  
 
    He used a remote to switch off the television. “Shows some personal growth, having men on that list at all.”  
 
    “You think? At least more than one at a time. I was worried it might be a sign of brain damage.”  
 
    We both laughed. A little bit of my tension let go.  
 
    “How is Jonas?” he asked.  
 
    “Jonas is … Jonas. Getting hit in the head didn’t help as much as I’d like.”  
 
    “Uh-oh. Sounds like there’s trouble.”  
 
    “There’s always trouble, Tom. I don’t really want to get into it —” there was too much involved that wasn’t mine to share, “— but the bottom line is everybody knows I’m not gonna be around here long.”  
 
    “You could be if you wanted to, Daisy.”  
 
    “Shuck you. The Navs aren’t going to keep me on. Even in a best case that was never going to happen, and after all the crap in the fan …” I shook my head.  
 
    “Here’s an interesting thought I’ve been bouncing around in my head,” Tom said. “Baseball is not the only thing in life.”  
 
    “Oh yeah, now I remember why there are no men on my list — you’re all morons. What kind of drugs do they have you on?”  
 
    He took my hand and gently squeezed the fingers. “You know I’ve been married twice? The first marriage made it almost three years, the second less than a year. Interestingly, they both filed for divorce in the middle of the season, number two on the exact day I started in the All-Star Game.”  
 
    “Didn’t you go three perfect innings?”  
 
    “I walked one batter.”  
 
    I snorted. “Loser. You have a point here?”  
 
    “You and me are a lot alike. I recognize I had the privilege of chances you never got. But you know, if for some reason the big leagues hadn’t wanted me, I would’ve done exactly what you did. I would’ve played in the minors, coached in the bush leagues, hell I’d have refereed T-ball if that’s all I could get. And I would’ve ended up the same way in the end. Alone.”  
 
    “How can you say you’re alone.” I gestured at his cast. “You’ve got Josie.”  
 
    “That girl’s a spider and she’s spinning us all into her web. I feel like you’re being deliberately obtuse —”  
 
    “It’s not deliberate, it’s just how I’m built. I get what you’re saying, baseball is just a game and all that. But you know that ain’t true. You know what I know, that being out there on that mound, with a ball in your hand — there’s nothing else in life that compares.”  
 
    “Nothing?”  
 
    I pulled the reins of my brain very tight, refusing to look anywhere but straight ahead.  
 
    He said, “You know I’ve been observing you a little, since you arrived.”  
 
    “You mean stalking?” That came out sharper than I intended. “Sorry, that bruise’s got nothing to do with you.”  
 
    His eyebrows lifted, but he let it go. “You let Josie room with you on the road, even though it obviously annoyed you. You mother-henned me. You got yourself thrown out of a couple of games for defending other players. And most impressively, you risked your entire career to get back at someone who hurt Jonas.”  
 
    “What’s your point?”  
 
    “For someone who doesn’t care about anyone, you form attachments quickly. You pretend to be selfish and self-centered, but the truth is, you care a lot more about other people than you do about Daisy.”  
 
    I got up off the bed and walked around the room. There wasn’t much to look at, but there was a window, that looked out on one corner of the parking garage. Seagulls were squabbling over something on the roof of the garage.  
 
    “Of course, that’s just the opinions of an old alcoholic on pain meds. Take it for what it’s worth.”  
 
    “How long you gonna be in here?” I asked.  
 
    “Another day or so, according to the nurse. Then I’ll be in a wheelchair for a while. It’ll take a long time for the bones to set, then there’s physical therapy to get me back on my feet.” He chuckled at the lame joke. But he didn’t say anything else.  
 
    My patience cracked first. “You’re gonna make me ask, aren’t you?”  
 
    “Ask what?”  
 
    “Shuck me!” I let out a long breath. “Can you come back? Will you be able to —?”  
 
    “I’m done, Daisy. We both knew that, even before the accident, didn’t we? I need surgery on my shoulder and maybe my elbow — and I’m just tired. Worn out. But you know when I first woke up, when the doctor told me about my injuries, I had all those thoughts too. How fast can I recover? How hard can I push it? Can I be back for Spring training next year?” He sighed. “And then I thought, what if I don’t?”  
 
    I shuddered.  
 
    “Funny thing is, as soon as I thought it, I felt relieved. I felt relaxed for the first time in years. I felt happy, Daisy.”  
 
    “It’s the painkillers.”  
 
    “I’m not telling you to quit. I’m just telling you to think outside the diamond.”  
 
    “Goodness gracious, how long have you been holding off to use that one?”  
 
    We both laughed again. I walked back to the bed and took his hand. “Did you talk to the doctor about your drinking?”  
 
    “Oooh. There’s the girl that throws fastballs to the ribcage. Yes, as a matter of fact I did. In fact, I talked to the doctor, and I talked to the police, and then I talked to a lawyer who told me not to ever talk to the police. I probably won’t have to worry about a driver’s license anytime soon.”  
 
    “It could’ve been a lot worse.”  
 
    “It very nearly was. I’m extremely grateful I didn’t hurt anyone else.”  
 
    I touched the back of his knuckles with my thumb. Like me he had large hands, long fingers. Pitcher’s hands.  
 
    “Did I ever tell you about my Dad?”  
 
    He groaned. “Have I reached the age where grown women are comparing me to their fathers?”  
 
    I squeezed his hand. “You’re still quite a bit younger than him. Or than he would be. You know what I mean. My father drank a lot. When I was young, he used to play baseball with me a lot. Coached Little League. He was a pretty good player; he could hit and throw. Not pitch though. When he found out I could he was so happy. Baseball was what we had in common. But as I got older, he started drinking more and more. He wouldn’t show up for practice, sometimes he wouldn’t show up at all. I just started expecting to be disappointed whenever we made plans.”  
 
    “So, what you’re saying is I stirred up your Daddy issues?” He grinned. “What happened to him?”  
 
    I shrugged. “There were a lot of things about me my Dad couldn’t handle.”  
 
    “Like —?”  
 
    “Yeah, like not being a son. Got to be the only time he could deal with me was when I was in a baseball uniform. And when I finally came out … I don’t know what happened to him.”  
 
    “You’ve never been in touch with your parents?”  
 
    “Why would I be?”  
 
    I found a pen on his bedside table and scrawled my name on his cast. And then I sketched a little bunny underneath Josie’s name.  
 
    “Well, I guess I can’t hide out any longer,” I said. “Sooner or later, I have to go face Wiley and the Skipper.”  
 
    “Better you than me.”  
 
    I kissed him on the forehead and said goodbye. But I stopped at the door to the room. “You know Tom, in a slightly different world —” I gestured between us, “you and me, it could’ve happened.”  
 
    “A world without Jonas, you mean.” He took off his glasses and leaned his head back on the pillow. “Kind of you to say, though. Good luck with the Skipper.”  
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     The Bruisers are gone, and that’s always a relief. They leave the Navigators battered, but still alive to face the Sox in what could be the most important series left in the season. These two teams are fighting for the Wild Card, and the Navs need to win at least two to stay alive. They’re still without Jonas Sutton and they sorely miss his glove in the field. Grogan is back in the lineup today, but of course, Tom Holland is gone for the season. And that still leaves the big question on everyone’s mind — I know it’s on my mind and the mind of all those chanting, flag-waving fans in Griffey Park. What about Daisy Flowers?   
 
     Well, Stan, the league announced about an hour ago that they would not be officially sanctioning her. Not enough direct evidence that she hit Hendricks on purpose —   
 
     It sure looked deliberate to me!   
 
     Me too. We all know what she did, but if they sanctioned her, they’d have to sanction Fletcher too, and no one wants to see that happen with the Bruisers headed to the playoffs again. So, the answer, now, is in the hands of the Navigator’s front office, and I’d bet they’re gonna leave the decision to the Skipper. Has he had enough of the Blond Tornado? Or do the Navs need her so much they have to give her one more chance …?   
 
    

  
 
    Wiley was coming out of the locker room when he saw me. He frowned but didn’t change directions. Which is what I probably would’ve done. That’s something, I guess.  
 
    “How’s Sutton?”  
 
    “He’s good. They take great care of him out there in Pullman.”  
 
    He put his tablet under one arm and played with his hat brim. “Weren’t really expecting you back so soon. Thought you’d stay with Jonas until he recovered.”  
 
    “And by thought you meant hoped?”  
 
    He shrugged.  
 
    “I came back to see Tom. You know he’s talking about being done. For good.”  
 
    “It’s a sad day for baseball but we all knew it was coming.”  
 
    “I didn’t want to know.”  
 
    He sighed. “The Skipper’s got a thousand things going right now, but we’ve been talking about you. About what we’d do when you got back.”  
 
    “Didn’t think there was much to debate. We all knew it was coming.”  
 
    He flagged down one of the clubhouse managers and passed them his tablet. “Put that in my office. Daisy, let’s walk down to First and get some coffee.”  
 
    The street vendors outside the stadium were already setting up for the afternoon’s game. Putting out tables of red Twizzlers, candy bars, and kettle corn. When did kettle corn force out old-fashioned savory popcorn? Cheese corn I understand, but sweet? Yuck. Buckets of ice stacked full to overflowing with bottled water and pop. The grills firing up to sizzle hot dogs.  
 
    Wiley greeted several of them by name. He hadn’t been here much longer than me, but he seemed so much more plugged in. How did that work?  
 
    I bought coffee and Wiley bought a brown paper bag of boiled peanuts. The bag had moisture stains on the outside. He opened it up and offered me some.  
 
    “Uh, no thanks.”  
 
    He laughed. “Thought you were a Southerner.”  
 
