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      Skye…

      “Oh! My! God!” Britta said when she opened her door. “I freaking love your hair!”

      “Right?” I replied, running a hand over the shorn undercut at the back.

      “Guys, look,” she said, ushering me into her apartment.

      All my friends were there. The ones I’d lost after Dylan had finally isolated me from everyone. Sammi and Amanda were, of course, sitting next to each other, and came up first. The three of them were inseparable. If they didn’t look drastically different, you would think they were sisters. Not the bitchy kind, but the ones who were absolutely best friends.

      “That’ll show him,” Amanda said.

      She was the one who had hated Dylan from the start. Told me he was worse than trash and should have been left in the club where we met. Oh, how I wished I had listened to her instead of my stupid heart.

      “Seriously,” Sammi echoed. “I’ve never understood guys who need to have so much fucking control over their women. Like, we do have our own identity, too.”

      “I feel that,” I said, moving further into the apartment. “Where do you want this?”

      “Oh,” Britta said. “Here, let me have it.”

      “You brought some?” Alexis asked.

      She was the only one who had known I had chopped my hair off, but that’s because she had done it. I had sworn her to secrecy with the promise I would be doing the big reveal soon.

      “Of course I did,” I said, setting the tins of loose-leaf teas on the kitchen counter. “What kind of a friend would I be if I didn’t let you all enjoy the fruits of my labor?”

      We were all children of the Market, family who had grown up in and around Pike Place, where folks knew each other, looked out for each other, and fought for one another. Now, though, we were women in our late twenties who continued to stay connected, even though I was the only one still connected directly to the Market.

      “I ordered pizza,” Olivia said. “It should be here pretty soon.”

      “I love you,” Alexis said.

      She loved pizza more than life itself, I swear. I mean, we all loved it, and took advantage of getting it when we could, but she could eat it for breakfast, lunch, and dinner, and never tire of it.

      “We need to do this more often,” I said. “I really missed you guys.”

      “All you have to do is ask,” Amanda said. “We’ve got you.”

      “I know,” I said, a bit sad that it took so long for me to realize I needed to ditch Dylan in favor of my friends.

      There was a knock at the door, so I went to it.

      “Did you already pay?” I asked Olivia.

      “Yeah,” she said as I turned the handle, but I never got the door open.

      Instead, I was blown back by the blast. Wood splintered into my abdomen, and my ears rang with the echoes. I briefly saw a dark figure on the other side of the hole in the door, but then it was gone, fading like my vision, closing into a darkness I had never experienced before.
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      TWO YEARS LATER…

      John…

      “I fucking hate Houston,” I said as we boarded the bus at the stadium.

      “Right there with you,” Hennings replied.

      “Come on,” Decker said. “It’s not that bad. At least we don’t have to worry about them cheating again.”

      “Fuck that,” Hennings said. “They’ll always be cheaters as far as I’m concerned.”

      “Yup,” I agreed.

      We were heading out for the first road trip of the season, and honestly, I was glad to be getting away. Spring Training was a nightmare, and the season wasn’t shaping up to be any better. A change of scenery was always good when you were in a funk, and I was glad of that. I just wish it didn’t have to be Houston.

      The bus took us up to Boeing Field, where our charter was waiting to whisk us up and over the mountains, then down to the big state of Texas. At least it wouldn’t be hot. April was a nice time to go to the state. Any time after late May was miserable, but I could handle April.

      “Don’t worry about it,” Adams said as he sat next to me. “You’ll figure it out. We all do.”

      “Yeah, well, I’d rather not have to figure it out,” I said. “Besides, you never seem to go into a slump.”

      “Just dumb luck,” he replied with a smile. “I’m the turtle in that race, slow and steady.”

      “Why aren’t you sitting with Swift?” I asked, realizing for the first time that the two of them weren’t together.

      “He’s being stupid,” he said. “Thinks he needs to go solo with a girl for a minute.”

      “Well,” I said, not wanting to yuck his yum.

      “I know,” he said, reading my thoughts. “Most people don’t do what we do. But we work well together. We’ll figure it out. We always do.”

      “You two are weird,” I said. “I’ve never understood how you can do that. Like, how does that even work?”

      “You really wanna know?” he asked, and I thought about it.

      “Nah,” I replied. “That’s just a little bit TMI for me.”

      “Hey,” he said, bumping my shoulder with his. “Don’t knock it till you try it.”

      “I think I’ll stick with flying solo,” I said.

      “Whatever floats your boat,” he replied.

      “Back at ya,” I said.

      It didn’t take long for the bus to get us to the airstrip, what with it basically being just down the road. We all filed off, dropped our bags by the ramp, then headed up the stairs to load up. It was such a normal thing, we just kind of all went on auto pilot, going through the motions, getting things done.

