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ALLISON

––––––––
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As Public Relations Manager for the Charleston Thrashers, I’m responsible for protecting the team’s reputation. But after our right fielder gets sent to prison and we lose the World Series, my own reputation takes a huge hit. There’s only one way I can save my job: by revamping Connor Whitman’s tarnished ex-con image. Keeping my eye on the ball isn’t a problem until I discover what’s underneath his unkempt exterior—a man who’s unexpectedly vulnerable and distractingly sexy. Now, my professionalism is sailing far into foul territory. 

––––––––
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CONNOR

––––––––
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I’ve served my time, and now I’m determined to reclaim my spot in the Thrashers’ outfield. Unfortunately, the new General Manager doesn’t want an aging ex-con on the roster, so I have no choice but to go along with Allison’s annoying scheme. Her bossiness drives me crazy—but so do her legs and her hair and her all-too-rare smiles. I can’t afford to fall for anyone when my focus needs to be on baseball, but love is a game I’ve never played before, and for the first time ever, I’m out of my league.
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Connor

––––––––
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When people are released from prison in the movies, they exit through a massive barbed wire fence and stand on the side of a dusty road with a single plastic bag holding all their worldly possessions. Their clothing is old and dated, and they peer up and down the empty road, blinking in the stark sunlight, unsure what to do with their freedom. 

I exit Wayland State Penitentiary wearing a six-thousand dollar custom tailored Prada suit, and drop the plastic bag holding the items I’d arrived with into the trash before climbing into the passenger seat of the Porsche driven by my best friend and All-Star baseball player, Tyler Ashe. 

The rest of the story is the same, though. I peer around the otherwise empty road, the prison I’d called home for two years on one side, the other flanked by dense forest, its trees a riot of reds and yellows, the autumn foliage not yet ready to fall. The world is as beautiful and familiar as it is foreign. It’s November first, I’m free, the baseball season is over, and I have no home, no job, and no idea what to do next. I’d spent my entire adult life traveling the country with the Charleston Thrashers, devoting everything I had to Major League Baseball, and without that uniform, I’m lost.

“Anything you want to do first?” Ty asks, hitting the gas as we accelerate down the road. 

In order to avoid the paparazzi, the prison had “leaked” that my release date would be noon tomorrow. I’d worn the uncomfortable suit today just in case someone had the foresight to stake out the place ahead of schedule, but there’s no one around to document my return to freedom. Or maybe they just don’t care anymore. I’d never been as famous as Ty, but before my arrest, I’d had my share of the spotlight. After my arrest, the glare had turned up a thousand percent and I’d loathed it more than ever. That’s why, instead of heading for Ty’s penthouse in the city, we’re driving to his remote cabin deep in the forest of South Carolina, an hour outside of Charleston. 

“Nah,” I say, because I want to do everything and nothing all at once. I want to eat a steak and drink a beer and meet a woman, but I also want a dark room with a blanket over my head and for everyone to leave me alone forever. I may have just spent two years in prison to atone for my foray into white collar crime, but the shame of being the guy who had everything and threw it away with one stupid decision still burns.

“Gwen bought groceries,” Ty offers, naming his girlfriend of a year and a half. “I told her you like steak, and she bought, like, an entire cow. I also made the mistake of mentioning that you’d once liked corn, and now we have fourteen different kinds.”

“I didn’t know there were that many kinds.”

“There’s more. But don’t tell her that, or she’ll buy it. We’ll be eating corn all winter.”

“I thought you were going to Mexico.”

“We are. I meant, you’ll be eating corn all winter.”

Ty, being Ty, had offered me full access to both his homes, his cars, and everything in between while I “reintegrate into society.” We’ll be spending a week together at the cabin while I get settled in to the only isolated society I’m ready for, then Ty and Gwen are heading to Mexico for some well-deserved alone time. I’m grateful for Ty’s generosity, but I’m already anticipating having the house to myself, no neighbors for miles, no noise. No guards peering into my cell, no fellow prisoners asking baseball questions, no strangers writing even stranger letters, hoping to become penpals with a disgraced athlete. 

I’d spent my life taking for granted the benefits of fame and fortune, and now I want to hide in the anonymous shadows it can also buy. For the past two years, I’ve had one thought: get back on the team. Spring training is three and a half months away. One hundred and sixteen days to get back into shape, to prove to the Thrashers and the world that I’m not too old and controversial to play this game again. It’s all I know how to do, and all I want. That, and a dark room with a blanket. 

