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  Top of the 1st


Acid waved in my stomach, reaching for the peak of my throat.                                                                                                                                        
Stop it. You can do this. Just go at it like you own the place. Stride up to the coach like Mom does when she’s on the donation hunt. 
The fields sat at the southern end of Jackson Memorial Park: one for softball, one for baseball. I had parked on the baseball side by a beat-up orange truck. The boys were already there, tossing balls and joking loud enough that I heard them through the closed windows of my car. Thankfully, the softball field was empty. Taking a deep breath, I climbed out of the car, pulling my equipment from the backseat. 
Maybe it was my BMW, or maybe it was me, but the only sound I heard as I stalked toward the field were birds chirping to one another. No doubt the guys recognized a girl when they saw one. Mother Nature blessed me a bit too much in the boob department for anybody to mistake me as a boy. 
I strode onto the soft dirt of the field and straight toward the older man with the clipboard. Coach Bernie Strauss stared back at me. He was easily six-eight with tree trunk legs and arms that UFC fighters would die for. He looked more like a Marine Corps drill instructor than a summer league baseball coach. I totally wanted to test him by shouting “Semper Fi.” 
I stopped in front of him, waiting for what I knew was coming. 
“Softball practice ended about twenty minutes ago.” He sounded like he ate gravel for breakfast. 
“I’m not here to play softball, Coach.” I straightened my back and channeled my mother’s unbending confidence. “I’m here to help you win the city championship this year.”
No one laughed like I expected. So I exhaled, relaxed. Big mistake. 
“Get off my field. I ain’t got time for this,” he shouted loud enough that birds scattered from a nearby tree. Coach Strauss turned his back to me and continued to bark at the team. “If you don’t get back to practice, you’ll be running laps in three … two …” His slight Texan accent made the “you’s” sound like “ya’s”.
The boys started throwing and stretching again, but they didn’t stop watching us. 
“Coach –” I began.
“I ain’t your coach.”
I lost my cool, just like my father. “This is bullcrap. Look at your registration sheet.” He didn’t, so I snatched the clipboard from him and pointed. “See the name Vic Hudson? Well, that’s me. I paid to play. And I fully intend to. It isn’t against the rules.”
Coach ripped the clipboard from my fingers and flipped to another page. I waited. He read. I tapped my foot. That’s not nearly as dramatic on a dirt infield. The boys stopped warming up again. 
He looked me up and down. “Fine. I’ll give you a shot, Hudson. You suck and you’re gone.”
“I can deal with that.”
“Get out there.” He pointed at a tall, super skinny boy. “Delvin, warm her up.”
I tossed my bag into the dugout and jogged onto the field. It didn’t take me long to figure out why Coach Strauss told Delvin to warm up with me. He kicked his leg like a pitcher and tossed a pretty nasty fastball. If I had to guess, he could hit ninety from the mound on a good day. It would’ve been stupid if I said anything, even though every ball he threw at me stung my fingers like tiny pricks of a hundred safety pins. I didn’t even try to throw my hardest. I warmed up like it was any other day. 
Then he began stepping back. One step here, then another. 
Idiot. 
I threw hard and high to make my point. Delvin had to reach to get it. He may throw harder, but I can throw farther. 
“Alrigh’, get in here,” Coach yelled. He raised his eyes at Delvin, who shrugged. “I know most of you from last year. We only got two potential newbies. One’s a girl. Anyone got a problem with that?”
If they did, they sure as hell weren’t going to tell Coach Strauss.
“Good. I expect you to treat her like you’d treat anybody else.” He looked at me and softened his tone. “What position do you play, honey?”
“Third.” I glared at him. He smirked then turned back to the team. Before he could open his mouth, I said, “And I’m not your honey.”
His head snapped back like he’d taken a right hook to the cheek. “Excuse me?”
I pointed at Delvin. “Do you call him ‘honey’?”
Delvin’s cheeks glowed light pink with either rage or embarrassment. I didn’t know which and really didn’t care. 
Coach didn’t answer me though. His chin grew beet red, which crept up his cheeks all the way to his pale yellow crew cut. Steam came out of every clogged pore on his face as he yelled, “Everybody at third. Jayden, get your ass to first.” He sneered at me and I expected to get kicked off the field. “We’re going to field some grounders and see who handles them best. I’ll hit you three then rotate. Hudson, ladies first.” 
Crap. Me and my big mouth. He’s going to either hit me a line drive at a hundred miles an hour or make me go so far out of range that I make an ass of myself. 
I jogged to third and dug my cleats into the stubborn dirt. The rest of the guys lined up along the fence, amused grins matching Strauss’s own jack-o-lantern expression. Coach tossed the ball into the air. 