      Jonathan having to retire was a blow to the team last year, but we had found a guy who fit right in. Ricky had come over from Indigo City just after the All-Star game, and he had taken to the program nicely. He mostly played infield but had taken a turn or two out in left field already this season and had done pretty well. While he didn’t play much, he was always there to cheer us on. He was on the older side, like just over thirty, much like Bridge, and he’d taken over the role of father figure to the younger guys.

      Those of us that had been around didn’t need someone to keep them in line, but the rookies sure did. Some were even as bad as Hennings was when he first got here. They soon learned that if they fucked around, they would find out what was what. Now that we were into the regular season, a lot of the kids had moved down to Tacoma, and the triple A team down there. Eventually, they’d be back up, or most of them hoped they would. With the way things went, though, they might never see a game at this level, and they had to be okay with that.

      “We know you’ve all heard this before,” the flight attendant said over the speakers on the plane. “But we have to give you the safety talk before we can take off.”

      She then went through the features and what to do if we crashed. Since nearly every guy on the plane had flown around the country together last year, we mostly just tuned it out. I felt more than heard the cargo bay door shut, then the engines started up, and we were taxiing to the runway to take off. The surge of the engines, up into the air, wheels pulled up inside, and we were off.

      Now that we were up in the air, we had four hours to chill until touchdown and a bus to the hotel. I contemplated checking social media to see what was going on but opted to just try to nap during the flight. Not that we weren’t going straight to the hotel to sleep, but it was sometimes nice to get a little catnap in on flights if we could. We’d won the game, so at least the rest of the team was in good spirits. I just knew I had a ton of shit to get figured out, and not a whole lot of time to do it if I wanted to stay relevant.

      I must have dozed off, because I felt the plane begin its descent, that surge noise they get when they start falling. When I first started, flying freaked me the fuck out. Now, though, after several years of doing it, both with this team, and the ones I’d played with before, along with all the minor league trips, I was pretty much a pro. I tucked my phone into my inside jacket pocket and settled in for the landing.

      With the whole team, plus the coaches and medical staff, along with the rest of the folks that worked behind the scenes, our plane was fairly full every time we went anywhere. The airline we flew with sponsored the team, so they probably didn’t have to pay for the full fare for everyone to go places, but I was sure it was still a pretty penny to get us places. Thinking about how things were even fifty years ago, I’m sure the players would have loved to have a private plane. Bet they’d be jealous of our lifestyle we were afforded for playing the game. But we worked hard, did our best, and busted our asses for the team, so we should be compensated.

      “Ladies and gentlemen,” the pilot said over the speaker when we’d touched down. “Let me be the first to welcome you to Houston, Texas.”

      “Fuck Houston,” Hennings said from the seat behind me.

      I laughed because he was right. Fuck Houston.
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      Skye…

      “Thanks for coming in,” I said as the last of the customers walked out the door.

      It was nearly six, and we had technically been closed for almost an hour, but you didn’t throw out paying customers, so I just kept on selling. The tea shop had been here since well before even my parents were a twinkle in anyone’s eyes. Miss Sylvie’s parents opened it up way back in the late ‘30s, just after the Depression finally eased up. At first, they weren’t accepted as part of the family that is the Market, but after helping several of the shops around them, they were finally thought of as more than just distant relatives who were there for a visit.

      Grampy sold flowers from the farm he grew up on. It had been his father’s before him, and they were one of the first families in the Market. Grammy had a spot where she sold the honey from the beehives on the farm. The men and women who helped to cut the flowers would man his stall where they were sold, but Grammy sold the honey. She was very particular about how it was described, so she wanted to be the one to do the selling.

      Dad had wanted to follow in their footsteps, but Grampy and Grammy insisted on higher education and a proper job, not that he didn’t help out when the need arose. When Dad met Mom in college, though, it was a whole different ballgame for them. She was from the strait-laced type of family that saw what my grandparents did as less than. The fact that they raised my dad and his brother up in a house they paid for by working the Market didn’t seem to matter.

      My parents bought a house out in Redmond and raised me with the thought that I would do what they did, proper jobs with proper paychecks. Instead, though, I’d found my way to Grampy’s flowers and learned how to tend the bees when I was barely in school. When Joey was born, though, they gave me the freedom I needed to find my own way.

      It wasn’t that they ignored me. They just realized that I was never going to be the settled kind of person they were. No, I was much more like Grampy in that regard. Give me fresh air, some flowers to tend to, and bees to ensure that everything kept growing, and I was a happy girl.