    “I’ll be the first to admit we have some disgusting eating habits.”  
 
    He occupied himself with opening the soggy shells and eating the wet peanuts, which looked like soft olive pits. He put most of the shells back in his bag, but a few fell in the road and seagulls swooped down behind us to fight over them.  
 
    “What you did the other day was beyond stupid,” he said, when half the peanuts were gone.  
 
    “My home country.”  
 
    I could hear the irritation in his sigh. “Damnit, Daisy, you always do that! You make some stupid joke about what a lost cause you are —”  
 
    “Hey, you knew I was —”  
 
    “Will you shut up?” he yelled.  
 
    I just stopped dead, and a pedicab being pedaled by a guy dressed as Spiderman almost ran me over. Spidey cussed as he had to stop and change directions.  
 
    “You’re angry. Everybody gets that. You got screwed over. A lot of people agree with you about that. But you’re also your own worst enemy. When you go on attack, you don’t discriminate between friend or foe. And everyone who reaches out their hand gets bit.”  
 
    “You don’t have to hold back with me, Wylie, you can tell me what you really think.”  
 
    “I think you’re one of the best pitchers I’ve ever met. I think you can be compassionate and funny when you want to be. But I also think you’re arrogant, stubborn, ungrateful —”  
 
    I took a half step forward and raised myself enough to meet him, eye to eye. “What exactly do I have to be grateful for?”  
 
    “Me!”  
 
    I sank back, deflated. What I saw on his face wasn’t just anger — it was hurt.  
 
    “All I’ve ever done,” Wiley said, “is champion you, every chance I got. I put you on the team in college — and don’t think there wasn’t pushback then. I made you a starting pitcher, I praised you to every manager I knew. I know I couldn’t help you back then and it tore me up. But every time I got a new job, I tried, Daisy.”  
 
    “I didn’t know that.”  
 
    “And when I finally got a chance, a real chance, I brought you here. But it seems like all you’ve been doing since you got here is trying to kick me in the balls.”  
 
    I took a deep breath, ready to blast back, then my chest heaved and something broke. I sobbed so hard I stumbled, and Wiley caught me, wrapped his arms awkwardly around me.  
 
    “Hey, hey …”  
 
    I put my head on his shoulders and cried. Vaguely, I sensed people breaking around us in the street and Wiley cautiously touched my hair. Everything came at once. The tension of the last few weeks, the ups and downs with Jonas, Tom … and the Navs. No matter how much I pretended or how tough I acted, I wanted this. I wanted it more than anything else in the world.  
 
    No. Not anything. Remembering my talk with Tom, I knew there was one thing I wanted more. But there was nothing I could do about that now.  
 
    I pushed myself away from Wiley and pulled the hem of my t-shirt up to wipe my eyes.  
 
    “So, what about the team?” I asked. “Did you manage to keep the Skipper from canning me or have I worn out my welcome?”  
 
    His eyes looked a little red too, and his big nose snuffled. “I don’t know. Honestly, Daisy, I might have let you go. But it turns out the Skipper has different ideas about the ethics of hitting a Bruiser with a baseball.”  
 
    “So, I’m …”  
 
    “You’re still in the bullpen. Don’t make him regret it too.”  
 
    “I won’t. And Wiley … thank you. For everything, my whole life.”  
 
    He started to pat my shoulder again, then shook his head and started back toward the stadium. “Branch Ritchie,” he said.  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “He was a manager in Pittsburgh and Brooklyn. Created the minor league system, helped expand the league several times, introduced batting cages, helmets, spring training, statistical analysis. He’s in the hall of Fame. But with all that, people really remember him for one thing. Jackie Robinson.” He shrugged. “For better or worse, you’re my legacy.”  
 
    “Well, that’s not much pressure or anything.”  
 
    “You thrive under pressure. Its regular life you can’t deal with. Come on, we got a game in a few hours, and you need to get the bullpen ready.”  
 
    Turns out there wasn’t that much for me to do that day. Ishida came in and did better than anyone expected. He threw seven strong innings. The offense, led by Grog and Heff battered the Sox and when I came in to pitch the eighth, we had a five to three lead. I got three quick outs and then Hector came on in the ninth to close things out.  
 
    “That’s what I’m talking about!” Grog shouted as players poured into the clubhouse. “I smell a sweep. I smell a wildcard for the Gorilla.”  
 
    “I think you just smell,” Heff said, and everyone around laughed.  
 
    Grog snarled at him, then saw me. “Hey, how’s Bookworm?”  
 
    “Fine. And he showers more often than you do.”  
 
    “This is the stink of winning,” Grog shouted. He thumped his chest and swung his shirt over his head. “Maybe I won’t shower until we’re in the World Series.”  
 
    “Crap, I think he means it,” Heff said, as Grog stomped off toward the locker room. Heff tilted his head toward me. “Looked good out there today. How you really doing?”  
 
    “Shaken.” That was a lot more honest than I intended on being. “You know, lots of stuff going on.”  
 
    “Always. Jonas really fine?”  
 
    “You’ve seen him in a towel.” I regretted that as soon as I said it, but Heff grinned. “His head’s okay. I mean, physically his head’s okay. I can’t really speak for anything else.”  
 
    “Damn you two,” he laughed. “You got to get out of park, or just give up and turn your engines off.”  
 
    “I thought I was the one with all the homey sayings.”  
 
    He grabbed a towel and headed for the showers. “I had a granny too,” he called over his shoulder.  
 
    That night I decided on a quiet night at home. Well, at Jonas’ home — I didn’t really have one, which was bothering me more right now than it had in years.  
 
    About dinner time, Jonas sent me a picture of Cy, checking out a feeding trough with Petunia. She was going to town, but Cy seemed skeptical. I replied with a heart. A few minutes later Jonas called. The conversation was cordial but strained. He said he saw me pitch, but he sounded distracted. Kept losing the thread of the conversation. I figured I knew what he was bothered about, so I got off the phone as quick as I could. One good cry a decade is about all this girl can handle, especially around menfolk.  
 
    I watched  Baseball Tonight  to catch up on the scores. The win today tied us with the Sox in the Wild Card race. If we could take the next two, we’d be ahead. Then we had a day off before the Halos. The last series of the season.  
 
    I gave up on sports and started looking for a movie. Jonas had all kinds of movie channels. I wondered when he ever got the chance to watch them. I was flicking through all the stuff on HBO when there was a knock at the door. I opened it and found Josie.  
 
    She held up a brown paper bag with a bottle in it. “Welcome back.”  
 
    I waved her in.  
 
    “I hope that’s not fruity wine in your bag,” I told her.  
 
    “It’s bourbon. I thought, Jonas probably has some in his liquor cabinet, but Daisy might not want to drink his, considering the situation …”  
 
    “What situation?”  
 
    She wrinkled up her nose. “I talked to him earlier. He didn’t tell me anything, of course, he never does, but I could tell he isn’t happy. I know all his medical tests came back clean, so I figured, Jonas is upset, Daisy probably is too.”  
 
    “Reasonable guess.”  
 
    I took the Bourbon from her and carried it into the kitchen. “You want a drink too?”  
 
    “Oh, no thanks. I hate bourbon, it smells like old sour tea. Besides, I’m driving, and I still have work to do tonight.”  
 
    “Can I get you something else? I don’t think there’s any carrot juice.”  
 
    She appeared in the kitchen doorway with a tight face. “Why do you do that?”  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “You call me Arugula and you make all those little rabbit jokes. Are you making fun of me?”  
 
    “Oh, shuck me.” I set the bottle and tumbler I was holding down on the counter. “No, Josie. I’m teasing you a little, but that’s just because … honey, I would never …”  
 
    Her face was still all scrunched. “I know people think it’s weird and they think it’s funny, they just don’t take it seriously.”  
 
    “Remember who you’re talking to. I know what it’s like to be made fun of because of who I am.”  
 
    “Okay. I believe you.”  
 
    “I’m honored that you trusted me. I admit, I’ve never known anyone before, in real life, who was …” I shrugged.  
 
    “Furry.”  
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    I finished pouring the drink and to my surprise Josie stepped up and took the glass and chugged it down.  
 
    “Thought you didn’t like bourbon.”  
 
    “I don’t.” She coughed. “It’s nasty, how do you drink it?”  
 
    “I’m a southerner, it’s genetic.”  
 
    I poured another drink and followed her into the living room.  
 
    “It’s not a fetish, you know?” Josie said. “It’s not about weird sexual stuff — well I mean, I’d like to find a badger to get weird with, but that’s only a dream. It’s just who I am. When I’m Arugula, I feel like me. It’s when I’m Josie that I feel like I am in a costume.”  
 
    I sat on the couch and folded my legs under me.  
 
    “You know,” I said, “I’ve been through that same kind of thing. A lot of men fetishize trans women, just see us as a kink, something out of a porn movie. Oh, goodness, they have no idea how anatomy or biology works either, it’s just — ugggh!”  
 
    “I’ve been there. Believe me I’ve spent more than my share of time in groups and chatrooms and I know how the creeps come out. But I have to be out there, right? How else is my badger going to find me?”  
 
    Something about what she just said tickled my memory. But I was too overloaded to hunt it down that second. “You know I’m the wrong one to ask about love and mating, right?”  
 
    “You really are spectacularly unskilled, aren’t you? You and Jonas both.”  
 
    “I don’t think Jonas and I go together in that sentence.”  
 
    If she disagreed with me, she didn’t bother to fight it. “Well, I better get going. I’ve still got a lot to do tonight. Are you pitching tomorrow?”  
 