Crack.
I jumped spread eagle and dropped my glove between my legs, catching the line drive. I came down ready to throw to first, but Jayden wasn’t on the bag. He stood three steps off with his mouth open. Smiling, I rolled the ball back to home plate. 
Coach didn’t give me time to get back into position when he hit a grounder to my left. In a game, the shortstop would’ve played it, but this was a different type of game. I dove and knocked it down. My throw to first was in the dirt, but I was on my butt when I whipped it across the infield. That shouldn’t be held against me. It was an almost impossible play.
The last ball went up the line. I hustled and would’ve had it clean until it hit the bag. It took a nasty bounce that was nearly out of reach. I jumped and brought it down barehanded, throwing to first off balance as I fell into foul territory. 
I stood up without looking to see if Jayden caught it and walked to the fence to wait for my next turn. The guys gawked at me as I leaned against the fence, ignoring them. I’d made my point. I could field. My next time up, Coach hit some routine grounders. 
After rotating through every infield position, it was time for batting practice. 
“You’re up,” Coach announced as he pointed his chunky finger my way. “Delvin, pitch to her.”
While Delvin threw some warm up tosses, I pulled my large batting gloves on, stretching them over my long fingers. The shin guard came loose as I walked to the plate, but I didn’t dare adjust it. Not yet anyway. I’m a switch hitter in softball but more natural from the right side. So that’s where I started when I stepped into the box. I wasn’t entirely certain I could hit a fastball from the left anyway.
Delvin dug at the rubber. I did the same at the plate. Kicked some rocks out from under my right foot. Buried my left foot in the front of the box. Right arm cocked at a ninety degree angle, my bat perched above my shoulder, I waited. A trickle of sweat ran down my cheek. This felt more like a playoff game than a practice.
My swing was graceful as I rocked the fastball over Jayden. He stretched, revealing his dark walnut skin. His long braids smacked his back as he dropped to the ground. Jayden could jump for a big guy.
“Nice,” Coach said.
The Asian boy behind the plate whistled low and said, “Sweet.”
Delvin tossed a few more pitches before Coach snapped at me to get to third. I didn’t hesitate, grabbing my glove and hustling onto the field.       
“Get in the dugout,” Coach commanded after everyone had hit. 
I stood at the end of the bench, waiting for the axe to drop. I’d played well enough to warrant sticking around, but I was still lacking the mandatory testosterone. If Coach told me to go, I would. It was his team and I wasn’t about to make things worse by throwing an epic hissy. 
“We got a tough schedule this year. Last year, the Rebels kicked our ass to take the district. Well, half those boys can’t play no more. Hell, we’re missing three of our own. It’s time we take our game to the next level. The Rebels need to rebuild more than we do. We can take ‘em. Now get outta here. I’ll see you tomorrow.” He glanced my way. “All of you.”
I grabbed my gear and practically bounced out of the dugout when Coach called me and Shane Anders back.
Shane was short, plump, and had a face pot-marked by zits and craters. Something told me that his dad made him play to get him out of the basement. Coach Strauss towered over him. Shane tremored a little. 
“Alright. Vic, what’s your real name?”
“Vic.” 
He sighed, sending a poof of peppermint my way that didn’t conceal his bad breath. It smelled like he didn’t bother to brush his teeth in the morning. Ever. “Don’t bullshit me, girl.”
“I’m not, Coach. Vic’s short for Victoria.”
He stared at me and shook his head. “Fine. Here’s the drill. We practice every day at the same time, at the same place until the first game. Ain’t hard to remember. No excuses for tardiness or missin’ a game. Miss a practice, you don’t play the next game. Bring your own equipment. Forget your glove or your cleats, you don’t play.
“Games start next week. Your jersey will be clean. If it ain’t, you ain’t playin’. We play on Tuesdays, Thursdays, and Saturdays for six weeks. Team that wins their district plays in the city championship tourney. I don’t know nothin’ about either one of you, but there are a couple of boys here that could move on to college ball. Scouts look at summer programs, too, especially if they’re already interested in a player. Neither one of you is goin’ to play baseball at the next level. I just ask that you don’t screw it up for everyone else.
“Now get out of here. Today’s practice was a short one. Tomorrow’s not gonna be this easy.”
Shane took off in a hurry. It was obvious he was scared of Coach. We watched him run to a small pickup truck and scamper in. 
“Can I ask you something, Vic?” Coach crossed his arms and glared at me. 
“Yeah, sure.”
“Why’re you here?” He nodded toward the empty softball field. “You could be playin’ ball over there. Tell me the truth.”