      I was twelve or thirteen when I started coming to the Market with Grammy to help out. She introduced me to everyone she knew, which was basically everyone in the entirety of the small city that was the Pike Place Market. I especially liked Miss Sylvie. For some reason, I was drawn to her like none other. She was closer to Grammy’s age than even my parents, but we didn’t really have a grandparent to grandchild relationship, more a friendship born of the love of all things spooky.

      The tea store that she had on Post Alley was my haven when I wasn’t helping in the family stalls, and I would listen to Miss Sylvie spin ghost stories of those who remained around the area, even when their corporeal forms had left this planet. It didn’t take long for me to learn the tales, and the tours she would give. When I was fifteen, she offered to take me on as an apprentice, to teach me not only the ghost stories, but the tea business as well.

      I jumped at the chance and had been her loyal companion in her shop for years. She taught me not only what was needed to do the tours, and sell the tea, but how to run the business, how to make sure she had the right products available, and even had me help her write her book about everything involved. As she grew older, she gave me more and more responsibility, and when she began to fade in her later years, she sold me the shop for a song. I’m not talking she gave me a huge discount, she literally had me compose and sing a song, and the shop was mine.

      When my grandparents were ready to retire, they offered the shops to my dad, but he wasn’t interested. My uncle, Marty, was then offered the shops. Since Dad was older, they wanted to give him the first right of refusal, but he knew it wasn’t something he could do, and also knew my uncle would be much more suited to taking it over. He always took care of the bookkeeping and had kept it up even after Grammy and Grampy passed away.

      Marty always stopped by the tea shop on the way out, just to check on me and make sure everything was going well. I had a couple of young girls who worked for me on occasion, especially during the summer and on weekends when we were busy, but it was mostly just me, so he worried about me. When I’d been with Dylan, he kept a closer eye on me, but now that Dylan was in prison, I was less afraid for my safety.

      It was weird that he’d come to attack me at Britta’s place instead of waiting for me to be on my way home, or between the shop and her place. He never did say why he’d chosen that location, and I honestly didn’t care. I’d recovered, for the most part. I still went to therapy when the need arose, but mostly just hung out with friends who helped me bash him like the giant ass dumpster fire of a human he was.

      Uncle Marty had stopped after my usual closing time and I had given him a head nod to indicate that these were my last customers. He’d taken it as a good sign and headed out. Now that the door was locked, and the lights were off, I was in the back office counting down the till and shoving everything into the safe. Hopefully I’d get home in time to see the start of the Cascades game.

      Dad had gotten me to love the sport when I was a kid. He’d even pried me away from the bees and flowers to take me to a few games. It was something we bonded over, and I was glad for it now that I’d grown and gotten out on my own. He’d been hesitant to let me take over Miss Sylvie’s tea shop, but when I explained that I would have a place to live right above it, he relented and gave in.

      After my attack, though, he wanted me back home permanently. It took me a good six months of recovery before I could even handle anything on my own, so I relented and had Uncle Marty help out with my shop while I recuperated. When I was ready to go back, Dad was fit to be tied and tried to get Uncle Marty on his side, wanting me to close the shop, and do something more respectable.

      Thankfully, Uncle Marty had made him see reason, and assured him he’d check on me every day to ensure I was safe. That was the turning point, and I was finally able to return to my own place and to work.

      I’d finished the receipts, set up the deposit to drop off before I opened, and was done for the day. Setting the alarm on the shop, I headed up the back steps to my apartment to turn on the television and unwind. It was the team’s first road trip of the season and they were heading to Houston, which was everyone’s least favorite team. It had been a rough start for some of the guys, but they’d pulled out a few wins. Hopefully the change of scenery would do them good, and they’d get themselves back into the form they were showing at the end of last season. It had been close, but we missed getting to the championship series right at the end. Maybe this year we would see Seattle’s first step into the World Series. It was what the entire city was hoping for.
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      John…

      “Let’s do this,” Adams said as the Dragons took the field.

      He was leading off tonight and was pumped. Of course, he had a right to be. He’d been hitting the cover off the ball already this year. Swift was up behind him, and they were talking low as they watched the pitcher warm up.

      Once the pitcher had taken his warm-up pitches, Adams headed up to get into the box. I was hitting clean up, so I was ready with my bat. I’d put the helmet on once I went to the on-deck circle. The crowd was already in fine form, the “boo birds” out in force. It didn’t make sense that they were mad at us when it was their own team that had been the cheaters. I guess when you cheat to get your first championship rings, how you got there didn’t matter.

      The first pitch was high and tight, knocking Spencer back on his ass. He got up, and we heard him shouting but couldn’t understand him over the roar of the crowd. They were fucking cheering the fact that their pitcher nearly hit our guy. Typical of the Houston fan base, and we were sick of it. One of these days, they’d do something like this and kill a guy, or knock him out of the game entirely. Nearly happened with Hennings a couple of years before.

