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			Chapter 1

			The reading light over my seat didn’t work. It had been burned out the last time I was on the plane, so I shouldn’t have been surprised. I moved to the aisle seat, the one with the non-reclining chair back, strapped myself in, and opened my book.

			I was already in a bad mood. We had been sitting on the ground at LaGuardia Airport for half an hour. The equipment truck had a flat tire, and we couldn’t leave until it got there. The passengers in the rows behind me were socking back drinks and getting more unruly by the minute. I wanted a cigarette badly.

			Claire, the purser, leaned across me and lowered the tray table on the window seat. She set down a couple of baby bottles of vodka, a can of tonic, and a glass of ice.

			“You look as though you could use this.” 

			“You are an angel. How much longer?”

			“The truck just got here,” she said. “The way the guys are going, I hope they load fast. It’s getting pretty drunk out.”

			“Tell me about it,” I said.

			The guys she referred to were the Toronto Titans baseball team, currently in first place in the American League East. They had just swept the Yankees in New York and our charter flight was headed to Toronto for the last home stand of the season. They were more cocky and arrogant than usual. And that’s going some.

			“Yo, Hank! What kind of shit did you write tonight?” 

			Stinger Swain, the third baseman, yelled at me from his seat five rows back, a mean little smirk on his sallow face. He had just folded his poker hand and was looking for other sport. I tried to ignore him.

			“Yo, Lady Writer! I’m talking to you,” he said, tossing his empty beer can at me. “Did you write about your hero Preacher’s catch in the eighth inning? If my white ass looked as good as his black one in uniform, would you write about me all the time, too?”

			And kids lined up for this guy’s autograph? I turned in my seat.

			“I wrote about you today, Stinger.”

			“The lady’s finally learning to appreciate the finer points of the game.”

			“I wrote about the way you looked sliding into third: like a pregnant seal trying to climb an ice floe.”

			That earned me a few appreciative hoots. Alejandro Jones, the second baseman, barked and slapped his palms together like flippers.

			“Shut up, Taco-breath,” Swain said, then turned to Goober Grabowski, his seatmate. “Deal the cards.”

			We finally took off, to the accompaniment of sarcastic cheers and vulgar noises. As the no-smoking sign clicked off, Moose Greer, the team public relations director, dropped his seat back in the row in front of me and peered at me through the gap.

			“Glad to be going home?” 

			“It’s been a long road trip.”

			And a long season. I had spent just about enough time on the Flying Fart, which was what the clever fellows behind me call this elderly bird, for reasons I won’t go into. Trust me, the name is appropriate.

			Because of the one a.m. jet curfew at Pearson International, and, I suspect, the high pockets of Titan owner Ted Ferguson, we fly a propeller-driven plane after night games. It’s the airborne equivalent of the spring-shot buses that at one time or another transported most of this same gang through the minor leagues—reliable, but not luxurious. The seats are covered in faded orange and green, clashing horribly with the sky-blue-and-red pop art patterns on the bulkheads. But we ride in relative comfort, with a friendly crew and plenty of food and booze.

			It’s a funny little world on the airplane, a society in which each member knows his, or her, own place. Literally. The seating never varies.

			Red O’Brien, the manager, sits alone in the right front row of seats. The travelling secretary has the left side. Coaches take the next two rows and the trainer, his assistant, the equipment manager, and Moose Greer are just behind.

			The writers and broadcasters sit in the next couple of rows and the players have the rest of the plane: the Bible readers and sleepers towards the front; the card players and drinkers next; and the rookies in the very back. I am the only woman on board who doesn’t serve drinks.

			I’m Katherine Henry. My friends call me Kate. I am a baseball writer by trade, and for the past five years I’ve spent the best months of Toronto’s calendar everywhere but at home, following the Titans all over the American League map.

			I’m forty, older than most of the Titans, including the manager. I’m tallish, prettyish, and a lot more interesting than most of the people I write about, but I love baseball. On the really good days I can’t believe I’m paid to do my job.

			I’m also good at it, to the active disappointment of some of my male colleagues, who have been waiting for me to fall flat since the day I walked into my first spring training. By now I have earned some grudging respect.

			So has the team. They have never finished higher than fourth in the tough Eastern Division in the ten years they’ve been a team, but this season they began winning in spring training and forgot to stop. They slipped into first place in the beginning of June and have been there ever since.

			There are a number of reasons for this. Stinger Swain is one. He’s having a career season, with a batting average well over .300 and thirty-seven home runs going into the last week of the season. But he isn’t the only one. Red likes to say that if they award a new car for the Most Valuable Player this year they should make it a bus. Managers always like to say that. They find it in the media phrase book they get at manager school. It’s right in there with “He pitched well enough to win,” “We’re just taking it one game at a time,” and “You can’t win any ballgames if you don’t score any runs.”

			But Stinger is this year’s star, unfortunately for the writers. Swain is a singularly unpleasant person, a vulgar, racist, sexist bully who embodies everything wrong with a society that finds its heroes on playing fields. He delights in making the writers uncomfortable. In my case, he insists upon doing all interviews in the nude. And his hands are never idle.

			But there are more pleasant players. The best story of the year is Mark Griffin, an engaging left-handed rookie reliever with twenty saves. He’s just twenty-one, a real pheenom, and a Canadian, born and raised in my neighbourhood. They call him “Archie,” because he’s got red hair, freckles, and went to Riverdale Collegiate. His best buddy on the team is another left-hander, Flakey Patterson. When he and Griffin became friends, some of the players started calling Flakey Jughead. Swain and Grabowski called him Veronica.

			Griffin is relatively sane, but Patterson is a Central Casting left-handed pitcher—loony as a tune. During the three years he has been with the Titans, he’s tried meditation, EST, self-hypnotism, macrobiotics, Tai Chi, and Norman Vincent Peale, and he alternates periods of extreme self-denial with bouts of excess. During the All-Star break, in protest over not being chosen for the team, he dyed his hair bright orange and wore it clipped close on the sides and long on top: as close to punk as is possible in the conservative world of sport.

