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			Dedication

			Dedicated to the long-time voices of the Toronto Blue Jays: Tom Cheek, who died too soon in 2005, and Jerry Howarth, who continues to be among the very best. Thanks for all the great hours I’ve spent listening to you, either in the car, at the game, or while watching a muted TV. You made me feel I was part of the team. It’s been a blast! P. S. Loving Mike Wilner now, too!

		

	


	
		
			What’s in a Name?

			Of course, everyone knows that the Toronto baseball team is called the Blue Jays. But writers have invented a few “new” names over the years—for example, Allison Gordon’s Toronto Titans baseball team. So where did the Toronto Matrix come from? Simply this: I didn’t want anyone to have the slightest reason for thinking I’m in any way, shape, or form referring to anyone from any of the Toronto teams or the actual sports media in this book. So the Toronto Matrix team is completely mine, as is its stadium, the incomparable Diamond Dome, and the personalities of the owners, staff, players, and surrounding media. All have sprung completely out of my head and bear absolutely no intentional resemblance to anyone or anything living or dead.

		

	


	
		
			Major Players in Order of Appearance

			Jacqueline Ryan: Cop who thinks a bullpen should be a place where you find bulls

			Paul Manziuk: Tired cop who loves baseball but hates murder

			Ricardo (Rico) Velasquez: Cuban pitcher whose success has gone to his head

			Ginny Lovejoy: Sports columnist who owes her job to a colleague’s hangover

			Kyle Schmidt: Toronto sports columnist with a longing for a Booker prize

			Alita Velasquez: Rico’s wife, who is safely back in Cuba—or is she?

			Lawrence Smith: The Toronto Matrix’s most faithful fan

			Stasey Simon: Outspoken sports talk show host with a large following

			Iain Foley: WIN 730’s velvet-voiced Prime Time Show host

			Eva MacPherson: Poor little rich girl who’s thinks she’d be better off as Marilyn Monroe

			Pat Davis: Agent who sees Rico as both a gold mine and a hornet’s nest

			Ted Benedetto: Producer of the Stasey Simon Show and scapegoat for any mistakes

			Ferdinand Ortes: Baseball’s #1 shortstop and Rico’s best friend

			Tony Kanberra: General manager who has a lot more to worry about than running a baseball team

			Jonas Newland: Catcher and unofficial team leader for the Toronto Matrix

			Blake Harrison: Matrix manager who seems to be sticking his head in the sand

			Armando Santana: The pitcher who lost his starting job to Rico Zandor: Mysterious Bond-like young man

			Cary Grant: Mr. Brown’s ever-present assistant

			Mr. Brown: Invisible owner of the Toronto Matrix

		

	


	
		
			Prologue

			Better a diamond with a flaw than a pebble without.

			Confucius

			“I don’t know why you want to do what you do,” kimono-clad Noelle Ryan said as she joined her daughter at the kitchen table. “My little girl chasing after killers.”

			It was seven AM, and Jacqueline Ryan had already run for half an hour and lifted weights in her room before throwing on a navy pantsuit and white blouse, running a comb through her short, black hair, brushing blush and powder on her cinnamon face, and anchoring her gun firmly at the back of her slim waist.

			“Somebody has to,” Jacquie said. She’d been eating the breakfast her grandmother had prepared when her mother came in and settled at the other end of the table to drink her morning coffee and read the newspaper.

			“Not my baby girl.”

			“You’re the only one who sees me that way, Mom.”

			“What do the others see?” her mother asked petulantly. “A female Rambo? You don’t look so tough to me.”

			“It’s not about being tough, Mom. More about being smart.”

			Jacquie’s aunt Vida entered the kitchen and leaned against the table next to Jacquie. “Well, you’re smart enough, I’ll give you that. But tell me, how many men are looking for a smart woman?”

			Jacquie rolled her eyes. “You never know. Maybe I’m looking for a smart man.”

			Noelle snorted. “There’s one of those whatchamacallit things. An ox or something.”

			“You mean oxymoron?” Jacquie asked.

			“Yeah.” Noelle nodded. “That’s it. Something impossible. A smart man.”

			Vida laughed. “You got that right, Sister.” To Jacquie, she said, “So, who are you going to arrest today?”

			Jacquie grinned. “I’m not on a case right now.”

			Her mother shook her head. “So you sit around cleaning your gun and waiting for somebody to murder somebody else so you have a job? Bloodthirsty business.”

			Jacquie smiled between mouthfuls of toast. “It wouldn’t bother me if I never had a murder to solve, Mom. But I know it won’t happen.”

			“I know somebody has to do your job. Just hard to get used to the thought of my little girl putting her life at risk every day.”

			“Mom, it’s safer on homicide than it is on traffic patrol!”

			Stifling a yawn, Jacquie’s cousin Precious shuffled into the kitchen in multicolored caftan, matching slippers, and a red turban. “You know, a few of us might be trying to sleep.”

			“Have your morning coffee,” her mother said without a trace of sympathy. “Then you’ll be in a better mood.” 

			Vida sighed and picked up a cup. “Speaking of moods, I have to go to Mr. Ketchum’s today.”

			Gram had been watching and listening. Now she said, “Why didn’t you remind me? I’ll whip him up a batch of my rock buns. That’ll make him happy.”

			“You do that, Ma. It’ll help for sure.”

			“How’s he doing?” Jacquie asked as she ate the last of her yogurt and glanced at the time. So far, so good. She reached for her juice.

			Vida paused with the coffeepot in her hand. “Not too bad. He’s not in as much pain as before, and he’s starting to get used to the walker, but that man is so negative, I think he spends every waking minute looking for new things to complain about, or new ways to complain about the old things.”

			“He knows when he has a sympathetic listener,” Jacquie said.

			“Huh!” Jacquie’s mother grunted. “She’s being paid to listen! You think she’d be there otherwise?”

			Vida set down the coffee pot and put her hands on her hips. “Well, at least I have a job where I do something useful!”

			“What’s that supposed to mean?” Noelle leaned forward, her own hands on her hips.

			“What time you have to be there?” Gram asked Vida.

			Vida continued to glare at her sister. “Eleven o’clock.”

			“I’d better get busy then.” Gram began pulling baking utensils out of the cupboard.

			Jacquie also got up. “Got to run. See you all later.”

			Her mother leaned toward Jacquie and almost touched her cheek with her lips. “See you later, dear. Take care.”

			Jacquie gave her grandmother a quick hug, then grabbed her lunch bag and water bottles and headed for the hall closet, where she thrust her feet into comfortable black loafers and grabbed a shoulder organizer purse.

			“Hey, you still haven’t answered the question I asked last night,” Aunt Vida called out. “Have you scoped out the other homicide cops yet, Jacquie? Are any of them single?”