I knew the question was coming, but I didn’t expect any sincerity behind it. “Softball isn’t baseball, Coach. It may seem similar, but it isn’t the same. I wanted to play ball one more time. That’s all.”
He nodded, then turned away from me and started gathering his bats. 
“Am I really on the team?” I asked. I needed absolute confirmation. 
“Yeah, got no choice.” He straightened up and smiled at me. “Looked at the regs. Doesn’t say this team is for boys sixteen to seventeen. Just says players. But you already knew that, didn’t you?”
I smiled. Of course I did. “See you tomorrow, Coach Strauss.”
He grunted and I took off to my car, trying not to skip like a ten-year-old. 
I’m in. I’m going to play ball again.






  
  Bottom of the 1st


Mom’s Lincoln sat in the driveway when I got home to Grandma Hudson’s new house in St. Louis. My father wasn’t happy when she decided to move, but I was thrilled. The first thing I did was look up the district for summer ball.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                   
The hood was still warm on Mom’s car. At least she hadn’t been here too long. This didn’t bode well. I pictured the scene I’d walk into. Grandma would be in the wingback chair Grandpa had loved and she refused to get rid of. Mom would be sitting on the couch, still as an icicle with a cup of hot tea in her hand. Neither would say a word. 
They never got along before Grandpa died. Now it was worse. Grandma had never wanted my father to marry Mom. She thought Mom was “too stiff” and “too flaky.” When I first brought up the idea to move in with Grandma for the summer, Mom freaked out until I explained the reason why. She didn’t approve, but she agreed so I could play ball. 
I opened the front door with the intention of shouting “I’m home” when I heard … laughter? From the kitchen? Cautious that I was stepping into another dimension, I tip-toed toward the unusual sound. I’d heard Mom laugh, of course. And Grandma too, just not at the same time and in the same room. 
Mom sat at the table with the traditional mug of tea in front of her. Grandma stood at the sink drying the kettle. 
“And then I told him that he broke an old lady’s heart,” Grandma said, putting her hand on the sink to steady herself. She was laughing so hard she snorted like a hog. 
This only raised my suspicions that something was wrong in the universe. 
“Mary, I can’t believe you used the ‘old lady’ card on that poor man.” Mom put her hand to her chest to stifle the hilarity. 
“Well, it worked.” Grandma set the kettle in the sink then noticed me. “Oh, Victoria. You have impeccable timing.” She pulled a bowl of strawberries from the counter. “Here, have a strawberry.”
Tension exploded in the room when the laughing stopped as if on cue. 
“What’s going on?” I took the bowl from Grandma and sat across from Mom at the table. The strawberries burst with flavor. I hadn’t realized how hungry I was as I scarfed half the bowl.
Mom looked at Grandma, who raised her eyebrows, and began the slow talk like I was either deaf or five-years-old, “Vicky, there’s a function this Saturday –”
“Can’t make it. I have practice.” God, these strawberries are sweet. I sprinkled some sugar over them anyway. Maybe if I kept eating, Mom would give up.
“It’s in the evening, Victoria.” Mom sighed. 
“I don’t want –”
“Your father will be expecting you –”
“To make an appearance,” I finished, wiping juice from my chin. “Wait, he’s coming home?”
“He’ll be in Saturday afternoon and will leave Sunday.”
“Well, I don’t want to go. Can’t you get me out of it for a change?” I totally sounded like a spoiled brat, but I was so sick of the events or functions or whatever I kept getting forced into. 
“You know I can’t.”
“You’ve never even tried!” I slammed the bowl with a thud, spilling precious strawberries across the table. 
“Now, you know that’s not true,” Mom said as she put her hand on my forearm. “Your father –”
I yanked my arm away. “Mom, I don’t want to go.”
“You don’t even know what it’s for.”
“Probably some campaign financing thing like it always is. Show off the trophy wife and the trophy daughter.”
I hit her where it hurt the most. Mom hated being called a trophy wife. She was more than that. If it wasn’t for all her work in the early days, the Senator wouldn’t have made it out of the city council. 
“That’s enough, child,” Grandma said in a soft voice. I was in trouble. She wasn’t a fan of my father’s politics, but he was still her son. “You will go. It’s for charity.”
I felt my stomach fall to my feet and looked back to Mom. “Is that true?”
She nodded. 
“What charity?” I was fighting a losing battle.
“American Lung Association. Your grandmother organized it.”
I gave Grandma my best why-didn’t-you-just-tell-me glare. She stared back at me with an equally defiant expression. Grandpa died of lung cancer, even though he quit smoking his pipe right after my father was born. 
“Is it formal?” I asked, sighing loudly and sounding too much like my mother. 