			He is the third starter in the rotation. The first, the Titans’ erstwhile ace, is right-hander Steve Thorson, Stevie the K, a twelve-year veteran and winner of a couple of Cy Young awards when he pitched for the Dodgers. His handsome blue-eyed face and body that won’t quit are used to sell everything from breakfast cereal to men’s cologne. He’s mobbed for autographs wherever he goes. Grown men and women pack giant K’s in their ballpark bags to wave when he strikes a batter out. He’s the biggest star the Titans have ever had. And he’s an insufferable prick.

			The television guys love him, because he’s always glad to see them. It might have something to do with the money they slip him for interviews, but I think it’s also a matter of control. They only want thirty-second clips and feed him soft questions. He can do without the print guys. It’s not that he refuses to talk to us, he just talks such self-serving crap that I hate to write it down.

			He’s not popular with the team, either. He always finds a way to blame his failure on others. The centre fielder or second baseman should have caught the ball that fell in for a game-winning hit. The catcher called for the wrong pitch. The manager shouldn’t have taken him out of the game when he did, or, sometimes, should have when he didn’t.

			But he’s a winner, which counts for a lot. Or he was until this season. Either age or opposing hitters caught up with him, and the former twenty-game winner had only thirteen going into the last week of the season.

			It’s ironic that the season they might win it all has been his worst, but I’m secretly delighted. His role as a winner was taken over by Tony Costello, nicknamed Bony because he’s not, a left-hander with his own set of idiosyncrasies. He’s a lunchbucket kind of guy from New Jersey, simple and matter-of-fact, but a total neurotic, so wrapped up in his phobias he has trouble functioning. He’s afraid of flying, heights, the dark, germs, snakes, insects, and, most of all, failure. This last despite the fact that he’s having a dream season. With twenty-one wins, he’s a contender for the Cy Young Award, carrying the team on his pudgy shoulders. That scares him, too.

			I looked back to where he was sitting, just behind Swain. He clutched a drink in one hand and a cigarette in the other, staring straight ahead. There were eight little Scotch bottles lined up on his tray. A typical trip for Bony. He’s a candidate for the detox centre after a trip to the coast.

			This road trip had been rough: Chicago, Detroit, and New York, all towns in which a person could get into a lot of trouble if she were so inclined. This late in the season I was so inclined I was almost bent. I was looking forward to a long night in my own bed.

			I undid my seat belt and headed back towards the john, excusing myself past the players in the aisles. A few pretended not to hear me or refused to move, then made lewd remarks as I squeezed past. Steve Thorson yelled something about the back of the plane being off limits to the press. What a bunch of jokers, eh? Some fun.

			The smiling face of Tiny Washington was a beacon. Surely the sweetest man on the team, he never gave me a hard time.

			“The lovely Kate Henry,” he murmured as I got to his seat, his voice a rich bass. “It’s always a pleasure to see you. You’re always welcome in my part of the world.”

			“Cut the crap, Tiny,” I said. He winked.

			“Stop by for visit on your way back. We’ll have us a little conversation.”

			Washington was one of the most sophisticated players on the team, but he hid it well. If people wanted to think he was nothing but a slow, friendly, shuck-and-jive kind of guy from the ghetto in Washington, D.C., that was fine with him. It made his life a lot easier. But I was lucky enough to find out early on what was behind the façade. It had made my life a lot easier.

			That first spring, Tiny came up to me by the batting cage after a few days, introduced himself, offered to answer any questions I might have, then left me alone. I took him at his word and used him as a sounding board for my early perceptions.

			It wasn’t characteristic of him. He usually let reporters come to him. At the end of the season he explained why, late one night in the hotel bar in Cleveland.

			“I watched the other writers and the way they were treating you. I listened to the other players. I could see how scared you were, but more important, I could see that you had pride. I thought maybe someone should give you a chance.”

			Then he had sensed how moved I was, finished his drink, and moved on.

			“Hey, I give all the rookies a hand, if they know how to take it,” he said. “You knew how.”

			That season, Tiny was the only legitimate star the team had. He was a veteran, admired by players all over the league. He set an example for the young Titans, especially the blacks, and smoothed my way with a word here and there to players on other teams. It helped a lot, and I was grateful.

			Now he was at the end of his career, and smart enough to know it. He might have a few years left as a designated hitter, but there was a young player ready to take his place at first base. Hal Cooper, a.k.a. Kid, was a big farm boy from Nebraska who had been biding his time in Triple A for the last couple of years. He was called up when the rosters increased in September and Tiny had gone out of his way to help him. I hoped the Kid knew how to take the hand, too.

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 2

			I ran the water into the toy sink until it was cold, then splashed it on my face. I felt grubby and looked like hell in the dim cold neon light. I’d lost the battle for control of my curly red hair, and the dark circles under my eyes weren’t wayward mascara. I did the best I could with lipstick and hairbrush and went back out.

			And walked straight into a fight.

			Steve Thorson was halfway out of his seat, talking angrily to Joe Kelsey, the left fielder, who was standing in the aisle.

			“What are you worrying about the pitchers for, Preacher? You just concentrate on catching routine fly balls and I’ll do my job.”

			“How do you catch a fly ball when it lands in the upper deck, Thorson? That’s where yours are going lately.”

			“Go read your Bible. I’ve got better things to do than talk to some asshole with all his brains in his bat. Or read some scouting reports, for a change, if your lips aren’t too tired. The Bible doesn’t tell you how to play left field.”

			Kelsey started towards Thorson, but Tiny Washington moved between them.

			“You got a big mouth, Thorson,” he said, “and a short memory. Seems like you only remember games we lost. I do believe that the Preacher has won one or two for you over the years. So why don’t you go back to sucking on your beer and leave the man alone.”

			Thorson settled back in his seat warily. Not many players stood up to Tiny Washington when he stopped kidding around. When he was angry, it was best to keep out of his way.