			“Bye now,” Jacquie called as she let the door slam behind her.

			 In a few minutes, she was seated in her red Toyota, listening to the news as she pulled out of her parking space and headed for the police station.

			Detective-Inspector Paul Manziuk slammed the driver’s door of his ancient van, punched the key in, and lurched out of his driveway.

			Why did Mike have to pick this morning to start asking about a car again? No way did he need his own car! Not until he was at university, and even then—it was so hard to believe Mike was almost eighteen! Paul shook his head.

			Maybe what they said about the baby of the family being treated differently was true. Maybe Mike had been protected more than Conrad.

			And of course, this morning was as good as any other morning in Mike’s eyes. Better than most, in fact. His dad had finished a case. He was presumably in a good mood.

			Well, he’d been in a reasonably good mood, right up until Mike hit him up for a car. Without thinking, he’d told Mike that a car was the furthest thing from his mind, and Mike had walked out of the room. Which meant, of course, that he was upset.

			Loretta hadn’t been worried. “He’s just like you. Gets something on his mind and can’t rest until he resolves it. Plus he thinks he’s being perfectly reasonable, and he doesn’t understand why you don’t see it his way.”

			“I’ve got other things on my mind.”

			Loretta had tilted her head to one side. “But you always have other things on your mind.”

			Paul slammed on his brakes as a car swerved in front of him. The driver hadn’t even looked before changing lanes! Probably a teenager. Ought to pull him over and give him a ticket!

			He sighed. Why couldn’t Mike keep using the bus? His mother used it. Of course, that was part of Mike’s argument. If they got a second car, Mike and his mother could share it for this year, and then when Mike graduated high school, he’d keep the car and Loretta could decide if she liked the convenience enough to buy her own.

			Paul made himself stop at a yellow light that was about to turn red. Had to set a good example. Way too many people running red lights these days. Everybody was impatient. Nobody’s attention span was more than five minutes. Except Mike’s. He never lost track of what he wanted.

			The light turned green and Paul inched forward in the rush hour traffic. He found himself looking at the cars around him, noticing that most, if not all, were newer than his. That was the real problem. Mike had hit a sore point. Truth was, they needed to buy, not a second car, but a replacement for their ancient van.

			Not that they needed another van. With Conrad at Oxford as a teaching assistant, and Lisa in college, it was just the three of them at home, and a small sedan would do.

			Paul sighed. He should ask Loretta to look in Consumer Reports about which used cars were the best buys. Maybe Mike could help her.

			The next few lights were all green. Finally someone had them working in sequence!

			Should they let Mike have the wagon? No, it was too hard on gas, and Loretta would worry about it breaking down on him. Better to find a small used car that had all the safety features. That little Toyota of Constable Ryan’s looked like it might suit Mike. In a less noticeable color, of course. And there was the room factor to consider, too. At nearly six and a half feet tall, Paul was well-aware that just any old car wouldn’t do. Mike was six two and still growing.

			Paul shook his head. The thought of having to buy, not one, but two cars, was too much. The three of them would have to talk it over and come up with a plan. A part-time job for Mike was a possibility, except Loretta wanted him to be able to enjoy being a kid for one last year before college loomed, and sports was a huge part of his life, especially Ultimate Frisbee, which seemed to have a tournament every weekend. Mike had good marks, too, and they didn’t want to jeopardize that.

			Speaking of sports, Paul suddenly realized he’d been so busy he’d barely had time to find out how the Matrix were doing. All he knew was that they’d won the last series, three games out of four, and that Rico’d been throwing more temper tantrums.

			Was there any chance he could get to a game soon? Well, at least he’d try to get hold of the Toronto Daily News today so he could read Ginny Lovejoy’s column. He enjoyed what she had to say—whenever he could find time to read it.

			Loretta was right, as usual. He always had business on his mind. Paul sighed as he turned into the police station’s parking lot and maneuvered the large van into the space reserved for him. They seemed to be narrowing all the parking spaces. Even when both cars were parked dead center in their spots, you barely had room to get out of your door. Be nice to have a smaller car.

			Paul took the elevator to the third floor and walked through the large open area of small cubicles and desks with attendant computers, heading for the offices for senior staff along the far wall. Glancing neither right nor left, he went directly to his office, tossed his straw hat on the wooden stand put there for it, and glanced at his watch. Eight o’clock. Good. Another busy day.

		

	


	
		
			Part I

			Diamonds are a girl’s best friend.

			From Gentlemen Prefer Blondes, 1953.

			Words by Jule Styne and music by Leo Robin

			Written for the 1949 Broadway musical

			Gentlemen Prefer Blondes, sung by Carol Channing,

			and later used in the movie of the same name,

			sung by Marilyn Monroe and Jane Russell.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 1

			Pitcher Rico Velasquez stormed into the Diamond Dome's home team's lounge, picked up one of the baseballs waiting to be autographed, and threw a 90-mile-an-hour fastball into the middle of the television screen.

			Three of his teammates had been playing cards and watching the July holiday afternoon baseball game on the television monitor. As the screen shattered, they jumped to their feet and, to a man, scurried into the adjacent locker room. At six foot three, with 220 pounds of well-coordinated muscle and bone, Rico wasn’t someone you confronted without a good deal of thought.

			As the rest of the team began coming in after the game’s end, Rico yelled in Spanish, “They’re useless! I want some muscle behind me. We need some trades!” Spotting a bat lying on a chair, he picked it up. Shouting “I want to win!” he shattered one of the plaster walls with the wooden bat. Then he laughed and dropped the bat, his anger appeased by the gaping hole.

			Rico’s teammates kept their distance.

			Ginny Lovejoy and Kyle Schmidt, along with other members of the sports media who trailed the players into the locker room, made copious notes.
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			Sitting on a rough bench that was bolted to the floor beside the cabin of a fishing boat working its way to Florida, Alita Velasquez took a much-folded piece of paper from her pocket and read it for the twentieth time.

			In Spanish, it said:

			Lita

			I pitched again today, and I was amazing. My manager and my team were as happy as little kids with candy. I’m not just a baseball player; I’m a hero. I’m 8 and 3 with an ERA of only 1.96. The rest of the team is pretty good, too, except for a few players who should be replaced instead of kept only because of sentiment. The fans love me. The other players on my team, except for a few who are jealous, love me too. Even the opposition players admire me. We have a very good chance to win the pennant and then the World Series.

			There’s some money in the bank account for you to use for the next few months. My agent knows how to do that. See that my parents get half.