    “It’s the bullpen, who knows. But considering how tired and banged up everyone else is out there, it’s a good bet.”  
 
    “I will see you at the ballpark then.”  
 
    “Arugula,” I called as she got to the door. She turned around. “If I had to go to work every day and have everyone using my deadname all the time, be surrounded by people who can’t see who I am, it would kill me. Or I’d kill someone else, which is almost as bad. When I call you Arugula, it means I see you. That’s all.”  
 
    “Thanks. You know I could help you pick out a bear name if you wanted —”  
 
    “Goodnight, Arugula.”  
 
    She was giggling as the door closed behind her.  
 
    I knew I ought to go to bed, but I also knew I wasn’t going to sleep. And the idea of walking down the hall to my room, past Jonas room, wigged me. So, I found a movie on HBO and extra blankets in the linen closet. I made up the couch and settled in.  
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    Jonas  
 
    

  
 
    “You look like you’re packing.” Grandma stood on the stairs, her quilted robe wrapped around her.  
 
    I had most of my belongings back in my travel bags and the sun wasn’t even fully up over the trees yet. I hadn’t figure out yet how I was going to tell them what Sally told me. Maybe I wasn’t going to. But that was the coward’s way out. This affected them as much as me.  
 
    “I need to talk to you and Grandpa before I go.” I tugged an overtaxed zipper closed. “It’s important.”  
 
    “Over breakfast,” Grandma said.  
 
    A little while later, we were seated on the back patio, the sky pinkening above us. Cy was sleeping at the bottom of the patio stairs. I didn’t see Petunia, but I guessed she’d be up soon and come looking for him. We had buckwheat pancakes and scrambled eggs with several varieties of not-pork pretending to be pork. For a while we all ate in silence. The rooster crowed out in the coop.  
 
    “I think I have to do something,” I said. “I uhm … I suppose this day was always going to come, I just wasn’t expecting it now.”  
 
    Grandpa sliced off a three-layer triangle of pancake and swabbed it in the pool of honey on his plate. “To be honest, I didn’t think you ever would.”  
 
    “At least not while you were still playing,” Grandma added.  
 
    I told them what Sally told me. “So, I might not have a choice.”  
 
    “Glad we don’t take that paper,” Grandma said.  
 
    Grandpa got up and went inside. He came back with the coffee pot and filled everyone’s cups.  
 
    “What would you have done if this happened last season?” he asked, when he was seated again. “Before Daisy.”  
 
    “I’m not sure.” But as soon as I said it, I knew that wasn’t true. “I would’ve just waited. Sat on it and hoped it didn’t come out.”  
 
    “You can’t do this for her,” Grandma said. “You told me yourself she wouldn’t want that. Plus, if things go bad, you could end up resenting her. Your decision can’t be because of Daisy.”  
 
    “But it is because of Daisy,” I said. “Not to impress her or earn her love ...”  
 
    “Fairly sure you already got that,” Grandpa said.  
 
    I wasn’t sure if that was true or not. And right now, I didn’t want to think about it.  
 
    “It’s because of everything she’s shown me. Because of those fans in the stands with their flags. Because of the kids she’s trying to help in Podunk. It would matter to those kids to know who I am. It might even matter to some of the people who are attacking them.”  
 
    Grandma pushed her plate back and pulled her coffee cup closer. “Maybe. But that still can’t be the reason you make this decision. The only good reason to do this — whether the newspaper is going to print it or not — is because it’s the right choice for you.”  
 
    That was the question I hadn’t been able to answer. Doing this could cost me my career. It could cost me my fans. I had no idea how the league would react, how the Skipper would react. The other players. Heff. Grog.  
 
    On the other hand, what was I protecting? I wasn’t the player I should be — the one I knew I could be — and if I was hiding, I never would be. Was a lackluster career worth years more of this?  
 
    “I don’t know what’s right for me,” I said.  
 
    My phone buzzed.  
 
    It was Josie. I got up from the table and thumbed the green button. “Hey,” I said. “What’s the news on Tom?”  
 
    “About the same. He seems to be in good spirits, but he’s going to be down for a long time.” There was a pause. Maybe Daisy’s rabbit jokes had infected my brain because I pictured Josie wide-eyed and skittish, about to bolt. Which of course, was not like Josie at all. “I uh, I need your help. And I should tell you up front, there’s money involved.”  
 
    Money, I had. “That’s a lucky coincidence, Josie. Because I need your help too.”  
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    “This is where I come sometimes to watch the game, if I want to get away,” Josie said. She unlocked the door and waved me into the press booth. There were microphones and a bank of TV screens and a great view out the front windows overlooking home plate. “This isn’t usually used, unless we have a network game or some special visiting broadcasters.”  
 
    “Wow,” Heff said. “This is the VIP view, huh?”  
 
    “Nah.” Josie dropped into one of the broadcaster’s’ high back chairs and spun around. “The VIP suites are really cool. But I don’t have keys to those.”  
 
    Heff was in practice sweats and a tank-top shirt. He turned back to me. “Well, you called this meeting, Bookworm. I can’t be gone too long, I promised to help Daisy warm up the bullpen.” He grinned. “Welcome back, by the way. Hope your noggin’s better.”  
 
    “As good as it ever was.”  
 
    Heff laughed. “Guess that’s the best we can hope for.”  
 
    “I have a problem,” I said. “Nobody knows about this yet, but pretty soon everyone is probably going to know. So, I thought I’d start with you two.”  
 
    Josie glanced at Heff and frowned.  
 
    “He’s my friend,” I told her. “I’m not that close to anyone else on the team, so I wanted Heff’s reaction first.”  
 
    “What about Daisy?” Josie asked.  
 
    “Daisy knows. At least, she knows part of it. But I’m not sure she wants to talk to me right now.”  
 
    Heff laughed. “So, you’re stuck with us. What’s up?”  
 
    I took a deep breath and closed my eyes. I couldn’t watch them while I spilled the whole story. When I was done, I fell into one of the other chairs and buried my head in my hands.  
 
    “Well.” Heff exhaled loudly. “That explains a lot. Like why Daisy scares the hell out of you. And why you always seem to be holding yourself back.”  
 
    “Sally’s pretty reliable,” Daisy said. “I’ve dealt with her before. If she says they have it, I believe her.”  
 
    “What do I do?”  
 
    “You have two choices,” Josie said. “With some options. You can just wait for it come out, either without telling anyone else, or with a little preparation for the people closest to you. Like this. Or — and this is what I would strongly recommend — you get out ahead of it, you put it out there on your own terms, and you cut the legs out from under their scoop. It gives you the most control.”  
 
    “I don’t feel like I have any control.”  
 
    “Josie’s right though,” Heff said. “Even if you didn’t have this threat hanging over you. Keeping this secret isn’t doing you any good, man.”  
 
    “I’m here, aren’t I? Can you honestly say I would be if I was out? Look at what happened to Daisy.”  
 
    “Not the same,” Josie said. She drew her knees up in the big chair and rested her chin on top of them. Underneath her professional skirt she was wearing Bugs Bunny socks. “I mean to state the obvious, Jonas — you’re a man. Even if she weren’t trans, Daisy would most likely have been passed over by the league. And you’re already here — it’s one thing to not hire someone in the first place, it’s another thing to let them go after they come out. Right now, with all the support Daisy’s getting, the league’s not going to want to do that.”  
 
    “How sure are you of that?”  
 
    She raised one shoulder. “I never bet on what old guys in suits will do.”  
 
    I looked at Heff. “And how do you think the rest of the team will take it?”  
 
    “I can only speak for me. I’ve thought we were friends, but I’ve always felt like you kept me out. And I’ve watched you struggle every season not to be as good as you really are. If I’d known, maybe I could’ve helped a little.”  
 
    “What about Grog?”  
 
    Heff chuckled. “Yeah, he’ll bust your balls for sure. But you know, when it comes down to it, Grog only cares about his bonuses. He’d play next to Cookie Monster if it got us to the playoffs.”  
 
    “It’s a big decision to make,” Josie said. “Who you’re going to come out to. When. Nobody should have that choice taken away from them.”  
 
    “So, what would you suggest?”  
 
    “Find someone you trust, that you’re comfortable with. Give them the story and let them run with it as soon as possible. And you probably want to talk to the Skipper and the front office before it happens. I can help with that.”  
 
    “Thanks.”  
 
    “It wouldn’t hurt to warn some of the guys on the team,” Heff added. “The one’s you think you can trust.” That part made my stomach clench.  
 
    “Maybe you can help me decide who,” I said.  
 
    Heff nodded.  
 
    “Do you know when you’re coming back?” Josie asked.  
 
    “I could come back for the Pittsburgh series, if the doctors clear me. But since it’s the last series of the year, I was thinking of asking the Skipper to hold off until the Wild Card game. Assuming we make it.”  
 
    “We’re going to make it,” Heff said.  
 
    “It’s about time for the game to start,” Josie said. “You —” she pointed at Heff, “better go.”  
 
    “Yeah. Come here, Bookworm.” I stood up and Heff embraced me, thumping my back as he pulled away. “Doesn’t change a thing, man. I mean it.”  
 
    “First step,” Josie said, when Heff was gone. “How do you feel?”  
 
    “Shaky. But relieved I guess.”  
 
    “You want to watch the game with me from up here?”  
 
    I nodded and sat back down in the chair beside her.  
 
    “Good.” She chewed on her lower lip. “We’ve got more stuff to talk about.”  
 
    Monterres came out for the start looking like he’d already pitched six innings. He gave up two hits in the first but managed to get out of it with some lucky bounces. But in the second he walked a batter, then gave up a home run to give the Sox a two-run lead. They added another in the third and got two more hits to lead off the fourth. That’s when the Skipper took the slow walk out to the mound.  
 