			Looking around him, Tiny realized that he had an audience.

			“Seems like there are too many people on this team thinking about themselves,” he growled. “All’s we got to do is win four more games, but some folks think it’s time to start fighting each other. How ’bout we save it for the Red Sox.”

			As he walked back to his seat in the sudden silence, the others squirmed like Sunday school kids caught stealing from the poor box. He smiled at me and motioned me into the middle seat in his row, next to Eddie Carter, the right fielder.

			“You don’t want to go making something big out of this, now. They’re just kids. The pressure is getting to them.”

			“Thorson’s no kid, Tiny. He’s been through the pressure before.”

			“He’s no kid, but he’s stupid sometimes. Preacher shouldn’t have listened to him.”

			“Preacher was right,” said Carter, Kelsey’s best friend. “Thorson’s always blaming everything on us.”

			“Yeah, but anybody that knows anything knows that Thorson is full of shit. Excuse me, Kate.”

			Tiny’s old-fashioned courtliness always tickles me. He should hang around the newsroom sometime. The language is worse there than in any locker room I’ve visited.

			“So what do you think, Tiny? Are you guys going to win the pennant?”

			“Sweeping the Yankees in their park was big. Even if they win the next nine games, all we have to win is four. At home. Looks like a lock to me.”

			“But what about the fat lady? It’s not over until she sings.”

			“I do believe I can hear her warming up.” 

			Carter chimed in with a falsetto hum, and we all laughed.

			“Seriously, Tiny. People in Toronto are used to losing. They’re just waiting to see you blow it the way the Maple Leafs and the Argos do every year.”

			“Well, you just write in your column that Tiny says not to worry. We’ll have the whole thing wrapped up by the end of the weekend.”

			“Yeah? You’re playing the Red Sox and the Yankees are playing Cleveland. You can’t count on the Indians to help you.”

			“Then we’ll just have to help ourselves.”

			“Okay, fine. I’ll pass on your inspirational message to my faithful readers. You just keep your guys in line and get it over with.”

			I went back to the front of the plane. As I strapped myself back into my seat, Bill Sanderson, the World reporter, looked up from the book of statistics on his food tray.

			“What’s happening back there?” 

			“Nothing,” I lied, opening my book.

			
			Terminal One was deserted when we landed at one-thirty. The whole planeload trudged, some stumbling a bit, through the long corridors to the immigration desks. I found the line with the fewest Latin American players in it. If anyone was going to get held up it would be one of them. I was behind Archie Griffin. He greeted me warmly. He hadn’t been around long enough to know that he was supposed to hate reporters.

			“Hi, Archie. Nice game tonight.”

			He looked a bit embarrassed, and maybe a tad tipsy.

			“Can I ask a favour, Kate? It’s personal.”

			“Why not?”

			“Could you stop calling me Archie? I hate that name.” 

			“We’ve been calling you Archie all year. Why didn’t you say something?”

			“I’m a rookie. What could I say?”

			“The season you’ve had, they should call you anything you want, Mark.”

			He smiled, a little sheepishly.

			“Thanks. It’s really been getting to my mum. Mark was my dad’s name.”

			His father had died when Griffin was nine. His mother was a professor of medieval history at the University of Toronto who didn’t know what to make of the alien being she had created.

			“How is your mum? Enjoying the pennant race?” 

			“You wouldn’t believe it, but she is. She even rented a TV.”

			“Amazing. You’re up.”

			Griffin turned and went to the immigration desk. It didn’t take him long to be passed through. I had my citizenship card out, gave it to the inspector, told her I had nothing to declare, and was handed a card with a code scrawled across the top, describing me, I hoped, as an upstanding citizen.

			I met Gloves Gardiner on the escalator to the baggage claim. Just the man I wanted to see.

			“What was that all about between Preacher and Thorson?”

			“Sir Stephen’s got his shorts in a knot and Preacher was handy.”

			“What’s his problem now?” 

			“He’s in a fight with his agent.”

			“Sam Craven? I thought he fired him.”

			“So did Steve. But there’s still six months to run on their contract and Craven’s not going to stand aside. He’s threatening to sue.”

			“I don’t blame him. Thorson’s Titan contract is up for renewal and his agent’s cut will be a nice little taste.”

			“You got it. Craven showed up at the stadium before the game tonight. Before you got there.”

			I’d missed the team bus, distracted by a late lunch with an old flame during which we had challenged the Aquavit supply of a Danish restaurant near his office. The players who had noticed I missed the bus were giving me a hard time about it.

			“What happened?”

			“Some shouting in the clubhouse.” 

			“Were any of the other writers around?” 

			“No.”

			“Thanks for the tip.”

			“You didn’t hear it from me.” 

			“Hear what?”

			Gloves was my spy. A man with a strong iconoclastic bent, he had taken a liking to me as soon as he saw how much some of the other reporters and players disapproved.

			He has been around for dog’s years, never a star, but good enough to hang on. He’s appreciated not for his hitting or, goodness knows, for his speed on the basepaths, but because he knows how to handle his pitchers: which one needs coaxing, which one needs teasing, and which one needs kicking in the ass. He’s aware of how much each had to drink the night before, and after a few warm-up pitches he can tell what pitches are working and which aren’t, better than the pitcher himself.

			He’s an odd athlete. He went to college for more than sport. He majored in English and history in the last gasp of the politicized sixties, and he both protested against the Vietnam War and lost his best friend to it.

			I leaned against a post by the carousel and yawned. The players were playing baggage roulette, a ritual at the end of a road trip. Flakey Patterson collected a dollar from each player, and the pool went to the guy whose bag appeared first. Preacher Kelsey won it for the second time in a row. He and Eddie Carter exchanged low fives while the others muttered darkly about a fix.

			My bag was the third. I grabbed it and humped it past the weary-looking customs agent, who took my card and let me go.

			Even at that hour, the waiting area outside was crowded with women and small children, the players’ families. The wives were carefully coiffed and made up, most of them dressed to the nines. The kids were cranky.