“Of course. We’ll get you a new dress –” Mom began as she grinned in triumph.
“Can’t I wear one that I already have?” I hated dress shopping with Mom. She made me try on everything and I never wanted any of them. 
“Fine, you can wear the one your father loves.” She tilted her head in thought. “That pink chiffon –”
“Oh no. I’m so not wearing that ever again. I’ll wear that black dress I wore to the Inaugural Ball.”
Mom threw her hands up. “Fine. And your father said you can bring Theo if you wish.”
I sat up straighter. She didn’t really say I could bring my boyfriend. “Are you serious?”
“Go call him so he can get a tux,” Grandma said. She picked the bowl of strawberries from the table and popped one in her mouth. 
I kissed each one on the cheek and ran down the short hall to my room. Theo and I weren’t exactly seeing eye to eye lately. Maybe this would turn things back into a positive swing. I closed my door and listened to some crappy country song playing as Theo’s ringback tone.
“Hey, what’re you doing Saturday night?” I asked when his deep, soft voice answered. He could have a career as a late night D.J., but Theo’s goals were much higher than that.
“Packing. Why?”
I fell back on my small bed. “There’s this thing I have to go to and I can bring a guest.”
“I get to go to one of the Senator’s fundraisers?”
I rolled my eyes. “No, it’s a charity thing.”
He paused. “Yeah, I’m free. What time?” When I didn’t answer right away, he jumped on it. “Did you forget to ask, Victoria?”
He never called me “Vic” or “Vicky”, claiming he preferred my complete name. Funny, I never called him Theodore. 
“Yeah, Theo, I did. I was in shock, I guess. Anyway, it’s black tie.”
“I’ve got a tux.”  
“Great. I’ll text you the details.”
“Okay,” he said with a huff. Something crashed in the background. “Crap.”
“What’re you doing anyway?” I asked. 
“Getting the luggage out of the basement.” He groaned and something else fell. “I’m starting to pack for our trip. Still wish you were going.”
A small pang of guilt sat on my gut. Some of the incoming seniors at Xavier Academy went to Europe for a few weeks every summer. I opted out to stay home and play baseball. “You’ll have fun without me. Besides, I’ve been there and done that.”
“But not with me.”
The pang grew into a beach ball size rock in my stomach. Then I realized he hadn’t even asked about practice. “Aren’t you going to ask how today was?”
“Today?” Another small crash in the background. “Oh, right. Your first practice. Slipped my mind.”
“Gee, thanks.”
“Well, I’m assuming that since you aren’t crying, you didn’t get kicked off the team.”
“Because I’m such a cry-baby, right?” I stood up and started pacing. What the hell is he thinking?
“That’s not what I meant and you know it.”
I didn’t feel like fighting with him so soon after making up from the last one. “Coach had no reason to kick me off.”
“Except that you lied on your application.”
“No, I didn’t,” I said, probably with too much force, but I was tired of being called a liar.
“Okay, fine. You did mislead the league.”
That I couldn’t deny. “Better.”
“And that you are of the opposite sex.” He grunted again and I heard the distinct sound of something silver falling on the wooden floor. “I doubt the guys on your team didn’t fail to miss that.”
“Point?”
He sighed. “Victoria, I just hope it’s worth it. You know that if your father finds –”
“Don’t go there, Theo. He won’t find out.” I fell back onto my bed just as Mom knocked on the door and opened it at the same time. “Look, I gotta go. Mom’s here.”
Theo hung up without saying anything. I tossed the phone on my pillow. 
“Hey, honey. I’m sorry to interrupt.” She sat down beside me and took in every inch of my room. “This must seem so cramped to you.”
“Nah, not really.” I hadn’t thought about it much, but it could probably fit in my room at home twice, maybe three times. I had a simple single bed with a mismatched patchwork quilt. There was an oak nightstand and a matching four drawer dresser. Grandma didn’t decorate it with my tastes in mind, but it felt more like me than the princess room back at Chez Hudson.  
“Oh.” She glanced around the room again. Mom never left the house in anything less than the perfect outfit and perfect helmet hair. “I need to get to the Tea Room for a meeting. Are you sure you’re going to be okay here?”
I sat up and tried to read the expression on her face.  “Yeah, I’ll be fine.”
She patted my knee and walked out of my tiny bedroom, leaving me with that feeling that something was wrong and it was somehow my fault. The Lincoln started in the driveway as I headed down the hall to the kitchen. Grandma stood over the sink of fresh strawberries, humming to herself. She amazed me. Grandma was in her late sixties, yet acted twenty-five. She rarely stayed home for long. If there was a charity event, she was there. If there was a protest, she’d be right up front, much to my father’s dismay. Her appearances increased more and more after Grandpa’s death.