    “That’s not good,” I said. “They’ll have to go with Daisy. She’s the only one out there fresh enough to come in this early.”  
 
    I was right. Daisy came in with her theme song blaring. Her special fans were a lot more of the crowd now, pink and blue flags waving.  
 
    “Those are your people too,” Josie said.  
 
    “No, that’s all about Daisy.”  
 
    “It is and it isn’t. I mean, Daisy’s awesome, right?”  
 
    I smiled and nodded.  
 
    “But it’s about more than that. It’s about them finally getting to see themselves in someone on the field. She represents them, makes them proud. You could too.”  
 
    “That sounds like a big responsibility.”  
 
    Josie shrugged.  
 
    As I watched Daisy warm up, something occurred to me. “Josie, you said there was a groundswell of support for Daisy online. Just spontaneously, without any help.”  
 
    She didn’t look away from the field. “Yeah, what about it?”  
 
    “I don’t know. It just seems almost planned to me. Like someone who knows how to reach people and get people stirred up might’ve organized all this, got people involved.”  
 
    “You mean the kind of stuff that an agent might do? Daisy doesn’t have an agent. She needs one, though.”  
 
    From the first pitch, it was obvious Daisy was distracted. Her control was off, she couldn’t get a curve ball across the plate.  
 
    “I saw her last night,” Josie said. “She was pretty stressed out.”  
 
    “About me? Us?”  
 
    “I thought you said you weren’t an us.”  
 
    She gave up two singles in a row. The third batter popped out to the third baseman. Then Grog mis-read an easy grounder that slipped past him into shallow center. Daisy rounded on him, shouting. Grog loomed over her and shouted back.  
 
    “Probably a good thing they’re not miked,” Josie giggled. “That doesn’t look PG.”  
 
    There wasn’t much else to laugh about. Daisy got another out, but then she threw a bad change-up that hung out over the plate, practically motionless, and the batter slapped it over the right field wall. A grand slam.  
 
    The Skipper went out and took the ball from Daisy. They brought in Stevens, who managed to get out of the inning. But everyone seemed to know the game was over.  
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    “You pitch like you’re out there by yourself,” Grog shouted. “Like there’s nobody on the damned field behind you.”  
 
    They were nose to nose again, although Grog had to lean a little and Daisy had to be on her toes. When I walked into the clubhouse, they were in the center of a concerned ring of players and staff.  
 
    “Ain’t I? You saying I’m part of the team now? That you accept me? That anyone accepts me? When I’m out there I might as well be by myself. That’s the way it’s always been.”  
 
    “You can’t be part of the team, if you think you’re better than the team.”  
 
    “Break it up!” the Skipper yelled. He stalked into the room, and everyone moved out of his way. Even Grog and Daisy separated. “You played like amateurs out there. You can yell at each other if you want, but the blame falls on all of us. We’re better than this. We deserve, after everything we’ve been through this season, to be in the playoffs. But if you’d rather just blow it off and go home, be done for the season, that’s easy. Just lose again tomorrow. I can’t promise any of us’ll be back next year though.”  
 
    Daisy looked down at the floor.  
 
    Grog scowled. “I want my playoff bonus,” he said.  
 
    “We all do.” The Skipper saw me standing on the edge of the circle. “Sutton, have the doctors cleared you to be back in the game?”  
 
    “Not officially —”  
 
    “Then go see them. I want you ready for the Pittsburgh series.”  
 
    “Yes sir.” So much for sitting out until the Wild Card game.  
 
    He turned to Daisy. “Whatever’s in your craw, spit it out. You’re either part of this team or you aren’t.”  
 
    She took a deep breath and nodded.  
 
    “I been talking to Wiley,” the Skipper went on. “We’re gonna bring up two kids from Tacoma to fill out the bullpen. They’re green, but at least they’re fresh.”  
 
    “What about me?”  
 
    He shook his head. “You’re out of the pen. You never belonged there.”  
 
    Her jaw clenched and I could see her holding back whatever she wanted to say. I think the Skipper let her stew for a minute. Maybe she deserved it.  
 
    “We’re putting you in the starting rotation,” he said. Daisy’s mouth fell open. “We need you to pitch the Wild Card game. There’s no one else.”  
 
    “Oh. Of course. I mean,” she squared herself up, “yes sir.”  
 
    The Skipper raised his voice again. “Great. Now all the rest of you have to do is get us there. Go get some rest, practice, whatever you need. For God sakes show up here tomorrow looking like a professional ball club.”  
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     … so here we go, Stan. This one is do-or-die for the Navs. If they lose, they’re effectively out of the playoff race, and if they win … well they’re going to have to win everything from now on and hope the Sox pick up another loss somewhere …  
 
      
 
      Hope seems to be high here in Seattle, though. We got word today from the Nav’s front office that Daisy Flowers has been moved from the bullpen to the starting rotation ….  
 
      
 
      That girl’s got more lives than a cat …  
 
      
 
      (Laughing) She does. I just hope the Nav’s have a little bit of life left, because I’m sure I’m not the only fan dying to see her pitch in the playoffs ….   
 
    

  
 
    Daisy  
 
    

  
 
    “Josie,” I grumbled, as she handed me a very large cup of coffee, “I don’t have to be here today. I could’ve slept in.”  
 
    “Don’t you want to be here to support the team?”  
 
    “I can support them at home. Have you seen Jonas’ TV?” The Skipper put me on a light training schedule and pretty much ordered me to lay low for the next week.  
 
    “You want to be here today,” Josie said.  
 
    The crowd was still streaming in, and it looked like Griffey Park was going to be packed. From where we stood, high up on the third level, under the broadcasting booths, I could see almost as much pink and blue pastel as I could the darker blue and silver of the team’s colors. That made my chest hurt a little bit, but not in a bad way.  
 
    The team was taking batting practice. I guzzled down my coffee and then wished I’d made it last. I wasn’t going to get more good coffee inside the park. Josie also provided a breakfast burrito, though, scrambled eggs and lots of gooey cheese. So, I decided to accept my fate.  
 
    It was a beautiful day. Seagulls soared and wheeled in the sky, their shadows racing across the field. I saw the Skipper take the line-up card down out to the home plate ump. Jonas wasn’t starting yet, but he was officially back on the bench where they could call on him if they needed him. He’d been late getting home last night, and gone early this morning, so we didn’t really get to talk. Maybe he was avoiding me.  
 
    They broadcasted part of the local pre-game show on the Jumbotron, then played some giveaway games to warm up the crowd. A father and his two kids tried to catch pop flies in umbrellas and a college student had to answer trivia questions or get doused in maple syrup.  
 
    “Ugh, I hate that.” Josie shuddered. “They’re never going to get that out of their hair.”  
 
    “Ah, come on, Josie, I bet you can think of some situations where it wouldn’t be so bad. Don’t badgers love honey?”  
 
    “Huh.” Her face flushed a little bit, and she was quiet for a long time.  
 
    Finally, it was time for the game to start. “Come on,” Josie said.  
 
    I had no idea what she was up to, but I followed her down anyway. We came out next to the home dugout. The Skipper saw us and nodded, like he’d expected me to be here. Two local sisters came out and sang the national anthem. The crowd applauded politely.  
 
    Then the Jumbotron flashed, and the announcer came over the loudspeaker.  
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen,” he began “… uh, and everyone else …”  
 
    I glanced at Josie. She grinned.  
 
    “… the Seattle Navigators are committed to the support of diversity and inclusion in sports. Through our Hometown Heroes initiative and our Everybody Plays program, we try to bring the game we all love to everyone, everywhere who wants to play. We believe the benefits of sports, exercise and being part of a team should be available to all.”  
 
    “Sure, now you do, when I’m old and gray,” I muttered.  
 
    Josie elbowed me. “Hush, they’re doing something right for a change.”  
 
    “In that spirit, we would like to welcome two very special guests who have come a long way, through a great deal of adversity, to be with us today. There are places in the world, and sadly in our own country, where the values of sportsmanship and inclusivity are not so widely accepted. Where young people must fight to be included, because of their race, gender, orientation, or identity. To throw out the ceremonial first pitch for today’s game, we have a mother and daughter who have led the fight for that inclusion. Please help me welcome Tricia and Noelle Brinker.”  
 
    I stopped breathing. Like I’d been punched in the chest. The pink-and-blue contingent in the crowd went wild, cheering and clapping and stomping.  
 
    “How — how?”  
 
    Josie slapped me on the back. “Get out there, they’re waiting for you.”  
 
    Noelle, tall and coltish, all teenage arms and legs, wore a long Navigators jersey over silver leggings. She’d cut her hair since the last time I saw her; it was swept back on the sides behind her ears. Trisha had her long brown hair in a braid down her back, wearing a team t-shirt and jeans. I sprinted to the pitcher’s mound, and we all squealed while they threw their arms around me.  
 
    “What the shuck are you doing here?” I laughed and swiped tears from my eyes. “How?”  
 
    “Your friend Josie arranged it,” Trisha said. “She got the team to fly us in.”  
 
    “And Jonas Sutton offered us a place to stay,” Noelle sang, in the way only an infatuated teenager can.  
 
    “Hands off Jonas.” I poked her in the ribs, and she dissolved into giggles.  
 
    The fans were still cheering, the blue-and-pink still waving. Noelle looked up at it wide-eyed. “We saw this on TV,” she said. “But it’s way more intense in person.”  
 
    “Well, it’s been getting bigger,” I said. “I want to talk to you two about everything, but right now we better do this.”  
 