			Until six months ago, I’d had someone waiting for me, too. Mickey used to joke about the recipes he’d exchanged with the other wives and threatened to run away with one of them every time the plane was late.

			Mickey worked for the CBC, a nice, solid liberal man who had decided after living with me for three years that he wanted someone waiting for him when he got home. Our parting had been passionless. Now I use an airport limo.

			There was a larger group than usual waiting. The booster club was also on hand, sitting off to one side under a crudely painted banner. They were a sweet but sorry collection of misfits wearing Titan hats and T-shirts. Rodney Hart, the pimply teenager who published their newsletter, called my name. I waved and went the other way, in no mood for statistical analysis at that hour. Besides, he’d probably phone and let me know what he’d found. I could always count on Rodney, bless his heart.

			Grumpy drivers waited by half a dozen limos, forced to wait until the last plane landed. That was us, but they wouldn’t get any business from the ballplayers. What are wives for? Only those of us on expense accounts were customers.

			I passed up the first one on principle. He had an anti-smoking slogan prominently displayed. He was still yelling at me when my driver pulled away from the curb. We both lit up.

			He was a wonderful driver. He put on a classical tape and didn’t say a word. We glided down the 427 to the QEW, towards the blinking lights on the CN tower. Home.

			I was dozing when we turned down my street, floating on music. The canopy of trees, lit by the street lights, had a golden glow. Autumn was coming.

			My front porch light was on, a welcoming beacon left by my tenant, Sally Parkes. She shared the ground-floor flat with her son. I shared the second and third floors with Elwy.

			I heard him as soon as I unlocked the door. A thud off the bed, followed by the heavy patter of paws and guttural meows of inquiry. He came into the living room, saw me, sat down, and began to groom himself.

			“Ignoring me again? This is what I get after ten days on the road? Come on, you big fat fraud. Where’s my welcome?”

			Elwy looked at me, his right front paw poised in front of him. His attempt at injured dignity failed, as usual. He’s a twenty-pound neutered tom, with black-and-white markings that give him a silly moustache and droopy pantaloons.

			I dropped to my knees and meowed at him, scratching the carpet. He stood up and walked heavily to me, lay down, and rolled over. I scratched his stomach. He closed his eyes and purred, kneading his claws at the air.

			Other women have husbands or lovers. I’ve got Elwy. He’s at least as affectionate as most men I know, and a lot less complicated. He’s always there when I come home from a road trip, and he never asks any questions or nags me about anything but his next meal.

			The reunion over, I checked through my mail. A lot of people wanted money: Ma Bell, Visa, Consumers’ Gas, two diseases, two poverties (one Third World and one local), a peace group, a women’s shelter, and the New Democratic Party. Maclean’s offered me a free telephone with my subscription, the National Ballet offered me expensive seats to the series of my choice. A postcard from my sister Sheila on safari in Kenya made me jealous, a letter from my parents made me realize I hadn’t called lately, and a note from my dentist reminded me it was checkup time. No money.

			I took my suitcase to the bedroom, propped my briefcase on the stairs up to my study, and took off my clothes. I was too tired to brush my teeth.

			I pulled a big T-shirt out of my dresser and rolled into bed without setting the alarm. Just before I fell asleep, Elwy jumped up beside me and curled up under my chin the way he had since he was a kitten. It was ludicrous for a cat his size, but we had adjusted over the years. The last sound I heard was his purring.

			
		

	
		
			

			Chapter 3

			The first sound I heard the next morning was the goddamned phone. I rolled over, saw it was 8:33, and grabbed the receiver before it could emit another obnoxious warble.

			It was Ambrose Callaghan, the assistant sports editor. Who else? He is young, ambitious, and officious beyond the call of his small duty. He is in charge of the sports pages overnight and is incapable of ending his shift without crossing every t and dotting every i on his turnover note for the boss.

			Or maybe he just gets lonely. His yearning to reach out and touch is particularly annoying on West Coast road trips, since he’s shaky on the concept of time zones. The last time I was in California, he called at six in the morning to ask what days off I planned to take during the next home stand.

			“Kate, I’ve been thinking,” he said. Uh oh. “We need a good set-up piece for the Red Sox series. What are you planning to write today?”

			“A game story, Ambrose. The series starts tonight. It’s a bit late to set it up for tomorrow’s paper. Don’t we have the pitching matchups and comparative stats in today?”

			“I was thinking in terms of something a bit more psychological. The pressures of the pennant race. There’s a lot of interest in the Titans right now. We can use a lot more than you’re giving us. The Mirror’s got eight pages today.”

			Aha. It all became clear. The publisher had visited Rosie’s desk on his way to the men’s room again. He can’t tell a line drive from a foul tip, but he knows what sells papers.

			“Okay. I’ll give it some thought.”

			“Are you taking any days off? You’ve got a lot of time owing.”

			“Gee, Ambrose. With all this space to fill, I don’t see how I can do it now.”

			“But you’re up to twenty-three days.”

			“I’ll talk to Jake about it. And thanks for calling. I appreciate the advice. And I think the psychological angle is just the thing. You tell Jake I’ll get right on it.”

			The Planet didn’t pay all that well, but our union had built in some protection for people like me. Every day I worked over five in a week, the paper owed me a day and a half back. And there are no days off on the road. I could usually accumulate six weeks’ paid vacation between the World Series and the winter meetings. I was right on target. Luckily, Jake Watson, my editor, understood this nuance of labour-management relations. Rosie was the only one who ever bugged me.

			I thought of going back to sleep, but Elwy had other ideas. He hopped off the bed and stood by the door, meowing.

			“Right, Fatso. Breakfast time.”

			I grabbed my old terrycloth bathrobe, one of Mickey’s castoffs. Like me. To Elwy’s dismay, I stopped at the bathroom on the way to the kitchen. He expressed his outrage loudly.

			“Shut up. You’re not starving to death. You could live for two weeks on your stored fat.”