			It’s too bad you have to be stuck in Cuba, but really, it’s for the best. Toronto’s a big city and would seem very strange to you. And you’d be alone most of the time. Later we’ll work out some way for you to come to Canada and we can begin a family. Think what my sons will be able to do! I didn’t even own a decent glove until I was 14—and that was a cast-off. My sons will have everything they could wish for, all of it new.

			Your husband,

			Rico Velasquez

			Alita refolded the letter and put it back into the deep pocket of her skirt. She shut her eyes and hugged herself. Was she doing the right thing, or was she the fool her father had called her the night before she married Rico?

			A wave hit the boat and her stomach lurched. Pulling herself to her feet, she staggered to the railing. Why, on top of everything else, did she have to be one of those unfortunate people who become seasick the moment they go on water?

			“God, why do you allow this?” she muttered in Spanish.
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			Late Tuesday morning, baseball fan Lawrence Smith sat in his kitchen eating a ham sandwich while reading the sports section of the Toronto Register.

			“Why does he have to say things like that?” Lawrence complained aloud. He knew Kyle Schmidt was only doing his job as the sports reporter for the Register, but why did he always seem so negative? And was it really necessary to use thousand-dollar words like crepuscular?

			Pushing his plate aside, Lawrence read the offending paragraphs out loud, carefully pronouncing each word, doing his best to determine if it was really as negative as it had seemed in his first reading.

			Lackluster Performance Dims Celebration

			by Kyle Schmidt

			It’s the July long weekend, and you sit on the edge of your seat expecting to be delighted and entertained.

			Not for you the artificial excitement of the cool crepuscular hours, with the momentary bursts from sky rockets, Roman candles, and fountains against a darkling sky. For the baseball fan, what’s needed is the sizzling heat of the afternoon, explosions of bat against ball, and headlong rushes of two-hundred-pound men into small rectangular bases.

			Let the game begin!

			Except—perhaps someone forget to tell the Toronto Matrix what day it was. Because their performance yesterday afternoon was lackluster, dismal, and sporadic; it left the 30,000 fans in attendance desperately seeking something else to celebrate ….

			Shaking his head, Lawrence folded the paper and set it aside before picking up the sports section of the Register’s rival newspaper, the Toronto Daily News.

			He turned to Ginny Lovejoy’s column. Lawrence could count on Ginny to write something he could understand.

			Matrix Need to Put a Lid on It

			by Ginny Lovejoy

			It could have been so different yesterday. The Matrix started off with two runs in the first inning. Going to be a great afternoon! Except those two runs were all they got—while giving up five.

			Overall, the team turned in a tired performance that made you wonder if perhaps they’d been out celebrating a day early. But then, when do baseball players have time to celebrate? The end of the season, I suppose. And how many teams get to celebrate then?

			So there’s no point in ragging on them. One dreary loss doesn’t negate all the great games we’ve had this year. They’ve still got over three months to show us what they can do!

			But they really need to get it together. Rumors have it that at least one player was so disgusted by the performance of the rest of the team yesterday that he trashed a television set and put a hole in a wall in the clubhouse during the ninth inning. Please, guys, we don’t need things like that ….

			Lawrence cringed. The unnamed player was Rico, he was sure of that. Lawrence shook his head. He never lost his own temper, and he tended to mistrust anyone who did.

			A noisy ringing began, and he looked at his clock. Ten to one. Nearly time. The radio was already on, but he turned up its volume and got settled in to listen. As the news ended, trumpets announced the Stasey Simon Show, and then she was on, her deep, warm voice caressing the airwaves.

			“Stasey Simon here. For the next three hours, we’re going to talk about sports in a way no one else can. Because there’s only one Stasey Simon. But ya’ll know that, don’t you? So pull up a chair, or find a place to park so you can give me your full attention, because for the next few hours, you’re mine.

			“Now, what are we going to talk about today? How about the Matrix? Wasn’t that game yesterday pathetic? As if they had no heart. And I’m wondering if they do. We’ve been fed a line this year about how the Matrix are one big, happy family—‘one for all and all for one’—but what I saw yesterday was an edgy, maybe even dysfunctional team. I hear there are a number of different factions, some of which barely speak to the others. And I didn’t see a leader out there, either. Makes me really wonder.

			“On the other hand, you don’t need to be happy to win games. And the Matrix, for the most part, have been winning this year. Should we care about anything else?

			“Uh oh, the Beast is giving me the look. We have to take a break. We’ll be right back after these messages. Ya’ll know the number.”

			Lawrence Smith knew the number. He prided himself on being one of the most faithful fans of the local sports station, WIN 730. But although he listened regularly to Iain Foley and as much as possible to some of the other hosts, he never missed Stasey Simon.

			Lawrence got through and waited for the show’s producer—nicknamed “The Beast” by Stasey, who considered herself “The Beauty”—to tell him he was on air.

			The ad ended. Lawrence waited patiently during the sports update.

			“I’m back,” Stasey said. “So what were we saying? Oh, yeah. The Matrix. What I think is that the players are going to bust their jerseys one of these days if they don’t let out some of the hostility and dislike. I think everything the management’s told us about how united they are and how well they get along is a load of you-know-what.”

			The producer spoke in Lawrence’s ear. “Get ready, Lawrence.”

			Lawrence turned down the volume on his radio. Otherwise, he knew from experience he’d get confused by both the time delay and the echo of his own voice.

			Then Stasey said, “Lawrence, buddy, is that you?”

			He remembered it wasn’t enough to nod; she couldn’t see him. “It’s me, Stasey,” he said clearly.

			“All right, buddy. How’s it going? What have you got for me today?”

			“It’s going good, Stasey. I love listening to you. I really missed you over the weekend. It’s bad enough on normal weekends, but I especially hate long weekends where I have to wait from Friday to Tuesday to hear you again.”

			“Thanks, buddy. So, what do you want to talk about?”

			“The team, Stasey. I agree they didn’t play very well yesterday. But are you sure they don’t like each other? That makes me feel so sad, Stasey. What do you think can be done to turn things around? I’ll hang up so you can answer.” Lawrence ended the call and quickly turned the radio’s volume up to hear Stasey’s response.

			“Lots of winning teams have had players who weren’t speaking to each other. What bugs me most is that the management insists they’re one big happy family. Baloney!

			“If you really want my opinion, I think the problems the Matrix are having can be traced back to the arrival of Rico Velasquez. Armando Santana is very popular here in Toronto, not only with the fans but with the other players, too. From the moment Rico took Armando’s spot on the starting rotation, things haven’t been the same.

			“They should have traded or released Armando. That would have helped with the loyalty issue—player and fan alike. Secondly, Rico goes way beyond not speaking to teammates. I hear he was so angry about the way the team lost the game yesterday that he had a temper tantrum in the locker room. And the saddest part is the management’s unwillingness to admit anything’s wrong. The first step toward change is admitting there’s a need for it.”