      Coach was yelling at the ump to give a warning, but the ump was playing deaf and dumb, pretending he couldn’t hear shit when he knew well and good that this rivalry was hot. If he was good at his job, he’d have given a warning right then, but obviously he wasn’t paid enough to have critical thinking skills.

      When the pitcher threw the second pitch, Adams grounded out weakly to their shortstop, who threw the ball to first. Two pitches and one out was not the way to start the game. Swift headed to the plate, swinging a couple of times before getting into the box. At least he made the pitcher work for the next out, throwing several balls that he fouled off before finally sending one out to right field.

      “Fuck,” Adams said as he watched the ball get caught.

      “My sentiments exactly,” I replied before donning my helmet and climbing up the steps to head to the on-deck circle.

      This guy was an opener, one of those that came in to get the game going. Last time they had one, he’d thrown at Hennings and hit him in the head, sending him to the hospital. With him walking up to bat third, I worried he’d be hit again. Fortunately, the pitcher kept the ball in the zone. Unfortunately, Beckett hit a pop out to their third baseman and we were done for the inning. I trotted down the steps and tossed my helmet, batting gloves, and bat into the bin where they lived, and grabbed my hat and mitt to head out to center.

      The rest of the team popped out of the dugout before I could get my gear, so I was trotting out to my position when I passed our first baseman, Matsui.

      “You good?” he asked as I went past.

      “Better when we beat these fuckers,” I replied and he laughed.

      I played toss and catch with the new left fielder, Tyrone Jefferson. He seemed decent enough but was young. Like, close to the youngest guy on the field. The kid bounced between Tacoma and Arkansas last season, spending more time in Tacoma, though. I wasn’t sure he’d make the team this season, but his Spring Training was better than mine, so I guess he earned it.

      When the time came, I tossed the ball to Adams who, in turn, tossed it to our bullpen catcher, who took both balls into the bullpen with him. We got set up and ready for Tanner to throw some nasty stuff. He killed it when we played these little shits last season. Something about showing his old team what they missed out on. He’d played well in the spring, too, so we were hopeful he’d keep that up throughout the season.

      True to his form, our Australian weapon made quick work of the shitheads that were the Houston Dragons, and we were out of the bottom of the inning in quick fashion. Trotting in, I passed by their shortstop, who looked at me cross-eyed with a smirk on his face. Something about it didn’t sit right with me, but it was what it was, and we’d see what was what when I came up to bat first.

      Their opener came back out to start the second inning, not something we expected, which made me all the more concerned with the look I’d gotten from their shortstop. I watched the guy take his warm-up tosses and then headed up to the batter’s box. Cammy was set to come up behind me, and he’d been watching the pitcher with as much concern as I had. It was like we could feel something coming but weren’t sure what it was going to be.

      “Let’s go,” the ump said after brushing off the plate.

      I slid into the box, digging my back foot into the back of it practically on top of the line. We all did that, pushing the back of the box line out so we could be deeper to get a longer look at the ball as it came in. The crowd was loud, but I tuned them out, hoping that I could catch something I could hit hard and far. It didn’t have to go out, but that would be a bonus.

      “Good luck,” their catcher said and I kind of ignored it. I shouldn’t have, because the next thing I knew, the pitcher wound up and let loose a fastball aimed right at me.

      Shifting my body to the side, the ball hit me square in the pocket of my pants, which was probably the best place it could have hit, what with the natural padding I had there. I dropped my bat and turned to head down to first when I heard someone shout from the Dragons’ dugout.

      “Pansy ass punk,” was what I heard.

      Instead of taking the base like I had planned, I pivoted and stormed straight for their dugout, and fuck the consequences. These little shits had cheated their way into a championship, and I was not about to let them keep on with the status quo. They’d hit Hennings in the head and damn near knocked him out of the game completely, and there was no way I would let them keep on with this shit any longer.

      “Who’s the chickenshit that doesn’t have the balls to talk to me?” I shouted.

      “Fuck you, man,” one of the players I didn’t recognize shouted back.

      “Come on out here and say that to my face, bitch,” I shouted, surging toward the stairs, and ready to reach in and drag him out.

      I felt more than heard more of my teammates come behind me, backing me up in my fight for our right to play ball without having bull’s-eyes on our backs. The player who had shouted at me marched up the steps and took a swing. I ducked and came back with a punch to his gut, effectively shutting his fight right down, as he sort of stumbled back down the steps into the arms of another teammate.