* * *
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Ty and Gwen are gracious hosts, but being here is still weird as fuck. I met Ty in foster care at age twelve, and when we were drafted into the Thrashers organization out of high school, we’d made a silly pact to avoid serious relationships until we retired so our commitment could be to baseball. After my arrest, Ty met and fell in love with Gwen, and now they live together and are grossly happy. For over twenty years, Ty and I had been inseparable. Now, despite their best efforts to include me, I’m very obviously the third wheel on a bicycle meant for two.

I eat my barbecued steak and three types of corn and try to make polite dinner conversation, but I’ve had very few polite conversations over the past two years, and not all that many before. Witty banter isn’t exactly my forte. Neither is not-witty banter. No banter at all, really. I’ve earned my reputation as a grouch.

Gwen finishes a funny story about one of her professors, and Ty laughs so hard he nearly shoots beer out of his nose. I do my best to smile, but it’s not an expression that comes naturally to me, and my face muscles strain at the effort. Some people joke that the reason I keep my hair and beard too long is to hide my scowling face, and they’re not entirely wrong. That and I just don’t feel like shaving. 

It’s only eight o’clock, and I’ve been free for less than twelve hours, but I’m exhausted. Ten o’clock was lights out in prison, and I’m feeling a little antsy about the possibility that this night and the required socializing could extend for several more hours. I shovel in the final bites of food on my plate, drain the last of my water from the glass, and glance around awkwardly.

“More corn?” Gwen asks. 

“Ah...” This food is far better than every meal I had in prison combined, but a man can only eat so much corn. 

“There’s such a thing as too much corn,” Ty answers. Then he looks at me. “Want a beer?”

For a year I’ve been telling Ty that I miss beer, but now that it’s within arm’s reach, I don’t want it. I can’t. “I’m set,” I say.

I’ve followed a strict diet for most of my life, and prison had wreaked havoc with that, along with every other aspect of my existence. Before, I’d have the occasional drink, but with just a few months to train, I need to be strict, which means no beer. No sugar. No processed foods. No fun. Not that I’ve ever been the life of the party. When we arrived at the cabin I’d changed out of the suit and into a pair of sweats and a T-shirt. That’s about as relaxed as I know how to be. 

“Dessert?” Gwen offers. 

“No, thanks. I think I’ll just head upstairs.” I make a second attempt at smiling, but if Gwen’s cringe is any indication, I’m not successful. 

Ty and Gwen exchange a look, and if I know my friend, which I do, Ty has probably read a dozen books about how to treat people upon their release from prison, and is debating if letting me hide out is the healthy approach. 

“Sure,” he says, finally. “We’re just at the far end of the hall. Weight room’s in the middle. Games room is downstairs. Help yourself to anything and everything. Especially the corn.”

I nod, put my plate in the dishwasher, and do my best not to run as I leave, keeping my pace measured and normal as I escape.

“You said he loved corn!” Gwen whispers when she thinks I’m out of earshot. 

Ty’s retort is a hissed, “I just said he ate it once!”

He calls this place a cabin, but it’s a massive three-story construction that would fit in at any exclusive ski resort. The A-frame design boasts enormous windows that reflect the surrounding forest, and a stone fireplace occupies one wall, flames flickering in the hearth. A large staircase leads to the second floor, and I climb it now, heading for my room. 

I’d arrived here with nothing but the suit on my back, but my arrest had not come as a surprise. I hadn’t known I’d been guilty of insider trading until the crime was explained to me, at which point it was clear that I was, in fact, very guilty. I’d had time to prepare my affairs, including selling my penthouse to liquidate the cash to pay my legal team, put my stuff in storage, and leave a few things with Ty so I’d have some personal items available when I got out.

A large trunk and a cardboard box now sit in the corner of Ty’s spacious guest room, the king-size bed neatly made, a bottle of water resting on one of the matching nightstands. I start to open the trunk, then hesitate, then start to sit on the bed, then stop. Eventually I go to the window that overlooks the back of the property, the dark forest gazing back calmly.

I feel anything but calm. I have millions of dollars in the bank and now my freedom, and I don’t know what to do with either. Neither guarantees me a spot on the Thrashers’ roster next year, or even an invite to spring training. 

But I can’t think about that. All I can think about are the things I can do. The things I can control.

I go to the en suite bathroom and retrieve the suit pants I’d abandoned there earlier, pulling out a square of folded paper from the back pocket, the only thing I’d taken with me from prison. A to-do list I’d made for exactly this moment. It has five points: 

Train. 

Train. 

Train.

Train. 

Make the team. 