    Heff was waiting at home plate, but I waved him off and squatted down in the catcher’s position. Noelle took the baseball from her mom and put her hands behind her back, going into a pretty good imitation of my wind-up. The throw wasn’t fast or particularly accurate — she was a runner not a ball player — but it had the distance. I was able to bounce forward and catch it just in front of home.  
 
    Heff handed me a marker. For a second, I didn’t understand what it was for, then I remembered the ball. I signed my name with a flourish and handed it to him. He added his autograph.  
 
    “Uhmm, what about Jonas,” Noelle said coyly when she and her mother joined us.  
 
    “You’re going to be trouble, aren’t you?” I laughed. “How about we get the whole team to sign it?”  
 
    She shrugged but couldn’t hide her grin.  
 
    “I can’t tell you how much this means,” Trisha said, as we walked back to where Josie was waiting. “She’s been so depressed; I was genuinely terrified.”  
 
    “Me too.” I put my arm around her shoulder. “I know it was a tough choice.”  
 
    It seemed to be the right choice though. Noelle was bouncing around, eager to meet any of the players she could get close to.  
 
    “You’re going to have to watch her around the boys when she gets back in school,” Josie said.  
 
    “Don’t I know it.” Trisha hugged Josie. “It’s good to meet you in person.”  
 
    On impulse, I hugged Josie too. She gasped. “Hey!”  
 
    “I love you, Arugula.”  
 
    She relaxed a little bit and hugged me back. “I love you too, Grumpy Bear.”  
 
    Josie took us up to an unused press box, where we could watch the game. The team was taking the field and the announcer called off everyone’s name.  
 
    “At second base, Nate Grogan. At shortstop, Jonas Sutton …”  
 
    Noelle squealed and I swatted at her. “I’m warning you, little sister.”  
 
    “Now all we need is a win,” Josie said.  
 
    And we got it.  
 
    When I got home that night, I found Jonas in the kitchen. He had dough rising in a big bowl and was cutting up ingredients on the counter.  
 
    “What’s all this?”  
 
    “Well, it’s been an emotional few days, what with you getting shellacked by the Sox —”  
 
    “Thanks for reminding me.”  
 
    “Then the rest of us managing to beat them without you.” He grinned. “And your friends coming in from Podunk, I thought it might be a good time to have some people over.”  
 
    I sighed. “I don’t know, Jonas.” I had no idea where things sat between him and me — I still felt awkward and raw. “I’m pretty worn out. Maybe I’ll just hide in my room.”  
 
    “Nope.” He munched on a piece of green pepper. “You’ll like this group, I promise.”  
 
    I surveyed the assortment of meats, cheeses, and veggies he’d chopped. “Looks like pizza toppings.”  
 
    “It is. I borrowed my Grandpa’s recipe. I think the dough is working the way it’s supposed to. Should be great.”  
 
    I snagged an olive. “Who’s coming over?”  
 
    “Well, Tricia and Noelle are in your bedroom, sleeping. They’re both exhausted after the flight up here and all the activity today.”  
 
    “How exactly did that come about?”  
 
    “If you want the operational details, you’ll have to ask Field Marshall Arugula. She put it together, convinced the front office to let them appear at the game, the whole nine yards. All I did was foot part of the bill and get my parents to agree to put them up for a little while until they get on their feet.”  
 
    “Thank you for that.”  
 
    He nodded. On the island in the center of the kitchen he laid out two large cutting boards and covered them with flower. “I also invited Josie, Elle from the bookstore, and Cameron Shaw.”  
 
    “The writer Josie keeps trying to hook me up with?”  
 
    “Yep.”  
 
    “That’s a pretty specific group.”  
 
    “Yes, it is. I, uh, told Josie and Heff about myself.”  
 
    “Wait —” I put a hand on his shoulder and turned him around. “You told them? You came out?”  
 
    “Just to the two of them. But Elle I think already suspects and Cameron seems to know everything about everyone.”  
 
    My hand was still on his arm and our faces were very close. I could feel the warmth of his breath, faintly smell soap on his skin. “Wow, that’s a huge step. By all means, let’s celebrate.”  
 
    And then I kissed him. It was light and fast, and I didn’t know what it meant. Didn’t alleviate all my doubts, but I wanted to touch him. I wanted as badly as — well as he must’ve wanted when he was all alone and hiding from the world.  
 
    “I need to get cleaned up,” I said. “And then maybe I can help with the pizza.”  
 
    We had a lot of fun rolling out the dough. The shapes weren’t even vaguely round but we doctored them up with sauce and cheese and toppings. Elle arrived first, dressed in a sparkling pink gown, and carrying a six pack of IPAs.  
 
    “I think I’ll hold off,” I said. “I might’ve had too much bourbon last night.”  
 
    Cameron Shaw and Josie arrived together, which seemed odd to me. Josie was wearing a fluffy, dark gray sleeveless shirt, and fingerless matching gloves that made her hands almost look like paws.  
 
    “That’s a little bolder than usual,” I whispered.  
 
    “Isn’t that the theme tonight?”  
 
    Cameron Shaw wore a denim pants suit with high boots. More butch than the last time I’d seen them, but not the least bit masculine.  
 
    “I think Elle is taking care of drinks in the kitchen,” I said. “Does everybody know each other?”  
 
    “I was never properly introduced to your adorable little Furry friend,” Elle said.  
 
    Josie froze like a bunny that smells a fox.  
 
    “Oh, I’m so sorry,” Elle said, “I didn’t mean to —”  
 
    “No.” Josie squeaked. She cleared her throat and tried again. When that didn’t work, she snapped open her purse and pulled out a pair of black and gray rabbit ears and slipped them over her dark hair. “Arugula,” she said. “My real name is Arugula, if that’s okay with everyone.”  
 
    “Your name is your name,” Cameron said. “You don’t have to ask permission to be yourself, dear.”  
 
    Just then Trisha came out of the bedroom. She’d changed into a soft red top and cut-off jeans — which probably weren’t going to be as useful in Seattle weather as they were where she was from. She was barefoot, long hair tangled from sleep.  
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry.” She yawned and laughed at herself. “I just woke up. Didn’t know you were having guests.”  
 
    “That makes two of us,” I said. “But we felt like we had some things to celebrate.” I introduced her to everyone. I left it to Trisha to fill in the why of her being here, and she did.  
 
    “Hateful and barbaric,” Elle said.  
 
    Cameron looked personally offended. “You would think, if not tolerance, at least common human dignity would rebel at the idea of stripping children of medical care.”  
 
    “Certain people —” Elle began.  
 
    I said, “Men.”  
 
    Elle raspberried and nodded. “Certain men take it as their responsibility to tell others what they can do with their bodies.”  
 
    I could see Jonas was becoming uncomfortable, so I tried to swing the conversation back around. “There was another reason for inviting everyone tonight.” I touched Jonas’ arm.  
 
    He took a deep breath. Josie gave him a thumbs up.  
 
    “I’m transgender,” he said simply.  
 
    My heart clenched just hearing him say the words out loud.  
 
    “Hallelujah!” Elle said. “Another baby has found their way to the light.”  
 
    Jonas laughed. “You already knew, didn’t you?”  
 
    Elle deadpanned. “I may have had my suspicions.”  
 
    “I didn’t,” Josie said. “My queerdar is terrible. But I did know what kind of animal he was before anyone else.”  
 
    “Oh cool, a party!” Noelle bounced out of the bedroom. She was not one of those teens who tries to be cool and aloof. She wore her enthusiasms on her sleeve. “Wow, Jonas, did you make pizza?”  
 
    Her mom smirked.  
 
    With my hand visibly on Jonas’ arm, I said, “We made pizza.”  
 
    “That is so awesome.” She took off to explore the living room and the entertainment center.  
 
    “Someone has a crush on you,” I whispered to Jonas.  
 
    “Uh …” his face flushed bright red. “Really?”  
 
    “Yeah. You get to be on the other end of the adolescent adoration for a while. Karma.”  
 
    The joking felt good — especially getting so close to the heart of our conflict. I wanted it to mean we were okay. But I wasn’t sure I was entirely ready to let go of the things I learned in Pullman.  
 
    The pizza was great, even the burned parts of the crust. Seeing them on my plate, I thought about how much Cy would love them, and I missed him. But he was probably cuddled up somewhere with Petunia.  
 
    Josie and Cameron seemed to be growing closer. They sat on the floor, backs against Grandma’s couch, her head on his shoulder. Whatever was happening there, I was sure it was platonic. I didn’t know exactly what Cameron’s type might be, but I doubted it was Josie. And Cameron definitely wasn’t a badger.  
 
    Elle was fabulous and charming. He took Noelle under his wing and diverted her with stories of pride marches and drag shows. He almost kept her attention off Jonas.  
 
    “This is incredible,” Trisha whispered to me. “Your friends might be exactly what Noelle needs right now.”  
 
    My friends. Now how did that happen?  
 
    “Baseball,” Elle shouted. after the food was gone and everyone had another round of drinks. I was just drinking water, and for once it was fun to watch everyone else get tipsy. Noelle balked at being the only one with a soft drink, until Jonas disappeared into the kitchen and brought back a ginger beer. He handed it to her, and then showed her he was drinking the same thing. She grinned.  
 
    “We have to watch baseball?” Elle repeated.  
 
    “We don’t have to,” Cameron said. “There’s no compulsory sports law in this country, yet.”  
 
    “The jocks have you outnumbered.” Josie giggled. “Besides, baseball is very interesting. There’s a lot of strategy going on beneath the surface. I like that part.”  
 