      At that point it was on, and I was not about to go down without getting my licks in. They’d been doing this for the last few years, and for me, that had been enough. Arms swinging, punches landing, equipment being tossed around, and bodies smashed together as if we were one big blob of humanity ebbing and flowing with the rage that encapsulated us all.

      Eventually, the umps and coaches got things simmered down, but I knew I’d landed a good dozen punches and my hand was hurting because of it. I would be tossed, of course, so that didn’t really matter. No, what mattered was that we showed these motherfuckers who was the boss here, and it certainly wasn’t them.

      As we stumbled back to our respective dugouts, someone tossed a whole fucking box of sunflower seed packets onto the field, and the surge returned, all of us going at it again. I mean, if I’m gonna be fined, I’m gonna get my money’s worth, that’s for damn sure. After it was all said and done, and everyone was separated from each other, I’d been tossed, Hennings, who had been right on my ass was tossed, Coach was tossed, because of course, and Tyrone was out as well.

      On their side, the pitcher was out, along with their manager, and the player who egged me on to begin with. They also made the injured player who tossed the box on the field leave the dugout. We got the bigger issue with losing three good players from our lineup, while they basically lost a bench player, an injured guy, and the opener who wasn’t going to be in there long anyway.

      “Fuck that shit,” I shouted as I made my way down the tunnel to the clubhouse.

      “Yeah,” Hennings said right behind me.

      Tyrone was quieter, this being his rookie season and all, and his first real action of this sort.

      “Come on, guys,” Coach said as he went past us to the clubhouse.

      Somehow, in all the action, I’d lost my helmet. I still had my batting gloves on, though, so thankfully my knuckles weren’t skinned in any way, but they were hurting like hell, and I wondered if it was worse than I thought. The trainer had come with us to the clubhouse to check things out and make sure none of us were hurt at all, other than minor things.

      “Huffman,” Coach called from his office.

      “Fuck,” I muttered under my breath, knowing he was gonna chew me out for not just taking the base.

      As I walked into his office, he said, “Shut the door and sit.”

      I did as I was told, knowing it wouldn’t do any good to pitch a fit to the coach. He was on my side, and it wasn’t like this wasn’t warranted.

      “What the fuck?” he asked, and it wasn’t like him to swear.

      “I’m sick of them getting away with it,” I said. “It’s one thing to hit me, it’s another to call me a pussy from the dugout. They’ve had a beef with us since we caught them stealing signs and cheating, and we’re all sick of their fucking shit.”

      “We don’t escalate like that,” he said.

      “What was I supposed to do?” I asked. “Let them call us pussies to our faces, and not get their teeth knocked out for it?”

      “John,” he said, and he had that fatherly tone. “I know they’re cheaters in all our eyes, but they stopped. Don’t let them pull you into a fight you don’t need to be in. Walk it off, take the base, ignore their pitiful attempts to drag you down. You’re better than this, and we both know it.”

      “I’m just sick of their shit,” I said. “So is the rest of the team. We’ve been putting up with this for almost two full years. When is it gonna stop? When is the league gonna crack down on them? When do we get our reward for doing the right thing?”

      “I don’t know,” he said, and he sounded tired. I waited, wondering what he was going to say or do next, but he finally looked at me and smiled. “Did you land anything good?”

      Then I realized he was making sure I understood that he knew what it meant to be called out like I was, and that he inwardly approved of my reaction, even if he couldn’t actually show it to the rest of the world.

      “Yeah,” I said. “Knocked the wind out of that first guy right away. Got a few others along the way as well. I’m sure they’re not gonna forget me any time soon.”

      “Good,” he said, then turned serious. “You know there will be fines and suspensions.”

      “Worth every fucking second of it,” I said proudly.

      “Get out there and have Gryffin check you out,” he replied with a smile.

      “Will do,” I replied, getting up. “And, for what it’s worth, I’m sorry it’s gonna fuck things up for the team. Not my intentions at all.”

      “I know,” he said, then motioned with his hand for me to get the fuck on out of there.
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      Skye…

      Grammy had introduced Dad to baseball, and he introduced me. While Dad was good at taking me to games growing up, I’d enjoyed watching games with her on the television, especially in the summer when I could stay up later than normal. Now that she was gone, it was my way to commune with her in the evenings. It was as if I could hear her cheering along with me as the team did well, and booing the umpires when they missed a call.

      I had the television on and was fixing up some of the leftovers I had when I heard the announcers say something about a player being hit. Immediately, I turned to see that the big guy who was the Cascades’ centerfielder was storming over to the Dragons’ dugout. I didn’t see what led up to it, but he was pissed, and that was unusual.