			I spooned the pinkish guck from a can into his bowl.

			“Yum, Seaside Supper/Delices de Mer. Your fave.”

			He pushed me out of the way and began to gobble. He has a disgusting habit of taking bits of glop out of the bowl and eating them off the floor.

			I filled the battered blue kettle and put it on to boil. I heated the teapot and spooned in my own tea mixture—Irish Breakfast with a touch of Earl Grey. Heaven, after ten days of tea brewed from bags in tepid water out of stupid little metal pots. The Americans don’t know beans about tea. Or leaves, for that matter. Then I went down to the porch for the papers.

			We have three in Toronto: the World, which sees itself as the paper of record and is stodgy beyond belief; the Mirror, which models itself after the British tabloids, complete with scantily clad bimbos and right-wing views; and my own Planet, which occupies the middle ground and often combines the worst features of the other two.

			It was good to read Canadian news again. The US papers only notice natural catastrophes or political scandal in Canada. It was nice to read about dull politics and petty crime again. The Liberals were down three points in federal polls, up five provincially. The Tories were in sorry shape in both arenas, and the New Democrats were at a record high. Like the stock market. They’d both probably crash before any good came of it.

			Metro Council was debating anti-smoking bylaws and the licensing of cats, the post office and Transit Commission were threatening strike, and another wolf had gone missing at the zoo. Business as usual.

			I took my tea out into the garden, enjoying the morning warmth. All too soon the ground would be brown and frozen. Sparrows gathered on the telephone wire and yammered at Elwy, who blinked lazily at them from his sunny rock. A pair of blue jays swooped in and landed on a branch of my neighbour’s maple, which was starting to turn flame-orange. They peeked down at me, quizzically turning their heads from side to side. It was almost time to put the winter feeders out.

			I closed my eyes to smell the lavender and lemon balm and listened to the small natural sounds, glad to be away from screaming sirens and honking horns. The only city sound I could hear was the faint, quaint rumble of a streetcar heading south on Broadview.

			Mickey and I bought the house together three years ago. When we split up I bought him out. With the rent my friend Sally pays on the first floor flat I can just about afford the mortgage. Besides, they’re like family. Sally takes care of the house and her son T.C. feeds Elwy when I’m away. My real family lives in a small prairie town far enough away that I see them only at Christmas. Sally and I went to university together, but she married right after graduation and moved east when her husband was elected to Parliament, an NDP member. He lost his seat in the next election and they moved to Toronto.

			I ran into her at a ballet class shortly after Roger had traded her in on a newer model. The downstairs tenant had just left, so Sally and T.C. moved in. It’s worked wonderfully.

			Sally is down-to-earth in all her attitudes, a real daughter of the Prairies. But she also has a flakey streak, which comes out most obviously in her clothes. She is a slave to fashion who haunts the secondhand stores and discount houses. She designs and sews clothes, too, and manages to look like tomorrow’s fashion pages on a budget as small as her waist.

			She recently took a job with a photo gallery on Queen Street West and is seriously into modified punk. On her, it looks great. I tend to buy clothes that are good value only because they last so long. Bargain centres give me claustrophobia. Sales make me glassy-eyed. Every few years I spend enormous amounts of money on a few things that I hope will last me forever. Classic, I call them. Boring, says Sally.

			She’s also a fabulous mother. T.C. adores her. It’s just as well, since his father has selective amnesia when it comes to things like his weekends to take the boy, birthdays, and child support payments.

			Sally has always refused to do anything to turn T.C. against his father, but over the years he’s figured Roger out on his own. He sees through the excuses. It hurts, but he no longer feels betrayed. He likes his dad fine, but never counts on him.

			Sally’s vice is matchmaking. She didn’t much like Mickey, was overjoyed when he moved out, and has been trying since to set me up with one inappropriate man after another. The latest was a performance artist who worked with bananas and green Jell-O. I told her I’d given up on that the last time I went to a parish supper in my father’s church basement.

			I left the garden reluctantly. I had a bunch of boring things to do, like laundry and filling out expense sheets. I had just dumped the contents of my suitcase on the bed for sorting when the phone rang again. It was Jake Watson, my editor.

			“Ambrose tells me you have great plans for a special weekend feature.”

			“Yeah, right.”

			“It says right here in my turnover note, and I quote: ‘Kate wants to talk to you about plans for the weekend feature.’”

			“Let’s rephrase that, boss. Kate knows she can’t avoid talking to you about plans for a weekend feature, especially as the publisher thinks the opposition is beating our ass.”

			“Well, that, too.” Jake was laughing.

			“What is there left to say? I’ve profiled everyone on the team, including the bat boys.”

			“There’s got to be a new angle. Did anything come out of the trip?”

			“Steve Thorson and his agent have split and the agent’s pissed off. But there’s not a whole story in that. There’s some other minor stuff, too. I can give you a good notebook for Sunday if you like.”

			“Make it long. What else?”

			“I guess I can’t avoid the dreaded playoff pressure story. I could talk to some of the veterans about how to handle it. Guys who have been to the playoffs with other teams. I could frame it as advice to the younger players. It’s not very original, but I’ll try to do it as well as I can.”

			“That will work. Early next week?” 

			“You’re okay for Sunday’s paper?”

			“I’ve got enough. But next week’s going to be hairy, especially if they win this thing quick. Then people won’t care about the game stories. We’ll have to come up with something else.”

			“I’ll do my best, boss, sir.”

			“Shut up, Kate. Will you be by the office before you go to the ballpark?”

			“I doubt it, but you know where to find me. And, Jake?”

			“Yeah?”

			“I guess this means I won’t be able to take any days off this weekend, eh?”

			“I know, and isn’t it a shame?”

			I hung up smiling and went back to my mundane chores. The feature on the veterans meant that I had to get to the ballpark early to do some interviews.