    “Unfortunately, it’s like eleven o’clock,” Jonas told them. “And three hours later on the east coast. There’s no baseball on anywhere. Unless you want to watch Sports Center.”  
 
    “I for one do not,” Cameron said.  
 
    But Elle would not be discouraged. “How about a movie? One of those gloriously corny baseball things. Oh, what’s the one with the ghosts in the cornfield?”  
 
    “Field of Dreams?” Jonas said warily.  
 
    “Yes. Yes, let’s watch that.”  
 
    “You know, the movie was based on a story by WP Kinsella,” Cameron said. “A great writer, I actually dedicated my novel to him.”  
 
    “Then by all means,” Elle said, crawling to the coffee table to grab the remote.  
 
    “Wait …” Jonas stopped him. “I’m not sure I want to …”  
 
    Elle frowned. “It’s just a movie, it will be fun.”  
 
    “It’s not just a movie,” Jonas mumbled.  
 
    “Ah,” Cameron said. “Praise the name of baseball. The word will set captives free. The word will open the eyes of the blind. The word will raise the dead. Have you the word of baseball living inside you? Has the word of baseball become part of you?” He chuckled. “Kinsella.”  
 
    Jonas looked at me for help.  
 
    “For some of us,” I said. “Baseball is not just a game. It’s everything. And a movie like Field of Dreams is really personal to share with people who might not get it.”  
 
    “Amazon Warrior Bunnies,” Josie said.  
 
    Every head in the room swiveled in her direction. She blushed.  
 
    “It’s an anime TV show. I grew up watching it, and I still watch it whenever I’m down or lonely. It sort of helped me understand who I am. But I never, ever share it with anyone.”  
 
    “Oh well we have to watch that,” Cameron said.  
 
    “Is that like the Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles?” Noelle asked.  
 
    Josie groaned. “No!”  
 
    “Grand,” Elle said. “We shall watch one episode of Arugula’s anime and then we’ll watch Jonas’ movie. It’s decided.”  
 
    Josie kept her face hidden in her hands for the first five minutes of the show, but when she saw that other people were enjoying it, she perked up. First Noelle, and then the rest of us, started peppering her with questions and she eagerly explained the characters and backstory in loving detail. I’d never quite seen her glow that way. The cunning, conniving Josie I’d come to know suddenly looked like a happy little kid.  
 
    After that we watched  Field of Dreams , even though everyone was getting tired. Noelle tried to slide in between me and Jonas, but when I wouldn’t let her, she gave up, and ended up falling asleep with her head in my lap. People laughed in the right places and Elle openly sobbed at the sad parts. Jonas cried too, but more discreetly, and I held his hand. Josie dozed against Cameron.  
 
    By the time the movie was over, everyone was exhausted. We said goodbye by the front door.  
 
    “Noelle’s out,” Trisha said. “If we can just borrow some blankets and pillows, we’ll —”  
 
    I shook my head. “No way. You two take the bedroom, I’ll sleep out here.”  
 
    “Are you sure?”  
 
    “She’ll be fine,” Jonas said. “I’ll make up the couch for her.”  
 
    “Really? Your precious couch?” I asked.  
 
    “Sure. I’ll put down a rubber mat in case you drool in your sleep.”  
 
    “I don’t drool in my sleep.”  
 
    “Do you have anyone who can attest to that?”  
 
    Trisha chuckled at our banter. She gathered Nicole and led her, barely conscious, back to the bedroom.  
 
    Suddenly, it was just me and Jonas.  
 
    “Don’t worry about the mess,” he said.  
 
    “You thought I was going to?”  
 
    He laughed. “The cleaning person comes tomorrow.”  
 
    Impulsively I slipped my arms around his neck and kissed him. We were almost leaning on each other, touching in all sorts of places up and down our very compatible lengths.  
 
    “I don’t want to sleep alone,” I said.  
 
    He touched my cheek, pushed my hair back. “Are you sure?”  
 
    “It doesn’t mean I’ve figured things out. It just means, I’m worn out and I’m sad and I’m excited and I’m scared and … I don’t want to be alone. I want to be with you.”  
 
    We were both exhausted. So, everything happened slowly. Every caress extended, every kiss like rolling over in a dark pool on a moonless night. But it built to something intense that left us breathless, clinging to each other, wrung out and washed clean.  
 
    I missed the sound of Cy’s snoring, but other than that, I fell asleep content.  
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     This is the game the baseball world has been waiting for, Stan. The first place Bronx Bruisers, who have been dominant all season, against the Seattle Navigators, who got here on guts and stubbornness …   
 
     And more than a little bit of luck, Mike.   
 
     Always takes luck. Of course, this is a single elimination game. The winner will go on to the next round of the playoffs and loser will go home.  
 
      
 
      Win or lose, the Nav’s make history today. Daisy Flowers, who was battered in her last outing against the Sox, gets the start. She has fired up fans and haters wherever she goes, but love her or loathe her, it’s bound to be a show.  
 
      
 
      There’s a lot of bad blood between these teams —   
 
     I’ll say. The last time Fletcher and Daisy pitched against each other it turned into a brawl.   
 
     And just to add a little more drama to the mix, we got news from the Navigator’s press office just before we went on today that Jonas Sutton gave an exclusive interview this morning on the Emerald City Sports network in Seattle. We have no idea what that’s about, but it’s set to air just before game time …   
 
    

  
 
    Daisy  
 
    

  
 
    “How’re you feeling?” Josie asked.  
 
    I took a deep breath. The rich scents of the Bronx ballpark filled my nose. Hot dogs and popcorn and spicy foods. Adrenalin. And real grass freshly mowed. “Don’t know. I keep trying to find that quiet place I used to go to, every time I pitched. I’m not sure it’s there anymore.”  
 
    “Was it a quiet place, or just an alone place?”  
 
    “Hmmph.”  
 
    The past week seemed like forever. The brutal pounding I took from the Sox, then the Skipper telling me I was going to start this game, watching the team fight to get us here when there was nothing I could really do to help. Well, nothing except be there and cheer them on. Work with the new kids in the bullpen. And practice. Wiley spent hours with me every day after the games.  
 
    Now I paced back and forth in the grass in the bullpen. Josie had some urgent business to attend to, but she wouldn’t tell me what it was. And the other players kept their distance. There’s a bunch of hooey around starting pitchers and game day and I’d contributed as much to that as anyone else over the years. Leave me alone, I’m a complicated, sensitive machine and I must get in the zone and any little contact could pull me out of that space and spoil the game.  
 
    Right.  
 
    Thing is, I’d had enough of being alone this past week. The team was in Pittsburgh, including Josie. Cy was still in Pullman, and Noelle and Tricia had joined him. It was just me, on my own — and since when was that ever a problem? But I was pacing the condo and climbing the walls. I even dropped by the bookstore one evening and hung out pretending to look at books until Elle came over and chatted with me for a while. He watched the games, so at least we had that to talk about. But I felt weird and made an excuse to go.  
 
    “Anytime,” Elle said, as I left.  
 
    The announcer started on the team rosters and the crowd got wound up. This was the Bronx, known for the rowdiest fans in baseball. When they got into a clap and stomp rhythm it sounded like the stadium was going to collapse.  
 
    Heff led off and went down on strikes. Standing on the bench and watching over the wall I could see that Fletcher was in great form. His fastball was razor sharp and he was dialed in. No games, no distractions today. Over at first, Hendricks played back on the grass.  
 
    Our second batter grounded out to the shortstop, so Jonas came up with two outs. He stepped into the batting box.  
 
    “Jonas. Jonas. Jonas.”  
 
    The chanting started and across the stadium people got to their feet. Most of them were dressed in pink and blue, so it was like a pastel wave through the stands. They had trans flags in their hands, just like before.  
 
    But they were chanting for Jonas?  
 
    Hector jumped up on the bench beside me.  
 
    “Before they only chant for you,” he said.  
 
    “I know. That’s weird.”  
 
    Fletcher seemed a little thrown by it too. He took an extra second getting situated, looking up into the stands. This was the Bruiser’s home turf, and they weren’t used to fans cheering for the opposition.  
 
    His first pitch was right down the middle. Jonas rounded on it and drove it down the first base line, right past Hendricks, into right field. He easily got to first.  
 
    “Jonas. Jonas. Jonas.”  
 
    Grog was up next. Jonas took a healthy lead off first. He wasn’t usually a base stealing threat, but with two outs, this early in the game, the Skipper might turn him loose. Fletcher had the same thought because he threw to first twice. Each time Jonas danced back easily.  
 
    Grog waited patiently for the right pitch. He got it on a breaking ball, out over the plate, just a little outside, and sent a line drive sizzling into the gap. But at the last second, the second baseman dove through the air and caught the ball in the end of his glove. He hit the ground hard but held on.  
 
    Third out.  
 
    “Get ‘em,” Hector said to me.  
 
    The Navigators took the field and I dashed across the outfield toward the mound.  
 
    “Daisy. Daisy.”  
 
    My heart surged as I stepped on the mound. This was really the heart of baseball. Out in the outfield they had a statue garden of all the legends who had played here. I turned around, watching the trans flags wave in the stands, hearing the cheers. Even the ornery Bronx fans weren’t giving much pushback. I took off my hat and held it up, so the pin was visible to the cameras. Suddenly it was up on the big screen, forty feet high.  
 
    Heff trotted out from home. Grog and Jonas walked over to the mound too.  
 
    “You ready?” Heff asked.  
 
    “I been ready since I was little girl.”  
 
    Grog smirked but didn’t say anything.  
 