      Huffman was one of the guys I liked because of his calm, cool demeanor, but something had set him off, and he was out for blood. The waves of anger were rippling off him like an unseen force, and he reached the dugout in just a few short steps. One of their players came up the steps and Huffman punched him in the gut, knocking him back into the dugout.

      After that, it was a flurry of arms and hands and fists all coming together in chaos. I was worried that someone would be injured in a way that’d cause them to miss more than just this game and the few they’d be suspended for after the brawl was over. It wasn’t a secret that players got suspended for fighting, but it wasn’t something that usually happened. Most of the suspensions nowadays were caused by drugs, and not the kind that made them happy.

      Watching everything, I couldn’t tell where any of the players were, other than just seeing the black jerseys clash with the bright orange of the opponent. It was a beautiful dance that played out on my screen, the ebb and flow of players who were surging against each other. If it wasn’t for the fighting, it might be enjoyable. But I was worried for the guys who may be hurt in a way that could cause them to lose the job they loved.

      Finally, after what seemed like forever, things seemed to settle down, only for someone to say something that caused it to start right back up, and they were back in the swing of the macabre dance. Black and orange swirling together in a cauldron of anger, fueled by competition and the need to be better.

      When everything finally settled down again, and cooler heads were seeming to prevail, I watched as Huffman and Hennings, the shortstop, walked off the field, along with another guy I didn’t recognize. I knew the coach would also be headed for the showers, and sure enough, the announcers made that statement. It wasn’t until everyone was off the field that I realized that the Cascades were on the losing end of the deal, what with having three of our guys thrown out while the Dragons only lost their pitcher and coach. Somehow, it didn’t seem fair, but that was the way the sport went sometimes. Not everything in life was fair, and I knew that firsthand.

      Instead of moping about it, though, I decided to do something. I pulled out my phone and pulled up one of the many social media accounts I had for the tea shop. I hunted around until I found the right account for Huffman and made a post directed to him asking if he wanted me to send him a pizza, using the hashtags that the station recommended to use. I didn’t figure I’d get any traction, but instead of just waiting by the phone, I then hunted up some pizza joints near the stadium in Houston. There was a little mom-and-pop place pretty close that had great reviews, so I added to my initial post with the name of the pizza joint I’d ordered from.

      Setting my phone down, I went back to finish heating up my leftovers. Before I even got the food plated, my phone started blowing up. Notifications were coming in so fast the dings were right on top of each other. Then my phone started ringing, and I went over to see what was going on. It was Britta calling me, and I was confused.

      “Hey girl,” I said when I answered it.

      “What did you do?” she asked.

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I said, confusion clear in my voice.

      “You’re blowing up,” she said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, your mentions are shooting through the roof,” she said. “Have you not seen it?”

      “I was fixing leftovers,” I confessed. “I mean, I did make a post, then added to it, but that just happened.”

      “Well,” she said, and I could hear the smile on her face. “You, my sweet little tea lady, are the talk of the town. Everyone and their brother’s cousin is saying something about it.”

      “Okay,” I said, still just as confused.

      “I hope you’re well stocked up,” she continued. “I’m sure there’s gonna be a run at your shop because you are all over the place.”

      “Hang on,” I said. “Let me look and then I’ll call you back, okay?”

      “Sure,” she said, and just as I was disconnecting the call, my dad was calling.

      “Dad,” I said.

      “Skye, what were you thinking?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said, still baffled as to what was going on that everyone was calling me. Another beep came through, so I said, “Hang on, Dad.”

      When I looked at the phone, I didn’t recognize the number, so I declined the call and went back to my dad.

      “Who was that?” he asked.

      “Probably a telemarketer,” I said. “I didn’t recognize the number, and there wasn’t a name attached to it, so I just declined it.”

      “Be prepared to have an influx of customers tomorrow,” he said.

      “Britta said the same thing,” I replied. “She said I was blowing up.”

      “If I know about it, you obviously are,” he replied. “I’m going to ask Uncle Marty to come and bring a couple of folks to help you out the next few days.”

      “I’m sure it’s fine,” I replied, still unsure what was going on.

      “I don’t think you understand,” he said, and then I heard what the announcers on the television said.

      “…and has sent a note that she’ll send a pizza to the stadium,” they were saying. “From the account, it appears to be a tea shop in the Pike Place Market that’s been there for years. Who knew tea lovers were baseball fans.”

      “Oh, no,” I mumbled. “What have I done?”
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      John…

      “Huff,” Hennings called into the showers as I was just rinsing off.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Get out here,” he said. “There’s some serious crazy going on.”

      “Fuck,” I muttered, wondering what was happening now.

      I dried myself off and wrapped the towel around my waist, meandering back out into the clubhouse toward my locker. Hennings had his phone in his hand, Jefferson was sitting next to him on a bench, and Coach was behind them, reading over their shoulders.