			Nestled in the rocking chair, Lawrence’s body rocked rhythmically in time with Stasey’s voice. His face was morose as he thought about what Rico’s coming had done to the team.

			On the radio, Stasey moved on to the next caller. “Hi, Pete. What do you want to get off your chest today?”
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			“This is Ms. Garrett, Miss MacPherson. I’m afraid your father is in China on a business trip. He’s away for two more weeks, and he’s asked me not to disturb him unless it’s an extreme emergency. I believe I sent you a memo to that effect.”

			“Does my eloping with a baseball player from Cuba count?”

			“I believe your father would want me to advise you to think about the very generous allowance he gives you before doing anything so foolish.”

			Eva made a face at the phone. “There’s something I want to talk to him about. I need advice.”

			“Would you like me to make an appointment with someone for you? Your psychiatrist, your personal trainer, your hair stylist, your massage therapist, your—”

			“Oh, give it a rest!”

			“I’m sure you’ll be fine, Miss MacPherson.”

			“Yeah, sure.” Eva clicked the button to turn off the speaker phone and then spit at it.

			After a moment’s thought, she picked up her half-empty flute of champagne and walked to the bathroom, where she set down the flute and picked up her magnifying mirror. She observed the area surrounding her left eye. Still had a grayish-blue look. She pursed her lips. Stupid to even think of asking her father for help! Unless it involved money and contracts, he wouldn’t have a clue anyway.

			But who else was there to ask? Last week, after several sleepless nights trying to figure out what to do, she’d actually gone to see her psychiatrist. And all he’d given her was a prescription for sleeping pills.

			She shrugged her shoulders and began to apply an expensive blemish cream. It wasn’t the first time she’d had a black eye, and it likely wouldn’t be the last.

			She made a face in the mirror. What had somebody said? You can’t pick a rose without getting pricked by a thorn?

			Speaking of roses—her eyes slid down past her shoulders to the lacy slip she was wearing, and she smiled. After several disappointments, she’d found a seamstress who’d not only taken on the challenge with enthusiasm, but had done a fabulous job of recreating the slip Marilyn Monroe had worn in the movie Niagara.

			Eva sighed. The only problem was that despite some padding here and there, she just didn’t fill it out the way Marilyn had. She’d even hired a personal trainer to improve her shape, but all he’d done for his hundred bucks an hour was yell at her for not exercising regularly and tell her he’d wash his hands of her if she kept eating rich desserts and drinking so much.

			What was the use of being old enough to do whatever you wanted if other people still had rules about what you should and shouldn’t do? And why pay people to yell at her?

			Her hair stylist was just as bad. He’d bleached her hair and cut it to look like Marilyn’s, but he’d complained the whole time, saying it didn’t suit her. Fat lot he knew! Her new look had snared one of the most eligible bachelors in the country. She was the envy of thousands of women.

			As for the black eye, nothing came without a little bit of pain. Her father had told her that often enough. So suck it up and get your chin up. That was another of his sayings.

			She glanced over at the clock on her wall. Almost time for the interview. She never listened to sports radio, but Pat Davis, Rico’s agent, was being interviewed today on the Stasey Simon Show, and although it would be boring, she probably ought to turn it on.

			She returned to her well-stocked bar to fortify herself with more champagne.
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			Some miles away, Stasey Simon sat at a table in the largest of WIN 730’s three claustrophobic sound rooms. The news was on, so she raised her hands high above her head and thrust her legs forward and out, toes pointing up, heels down, feeling the stretch through her muscular shoulders and down the length of her very healthy five-foot-two inch frame. She stood up as her twenty-two-year-old producer Ted Benedetto came in from the control booth.

			“Is Pat here?” she asked.

			“He’s in the washroom.”

			“Not being sick, I hope.”

			“No. He wanted to make sure he wouldn’t get the urge to go while on air.”

			“Okay.” Her tone changed. “You put through a call from Lawrence.”

			“I know.”

			“I told you Friday—” she made eye contact with Ted, even though it hurt her neck to have to look up nearly a foot to do so “—he calls too much. Frankly, he’s starting to give me the creeps. I told you to only let him on once a week now.”

			“I remember. It’s just he’s—he’s so earnest. He says he listens to your every word and he loves the show, and—”

			Stasey poked Ted in the chest with her long, burgundy fingernails. “He’s totally weird. I find myself being nice and agreeing with him because I’m afraid not to. If I ever pick up a stalker, it’ll be him.”

			“I think he’s just, you know, slow. Mentally challenged or whatever they call it.”

			“I don’t care if he’s the head of MENSA. He gets one call a week!” She turned her back on Ted and sat down.

			A heavy-set, middle-aged man wearing a brown tweed sports jacket and tan pants stepped hesitantly into the room. Ted escorted him to a chair and hooked him up with headphones. When Pat was connected, Ted leaned over to whisper a joke in his ear and was rewarded by a tight smile.

			On air again, Stasey was going over the highlights from the day before. Baseball was the priority, but there had been a major trade in the Canadian Football League, a death in the golf world, and a hearts-and-flowers story in the world of horse racing. Stasey ran down the page of news items, making a comment off the top of her head for each one.

			Then it was time to interview Pat.

			“I have with me today a very special guest. It’s Pat Davis, the agent for Ricardo Velasquez.” She listed a few names of other sports figures who used Pat as an agent, reviewed the well-worn rumor of how Rico had been spirited out of Cuba by an unknown baseball fan, mentioned Rico’s stats, and then said, “So tell me what it’s like to represent a player who speaks very little English. Do you speak Spanish?”

			Pat sighed and relaxed in his chair. Whatever question he’d been dreading, it wasn’t this one. “Well, Rico speaks some English, but not a lot. And I don’t speak Spanish. I’m well aware there can be misunderstandings when both parties aren’t completely clear about important things, so I employ two interpreters whenever I’m working on business details with someone who doesn’t speak English well.”

			“So when you and Rico worked out the contract, you had two people there interpreting?”

			“That’s right.”

			“Isn’t one enough?”

			“I want one there to present Rico’s side and one there to present mine. I once—years ago—employed an interpreter who was lying to a player about what I was saying. I didn’t know it, and neither did the player, and it caused a lot of confusion and hard feelings. So now I have two. I try to hire people who don’t know each other, so there’s no collusion, and I tell each of them straight out to let us know if the other one’s not on the up and up.”

			“You do this for your protection?”

			“For mine and the player’s as well.”

			“Fascinating.” Stasey paused to light a cigarette. “So, tell me, is Rico the same person in real life as he is on the mound?”