			I took my second cup of tea up to my study, picking up my briefcase on the way. It was a fine leather bag that had been a present from Mickey. He thought it would help my image, but within a month it had looked as grotty as the old canvas carryall it had replaced. I guess God didn’t mean for me to be tidy.

			My study was a mess. Stacks of magazines and newspapers covered the floor and my desk was hidden under more debris, which I carefully transferred to the couch. I had once returned from a road trip and not realized my place had been ransacked in my absence until I’d been home for three hours.

			Even with the mess, it was a beautiful room. I’d designed the renovations myself, turning an attic space into a large, bright studio with big windows and a skylight. One wall held bookcases, packed with mysteries and baseball books. Part of the opposite wall was mirrored and mounted with a short ballet barre. I had studied ballet seriously when I was younger, but puberty wiped out my ambitions. There isn’t much call for ballerinas who are five foot nine and have boobs. Besides, I wasn’t good enough. But I love to dance and still keep my hand, or toe, in as a way to keep a little bit fit. I loathe any other kind of exercise.

			My desk, next to the window, is an old oak harvest table that spent its early life in a convent. I emptied my briefcase and kicked Elwy off my chair. While I sorted my notes, he lay on his back in the middle of the floor, meowing pathetically, demanding attention.

			“Piss off, Elwy.”

			
			I was halfway down the basement stairs with my arms full of laundry when the phone rang again. Swearing, I stumbled back up the steps, leaving a trail of undies Hansel and Gretel could have followed. When I answered the phone, I was glad I’d hurried. It was Christopher Morris, my favourite magazine writer, calling from New York.

			“I’m coming to Toronto tomorrow. Can we get together for dinner? I need to pick your brain.”

			“The pennant race is now official, I guess. And you’ve been ignoring my fine boys all these years. Why should I help you?”

			“Because you are a kind and generous human being. And because I’m buying dinner.”

			“There’s a good reason. When do you get in?”

			“In time for the game. I’ll see you in the press box.” 

			“I can’t wait.”

			I couldn’t. Christopher was one of the few sportswriters I admired without reservation. And, to tell the truth, I was flattered that he had called me.

			It quite made my day.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 4

			I left for the ballpark at four, stopping at the corner store for cigarettes and to catch up on the gossip.

			My neighbourhood is undergoing gentrification, becoming impossibly trendy. I liked it the way it was, a nice mix of working-class WASPS who had lived in their houses for generations and immigrants, mainly Greek, who add some colour. When the wind is blowing down from the restaurants on Danforth Avenue, the street smells like one big shiskebob, and I buy my meat at a butcher’s with a whole sheep hanging in the window.

			Now we’re being invaded by yuppies and gays tearing the front porches off the old brick houses and putting up brass numbers under coach lights by their doors. Filipino and Swedish nannies walk blonde toddlers and designer dogs with kerchiefs around their necks. Real estate agents put enough crap through my door to insulate the attic with waste paper. There are more dumpsters on the street than fire hydrants, collecting the renovators’ debris. The health-food store on the corner has expanded into a mall.

			But they haven’t taken away the view at the end of my street. Beyond the park and the Don Valley Parkway, the downtown skyline looked like the emerald city of Oz in the late afternoon sun. I crossed the valley, once the easternmost boundary of civilized Toronto, past the Don Jail. As usual, there were film crew trucks parked outside the old stone wing; now used only as a stand-in for jails supposedly in New York or Boston.

			I avoided downtown by going down Parliament Street to the Gardiner Expressway, then west along the bottom of the city, past the gleaming bank towers and the CN Tower, the postcard view of Toronto.

			The stadium on the lakefront was all shut up in the middle of its empty parking lot, just one gate open for players and press. Inside, a huge corridor runs around the perimeter of the stadium, under the stands. It’s big enough for trucks to drive in, always cool and a little spooky. My high heels echoed as I walked past the Titan clubhouse and down the umpires’ tunnel to the field.

			I remembered the first time I took this walk, how nervous and excited I was and how strange it seemed. Now it’s as comfortable as my living room. And no wonder. I spend almost as much time there as I do at home.

			There weren’t many players out yet. Slick Marshall and Dummy Doran, two of the coaches, were sitting in their usual spots on the bench gazing grumpily at the field. They nodded as I dropped my gear and joined them.

			“Afternoon, gentlemen. Lovely day.” 

			Doran grunted.

			“Any injuries I should know about?”

			“I won’t bother you with the details of my hangover,” Marshall said. “I’ll play with the pain.”

			He stood up and moved heavily towards the clubhouse. Doran followed him.

			“Work to do,” he lied.

			As usual, they made me feel as welcome as the plague. Players started to straggle out of the clubhouse, styrofoam cups of coffee in hand. Some were more friendly.

			Sultan Sanchez, the designated hitter, sat next to me and patted my knee.

			“You lookin’ good, baby. What about you and me after the game?”

			“Sorry, Sultan. I’ve got to wash my hair.”

			This supposed seduction is a running gag I’m getting a bit tired of, but it’s easier to keep it going than to try to explain why it offends me. Sultan wouldn’t understand. In truth, I don’t think he understands why I keep saying no.

			Sultan’s a complicated man. He’s very handsome and very proud. He was born in the Dominican Republic either forty-two or forty-six years ago, depending on whom you believe, and is an enormous star at home. But he’s never been as rich and famous as he thinks he deserves in the majors. Sanchez sees it all as a racist, anti-Latin conspiracy, and it has made him bitter; but his only real problems have been timing and talent. When he started to play no one made big salaries. And all he can do is hit. Various teams have tried to put him in the field, disastrously. He is a born designated hitter.

			He is also lazy. Orca Elliott, the other designated hitter, at least goes through the pretence of taking infield practice every day. Sultan doesn’t bother. He holds court in the dugout or clubhouse, depending on the weather, and tries to get extra swings in the batting cage.

			During a game, he swaggers to the plate, where he either strikes out or hits a home run, the former more often than the latter these days. He also hits into double plays and never runs out a ground ball.