I grab the bottle of water and head for the gym.
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Connor

––––––––
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Ty and Gwen are worried. For the past four days, I’ve done my best to be a good houseguest, making painful small talk and eating corn at almost every meal. But I’ve been pacing in front of the house for nearly an hour now, holding my cell phone up to the sky in the increasingly dwindling hope that I might get some reception. Sure, I’d wanted peace and quiet when I agreed to come to the cabin, but I also want internet. I need new recipes for corn. 

Ty bought the phone and had it set up and waiting for me, but the thing has been basically useless since I have no one to call and the wi-fi is so patchy that it may as well not exist at all. I’ve been training and eating well my whole life, so I don’t technically need meal plans and workout schedules, but I want them. I want the news. I want to creep through websites and comment boards and read what other people are saying about me without being expected to respond or acknowledge them. 

It’s a chilly fall day, the sun high overhead and the sky a bright wash of blue. If I was ever going to get reception, this would be the time. 

Or not.

“Hey,” Ty says as he comes outside. He’s pulled on a jacket and hiking boots with his jeans, which can’t be good. He’s going to suggest an activity. “You want to do something? Throw a ball around? Go for a hike? Play cards?”

“I thought you said there was wi-fi,” I say, trying not to sound like I’m accusing him of a crime. 

“I said there’s supposed to be. But it’s unreliable.”

I scowl at my screen, which boasts exactly zero bars. “No kidding.”

“We can head into—”

“No,” I say too quickly. I’d made the mistake of politely accepting their offer to join them on a trip to Mayfield, a small town about a thirty minute drive from here. It’s comprised of exactly two streets, with one bank, one grocery store, and five bars. Ty’s so famous that even people who live off the grid know who he is, and these guys are big Thrashers fans. Which means that they, like so many, believe I’m to blame for the Thrashers’ failure to win the World Series two years ago. To be fair, they’re not wrong. It’s mostly my fault that we lost. We were up three games to one when I got arrested, and the news had been like a bomb in the clubhouse. I’d heard from guards at the jail that we lost the next game...and the next game...and the next game. World Series dreams up in smoke. So it’s not entirely unreasonable that these people hate me. I’d gathered half a basket of groceries before a small but angry mob amassed in the store, and I’d abandoned my food in the cereal aisle before fleeing for the safety of Ty’s SUV.   

My reintegration into society will take a bit more time. 

Ty scratches his head, the way he does when he’s trying to broach a difficult subject. “Thing is...” he begins.

I stop glaring at the phone and glare at him. 

“We’re getting worried,” he blurts out. Behind him I can see Gwen in the window, pretending to adjust the pillows on the couch, but most definitely spying. 

“Worried about what?”

“You! You don’t want to do anything. You just sleep and train and eat and train and eat and train, then sleep again.”

“I’m training,” I say, because it’s obvious. 

“But you’re...free.” The last word is soft, and more than a little sad. Like I was let out from behind one set of bars, only to hide behind another set of my own making. 

“This is what I want,” I tell him. “It’s normal. It’s an adjustment period.” That’s what the counselor at the prison said. Adjustment period. My adjustment period will be three and a half months long, all of which will be spent training, in the ardent hope I’ll be invited to spring training. For more training, and hopefully a new contract.

“An adjustment period.” Ty sounds doubtful. “How long do you think that will last?”

“Not much longer,” I lie. “I’m already feeling better. In fact, I read one of the books you gave me last night.” That’s not true, either. I’d started reading it, then remembered it was one of the book club picks from a reading group started by Denzel Reed, the guy who replaced me as the Thrashers’ right fielder, and thrown it across the room. 

Ty perks up. “Really? What’d you think?”

“It was awesome.”

Ty’s my best friend, and I’ve only lied to him a handful of times in my life. But if he thinks this “adjustment period” is going to be extended, he’s not going to go to Mexico, and I’m not going to have the freedom to really jump into my training program.

“How about the part when Ravi meets the merman and he gives her the trident—”

“Fantastic,” I say, stuffing the useless phone in my pocket and stifling my frustration with the lack of wi-fi and everything else. “You know what? Turns out I’m in the mood for cards after all. Let’s go back in.”

* * *
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Finally, finally, Gwen and Ty are leaving. Their bags are packed and I helped carry them downstairs. I even offered to drive them to the airport, but Ty said he’ll drive the Porsche to town and leave me the SUV. Leave me are the only words I really hear. 