      “Get the menu,” Coach said, and Hennings started tapping on his phone.

      “What’s going on?” I asked.

      “You’re gonna get us all free pizza,” Jefferson said.

      “Nah,” Hennings corrected. “He’s getting pizza. We’re shit outta luck.”

      “What are you guys talking about?” I asked, still confused.

      “Hang on,” Hennings said, then tapped a couple more times on his phone, swiping around it to get to where he wanted to be. “Look,” he said when he’d finally done what he needed, thrusting the phone in my face.

      Grabbing the phone from his hand, I pulled it a bit away from my face instead of right up in there and looked at a social media platform where someone had sent a direct post to me asking if I wanted a pizza, then another right under it mentioning a local pizza joint down here.

      “What the hell is this?” I asked.

      “Someone’s gonna get you pizza,” Jefferson said, as if it was clear as day.

      “I can see that,” I said, tossing the phone back to Hennings and heading to my locker.

      “Don’t you want it?” the kid asked.

      “I mean, I won’t say no to pizza,” I said, dropping my towel to get dressed. “But why is someone sending me shit on some social media platform? I don’t even know this person.”

      “Maybe they like you,” Jefferson said.

      “Or they hate Houston as much as we do,” Hennings added.

      “Likely,” Coach interjected. “They simply saw that you got screwed at the plate and wanted to give you something good.”

      “It’s weird,” I said, pulling on my boxers. “Do we even know who that is? It’s probably some troll who’s out to show what a fucking idiot I am.”

      “Actually, it’s not,” Hennings said with a shit-eating grin on his face. “It’s one of those little shops outside Pike Place Market. Like, one of the OG ones that’s been there since forever.”

      “So, it’s an old lady sending me pizza?” I asked with a laugh.

      “Hardly,” Jefferson said, the same grin on his face that was on our shortstop’s.

      “What are you two fools smiling about?” I asked, unsure whether I actually wanted the answer.

      “Take a look,” Hennings said, holding his phone out to me.

      I walked over to them after buttoning my shirt up and took the offered device. The picture they had up was a woman about our age with short blond hair and eyes as bright as the summer sun in Seattle. She was stunning and I was speechless. How and why did this woman want to send me pizza? It didn’t make sense at all to me.

      “I think we broke him,” Hennings said and I looked up from the phone to see the three men staring at me.

      “What?” I asked.

      “I have never seen you look like that at anything,” Coach said. “The way you stare is with anger and determination, but this,” he continued, motioning to me. “This is something else altogether.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said, tossing the phone at Hennings and turning back to my locker. “How long have we got to stay here? Or can we get a ride back to the hotel?”

      “I’ve ordered a ride for the three of you,” Coach said as he was heading back to his office. “Should be here pretty soon. Once it is, you three need to go straight to the hotel and straight to your rooms. I’ll make sure they send room service up to you so you don’t starve.”

      “Huffman’s gonna have pizza,” Jefferson said. “But we’ll be hungry.”

      “Shut up,” I said to the kid as I slipped into my shoes.

      I didn’t dare turn around, though, because they’d have seen the smile on my face. No, I wanted to save that for that woman. For her, I’d smile all day every day.
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      They tried to get to me on the ride to the hotel, but I’d chosen to sit shotgun and just ignored them. I hopped out of the car nearly before it came to a stop in front of the hotel, not bothering to wait for the other two. By the time the elevator doors were closing, they were too far away to ride with me. That’s when I let them see my smile. They just laughed as the doors slid between us.

      Once in my room with the door firmly closed, I flopped onto my bed after kicking off my shoes. I opened the app where she’d posted and saw that several people were making note of what I should order. Instead of reading those things, I went to the profile to find out more about her, and her shop, which led me to her website. Hennings was right in that it was one of the original shops in the Market area. The girl who ran it now didn’t seem to be related to the ones who opened it, but I could’ve been wrong, too. She had that striking blond hair and the brightest blue eyes I’d ever seen. Not something you see very often, but they just pierced through my soul.

      She had teas from all over the world and had lots of information on how to make tea properly, what foods to pair the teas with, and even had shipping available for people who either lived out of the Seattle area, or just didn’t want to get lost in the hustle that was that area of town. There was also a section on her website that had tours for folks to go on. Most of them were ghost tour type things, which was not something that interested me in the least, but if it let me be around her, I might just make it happen.

      When I got to the bottom of the website, I realized that it had just her first name on it, as well as an email address and number for the store itself. Nothing about who she really was, or whether she was married, or in a relationship or anything. I never did anything with anyone if they were already hooked up, even just a one-night stand. No, if you’re in a relationship and want to step out, that’s on you. Don’t bring me into the mix, ‘cause I ain’t doing that.