After forty-five years of marriage, Grandma didn’t have anyone to keep her in-check anymore. She went into full hippie mode. Her silver hair grew to her waist and she started wearing clothes that hadn’t seen the light of day in decades and probably should’ve remained hidden. 
She also became a lot more fun to hang around. 
“Why didn’t you tell me sooner?” I asked
She dropped the strawberries back into the colander and stared at the ceiling.
“Come on, Grandma. You planned it. You could’ve told me instead of letting Mom lead the ambush.” I leaned against the archway and crossed my arms, waiting for an answer.
“Because I wasn’t going to demand that you go. And I know you don’t like these functions.” She turned toward me, drying her hands on a pale yellow towel. “And I didn’t expect your father would fly back from Washington for it.”
I scoffed. “Why wouldn’t he? It’s the perfect thing to put his mug in the paper.”
“Vicky –”
I didn’t let her finish. “Does he know I’m living here?”
“Of course. You mother had to tell him something. He thinks you’re helping me adjust.” She put air quotes around “adjust” then threw the towel on the stove. “He thinks I’m a delicate old lady who can’t do anything for myself. It’s the perfect cover.” 
I nodded and stared at the tiled floor. 
“You realize that your mother’s upset about all this, don’t you?”
“What? Why would Mom be mad at me?”
“She wishes you would’ve come to her first.”
So that was the deal in the bedroom. She wanted to tell me how disappointed she was or angry because I arranged to move in with Grandma before I asked her. I’d already sent in my application to play ball too, but she didn’t need to know that.
Besides, I get enough of that kind of crap from my father. 
The phone rang in the living room and she hurried past me. “And get dressed,” she shouted from over her shoulder. “You’re going to the Habitat house with me this afternoon.”
I mouthed the words along with her as she added, “It’ll look good on your college applications.”

      ***Habitat Homes for St. Louis was one of Grandma’s first charities. And her favorite. Before Grandpa died, she donated money and helped out at the office. Now, she’d taken over. As soon as we got to the site, she jumped in to help build something while I stood on the sidelines, helpless.
“Hey,” a rasping voice said behind me, making the hair on my neck stand at attention. “You’re Vic, right?”
Turning to defend myself from possible attack, I pulled my fists up to my chest. They fell back to my sides when I saw one of the guys from the team. “Oh, hey. You’re Daniel?”
Of course he was Daniel. He was the only Asian guy on the team. Without the ball cap, his dark hair stood in every direction. There was a hammer in his oil slicked hand and a streak of grease on his right cheek. Instinct told my fingers to reach out and wipe the grease away. Fortunately, my brain didn’t let that happen.
He cleared his throat. “Do you need something to do?” 
I must have looked totally confused before I realized what he meant. “Oh. I mean, yeah. Sorry, I’ve never done this before.” Now I sounded like an ass for being Habitat stupid. You go, girl.
He grinned, showing a chipped front tooth. “I can tell. You have that deer-in-headlights look about you. Not that I’ve ever actually seen a deer in headlights.” He nodded behind him. “Help me over there.”
I followed him through the wooden juggernaut. It looked like a bunch of two-by-fours stuck together. No way did it resemble a house. I couldn’t even see the grass, and my sneakers were no longer white from all the sawdust. But the smell of fresh cut timber made me swoon. It was clean and foresty like the potpourri Mom had stocked in the bathrooms.
“How long have you been doing this? Volunteering, I mean.” Stupid, stupid, stupid. What is it about him that makes me feel like an idiot? I tripped and seized what looked like a door frame. “Mother trucker.”
“You okay?” He turned around and grabbed my arm to steady me as my hand slid on the rough wood. “Easy, slick.”
“Ow, ow, ow.” God, I was whining like a baby. I held out my palm and there was a long splinter jammed into the fleshy pad under my thumb.
“Come on,” he said, with a shy smile that sent little sparks from my toes to my fingertips. “First aid is over here. And I’ll get you some gloves.”
I shook off the tingleys as I followed him to a card table with a white cloth draped over it. There were a couple of opened first aid kits scattered with bandages, antiseptics, and bottles of peroxide and alcohol. 
He pointed to one of the flimsy folding chairs. “Sit.”
The chair tipped to the right and I scooted to the edge to keep from falling to the ground, further exposing my asinine ways. 
He sat down with a pair of tweezers and lifted my hand, laying it flat on the table. “This won’t hurt.”
“Promise?” My thumb brushed over his finger as he lowered the tweezers – Crap, I shouldn’t be flirting. I don’t even know this guy. And I have Theo. He’s been a good boyfriend. Besides, I’m not going to go out with a guy on my team. No way. Not happening. But I really like how soft Daniel’s hand feels. Not good. No, not good at all. 