I’ve played nineteen hundred games of cards, read three books, and baked two batches of cornbread with Gwen’s assistance. One day, when they drove into town for supplies, I spotted a copy of a book called The Responsibility of Re-entry in their bedroom. Fine, I went hunting for it because they kept whispering about its tips to help loved ones recently released from prison when they thought I couldn’t hear. I read that thing cover to cover, then made sure to behave in such a way that they thought my “re-entry” was going smoothly. I’m a person, not a rocket ship returning to Earth. It wasn’t easy playing cards for two hours a night or reassuring Gwen the cornbread wasn’t gritty even as it stuck in my teeth, but I did it. 

And now it’s paying off. 

This time my smile isn’t forced. I love my friend and Gwen has been nothing but wonderful, but after two years of close company I haven’t wanted, I’m looking forward to the peace and quiet of the cabin. When I get sick of myself and need to kick up my training a notch, I’ll sneak into town, steal their wi-fi, and start searching for a home of my own in the city. I have a plan, and it’s on track. 

“Cupboards are stocked,” Ty is saying, as Gwen hunts in her purse to confirm she’s got the passports. “Fridge is full. If you need anything, the nearest neighbor is just twenty minutes away, and Greg used to be a doctor.”

“I’m sure I’ll be fine.”

“There’s gas in the truck, keys are in the kitchen, there’s a watercolor paint set downstairs you can—”

“Thanks, mom.”

Ty breaks off with a chagrined smile, then shakes his head. 

“Okay,” he says. “Okay. Do what you want. Call me any time. We’ll be back on New Year’s Eve, and I’m just a plane ride away.”

“That won’t be necessary. Enjoy your holiday. Thanks for everything. I appreciate it.”

Gwen comes over to hug me, just the second time ever. The first was the moment I’d arrived at the cabin, and the smell and feel of a woman made my insides want to weep. I’m reminded every day of what my stupid decision cost me, and now as they walk to the car, Gwen’s laughter ringing out and echoing in the trees, I’m reminded again. More than the reminder, however, is the surprise. I’d never known Relationship Ty. When he’d told me about Gwen, I’d pictured him with a ball and chain around his leg, a woman pestering him to take out the trash, not look at other women, turn off the TV. But that’s not what they’re like at all. They’re...friends. Who have sex.

I watch them drive away, then shake my head. No point in letting those thoughts intrude. I have no internet to jerk off to, and the closest neighbor is Dr. Greg. I won’t be having sex any time soon. What I will have is a protein shake, then a five-mile run, followed by another protein shake. 

Basking in the silence, I head into the kitchen, carefully weigh banana, soy milk, and protein powder, and dump them in the blender, listening to the music of the blades whirring. This is all I need. And for the next three months, this is all I want. 

Peace and quiet and—

There’s a knock at the door. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 3
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Connor

––––––––
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Everybody knows that nothing good can come of a stranger arriving unannounced at your cabin in the woods. A serial killer with a chainsaw for an arm, a cannibal with a taste for brains, a masked murderer with a toolkit of torture implements. 

But when I open the door, it’s worse than all that. 

It’s Allison Whyte.

“Hey,” she says, staring at me, her gaze a laser right into my soul. Not the good kind of laser, either. Not the one that etches a happy little pattern. Not the one that makes you tingle right down to your toes. No, hers is the laser that makes your cells disintegrate until all that remains of you is a smoking pile of ashes on the floor. 

I skip the pleasantries. “What are you doing here?” 

She’s not offended; I knew she wouldn’t be. Allison and I joined the Thrashers at the same time twelve years ago, me on the field, her on the ninth floor where she rules the public relations department with an iron fist. There are rumors that her fist is made of actual iron, because there are rumors that she’s actually a robot. The jury’s still out.

“I’m here to help.” She tries to smile, but it looks like the wires that control her mouth are working no better than mine. Whatever she’s doing here, it’s not her first choice of activities.

Allison has said a lot of awful things to me over the years, a lot of bossy, smug, annoying things, but no four words have ever been as frightening as those four. Allison is the person you go to for help when you’re desperate, when you’re dying, when your career is circling the drain and the only one who might possibly be able to help you is a robot. She’s your last resort.

But I don’t need her help. I don’t need anybody’s help. I could have help, if I wanted it. I could pay for a trainer and a private chef and a less-evil public relations expert to spend the next few months at the cabin, but I don’t want that. I spent the first years of my life bouncing around foster homes, getting lucky with my placements most of the time, but still never really feeling like I had someone to rely on, so I learned to rely on myself. And when I signed with the Thrashers, I finally had a family. Teammates, coaches, fans. And I let them all down. So I don’t want to ask for help when I’m responsible for this situation. I’ve had two years to think about this, and I know what to do. I want to get myself back in the game to show that I can earn my place, not buy it. And I want to do it alone.