    “We just want you to know,” Jonas said, “you’re not alone out here. No matter how much you think you are. You have a team behind you, and you can depend on us. You’re one of us.” He elbowed Grog. “Right?”  
 
    Grog shrugged. “Sure. I’ll do my job.”  
 
    I couldn’t speak so I just nodded.  
 
    Heff headed back for home plate and Grog faded away toward second. But Jonas lingered.  
 
    “I uh, I did something.” He gestured with his head toward the stands.  
 
    Suddenly it all made sense, the fans chanting both our names. “Oh goodness, Jonas. You know I never meant you had to —”  
 
    “We both know I did.”  
 
    I threw my arms around his neck and kissed him. The crowd picked up and the noise swept over me like a real wave. Jonas had his hands on my waist, and after a second — or an hour, I don’t know — he pushed me gently back.  
 
    “The Ump is warning us.” He had to shout to be heard.  
 
    I nodded. Just as I was turning away, he caught my arm, pulled my cap off my head, and unfastened the pin. Then he stuck it on his own cap, and held the cap over his head, just like I did.  
 
    “Jonas. Daisy. Jonas. Daisy.”  
 
    “I love you,” Jonas shouted. He backed away toward the grass.  
 
    I stepped up on the mound. My pulse was as loud as the crowd.  
 
    “Play ball!” the Ump shouted.  
 
    I threw a strike.  
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     … so far this has been a pitching duel, with Adam Fletcher and Daisy Flowers totally dominating the opposing line-ups. As they come to bat in the seventh, the Navigators have three hits, but haven’t gotten anyone past first base. The usually hard-hitting Bruisers haven’t had a base runner. Neither pitcher seems to be tiring yet and the batters are looking very frustrated …   
 
    

  
 
    Jonas  
 
    

  
 
    The chanting was surreal.  
 
    I knew what it meant of course, and most of the rest of the team didn’t. But I remembered the awe on Daisy’s face the first time she’d experienced it and now I felt something like that myself. Josie may have started all this, but it’d grown into something bigger than any of us. For better or worse, whatever happened, I was part of it now. I was seen. I was known. There was no putting that genie back into the bottle.  
 
    I swung the bat over my head one more time, then stepped into the batter’s box. They don’t play walk-up music at an away game, but I could hear it in my head. Apparently, I’d paid more attention than I thought. Holding Out For a Hero. I took a deep breath, lifted the bat, settled into my stance.  
 
    Summer was coming to an end in the Bronx. There was a bite to the air underneath the warm sunlight. A lot of the fans were wearing jackets, most of the players had long sleeves under their jerseys. The sun went in and out of the clouds, creating a slow-motion strobe over the stadium.  
 
    I already had a hit in this game. Statistically, that was about what I had coming. Screw the statistics.  
 
    Fletcher met my eyes without any acknowledgment. The last time we met, he knocked me off my feet. Could’ve ended my career. He wasn’t going to take chances like that today, not with the game scoreless and the whole post-season on the line. His stubbly face was expressionless, and as much as I wanted to drive the ball right back into his buzzard’s beak, I wasn’t going to play around either.  
 
    The first pitch sizzled down the middle, almost too fast to track.  
 
    Strike one.  
 
    I didn’t move. I kept my eyes on Fletcher, watching the way he moved, the pattern of his windup, where he released the ball. I let the cheering and booing of the fans wash over me.  
 
    I guessed he’d go to the change-up next and he did. It looked like the fastball, but glacial. I forced myself to hesitate, a fraction of a heartbeat, and my swing caught the ball just underneath, spun it back over my head into the net that protected the stands.  
 
    Strike two.  
 
    I stepped out of the batter’s box, motioning for time. I swung my bat wide to loosen the tension in my shoulders. Down at first, Heff took a lead, caught my eye, and grinned. Hendricks was pointedly not looking my way. I glanced back at the dugout. Daisy was leaning against the railing. When she saw me looking, she vaulted it and sprinted toward me.  
 
    She stopped a couple of feet away. The Umpire made impatient noises.  
 
    “You okay?” she asked.  
 
    “I feel good.”  
 
    “I love you too, Jonas.” She laughed. “Now how about you give me give me a dadblamed lead?”  
 
    She backed away and I stepped into the box.  
 
    Fletcher threw a curve. It broke early and I held off, sure it had clipped the edge of the plate. I was already turning to face Daisy’s disappointment when the Ump called “Ball.”  
 
    Didn’t have to worry about post-game interviews anymore. I’d already burned that bridge this morning. There were going to be a lot of questions no matter what I did right now. So, I might as well show them who I was.  
 
    Fletcher went right down the middle. He put everything he had on it, like a fireball out of a bazooka. But I could see the spin. I watched the laces turn over in the air. Heff had a healthy lead off first. I drew in my breath, shifted my weight to my back foot, and didn’t even try to control the swing. I let loose with everything I had, everything I was. Felt the ball connect, the solid clunk of its weight against the sweet spot on the bat, the follow through all the way around.  
 
    The outfielders ran backwards, toward the wall, all the way up to the warning track, and then all they could do was stop and watch the ball sail over their heads. It landed somewhere out in the statue gardens.  
 
    The crowd exploded.  
 
    When I came around third, I saw Heff and Daisy waiting for me at home plate. Heff held up both hands in a high ten, then slapped me on the back. Daisy threw her arms around me and kissed me. She was warm and sweaty and smelled like ballpark dirt. Put it together with her and it was the best scent in the world.  
 
    

  
 
     … we go into the ninth inning of what has got to be the most emotional Wild Card game in baseball history. Adam Fletcher was pulled in the seventh, after giving up a two-run homer to Jonas Sutton, and that remains the only score in the ballgame. Daisy Flowers is still in the game, and we have every expectation she’ll be out there again in the bottom of the ninth considering she’s …   
 
     Don’t say it, Stan.   
 
     Hah, no of course. Let’s not jinx anything. Let’s just get back to the field and watch the end of this incredible game …   
 
    

  
 
    After the homerun in the seventh, Daisy gave up all pretense of staying to herself. She squeezed in between me and Heff at the rail and chatted a mile a minute about the game and the players and the fans. At one point Grog wandered by and snarled.  
 
    “Ain’t you pitchers supposed to keep to yourself during a game?”  
 
    Daisy laughed and poked him in the stomach. “Shuck those superstitions, Magilla. We’re a team, right?”  
 
    He snickered. “Yeah, one big happy team.”  
 
    She shut them down in order in the eighth and we came up in the top of the ninth. The lead off batter led off and hit a single. But the center fielder, Astley, was up next and he hit a hard grounder to the second baseman that turned into an easy double play. The next batter struck out.  
 
    Bottom of the ninth.  
 
    The lights dimmed for a second and the big screen started flashing images of Bruiser heroics over the huge words “Rally Time”. They were trying to pump up the crowd, and it worked. The hometown fans were on their feet, stomping on the concrete in rhythm like a choreographed stampede.  
 
    But a good portion of the crowd was still cheering for me and Daisy. Their voices battled for dominance.  
 
    Heff clenched my hand and Daisy put hers on top of it. I saw Grog come up behind me, but he must’ve hesitated because Daisy said, “You too.”  
 
    “One more inning,” Heff said. “You got it girl?”  
 
    She nodded. “I got it.”  
 
    “Okay.” He broke the clasp. “Let’s go write our names in the history books.”  
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    Daisy  
 
    

  
 
    The first Bruiser to the plate was the shortstop. I’d struck him out twice today. He was a decent hitter and not someone to be taken for granted. Heff signaled for a curve, then two sliders, and a fastball down the middle.  
 
    “Strike three!”  
 
    I shut out the boos and cheers, turning my back on home plate. Jonas was on the dirt between second and third. He seemed so steady and solid at last. I let myself feel his arms around me, drawing strength. Then I turned back. The batter was ready.  
 
    He fouled off a few of my pitches and laid off the sinkers. The count climbed to two-and-two. I didn’t know how many full counts I’d had today but it wasn’t many, and I didn’t want to start now. Heff signaled for a curve, and I shook my head. He gave me the same signal again and I shook it off harder.  
 
    He flashed the sign for a fastball.  
 
    I nodded.  
 
    I used the split-finger, the same pitch I’d spent so much time drilling into Hector. As soon as I let go, I knew it was off. It didn’t have the movement I wanted. The batter swung and drove it past me. It skimmed once off the grass, arcing up. Jonas dived, caught it, rolled over, and came up on one knee firing toward first. Molina had to stretch for the ball, struggling to keep his foot on the base as the runner flashed by.  
 
    The first base ump waved his arms. “Safe!”  
 
    I spun away and bent over double, like I’d been punched, covering my face. The crowd was a chorus of boos and cheers all stirred up into noise. I squatted down in the grass and didn’t look up at the big board.  
 
    “The Seattle Navigators will challenge the call at first,” the announcer said.  
 
    It didn’t matter, I told myself. We still had the lead. If we held on, I’d still get the win. With the pressure off, the Skipper and Wylie could take me out, bring in Hector, let him get the last outs with a fresh arm. We were going to the playoffs. That was all that mattered.  
 
    Right?  
 
    A pair of enormous sneakers clomped into my field of view. I tilted my head and looked up at Grog. From down here, he looked like something you’d find at the top of a beanstalk.  
 
    “Bookworm got ‘em,” Grog said. “That was a righteous throw.”  
 
    I nodded.  
 
    Risking a glance up at the screen, I saw the umpires gathered near the dugout, with headsets on. They were communicating with the league officials who had access to all the footage of the game, from every available angle. It was hard to overturn a call on the field. The Umps always got the benefit of the doubt, and it required clear and convincing evidence that the call was wrong.  
 