			As Stasey began her question, Pat’s thick, stubby fingers grasped the edges of the table as if he was dangling from a cliff edge. As she completed the question, his fingers dropped into his lap and he coughed once before answering. “Rico is more or less what you see. He knows a lot about baseball—not just the game, but the history of the game. He’s determined to win both a World Series and a Cy Young Award.”

			Stasey inhaled from her cigarette and blew out the smoke. “Really? I’d have thought he’d be happy just to play ball and make money. Not to mention having the opportunity to live in a country where he’s free to do pretty well anything he wants to do.”

			Pat shifted forward in his chair, resting his elbows on the table in front of him and interlacing his fingers, thumbs pressed together in a steeple. “Well, of course, he’s thrilled to be living here in Canada, and to be on a Major League team. The other things—they’re just dreams he’s added on now that he has the ability to dream. In Cuba, his future was simply to keep playing until he was too old to play. Now he has the joy of playing for a great team, making a very good living, and dreaming new dreams.”

			“Pat, you’re waxing poetic on me here. So tell me—” Stasey leaned forward, her eyes gleaming, “—if Rico is so happy to be here and all, why is it the players on his team would be glad to get rid of him?”

			Pat pressed his back against his chair and squared his shoulders as if taking part in a tug of war with an invisible rope. His voice rose slightly. “I think you’re generalizing. There may be a few players who don’t like Rico—”

			“Oh, come now—” Stasey’s tone of voice didn’t change “—most of the players and everyone else who knows what goes on in the locker room think Rico is a jerk.”

			Pat cleared his throat. “He’s in a strange country where he doesn’t speak the language very well, and he’s anxious to succeed, so he might have stepped on a few egos. People need to be more tolerant.”

			Stasey took a fourth puff from her cigarette before stubbing it out in a saucer Ted had found in the station’s tiny kitchen and now put out for her use every day. “Pat, I realize you’re making a lot of money from the guy, so you have to defend him. But, can you honestly tell me it doesn’t bother you to go to all the effort you have—even your two interpreters—and then have to clean up after his messes? You’re an intelligent man. Is the money worth it?”

			With his right hand, Pat rubbed the front of head, displacing strands of brown hair that had been carefully combed to cover his thinning pate.

			Dead air space beckoned.

			Stasey grinned. “Pat, tell us the truth. Did you know what he was like when you took him on?”

			Pat licked his lips before answering. “I knew he was a great young pitcher,” he said doggedly.

			“Did you know anything about him as a person?”

			Pat glanced toward Ted, busy in the booth. “Not much,” he said slowly.

			Stasey was lighting another cigarette as she said, “It must have been an unpleasant surprise to discover what he’s like.”

			“He’s not as bad as you’re making out. He’s—”

			“A jerk.”

			“—just getting accustomed to living here and being famous. It’ll take a while. Lots of players find it hard to make the adjustment to a new lifestyle. And being in the public eye all the time is hard for anyone.”

			“And meanwhile, he has that very nice signing bonus and that very nice contract, and you’re getting your share, right?”

			“I—I—”

			“We have to take a break for a sports update. I’ll be back in a jiffy to take your calls.”

			When he was sure they were off the air, Pat said, “I thought you wanted to interview me. All you did was attack Rico.”

			“I said what I thought my listeners wanted me to say,” Stasey said. “Those are the questions they wanted asked.”

			Pat’s eyes went past her. “So there’s nothing personal in your making me look like a money-hungry fool?”

			“Nothing.”

			Pat sighed. “You know, I really wish you’d give Rico a chance. With your influence, you could change the way people think.”

			From the control room, Ted’s voice interrupted. “Back on the air in five … four … three … two … one.”

			“This is the Stasey Simon Show and my guest today is Pat Davis, agent for Ricardo Velasquez, fondly or perhaps not-so-fondly known by his fans and teammates as Rico. Why don’t you give us a call with your question for Pat?” She took a long drag from her cigarette. “So, Pat, you think Rico has been treated unfairly? You think we’re expecting too much of him?”

			Pat cleared his throat before responding. “He’s a bit like a kid visiting a candy store for the first time. He’ll settle down. People need to give him the benefit of the doubt.”

			“Translated, I guess that means as long as he pitches well, he should get away with behaving like a spoiled brat?”

			“That’s not what—”

			“Okay, here’s our first caller. Joe, how are you doing?”

			“I’m doing great, Stasey. You know, I don’t think we need players from Cuba coming in and taking jobs from our North American players. Look what’s happened in hockey with all the European players coming in! I don’t like it. I think Rico should go back to Cuba and play there. Leave the job for one of our own people.”

			“Okay, Joe. Always on your toes, aren’t you? Who’s our next caller? Brian, what have you got to say?”

			“Hi, Stasey? How are you today?”

			She rolled her eyes. “Just fine, Brian. What’s on your mind?”

			“Hi, Pat. Stasey, I like Rico. Sure, he gets a little upset with the other players if they make a mistake, but I like that. I’d rather have someone with his emotions on his sleeve than someone with no emotions at all. And the last caller was crazy. If we didn’t have players from outside the U.S. and Canada, we wouldn’t have had Fernando Valenzuela, Roberto Clemente, George Bell, Alfredo Griffin, Tony Fernandez, El Duke, Hideki Matsui, and many other fine players. I want to see the best, Stasey. And I don’t care where they come from.”

			“All right, Brian. Thanks. And you’re so right. We’ve had lots of fine players from outside North America—many of whom were also fine people.” She paused for a second. “Anyone else out there have a question for Pat? Annie, you’re on the Stasey Simon Show.”

			“Thanks, Stasey. Mr. Davis, the report in the paper says he trashed the locker room. I teach high school, and I shudder to think my kids might copy him. And saying he’ll settle down eventually is ludicrous. No one ‘settles down’ without discipline. He has to learn what’s right and wrong, what’s appropriate behavior and what isn’t. You have to give him rules to follow and hold him accountable. As his agent, it’s your responsibility to be a mentor to him.”

			Pat rubbed his hands together. “Well—Annie, is it?”

			“Yes.”

			“Annie, I hear what you’re saying. And I agree. When I say we need to give Rico time to adjust, I don’t mean just wait. We’re working with him—I am, his manager Blake Harrison is, and some others are. I know Ferdinand Ortes has taken him under his wing. But I still say the adjustment will take time. And let’s face it, Toronto is a bit of a fish bowl.”

			Stasey interrupted. “Meaning?”

			“Meaning professional athletes here get more than usual coverage from the media. And their personal lives go under more scrutiny.”

			“What does all that have to do with our expecting him to show some team spirit and self-control?” Before Pat could respond, Stasey switched gears and asked, “Who’s our next caller? Wayne? What would you like to say to Pat?”