Specifically, without any help from Allison. 

Ever.

I don’t bother telling her any of this, however, because she’s expecting me to say as much, and she probably already has a lecture prepared explaining exactly how I need her help and why I’m going to accept it. 

Instead I say, “How did you know I was here?”

That’s when I see the suitcase. Not a bag that could hold a laptop and a packed lunch, but a full-size I’m-staying-here-a-while suitcase. It’s black with white stripes, like prison bars. And it has a pink leather tag in the shape of a stiletto tied to the handle. 

“Ty told me,” she says, even as the answer and its accompanying betrayal dawns on me. Then, because she’s delivered her true killing blow, she ducks under the arm I’m holding against the door frame and slips into the house, running over my toe with her suitcase. 

“You need to leave,” I tell her. 

She’s already hefting the bag up the stairs. 

“Now,” I add.

She doesn’t stop. She’s tall and lean and that bag sounds like it weighs a million pounds as it smacks against the steps, but she lifts it easily with one robotic arm.

“Allison.”

“Where’s your room?” Now she’s on the landing. 

“Stay out of it.”

She laughs at me. “No problem.”

Then, without waiting for a response, she drags her bag down the hall toward the guest rooms. I watch her go, numb with disbelief, hearing doors creak open as she hunts for an empty bed.

I stalk over to my useless phone, abandoned on the coffee table, and stab Ty’s name, the only entry on my contact list.

“Yo,” he says after the first ring.

“Allison?” I hiss. “You sent Allison after me?”

“She’ll keep you company.”

“She’s a nightmare.”

“Yeah, well, she’s really good at her job, and you need more than a treadmill if you’re going to make the team. You have to rehab your image, too.”

“I’ll hire someone. Else!” I’m not going to do that.

The phone crackles, and Ty’s voice fades in and out. “You’re breaking up.”

“You’re just crumpling tin foil and holding the phone away from your mouth.”

“Beeeee goooooodd,” he adds like a ghost, then hangs up.

“So,” Allison says from behind me.

I whip around. I hadn’t even heard her come down the stairs, despite the fact that she’s wearing three-inch heels with red soles. During the baseball season, she dresses like she’s on the cover of a fashion magazine, some element of her outfit always Thrashers teal, her dark hair always tied back in a knot. Today she’s dressed like she’s on a billboard for casual cool, in skinny jeans with an expensive tear in the leg and a white button-up that shouldn’t look that good on anybody. Her hair is pulled back in a low ponytail, much longer than I remember it. Not that I care about any of this. It’s just important to know your enemy. Which is why I know that telling her to go home is not going to work.

“Thanks for coming,” I say, with my best impression of a smile.

She arches a suspicious eyebrow. “You’re welcome.”

“The wi-fi doesn’t work,” I add with a heavy sigh. “It’s pretty dull out here.” I can count on one hand—hell, one finger—the number of times I’ve seen Allison without a phone, so that should deter her.

She swallows, then attempts a smile that fails as badly as mine. “That’s fine. I need to unplug.”

“And there are bugs. Lots of bugs. Big bugs.”

“I love nature,” she replies, with the same enthusiasm I’d say “I love company.”

Dammit. But that’s fine. I know she’s lying. And I can certainly outlast her love of nature.

“Super. I’ll leave you to bond with the environment. I’ve got a workout to get to.” I head for the kitchen to retrieve my smoothie. Allison’s heels click over the wood floors as she follows me.

“About that,” she says.

I pour the pale mixture from the blender into a glass, then grab a bottle of water from the fridge and give her an apologetic shrug, like I can’t possibly talk if I’m holding two things, then beeline it back out to the staircase.

Again, she follows. 

Again, with those heels. 

In the Lennox Building, home to the Thrashers, the only sound worse than our manager yelling or the fans booing is the clatter of Allison’s heels coming down the hall toward the clubhouse. If she’s only mildly mad at you, she’ll send one of her lackeys to relay the message. If she’s truly mad, she’ll pay a house call. This is extreme.

I climb the stairs and she keeps pace with me. At the top, I stop and block the entrance to the gym. “I need privacy.”

“Let’s talk while you’re digesting the smoothie,” she suggests.

“No, thanks.”

She shrugs. “They don’t want you back.”

I try to hide it, but my heart stops. They don’t want you back is my greatest fear. Because if they—being Thrashers management—don’t want me back, it doesn’t matter how fit I am or how hard I train or how ready I am—they just won’t sign me. A thirty-four-year-old major leaguer with a criminal record isn’t quite as appealing as it may sound. They can get a twenty-one-year-old with a squeaky clean past and a much smaller asking price. One whose reputation isn’t a smear all over the internet, one who’s not going to draw protests outside the stadium and cost them millions of advertising dollars.