			This is probably his last season. Ted Ferguson, the owner of the team, sees him as a bad influence on the younger Latin players. He’s probably right. But still, there’s a certain charm to the man, and he’s still entertaining to watch. The fans love him.

			“Sultan, you’ve been through this kind of thing before. What advice do you have for the players who have never been in the playoffs or World Series? Is it really that different?”

			“Not for the Sultan,” he boomed. “I don’ know the meaning of the word pressure . . .”

			And me without my English-Spanish dictionary. 

			“When I was with the Reds in the World Series I hit two home runs in one game. I should have been MVP . . .”

			And if you hadn’t been Latin you would have been. 

			“But you know they’re not going to give no pretty car to Señor Sanchez from Santo Domingo.”

			I carry on these silent dialogues quite often. I can’t say them out loud if I want the players to go on talking to me, but it helps me hold on to whatever sanity I have left.

			I waited until he wound down the tales of past glory.

			“What about the kids? Alex Jones is a rookie. Archie Griffin. How are they going to handle all the crowds and media attention?”

			“Alejandro has been in the Caribbean World Series twice. You don’ think we get big crowds down there? Man, those fans down there in the Dominican are crazy. They’re more crazy in Santo Domingo than even they are in New Jork. Alejandro can handle it. Don’ worry about a thing with Alejandro.”

			Other players had come onto the field as we were talking. Pitchers ran laps in the outfield; other players did stretching exercises, and a few began to play catch. The workday had begun, and Sanchez was getting antsy answering questions. He had to make his rounds and kibitz with everyone.

			It was a getting-up sort of time at the ballpark, unguarded and private. The players cherished it. They were secure in a corner of the world they understood. Whether it was a sandlot in rural Arkansas, a rocky diamond retrieved from the rubble of a New York ghetto, or the finest major-league park, it was their sanctuary. And no time was more precious than the hours before the game when the whole joint belonged to them.

			Later, the stands would fill with strangers, some friendly, others hostile, all filled with passionate and noisy expectations. Now it was peaceful, and no one demanded anything of anyone except indulgence in rituals as old as the game itself.

			The few outsiders, the reporters and groundskeepers, are tolerated because, in our own way, we’re family. Annoying in-laws, perhaps, but family nonetheless.

			It’s my favourite time at the ballpark, too. Even horrible Titan Field has its charms. It’s a jerry-rigged affair, tacked on to the end of an existing football stadium when Toronto got its franchise. It has artificial turf, which I loathe, and half the seats in the place are bad. But I’ve seen a lot of games here and I’ll miss it when it’s torn down and replaced by something up to date.

			A ball bounced off my foot. 

			“Heads up, Hank!”

			“Okay, I’m awake!” I walked over and picked up the ball. Moose Greer waved a glove at me, motioning for the throw. He was playing catch with Toby King, an obnoxious little chirper who covered sports for a local television station. King was a Personality, from his blow-dried hair to the soles of his Adidas. In between, he was wearing a shirt with the logo of the Argonaut football team, a sweater supplied by a local tennis tournament, and a jacket compliments of Super Bowl XVII. I wondered where he got his underwear, but not enough to do any intimate research.

			“Yo, King! Who said you could use my glove?” 

			“Sorry, Sultan. Do you have plans for it in the next ten minutes? Maybe you’re going to take some ground balls? I’d pay to see that.”

			“You just take good care of it, midget.”

			King saluted him, laughing. I walked over to meet Steve Thorson, who was just coming off the field.

			“Got a minute?” 

			“What do you want?”

			“I’m doing a piece on post-season pressure.” 

			“Sure. Let’s do it inside.”

			I feared I was going to get the wise-veteran song and dance when all I wanted was a couple of quotes. But at least I’d caught him in a good mood. Some days he won’t talk at all.

			I followed him into the clubhouse, which is nothing like the image most people have of a locker room. There aren’t even any lockers. Each player has a wooden cubicle about three feet wide, with hooks for his clothes and shelves for his hair drier, jock-itch powder, cologne, and other necessities of the sporting life.

			You can tell a lot about a player by his locker. Some are neat and bare. Others are crammed with junk. Some guys decorate their lockers with everything from lewd pin-ups to plaster statues of saints. Thorson is halfway in between. He had some extraneous stuff—a fishing rod, a football, a few boxes of fan mail. He’d also replaced his name in the slot on top of the cubicle with a hand-lettered sign reading “The Boss.”

			He sat in a director’s chair with his name on the back, a present from his wife, while I pulled up a stool from the next one over. I didn’t even have to ask the questions.

			“The playoffs and World Series are times that test the true strength of a man. Some rise to the pressure. Others get crushed by it. For me, it’s when I feel the most alive.”

			Anyone who hasn’t been there can’t know it, I bet. 

			“If you’ve never been there before, you won’t know what can happen. That’s why it’s an adventure. Every player wonders, will I excel or will I fail? Will I be the hero or the goat? Will my winter be long and cold or a time to remember happy things?”

			Will I get a mess of new endorsements and bonuses?

			I shouldn’t be cynical. He was giving me good stuff. We talked, he talked, for twenty minutes. Just before we wrapped up I remembered the notebook I’d promised Jake for Sunday.

			“One more thing. What’s the situation with Sam Craven?”

			His face closed right up.

			“There is no situation. We’re through.” 

			“Your contract with him isn’t up, is it?”

			“He’s fired. I’ve got someone else. End of comment.” 

			“Who’s your new agent?”

			“End of comment. Period. That’s it. None of your business. The interview is over.”

			I opened my mouth to speak. 

			“Go away,” he said. I went.

			I ran into Archie—Mark—Griffin in the hall with Flakey Patterson.

			“Kate, this is great. You’ve got to see this.”

			Griffin handed me a piece of paper. It looked like a press release, except it was hand-printed. At the top of the page was a rubber-stamped impression of the logo Flakey had designed for himself: a flamingo standing on its right leg, clutching a baseball in its left claw. The heading was in red.