Then he ripped the splinter out. I yelped at the stinging pain. That knocked out any good feelings I had. The guy was a masochist. 
“Hope that didn’t hurt.” He grinned. All was almost forgiven. Except my hand throbbed in time with the mariachi music playing on the other side of the yard. “Let’s get you some gloves.”
We walked over to a workbench and he grabbed a pair of well-worn gloves. They were surprisingly heavy and too big, but I slid them on anyway as he led me to the north side of the soon-to-be house. The pounding and yelling were starting to give me a headache. Then the saws started. 
Daniel bent over a haphazard pile of two-by-fours and freed a lost bandana. I admit I checked out his perfect rear end. It was way better than Theo’s.
“Help me carry these, would you?” Daniel asked as he straightened up. 
“Huh?” My head snapped up and the tell-tale flush of guilt crept on my face. He’d caught me checking him out. Bad, Vic. Think about Theo.
He walked to one end. “I’ll go in the front and lead the way. It’s easier if you pull it up and hold it on one side of your shoulder like this.”
It wasn’t heavy. At first. By the time we’d taken all the boards over to the saws, my arms burned. Fortunately, Daniel didn’t talk while we worked. We just moved the wood, doing what needed to be done. It was actually kind of cool. I didn’t think about anything for an hour other than “lift, carry, walk,” and “look out” or “don’t trip.” 
Daniel pointed to a row of orange water coolers that sat precariously on a wide piece of plywood over two sawhorses. We staggered through the cloud of sawdust. The water coolers were in a much quieter area where the saws were just a buzz in the background. He handed me a paper cup and I sipped the lukewarm water, then drained it. I refilled it two more times. 
“Let’s sit over there.” He pointed to a lone picnic table under an oak tree on the edge of the work site. It didn’t look sturdy either, but my body screamed “sit down,” so I followed and sat across from him. 
I sipped my fourth cup of water and surveyed the site. The saws, hammers, and shouting worked into a melodious rhythm. 
“Why play baseball?” he asked, breaking me out of my daze. 
My shoulders fell as I faced him. I knew the question would be asked, I just didn’t expect it twice in one day. “It’s complicated.” I looked back toward the wooded maze. From this distance, I could see the shape of a house. Grandma stood in the center with a bright red hardhat, barking orders to a group of guys on the eastern side. “Why do you do this?”
He shrugged. “Just do. I like working with my hands.” He pointed to a tall Asian man in a blue polo with blueprints in his hand. He was talking to a big guy who looked more like one of the lumberjacks from reality TV. “Dad’s an architect and helps design the Habitat houses. Ever since I can remember, we’ve been working on them.” He paused and half smiled. “It sounds cheesy, but I like that someone is going to live here. I can picture it. I can see some kids running in the yard. And it’s cool knowing that I helped.”
“That’s really nice.” Of course it’s nice. He has to be hot and nice. 
“Tell me why baseball.” 
“What if someone told you that you couldn’t do this anymore because you’re a boy?” I waved my hand dramatically around the work site. “Not because you aren’t a good worker or because you made a bad call or a major mistake, but because you have the wrong sex organs. How’d you feel?”
His eyebrows shot up into his hairline. “So this is a girl versus boy thing?”
“No, not at all.” I watched him for signs of disbelief. He looked interested. It didn’t seem normal. “I love baseball. When I was little, I played all the time. Then they kicked me out of Little League and told me to play softball. That’s all fine, but it isn’t the same. I know that you guys will all think I’m trying to make a point that girls can play as well as boys, but that isn’t the case. I honestly just want to play baseball. This is my last shot. After this year, I’m not eligible for the summer programs. Then I’ll be in college. I just want to be on a team again. That’s all.”
“Softball teams aren’t good enough?”
I laughed. “Wow, I’m going to say something totally anti-feminist right now. Have you ever played on a team with a bunch of whiny girls? The summer leagues don’t cut anyone. You know that. The district I lived in had a bunch of girly girls who only played because they thought they’d meet boys. I bet other leagues are different, but not mine. 
“And my school doesn’t have a softball team. Just volleyball and basketball. Plus the guys I know take the competition more seriously.” I dropped my head to my chest. “God, that sounded more horrible than I thought.”
“Yeah, that is kinda anti-feminist.”
We laughed like we’d known each other our whole lives. He was too damned easy to talk to. “Daniel, I am seriously not trying to make any statement. I just want to play baseball.”
He stared at me for a minute before smiling. 
“Can I ask you a question without offending you?” I crumpled my cup.