“You don’t know that,” I say with more confidence than I feel.

“Who do you think sent me?”

“Ty.”

“Ty gave me the address. Kimball gave me the job.”

I try to hide a shudder. Kimball Dean is the Thrashers’ new General Manager, and, according to the newspapers, also a general asshole. Taking over the team from his ill father six months ago, he’s concerned with money, image, and winning his first-ever World Series. We lost the championship the year I went to prison, lost the Wild Card game the following year, and last year they didn’t make the playoffs at all. Ty kept me posted on the team’s progress, as did the guards at the prison. I don’t want to say I was happy to see the Thrashers struggle, but I can’t deny that it opened up an opportunity for me to slide in. If the team’s doing well, no need to change up the roster. But if they’re struggling, perhaps I can provide a solution. At least, that’s my pitch.

“It’s the off-season,” I say, changing tactics. “Take a break. You’ve earned it.”

“Great idea,” she replies. “Let’s take a break. We can go into town and get something to eat.”

The challenge in her stare tells me everything I need to know: Fucking Ty. He’d pretended not to notice my small freak out in the grocery store last time, but he’d clearly told Allison and now she’s using it against me.

“Sure.” I eke out the word past the lump in my throat. “Absolutely. No problem.”

That’s how I find myself being driven back to Mayfield, sweat trickling down my spine. Allison had insisted on driving, claiming it was so she could learn the area, but we both know it’s so I don’t just drive away and abandon her in town. 

We don’t speak during the ride, because there’s nothing to say. If I survive the trip, she’ll see she has no reason to stay and go home. If I don’t, she’ll say she’s here to help. I will survive.

“Any preference?” she asks, as we cruise slowly down the quiet main street, passing our tiny handful of options.

Home, I think.

“Lady’s choice,” I say.

She parks at the curb in front of a small café on the corner. Picture windows along both walls make the restaurant look like a fishbowl, and at two o’clock in the afternoon, it’s surprisingly full, like there’s nowhere else for these people to be. 

“Mmm.” She climbs out of the car and points at the sandwich board on the sidewalk, advertising shrimp and grits and a barbecue rib platter. “I’m starving.”

I can’t actually imagine Allison eating ribs with her fingers, chewing meat off the bone, sauce smearing her chin. She’s too prim. Pristine. Perfect. 

All the things I’m not.

My heart hammers in my chest as we approach the door and I tug it open, gesturing Allison in first. The whispers start right away.

Connor Whitman. Prison. Tax evasion. Kidnapping. Murder.

What the hell? Did the newspapers not tell them I went away for insider trading? I’m not a murderer. Or a kidnapper or a tax evader. Maybe the message didn’t make it this far into the forest.

The woman waiting at the hostess stand wears a pink uniform and a scowl. 

“Table for two,” Allison says. 

Thrashers. Baseball. Tickets. No thank you. 

I gulp.

This time the they in they don’t want you back isn’t management, it’s the fans. At least, these ones. And that’s an infinitely bigger hurdle than management, because management may sign my pay check, but the fans sign theirs. 

Someone throws a teal Thrashers cap at us, and it hits the waitress in the shoulder and falls to the floor. I see that the logo has been cut out of the front, leaving a gaping hole where the little bird stomping on a flaming baseball used to be.

The waitress snatches the mangled hat off the floor and waves it around. “Who did this?” 

A beefy bald guy in a plaid shirt stands up from a booth nearby. “I did.”

The waitress points at him. “Free slice of pie for you, Sam.”

The café breaks into applause.

“Fuck,” I mutter, backing out the door.

I didn’t know it was against the law for someone to tell you about a stock and for you to then buy it. It seems obvious now, but I just didn’t know. It was stupid, but it wasn’t evil. It didn’t deserve this. But I learned a lot about betrayal in white collar prison. Guys who’d embezzled, guys who’d lied. Guys whose friends and families had abandoned them completely. Guys who felt they were paying a price far greater than their crime. How we feel is irrelevant. We can apologize and hang our heads and do our time, but for some people, it will never be enough. The trust I’d built, the image I’d projected, is shattered. And repairing that image is part of the process of making it back onto the team. 

Evidently, it’s going to be a long process.

Allison beeps open the car doors and we’re pulling away from the curb before the angry horde in the café can grab their pitchforks and follow us out. She’s suspiciously quiet.