			“FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE: PATTERSON VOWS TO WIN.” 

			“What now, Flakey?”

			He smiled enigmatically and made the child’s sign of silence, locking his lips and throwing away an imaginary key. I went back to his release.

			“Phil Patterson, the left-handed genius of the Toronto Titans pitching staff, has taken dramatic action to ensure the team’s clinching of the American League Eastern Division Championship.

			“He has vowed to keep silent and maintain a partial fast until the crown is won. He will consume nothing but Gatorade, which he needs to balance electrolytes in his body.

			“In a statement released yesterday, Patterson said, ‘There is a sinister plot to keep the Titans from our destiny, and it is time for the lefthanders to take charge. Behind my inspirational leadership, the Toronto Titans will not be left behind. We will be left on top.’

			“In addition to his usual arsenal of magic pitches and mind-boggling mantras, Patterson has received a powerful talisman from a faithful fan.

			“‘Although I am opposed to maiming of animals for human folly, I am proud to carry this amulet,’ he said. ‘It is the left hind foot of a rare and holy Himalayan hare, dead of natural causes after a long life as the companion of a Buddhist monk. I will go nowhere without it.’

			“After the Titans clinch their division, Patterson will break his fast with imported champagne.”

			“Nice, Flakey, really nice,” I said, folding the paper and slipping it into my pocket. “I’ll use this in my notebook.”

			He made a steeple of his fingers and bowed.

			
		

	
		
			
			Chapter 5

			The press floor was a circus. Every two-bit newspaper and radio station in Ontario had someone covering the last week of the season. Winners attract attention, and the Titans had become the home team for an entire province, even the country. Major papers from Halifax to Vancouver were phoning in requests for credentials. The big-shot baseball writers from the States were starting to arrive. It was the only pennant race left in the league. The Oakland A’s had won the Western Division Championship the previous week.

			I wolfed down some lasagna and salad with a couple of reporters from Ottawa and a runner for the NBC television crew, then escaped to the relative peace of the press box. There was permanent space assigned to each of the regulars in the front row. Mine was right behind home plate, with Moose Greer to my left and Bill Sanderson from the World on my right.

			The stadium was buzzing well before game time. The corporate boxes just below me were full of high rollers eating cold cuts and drinking Scotch. In the stands the common folk were eating bad hot dogs, drinking flat beer and having at least as much fun.

			The festive mood lasted until the second pitch of the game, a home run for the Red Sox leadoff hitter. There were enough Boston fans in the park to raise a little ruckus, a joyful and gloating noise. The Red Sox were out of the race, but it didn’t stop them from wanting to be spoilers.

			Things never got better that chilly night. The Red Sox had a 4–0 lead by the time the Titans came to bat (and went down in order). Doc Dudley, the Titan starter, was gone by the third. The usually reliable fielders made three errors. To make things worse, the out-of-town scoreboard showed that the Yankees were beating the Indians. I began writing my story for the first edition, keeping one eye on the game. Watching them blow it made me bad-tempered.

			So did writing the first-edition story. On Friday’s early deadline it had to be in as soon as the game was over, so there was no chance for analysis, no telling what plays will be key. So I stuck to descriptions of how each team had scored their runs. Some hacks write that kind of stuff for a living, but it’s nothing but space filler for me, to be replaced later by something with more colour and bite.

			When the last out was made—Sultan Sanchez’s third strikeout of the game with men on base—I sent the story to the home computer over the phone and checked to make sure it had arrived intact. I promised the night editor my next story, with quotes, by midnight.

			That only gave me an hour, but when I got to the clubhouse it was locked. Angry reporters were arguing with the security guard, an amiable retiree who took the abuse stolidly.

			“What’s going on?”

			“It seems that Mr. O’Brien is giving one of his fatherly pep talks,” said Toby King. “The team is evidently in need of inspiration, so we’re shut out.”

			“Shit.”

			The door to the dressing room wasn’t very effectively soundproofed, and sound of the angry voices could be heard. In a few minutes, a clubhouse kid opened it and we filed in, adjusting our faces to a properly funereal expression. A losing dressing room is a minefield of recriminations and emotion, especially late in the season with so much on the line. It wouldn’t do to smile. Someone might think you weren’t taking the game seriously.

			I went into O’Brien’s office with the herd of reporters and waited for someone else to ask the first question. Red hadn’t got his nickname from the colour of his hair, what there was left of it. He had what players call “the red ass,” a fierce temper. One of the out-of-town writers broke the silence.

			“What went wrong, Red?”

			“What the fuck do you think went wrong? The pitchers couldn’t pitch and the fielders couldn’t field. So goddamn glad to be home they just blew it. Probably left it at home in bed with their fucking wives. If these guys want to win this thing, they’d better start paying fucking attention. They’re paid enough to keep themselves in the game.”

			“The Yankees won tonight.”

			“I am aware that the fucking Yankees fucking won. I’m not fucking blind.”

			A radio reporter moved around the desk to stick a microphone in front of him.

			“Get that fucking thing out of my face. So we lost tonight. Big fucking deal. Even if the god damn Yankees don’t lose another game, all we have to win is four more. That’s so hard? That’s impossible? Don’t break your ankles jumping off the bandwagon, you fucking assholes.”

			He punctuated his last statement by firing a beer into the wastebasket. It shattered. There were no further questions. We were barely out of the office when he slammed the door and more crashes and bangs came from behind it. I stuck my head in the equipment manager’s office.

			“I hope you’re ready for a long night. The boss is trashing his office again.”

			“And me with a hot lady waiting at home.”

			“Hey, what’s more important? Sex or the pennant race?”

			I went into the clubhouse, looking for Alex Jones. He’d won a spot on This Week in Baseball, but not for the reason he would have liked. In the fifth inning, with one out and men on first and second, he had fielded a routine ground ball and stepped on second base for what should have been the first half of a double play. But instead of relaying the ball to Tiny Washington, he tossed it over his shoulder to the second-base umpire, thinking that the inning
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