      Contemplating what I should do, I heard the guys walk down the hall, laughing as they passed my door. I was surprised it took so long for them to get to the floor, and guessed they stopped in the bar to grab a drink, something I could probably use right now if I were telling the truth. Instead, I just kept looking at this woman who had taken it upon herself to let me know she was thinking of me in my mess.

      I went back to the app with the post, and replied to her saying a pepperoni pizza would be perfect, but that she wasn’t obligated to send it if she really didn’t want to. Then, instead of just leaving it there, I also sent a message to her to let her know as well. My phone was already blowing up from the original post, so I just muted that shit so I could get away from it.

      Normally, the spotlight didn’t suit me, and I avoided it like the plague. I never liked being the center of attention, even when growing up. Hell, my birthday parties were mostly just family insisting they come over to give me shit. I’d have rather spent the day at the batting cage hitting ball after ball after ball, and not being around people. My brother was the complete opposite, though, loving the spotlight any chance he got.

      Now, though, I couldn’t get the image of her out of my head, and it was making things hard in more ways than one. I’d take the spotlight if it meant I got the chance to meet her. Instead of just letting shit go, I pulled the image on the website up again, and really looked at her. I’d put her mid to late twenties at most with eyes that just drew you in. Some of the older pictures on both the website and the social media page had her with long hair, and I wondered what made her chop it off when she did, and not sooner. Nothing wrong with long hair, but it really didn’t fit her.

      There was a big gap in the posting on the page that coincided with shortly after she’d cut her hair, and I wondered what had gone on during that time. It wasn’t like nothing was posted, but it wasn’t the same type of thing. It was as if someone else was running it for that time, and then she picked it up again. The pictures of her with long hair were also not exactly right. Like, something was wrong, but she didn’t want the world to know, and it was all in her eyes. With the most recent photos, though, she was bright and beautiful, and I couldn’t help but be drawn into her.

      “Fuck,” I said as the guys started banging on my door.

      “Hey, Huffy,” they called in high-pitched voices.

      “Go away,” I growled.

      “Why?” Hennings said, still in that high-pitched tone. “You busy busting a nut to the internet?”

      They laughed after that, and I just growled more. I set my phone down and went to the door, wrenching it open. Both of them jumped back, shocked that I’d done it, I guess.

      “Leave me the fuck alone,” I said, and it was probably louder and harsher than needed.

      “Okay, Geez,” Jefferson said, holding his hands up in a surrendering pose.

      “Come on, Huff,” Hennings said. “We need some sort of entertainment.”

      “Find it somewhere else,” I barked, then slammed the door in their faces. “Fucking lunatics don’t know when to leave a guy the fuck alone.”

      I flipped the little latch thing that swung over the knob on the door as a safety latch and turned the deadbolt, hoping both noises would indicate that I was done with their shit, and they needed to find another hobby for the night. Then, I took my happy ass to the bathroom, and turned on the water in the tub to let it heat up.

      I pulled my shirt out of my pants and slid it over my head, not bothering to unbutton it except at the bottom. Shoving my pants and boxers down, I slid out of my socks as well, then walked naked to the bathroom. I stepped into the tub, and tested the water with my foot, turning the knob to cool it off just a bit before pulling the plunger that allowed water to come from the showerhead.

      The burst of cold water was nice, and it warmed quickly enough, which was better. I ducked my head under the spray, and let it run rivers down my back. I didn’t mind a warm shower but preferred them on the cooler side. As the water cooled my temper, I imagined the woman from the tea shop. Her hair was short, her eyes were bright, and her smile was infectious.

      Then my mind wandered to the pictures of her with long hair. Her eyes were nowhere near as bright, and there was a haunting look in them. She was also thinner in those pictures, whereas she looked more filled out in the ones after. It wasn’t that she was fat, but in the first ones she looked sick, gaunt, or starving or something. That thought made me wonder whether she had some sort of ailment of some kind, like she’d cut her hair before it all fell out from cancer treatment or something. It could have been the case, but it seemed like a different kind of something in her eyes.

      It was making my head hurt to think about this too much, so I just turned the water off and grabbed a towel. I’d already showered the game off me, so it wasn’t like I was in there to clean up, just to cool down, which I’d done. After drying off, I headed back to the bed, slid the covers down and climbed between the cool sheets. I grabbed my phone and opened it with my thumbprint, and it opened back up to her smiling face. Yeah, she was getting to me, and I hadn’t even met her. Probably wouldn’t, though, unless I made a plan to do so.

      Flipping over to the calendar, I looked to see when we’d be back in the
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