			“Just this. I want a team that wins! So make sure this guy doesn’t mess it up. He should be grateful to us for giving him the chance to play here, and he’d better behave! And you’d better see that he does!”

			“Okay, Wayne!” Stasey was grinning. She waited for a beat before saying, “Well, somebody has to pay the bills. We’ll be back after a sports update and a commercial.”

			Stasey leaned toward Pat. “Looks like you’ve got some work to do.”

			His nervousness seemed to have dissipated. “Do I get a rebuttal time?”

			“We’ve got a few minutes,” Stasey said. “What the heck? Sure. You can say your piece.”

			“Thank you.”

			The update ended. Stasey read a commercial for suntan lotion. Then she said, “So, Pat, going along with your idea of giving people a lot of rope—if you could say anything you wanted, right here and right now, what would you say?”

			“I’d say we often expect more from other people than we do from ourselves. I’m not perfect, and I don’t think you are either, Stasey. Sure, Rico makes mistakes, but most of our listeners do, too. It might be good to think about that old saying about not judging someone unless you’ve walked a mile or so in his moccasins.”

			“Is that a tear in my eye? No, no, I’m okay. Nice recovery, Pat. And thanks for being on the show today.”

			“Thank you, Stasey. Any time.”

			 Ted helped Pat remove the headset. After a weak smile at Stasey, he walked out of the booth, limping very slightly.

			On-air, Stasey said, “Ever wondered why people have agents? Now you know. If you pay them well enough, your agent will do his or her best to make you look like a poor misguided young lad struggling to survive instead of the selfish jerk you are.”

			Stasey made a throat-slashing movement to Ted. “I’ll be back in one minute.”

			A commercial went on.

			Ted’s voice came through her earphone, “You were a bit hard on him.”

			“He’s a slimeball.”

			“He’s just doing his job.”

			“So am I.”

			“When you treat guests like that, you make my job harder.”

			“They always come back. They know any publicity is better than none.”

			“You’re on air in three … two … one.”

			“Let’s switch topics now from baseball to football for the next half hour. …”
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			In his suite in the Diamond Hotel, which was situated next to the Diamond Dome, Rico Velasquez had listened to the Stasey Simon Show with the team’s shortstop, Ferdinand Ortes. Since Ferdinand spoke fluent English as well as Spanish, he was able to translate anything Rico didn’t understand. But Rico didn’t need Ferdinand’s help when Stasey called him a jerk.

			Using his native Spanish, Rico called Stasey quite a few things.

			Ferdinand laughed. “You did go overboard yesterday. I mean, breaking the TV was a bit much! And the wall—not exactly the brightest thing you’ve ever done.”

			“Yeah,” Rico said. “I wasted my energy on that stupid wall. Next time I’ll choose a better target.” He smiled. “You know what I’d really like? One of these days, I’d like to take a bat to Stasey Simon’s head!”
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			Ginny Lovejoy, the sports columnist for the Toronto Daily News, was waiting in the small foyer when Pat Davis came out of the elevator after leaving the WIN offices.

			“You look like a man who could use a drink,” she said.

			“I sure wouldn’t say no to one.”

			Together, they walked the ninety feet to Dana’s Place, a popular hangout for the staff and guests of WIN. Ginny led the way to a booth near the back and sat, as always, with her back to the wall.

			“Did you hear her?” Pat asked.

			“Mmm hmm.”

			“Why I put myself into her clutches, I’ll never know.”

			“You did it because it’s your job to make Rico look good.”

			“I wasn’t very successful.”

			She looked thoughtful. “A lot of Stasey’s listeners are delighted when she looks bad, and she looked bad today—as if she has it in for Rico. I think, overall, you did him a big favor. What you said had a lot of truth to it.”

			“I feel I just got tackled by an entire offensive line.”

			A waitress came and took their order. When she was gone, Pat said, “I have to confess, I prefer the print media people.”

			Ginny grinned. “That’s because we have a different agenda. And we’re nicer.”

			Pat smiled. “Well, some of you are.”

			“But she’s right, you know. Rico is a bit of a pain.”

			He sighed. “Off the record?”

			“Of course.”

			“He’s the biggest pain in the butt I’ve ever had for a client. And I’m stuck with him.” He leaned forward. “You know I took him on as a favor to Tony Kanberra?”

			Ginny shook her head. “I didn’t know that.”

			“Before Rico even left Cuba, Tony called me and asked me to take Rico on as a client. So I said sure. How many times does the team’s GM hand you a gift like that? Some gift.”

			“Maybe they didn’t know what to expect.”

			“Could be. I dunno.”

			“So what are you going to do next?”

			“The team is just as concerned as I am. They’re trying to project a family image, and Rico is really stretching it.”

			“The saving factor is that so far he’s been going ballistic in the locker room, and not in public—as I may have mentioned in my column this morning, and Stasey definitely mentioned this afternoon.”

			Pat groaned. “At least you didn’t give his name.”

			“What can the Matrix do? Trade him?”

			“The guy has a golden arm. No way they’re going to trade him. No way I can let him go, either. He could make me rich.”

			“Tough.”

			He nodded.

			“But, Pat, can you really sit back and do nothing? I mean, if someone doesn’t try to check him, he’ll think he can get away with murder. Somebody needs to talk to him, or fine him, or set down some basic rules.”

			“Yeah, yeah, but—” He glanced around as if to make sure no one was eavesdropping, then leaned forward. “You won’t let any of this out, right? At least not connected with me?”

			She put her arms on the table and leaned in so her face was only a few inches from his. “Not unless you tell me I can.”

			“Well, between you and me and the lamp post, we’ve got a plan in motion. You know we got Rico out of Cuba.” He shook his head slightly. “I don’t mean literally ‘we.’ I have no idea how it was done.”

			“Right. So—?”

			“So we’re getting his wife out. We figure if anyone can settle Rico down, she can.”

			Ginny’s eyes widened. “Rico is married?”

			“Yep.”

			“From what I’ve heard, he hasn’t been acting very married.”

			“Exactly. We figure she’ll have a calming influence.”

			“Who is she?”

			“An elementary school teacher. She’s from a good family, she’s well-educated, and she speaks English. They were married less than a year ago. All in all, she sounds like the one person who might have some influence on Rico.”

			“Wow! Can I use this Pat? You know what a great story it would make.”

			He sat back and shook his head. “I don’t want to be the one to spill the beans.”

			She thought for a moment. “What if I find out some other way? Is she coming by plane? Will the ticket be in her name?”

			“Likely.”

			“When is she coming?”

			“Tomorrow.”

			“What if I happened to be at the airport and saw her name on a list?”

			“You can do that?”

			“If I find a way, can I use it? I promise I won’t mention you anywhere.”