“You paid them,” I accuse, watching her closely. She’s an evil genius; it’s not outside the realm of possibility to think she could have staged that performance.

“Nope.”

“Then they’re just a bunch of idiots.”

She hits the brakes and we come to a stop in the middle of the quiet street. “Want to try another restaurant?”

My stomach crawls into my throat. “No.”

We resume driving, straight through town and out the other side, back to the road that will return us to the safety and seclusion of Ty’s cabin.

“Have you been online since you got out?” she asks.

I shake my head and stare out the window. The trees outside blur as we drive past. 

“It’s worse out there.” She gestures vaguely to the forest, whatever horrors wait on the other side. “The fans speak with their wallets, and season ticket sales are already down at the prospect of management re-signing an ex-con. Work with me and I’ll change their opinion. And their change of heart will convince Kimball to give you a second chance.”

I grit my teeth. “I shouldn’t have to win a popularity contest to have an opportunity to get my job back.”

Allison’s quiet for a second. “Things are what they are,” she says finally. “Sometimes you have to play nice when it’s the last thing you want.”
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Chapter 4
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Allison

One week earlier

––––––––
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“We’re letting you go.”

For a minute, I can only stare at Kimball Dean, the Thrashers’ General Manager. Even sitting behind the big wooden desk that used to be his father’s, in the massive corner office on the tenth floor of the Lennox Building, he still reeks of incompetence. The baseball post-season wrapped up a week and a half ago, and after a rough year beset by injuries and inconsistency, the Thrashers hadn’t made it to the playoffs. Or anywhere close. And now, desperate to prove he deserves this job despite no meaningful experience, intuition, or people skills, Kimball’s doing what everyone predicted: flailing blindly as he tries to make his mark on the team his father built, without actually caring what scars he leaves. His first move, apparently, is staff cuts. Never mind that I’m the Public Relations & Social Media Manager, not, say, a pitcher or catcher or second baseman or actual player.

It’s my job to weave words, to spin things, but the best I can come up with right now is, “What?”

Kimball clasps his tiny hands on the desk, watery eyes blinking at me behind his glasses. Richie Rich, I think. That’s who he resembles. A child pretending to be a grown up, with a suit and bowtie. He had the office repainted an imposing gray, bookshelves installed and lined with leather-bound books, their spines smooth. All the trappings of a life he inherited, but never earned. Maybe it’s because we’re in one of the city’s most exclusive buildings, home to a Major League Baseball club, and I’m used to seeing strong men strolling the halls, but he looks unnaturally small right now. Or maybe he’s just a small man. 

“You’re fired,” he clarifies.

Yeah, he’s just a small man.

At least this time I come up with a somewhat useful reply. “Why?”

He shrugs, like that’s a fair response to terminating my twelve-year career with the club. The only public relations job I’ve ever had, the only one I’ve ever wanted, the only one I want, despite my current predicament. I grew up in the baseball world, my grandfather a former major leaguer, my father an aspiring player. I spent my childhood at ballparks, eating popcorn and drinking orange soda, the smack of balls in gloves the soundtrack to my life. I’m twenty-eight, and nothing has changed.

“We need to make some changes,” Kimball says finally.

“Shouldn’t those changes start with...the players?”

“We’ll get to that.”

“But why me? I didn’t— I’m not—” I can’t even finish the sentence because there’s no way I’m to blame for the team’s struggles. Every team struggles. You don’t fire the PR person because the pitchers can’t stay healthy. I drafted the press releases. I organized the theme nights. Our social media pages were updated a dozen times a day. The players were on their best behavior off the field, even if they weren’t always playing their best come game time. But baseball seasons work that way. Sometimes you’re good, and sometimes you’re not. Of course, Kimball wouldn’t know that. Like me, he’d grown up in a baseball family, but unlike me, he didn’t love the game. Didn’t understand it the way a sculptor understands clay or a musician understands melody. He’d grown up in a mansion, attended private school in Paris, summered in the Hamptons, and enjoyed a free ride to an Ivy League college. He only knows what this game can give. 

I know what it can take away.

“My father is a nice man,” Kimball says, telling me what I already know. “But he got soft. You can’t run a business with your heart. Not if you want to succeed. Not if you want to win. And I want to win.”

“Everyone wants to win.”

“No,” he counters. “Everyone wants to have fun. Everyone wants to be best friends and host book clubs and flirt with the assistants and see their pictures on billboards. But those things aren’t helping us win the World Series, are they?”

It’s a rhetorical question, and I don’t answer.

“It’s time we focus. Pare down to the bare essentials. This team is a yo-yo. One year down, one year up, one year down. You know what that is?”