    The home plate ump pulled off his headset and stepped out where the whole crowd could see him. He pumped his fist in the air.  
 
    “Out!”  
 
    I sprang to my feet with a shriek of relief. Grog lifted his huge paw for a high five, but at the last second, I jerked away.  
 
    “I need this hand a little while longer,” I told him.  
 
    He grinned.  
 
    Hendricks was the last batter. Well, I hoped he’d be the last. He was hitting about .301 and had 19 homeruns this season. After I put him out for a few innings, he’d come back even hotter than ever. We locked eyes as he settled into his stance.  
 
    Heff gave me the signal I’d been waiting for all day.  
 
    The knuckleball danced and fluttered, and Hendricks swung for the fences, but he was way out in front.  
 
    I followed with a breaking ball that was outside. Hendricks started to but held up at the last second. Heff appealed to the first base umpire, who agreed with the call.  
 
    1-1.  
 
    Hendricks was edging closer to the plate, trying to get an advantage. Shielded by his mitt, Heff pointed a finger toward the batter. Go inside, back him off. Oh, I wanted to. I wanted to put him in the dirt again.  
 
    But I shook my head.  
 
    We went back to the knuckleball.  
 
    Hendricks must’ve expected it. His timing was still off, but he caught a piece of it this time. It dribbled down the third base line. Hendricks took off toward first — but just before it reached the plate, the ball rolled foul.  
 
    One more time.  
 
    Heff didn’t signal, he just looked straight at me through his mask.  Up to you girl.   
 
    I felt rung out, exhausted and spent in a way I’d never been before. I didn’t know if I had a fastball left in me, or if I had the touch for a curve.  
 
    Dance with the one that brung you.  
 
    Inside my glove, I felt for the seam of the ball, put my fingernails along the edge of it, my thumb underneath.  
 
    You knew I was Daisy.  
 
    I don’t know what Hendricks thought he’d get, but the knuckleball sashayed past him, and he didn’t move. It gently slipped into Heff’s mitt and for an aching moment nothing moved in the stadium at all. Even the cheers and boos and stomps and claps of the crowd were frozen between one surge and the next.  
 
    Then the ump jerked his right hand back and shouted, “Strike three!”  
 
    Hendricks threw down his bat and stomped away.  
 
    My legs failed me. I fell to my knees and caught myself on the dirt of the mound. I was sobbing and laughing, and my vision melted into a teary blur. Suddenly Jonas was there, on his knees with me. He was saying something, but I couldn’t track. I just wanted him in my arms. He was strong and solid and real. I could’ve stayed there forever, but another pair of hands caught me up and lifted me high. Grog set me on his shoulders, and I swayed, dizzy, but trusting his strength.  
 
    The bench and the bullpen emptied, and all the Navigators rushed out to the mound, surrounding us. Jonas still held my right hand in his, but everyone else was reaching out and I shook as many hands as I could. Everyone was beaming and bouncing and cheering.  
 
    My friends. My team.  
 
    My family.  
 
    

  
 
     … My oh my, what a day! Daisy Flowers and the Seattle Navigators have done the almost impossible. She went the distance with the toughest offense in baseball and came away with something only twenty-eight men in the history of the game have ever done …   
 
     I guess we won’t be able to say it quite that way anymore, huh?   
 
     No, we will not. You know she once said she came here to burn the baseball world to the ground, and today, with the help of her teammates, she left one of the oldest and most storied franchises in ruins. A perfect game! And now the Navigators are advancing to the next round of the playoffs, and the Bruisers are headed home for the postseason.   
 
     You think we’ll be seeing Daisy again, Stan?   
 
     I don’t think there’s any way they’ll let her go after this.   
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    Jonas  
 
    

  
 
    The morning showers had given way to a sunny afternoon. Fluffy white clouds were all that was left of the gloom. As we stood on the sidelines, most of the players still had jackets on. Beside me Josie wore a white faux fur coat and pink shades. Since she no longer worked for the Navigators, she had shed her Goth camouflage and started dressing more like herself.  
 
    Cameron was beside her. They wore a white Victorian coat, with tails, over a long skirt. Tricia and Noelle stood to the side. Noelle wore her Navigator’s jersey, with my number on it. She was swooning dramatically like a jilted lover in a tragic romance.  
 
    My grandparents were also there. Grandma couldn’t stop smiling and I saw tears on Grandpa’s cheeks.  
 
    The Skipper left the clubhouse, followed by Tom, who was on crutches, but ambulatory. He wore a Navigator’s jacket and dress slacks. The Skipper walked slowly so Tom could keep up and they stopped at the microphones arranged in front of home plate.  
 
    “Welcome back to the best fans in the world,” the Skipper said. He got cheers and clapping as a response. “Before the game today we have a very special ceremony. If you could join me in welcoming Golden Glove winner and World Series MVP Jonas Sutton.”  
 
    The cheers picked up again as the crowd came to their feet. Trans flags waved everywhere. They’d given them out at the gate today, and the white, blue, and pink stripes were projected on the big screen. I waved to the fans. Josie, even though she wasn’t explicitly invited, followed me. The PA system briefly blasted, “Holding Out For a Hero”.  
 
    “Please tell me she’s here,” I whispered.  
 
    “Of course, she is,” Josie said. “At least she was when I left her.”  
 
    The Skipper shook hands with me, and Tom carefully embraced me, balancing on his crutches. “Congratulations,” he said.  
 
    “I didn’t think it would happen.”  
 
    He grinned. “It hasn’t yet.”  
 
    Heff jogged over from the sidelines. He was holding a small black case in his hands. “What, did she take off?” he asked.  
 
    “Please tell me she didn’t,” the Skipper groaned.  
 
    “She’s here,” Josie said. “Probably.”  
 
    The night of the celebration party, after the last game of the Series, Josie officially gave her notice to the Navs. After all her manipulations, organizing the fans behind Daisy, setting up my coming out interview, and who knows what else, she didn’t think she had much future.  
 
    “It was always kind of a dead-end job,” she said.  
 
    “So, what are you going to do?” Daisy asked her.  
 
    “I’m glad you asked. Because I’ve been thinking — you need an agent.”  
 
    No one, as far as I knew, had quite dared to ask her if that had been her plan all along. Could she really have been that many steps ahead of all of us? Whether she was or not, she’d negotiated a nice three-year contract for Daisy as a player and assistant coach, with an option to take over as pitching coach when Wylie retired — which he swore was going to be any day.  
 
    Just when the crowd was starting to get restive, the loudspeaker came on again. Twangy guitars drove into the afternoon sky. The chorus of  Wrecking Ball  blasted out and the crowd picked up the lyrics.  
 
    “Here we go,” Heff chuckled.  
 
    The bullpen gate swung open — but it wasn’t Daisy who charged out. Cy exploded across the field, sprinting, and spinning, wearing a Tuxedo front. He made a long loop as the crowd cheered and then zeroed in on us like a missile.  
 
    Just behind him, a second rotund body leapt onto the field. Petunia galloped after her buddy, trailing a long white wedding train behind her.  
 
    “I thought I specifically said no animals on the field,” the Skipper grumbled. But everyone else was laughing.  
 
    “You knew she was Daisy …” Heff, Josie, and I all said at once.  
 
    The animals milled around us, nudging everyone, and asking for praise and attention. Cy seemed oblivious to the clothes he wore, but Petunia looked proud of her finery.  
 
    Finally, the crowd noise surged again, and Daisy sprinted out of the dugout. She wore her uniform, but her hair was up in an elaborate braid that twisted around her head. She waved to the crowd the whole way and threw her arms around me as soon as she reached us.  
 
    “Always got to make an entrance, don’t you?” I said.  
 
    “You know it, Grandma.”  
 
    The Skipper waited for the crowd to settle down a little, then motioned to Tom who stepped up to the mics. Daisy and I took our places in front of him. Josie to her side, Heff to mine.  
 
    “I don’t have a lot of really flowery words for this occasion,” Tom said. “I think it speaks for itself. Baseball is about records and traditions, about the rich history stretching back to the days of the civil war and touching on all the great events of American history. But baseball is also about firsts, breaking barriers, showing us things we’ve never seen before. And I’m fairly sure this is the first time anyone has seen this.” He laughed. Heff handed him the case. “These are the last two World Series rings to be presented to Navigators players for last year’s championship. Everyone else got their rings at the ceremony last week, but we held these out.”  
 
    He opened the box on two huge, gaudy golden rings. They had the familiar blue and silver logo of the Navigators on the front with the year and the words, ‘World Champions’ embossed on the side. Tom held out the case. I took one of the rings and Daisy took the other.  
 
    “Now let’s see if I can remember the instructions from the website.” Tom chuckled. “Do you, Daisy Flowers, take this man to be your husband. Win or lose, in good times and in slumps, and whatever else might come along?”  
 
    “Shuck me if I don’t,” Daisy said. I slipped the ring on her finger.  
 
    “And you, Jonas, do you promise to never forget that this incredible woman chose you over many more promising candidates and do your best to deserve her until they cart you off the field?”  
 
    “I most certainly do,” I said.  
 
    “See,” Josie muttered. “Bears end up with bears, what did I tell you?”  
 
    “Then that makes it official,” Tom said. “You two are husband and wife.”  
 
    The loudspeakers played the wedding march and the big screen showed us in a cheesy heart frame, but I didn’t care because Daisy threw herself into my arms. We kissed for as long as we thought we could decently get away with in front of forty thousand fans. Or maybe a little bit longer.  
 
    “Okay,” the Skipper said, when we finally separated, “if we’re through with all this mush nonsense — how about we play some baseball?”  
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