			“I like you, Ginny. And I’d like to see you have the story before Stasey gets hold of it. So, I guess so. But make sure there’s nothing that would lead anyone to me, okay?”

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 2

			At one of the Air Canada ticket counters at the Lester B. Pearson airport, Ginny Lovejoy was pulling in every favor she’d ever done for her mother’s next-door neighbor as she addressed that neighbor’s daughter Beth, a dewy-eyed innocent of twenty in her first real job.

			“I’m not supposed to give names of passengers to anyone.”

			“I’m not just anyone,” Ginny explained for the fourth time. “I’m the press. We get special treatment, you know? That’s how we get our stories out on time. Trust me, it’s fair. We all have people we go to for information, just like the police do.”

			“Well, if my mom told you to come, I guess maybe—”

			“The name is Velasquez—V-E-L-A-S-Q-U-E-Z—and she’s likely coming from Florida.”

			Beth typed the name into her computer and waited.

			Ginny held her breath.

			After a minute that seemed tenfold in Ginny’s mind, Beth said, “There’s a Velasquez on a flight from Tampa tomorrow morning.”

			“Do you have a first name?”

			“A-L-I-T-A. I don’t know how you pronounce that.”

			“Me neither, but I’ll sure find out.” Anxious to dash to the car and speed away to write her story, Ginny forced herself to look the younger woman directly in the eyes and say, “Thanks, Beth. You’ve been a lifesaver. I won’t forget it. Any time you or your mom need something, just let me know.”

			As soon as she was out of Beth’s view, she raced for her car, excitement tingling up and down her spine. It was so hard to get a scoop these days, but she’d done it! Now all she had to do was drive to the ballpark, write her story, and keep her fellow scribes from suspecting anything was up.
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			As her show ended a few minutes before four, Stasey Simon allowed a deep sigh to escape. Another day, another bunch of dollars. She laughed. There were harder ways to make your living than being the only female talk-show host on an all-sports radio station.

			Ted came over. “Good show, I think. You’ll need to be careful with Pat, though. Smooth the ruffled feathers.”

			“He’ll be fine once he’s had a chance to sulk for a while,” Stasey replied. “Never be afraid to stretch the envelope, but always keep ’em wanting more.” That was her motto for life as well as her talk show. “Always keep ahead of the boys” was the unwritten corollary.

			“I suppose you’ve been spitting all over the mic again. You know, I really don’t need your germs.” Iain Foley’s voice was the kind that sent heat waves reverberating through a room. There was no word for it other than beautiful. Deep and rich, it had the ability to gather people in and soothe them. Not that Stasey found his voice anything but grating.

			Unfortunately, forty-five-year-old Iain’s appearance didn’t quite match his voice. He wasn’t bad-looking: just not what people envisioned. A solid, compact five-foot-nine, he had a sallow complexion, undistinguished brown hair, hazel eyes, and a droopy mustache patterned after that of his all-time favorite hockey player, Lanny MacDonald. A producer once commented that he was perfect to play the cab driver, but never the hero. So he stayed in radio when he would have preferred to try his hand at television.

			A star athlete in high school and college despite his size disadvantage, Iain hadn’t had quite enough skills to get him to the NHL. Coaching had never interested him, but an astute college coach had suggested he change his major to broadcasting, and he’d never looked back.

			Now he held the station’s top position as host of the Prime Time Show.

			At Iain’s entrance, Ted eased quietly out of the room.

			“And I wish you’d stop smoking in here,” Iain continued. “Not only is it against the city bylaws, but you aren’t the only person who uses this room. I hate the smell after you’ve been in.”

			Stasey laughed. “Heard the interview with Pat, did you?”

			“You know I never listen to your show if I can help it.”

			“No, you just make your producer listen, and then you holler at him for not getting you the people first.”

			Iain shrugged. “So you’ve got a sharp producer.”

			“And I know you’ve tried more than once to steal him.”

			“Why he takes your abuse is beyond me.”

			“You’d never understand.” Stasey glanced toward the glass-enclosed sound booth where Iain’s producer, Greg Mintress, a tired-looking man in a stained T-shirt with a rip on the left sleeve, sat in the chair Ted had occupied. Greg had the headphones on, so Stasey assumed he’d heard the entire conversation; but his face gave nothing away.

			“You treat your producer so nicely.”

			“Greg’s got nothing to worry about,” Iain said. “He’ll be doing this till he’s an old man.”

			“And he’s ready to go.” Stasey smiled at Iain. “So I’d better get a move on.” She walked out, swinging her hips from side to side, which Iain correctly interpreted as an invitation to kiss her in places he wouldn’t care to.

			Iain dumped Stasey’s used butts into the wastebasket in the producer’s cubicle before sitting in the chair Stasey had vacated and putting on the headphones he’d brought with him. Taking a handkerchief from his pocket, he wiped the microphone. When he was satisfied Stasey’s germs were gone, he pulled his notes from their compartment in his briefcase and set them out, then cleared his throat.

			His music began, followed by the announcer’s voice on tape. “Ladies and Gentlemen, are you ready? Are you ready? Because this is the Main Event! And in our corner, ready to take you out of your day-to-day lives on a journey to the stars, the one and only Champion of the Airwaves—Eeeee-aaaan Fo-oh-le-y!” Cheers, then more music, fading.

			Iain began his spiel, his rich tones both soothing and invigorating. “Welcome to everyone on your way home or relaxing with a pint or two before you head out. We’ll do our best to keep you alert for the next two and a half hours as you wend your way to wherever you’re going. That’s right. The show is shortened by half an hour again tonight because of WIN’s presentation of the baseball game. And speaking of baseball—” He picked up the first page of his notes and read a prepared statement with his view of yesterday’s game. “Some people in our city have been crucifying Ricardo Velasquez for his behavior in the clubhouse yesterday where, annoyed by the lackluster performance of his teammates, Rico threw some equipment around.

			“In my opinion, the flurry about Rico is all nonsense. This sort of thing goes on all the time. The real problem is that here in Toronto, the team chose to have an early-season promotional campaign in which they strenuously promoted baseball as a game for the entire family. I said it in the spring, and I’ll say it now: baseball isn’t wholesome family entertainment. Baseball is a man’s game. That’s why there’s never been a woman on a major league team. Baseball is played by grown men who A. have the skills and B. get paid to display those skills. They are not in this to be role models. And sissies don’t play baseball. …”

			Stasey listened to Iain on the hall speakers as she walked to Ted’s tiny cubicle, where he was talking to someone on the telephone. “Aren’t you finished?” Stasey griped. “Let’s get out of here.”

			Ted held up his hand. “One minute.”