“Probably not, but you can give it a shot.”
“Where are you from? Your family, I mean.”
“St. Louis born and raised. So is my dad. Mom’s from Chicago, but don’t worry.” He glanced around and leaned in. “She’s not a Cubs fan.” He started laughing in his light tenor voice again. “But seriously, my great-grandparents on my dad’s side are from Korea. They immigrated just before Grandfather was born.”
I was suddenly worried that I’d made an ally to only piss him off. “I didn’t offend you, did I?”
“Nah, I get that all the time. Just comes with being a hot Asian guy.” He took my crumbled cup off the picnic table and tossed it in the trash. “Come on. I’ll teach you how to hammer a nail, Korean style.”
“There’s a Korean way to hammer a nail?” I asked as I stood up.
“Nope, but I figured you’d fall for that.”
The rest of the afternoon, Daniel and I hammered nails into boards and connected them to other boards. I didn’t have the slightest idea what I was doing. By the time we finished, we’d put together a wall. Well, part of a wall. A couple of the guys came over and took it away from us. They carried it carefully up the stairs that weren’t there this morning and hammered it in place. 
He stood over my shoulder and I was totally aware of it. Daniel was a couple of inches taller than me, which was nice for a change. “Cool, huh?” he said. 
It was hard not to lean back and inhale his soft sandalwood scent I was all too aware of. “Very. I can see why you do this.”
“Yeah, but you’re gonna feel it tomorrow.”
I looked over my shoulder at him. “What do you mean by that?”
He laughed and the corners of his eyes crinkled. “Just wait.”
“Time to go, Dan,” his father said, coming up behind him. He was taller than I’d originally thought. His skin was darker and his hair was combed. Other than that, he looked just like his son.
“Hey, Dad. You know that girl I was telling you about that’s gonna play baseball this summer? Well, this is her.”
Mr. Cho looked me up and down then offered a thin hand. “Nice to meet you. Daniel tells me you aren’t a bad player.”
I forced back a proud smile. “Thank you, sir. It’s nice to meet you too.”
“Are you here with anyone?”
“Oh, my grandmother.” I pointed to her. She waved at me before a construction worker scooped her up in his arms. I never heard Grandma squeal like a teenager before and I wasn’t too sure I wanted to hear it again. She was loud enough people could hear her down by the Arch. 
“Charles should be more respectful.” He looked between me and Grandma for a moment. “You’re Mary Falls’ granddaughter?”
As I nodded, I saw a hint of recognition in his eyes. I didn’t want to jump to conclusions, but something told me he knew who I was. It wasn’t like I was trying to have a secret identity, but I wanted to be a normal girl. One that played baseball but was otherwise normal. I wanted to spend one summer of my life not being Victoria Hudson, daughter of U.S. Senator Warren Hudson, potential presidential candidate. 
Then it dawned on me that he used Grandma’s maiden name. And she probably never talked about the Senator’s politics around here. Maybe he didn’t know. 
“Come on, Daniel. Your mother’s making mango curry.” He bowed slightly to me. “Nice to meet you again, Miss Hudson.”
Yeah, he didn’t know.
“See you tomorrow, Vic,” Daniel added as he followed his dad. 
Grandma’s eruption of laughter stopped me from responding. One of the other guys had taken a water cooler and dumped the cold water over her head.
“That’s what you get for dumping ice down my back, Mary,” he laughed. 
Shaking my head, I walked toward her. Sometimes grandparents can be just as embarrassing as parents.






  
  Top of the 2nd


The charity event was a thousand dollar a plate dinner with a silent auction followed by dancing. Since Grandma organized the entire thing, she’d be on her best behavior. She definitely wouldn’t act like she had at the Habitat house early in the week.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         
The car pulled up at six-thirty with Theo. He looked sharp in his tux. Theo was handsome, plain and simple, but he’d combed his hair into a side part and gelled it down so it wouldn’t move in a hurricane. It was a bit over the top.
Theo lifted my hand, kissing the tip of my thumb. My thoughts drifted to Daniel for a moment and the way he’d removed the log of all splinters. Theo’s fingers felt cold in comparison. His rich dirt brown eyes glowed golden flecks with mischief, unlike Theo’s serious green ones. I shook my head to get Daniel out of my mind.
I smiled at Theo, but he didn’t notice. The Senator was telling him something about Capitol Hill that didn’t and wouldn’t interest me. Theo acted like a puppy getting a treat. 
We rode along in the limo while my father continued educating Theo about all things Senate related. Mom interjected her two cents here and there, but Theo was mesmerized and gave my father his undivided attention.
I was bored.  