I hesitate. “A yo-yo?”

“A losing formula. And you can sit in your fancy office—”

I think of my office, with boxes of old promotional materials stacked to the ceiling, blocking what I’m pretty sure used to be a view of the field.

“—and write your little press releases—”

I’d spent the past month preparing responses to prying inquiries about the team’s intentions regarding Connor Whitman, our former right fielder, three-time All-Star, and recently paroled white collar criminal. 

“—and be friends with everybody—”

I’ve been called a lot of things in this building—Robot, Ice Queen, Evil Goblin—but never “friend.”

“—but we need to get down to brass tacks. It’s time for some hard decisions, which means making cuts and making trades, and to do that, we need a clean slate. Which means we need someone new to write on that slate.”

I grimace. This is why it’s my job to write his press statements.

“And so you’re fired,” he concludes, sounding more than little relieved. 

Through the window behind him, I can see the top of the outfield wall that frames the empty baseball diamond below us. I spend more time in this building, thinking about the things happening on and off that field, than I do in my own home, thinking about my own life. It’s fair to say I’m a workaholic. It’s even a little bit fair to say I’m difficult. But to say I’m fired?

“No,” I say.

Kimball blinks. “What?”

There’s a tiny glimmer of fear in his gaze, and I seize on it, the way I always do. It doesn’t matter if the average height of the men on our team is 6’1”. It doesn’t matter if their average weight is 207 pounds. It doesn’t matter if they make more money in a month than I’ll make in my whole life. Everyone’s afraid of something, and most people are afraid of me. Kimball may have his daddy’s desk as a buffer, but I’ve overcome bigger obstacles. I’ve dealt with player sex tapes, steroid use, jail time, and worse. I can handle this. 

“You need me now, more than ever,” I tell him.

“That’s not true.”

“It is. It was a rough season, and the fans have lost confidence.”

“Season ticket sales are down—”

“—fourteen percent, I know. But harsh staff cuts are only going to suggest that you’ve lost faith, too. If we want the fans to have faith, we have to show faith. That means making smart moves, on the field and off.”

He looks doubtful. “You mean not firing you.”

“I mean, letting me do my job.”

Kimball shakes his head. “No. It’s too much to ask. You’d need an entire season to ‘do your job.’ I don’t want to wait another year to convince the fans to buy tickets. I want to show them we’re taking action now, so they do the same. You think I don’t know people doubt me? I do. But they’re wrong. And I’m going to prove it. A strict new team image—and a new person to present that image—is the first step.”

My mind is racing. I’m not a coach. I’m not a player. I’m not even an analyst. I can’t make the team win. I can’t lower our pitchers’ ERAs. I can’t command the guys to hit more home runs. But it doesn’t sound like Kimball’s first priority is a winning season. It’s the idea of a winning season. A chance to sell tickets. So I need a sample. A test. A way to prove I can do the impossible. But I’m panicking. The walls are closing in and I can practically feel his smugness increasing the longer I’m quiet.

“Connor Whitman!” I blurt out.

His forehead creases in distaste. “What? We’re not signing Whitman. The guy’s been out of prison for a week. He’s the reason we lost the World Series.”

While it’s not technically true he’s the reason we lost the World Series, it doesn’t change the fact that it’s the most widely held opinion for why we lost. We were up three games to one when he was arrested, and the team never recovered its equilibrium, losing the next three games and the championship in front of 40,000 devastated fans. 

But I don’t waste my time pointing that out. This isn’t about Whitman. It’s about me.

“He’s the second most popular guy on the team after Tyler Ashe,” I begin.

“He was,” Kimball interrupts. “Past tense. Before prison.”

I plow ahead. “For the past month, any baseball talk that wasn’t World Series, was Connor Whitman. With the World Series over, he’s the most interesting thing about the game right now.”

“Because people hate him.”

“Some people,” I hedge.

“Many people. Most people.”

I try not to roll my eyes. Connor wasn’t the most popular guy in the game even before his arrest, and he’s more unpopular than ever at the moment, but I can fix anybody’s reputation. It’s what I do best.

“That’s the point,” I insist. “People have lost faith in Connor. Give me six months to prove them wrong. To take the grumpy, hairy convict they don’t want to see play again, and transform him into the guy they knew and loved.” I don’t even know for sure that Connor wants to play again, but as far as I’m aware his only other skills are scowling and grunting, so it’s a fair assumption. 

“The fans need to see the guy whose jersey they wore religiously,” I continue. “The guy who had the hashtag #HitmanWhitman trending for three days straight after that four-homer game. If I can make the
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