			Stasey leaned against the door frame, tapping one foot as she extracted her cigarette pack from a pocket in her capris. She lit a cigarette and took a deep drag.

			She could still hear Iain’s voice from the hall speaker. She shook her head. “He’s anchored in the sixties.”

			“So Thursday is the best time for him?” Ted said into the phone.

			“It’s no wonder my ratings are climbing while his are dropping.”

			Still speaking to the phone, Ted said, “I wonder if we can work something out that would help both of us.”

			Stasey studied her producer. At several inches over six feet, he was thin and gangly looking. His glossy black hair, inherited from his Chinese mother, was worn shoulder length and tied back, adding to his long, lean appearance. Today, as always, he wore torn faded jeans, a wrinkled white T-shirt with a bizarre saying on it, dirty white runners, and two small earrings in each ear. The only discordant note was the pair of gold-rimmed glasses that perched on his nose and gave him an odd, stork-like look.

			Stasey took another drag of the cigarette, then strode forward to mash it in an empty Styrofoam cup. “Let’s go,” she said.

			Ted wrinkled his face at her while continuing to concentrate on the person on the other end of the phone. “I was thinking Friday would be best for us. Stasey likes to end the week on an up note. He’d be a hard act to follow this week. What do you think?”

			“Who are you talking to?” Stasey asked.

			To the phone, Ted said. “Okay. That’s great. Consider it done, then. We’ll see you both Friday.” He hung up.

			“Who was that?”

			“The agent for Friday’s guest,” he said.

			“Who?”

			“It’s a surprise. Tell you later.”

			Stasey was used to Ted’s not telling her the guests’ names too far in advance. He said it was because so many times people canceled, and there was no point getting prepared until you knew they would actually arrive. Stasey thought it was because he liked to have power over her. Keep her guessing. But as long as he kept reeling in good guests, she didn’t care if he never told her.

			“Let’s go,” Stasey said. “We’ve got a baseball game to cover.”
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			Ginny Lovejoy had gone straight to the Diamond Dome from the airport. The game that night had a seven o’clock start—early enough for downtown workers to head over straight from the office, or families with young children to get the kids into bed at a decent hour. But media people tended to gather several hours prior to game time, looking for chance comments that suggested story ideas, information on who was hurting where, gossip about anyone who had a chip on his shoulder against a member of the other team, or useful philosophical gems from old-timers.

			Even after a year, Ginny still felt a shiver of excitement each time she walked through the Diamond Dome’s media entrance. Some of it was due to her love for the spectacular home the Diamond Corporation had built for the Matrix two years earlier. But most of it came from the thrill she felt every time she realized that she, Ginny Lovejoy, had the right to walk freely through hallways the public never saw, and not only talk to the players, but even enter into their locker room. The reality of her day-to-day life was so far beyond any dream she’d had that not a day went by she didn’t want to pinch herself to make sure it was real.

			A green-eyed redhead with fair skin and a sprinkling of freckles, five-foot-four, 145-pound Ginny had a figure most people called “curvy,” Ginny deemed “cuddly,” and her mother referred to as “chubby.” A stadium potato who loved watching other people run around, it had never entered her mind that she could be a sports reporter. She fell into her job one Monday morning when she was the only person available after the regular sports columnist showed up too hung over to cover the unexpected trade of a very popular hockey player. Twenty-four-year-old Ginny had been hired a few weeks earlier to write feature articles for the life pages, but the column she turned in on the news conference, coupled with the regular columnist’s failure to show even a smidgen of remorse over his hangover, landed her in the locker room and her colleague on unemployment.

			In the intervening year, the editor had never regretted his sudden decision. Ginny and sports reporting were a perfect coupling, like fish and chips or tortillas and salsa. In baseball parlance, she was a “natural.”

			As she did most days, she walked reverently through the red and gold hallways to the elevator that would take her to the lower floor, then along the hall that led to the field. As always, as she stepped onto the field, her eyes went up, past the six levels of red and gold seats to the very top of the glass dome with its multitude of facets that mimicked an enormous diamond. The thousands of glass windows were hooked up to a computer system that allowed each window to be opened, shut, or slanted to allow in the warm summer air but keep out the rain, snow, and wind. As always, the rays of the sun hitting the windows created a prismatic effect, making the entire dome glitter just like a diamond.

			Ginny stood gazing up in delight for several minutes before sighing in satisfaction and walking over to stand behind the batting cage, where Jonas Newland was swinging his bat and joking with the hitting coach.

			She watched Jonas lay down two perfect bunts, one to either side of the field, and then take a few swings. He caught one of the pitches and sent the ball soaring toward the center-field stands just as Blake Harrison, the manager of the Matrix, walked by.

			A stocky man with a pronounced paunch, Blake had played professional baseball for twenty years before becoming a minor-league coach. At fifty-eight, he was in his fourth year as manager of the Matrix. Seeing the ball land in the third deck of straightaway center field, Blake called out, “How about repeating that one in the game?”

			“I wish!” Jonas readied himself for the next pitch.

			The team’s shortstop, Ferdinand Ortes, was waiting to bat next. “Jonas will be lucky if he catches a foul tip off Willow,” he said, a merry twinkle in his eyes.

			“Huh!” Jonas replied in kind, “You’ll be lucky if you get within a foot of the ball.”

			Ferdinand slowly shook his head. “Willow was lucky the last time. This time, I’ll be ready for him.”

			Jonas took a few half-swings as the hitting coach said, “Willow’s last game against us was a two-hitter. And one of those hits was because Barry connected for a line drive with his eyes shut. Not to mention that if the shortstop had been one more foot to his right on Ferdinand’s hit, he’d have had an easy out instead of a dive that injured his shoulder and let the ball get by.”

			Ferdinand grinned at Ginny, and she grinned back. Only twenty-four, and a smallish player (five-ten, 174 pounds), Ferdinand was a third-year starter with the Matrix. Well-liked by both players and management, an even bet to make the all-star team this year, maybe even get a Gold Glove, Ferdinand was a dream of a shortstop. He’d already earned the nickname Spiderman because, like Spidey, he was able to do amazing things. Lithe as a long-distance runner, agile as a circus tumbler, and quick as a hare, he had an uncanny ability to not only grab balls that should have gone by him, but to then turn in mid-air and throw bullets that caught unsuspecting runners.

			Ferdinand was from New York City, born of immigrant parents from Argentina who knew nothing about baseball until their son’s junior high coach told them they had a potential star on their hands. From that day, nothing was too good for the precocious young man who chose to accept a college scholarship, which led him to a degree in commerce along with a trip to the big leagues with only a wave at triple A.

			Now he grew serious. With clear, concise diction, just a hint of an accent showing, he said, “Ah, but I’ve been watching video of the last
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