The Palace Renaissance Hotel was the epitome of elegance. The valets wore black slacks with white shirts and red sateen vests and stood at attention outside the entrance to the lobby. The Senator exited first, then Mom, me, and Theo. I must have slouched too much for my mother’s taste since she prodded my lower back. I stood straighter and linked my arm through Theo’s. Once we entered the hotel, the press would pounce.
“Ready for this? I asked him out of the corner of my perfect smile. 
“I’ve been to charity events before, Victoria.” 
I suppressed a laugh. If he was going to get all cocky, I wasn’t about to warn him about the impending press attack. 
We followed my parents inside, and Theo was immediately blinded by a photographer. He pinched his nose between his fingers, squeezing his eyes shut. I let out a very unladylike laugh as I led him toward the ballroom. A society reporter from the Ledger named Wakefield asked me a question I ignored. Mom talked to him at every opportunity, but he gave me the creeps. 
Grandma stood at the head table with the mayor and several members of the city council. Everyone shook the Senator’s hand, even if they didn’t agree with his political agenda. 
Theo started to comment on the room, but I shushed him. Rule number one with my father: don’t talk to someone you’re with while shaking hands with other people. It’s rude and you can talk to your companion later. 
By the scowl on his face, Theo didn’t like to be shushed. 
He’d have to get over it.
When we finally made it to our table, Grandma tapped on the mic at the podium. She talked for a minute about how we needed to fight cancer and win. Then Grandma introduced somebody. I wasn’t listening, but I smiled like I was, as the guy blabbered on about research progression. Everyone clapped. 
Grandma took the podium once again and introduced my father. Now I had to listen, or at least half listen. If he said my name or pointed me out, I needed to be ready for heads to turn my way. My name came up in the first minute as he talked about Grandpa and his battle with cancer. 
Apparently, I was the sad survivor who never knew her grandfather because of this horrible disease. I hadn’t planned on that angle. I forced myself to look sad and heartbroken, which is a lot harder than it sounds. 
Twenty minutes later, it was over. Finally. 
“I’m starving,” I whispered to Theo. 
“Oh, so I can talk now?”
I stopped myself from rolling my eyes. “Of course.”
“Good to know. Are there any other things you forgot to tell me?”
“Beside the picture in the society section of tomorrow’s paper? No, not that I can think of.”
“As long as it isn’t the one of me throwing my hand up in shock, I don’t care.” He pulled at his vest as he sat straighter. “After all, I’ll be in a photo with Senator Hudson.”
I rolled my eyes. “Whatever. It isn’t all that. Believe me.”
“Your dad’s speech was great,” Theo said as I spotted Andrea Hoffpauir in a corner with her parents. I resisted the urge to wave. Unfortunately, the Perday family sat at the same table. The night was already full of suck without Erik Perday around. On Andrea’s first day at Xavier, Mr. Landerson stuck us on a science project and that was that. We became inseparable, much to the chagrin of my former best friend, Erik Perday. Andrea was interesting and listened to me like what I said mattered. Erik had taken to hitting me in the arm like I was his personal punching bag. 
The first course arrived, carrot fennel soup. Why couldn’t they serve burgers and fries at these things?
“I really like the point he made about smoking bans.” Theo polished a spot from his spoon.
“What point?” I stared at the soup. It looked like baby poop, and I wasn’t that hungry.
Theo shook his head. His hair didn’t move. “I don’t understand you, Victoria. You father is one of the most powerful men in Washington –”
“Politics don’t interest me.”
“And yet you do the most political things –”
“Like what?” I didn’t like where this conversation was going. 
“Well for one, the baseball thing.”
I grabbed his arm. “Shush it, Theo.” I glanced over and the Senator was deep in conversation with the mayor. No way he heard the loudmouth boyfriend. “Why do you insist that it’s political?”
“I just don’t understand. You could play softball like you have every summer. You could go to Europe with the rest of us. You could visit colleges. You could go to a spa –”
“Baseball’s not ‘girly’ enough for you, is that it?” I snapped.
“That’s not what I said – ”
“Just stop.” I shook my head. God, he was pissing me off. “Like I’ve said before, I don’t want to play softball. I’ve been to Europe. I’m going to Mizzou. And I don’t like spas. Does that clear everything up?”
He reached for my hand. “I don’t want to fight. I just don’t want to go a month without seeing you.”
I nodded like I knew he was sincere. But he wasn’t. Something told me he was lying and it nagged at me as the waiter set a salad plate in front of me. It dripped with oil and vinegar. Gross. My stomach rumbled loud enough to get Mom’s attention. She handed me a roll. Theo started chatting with the man on his left, a city councilman on his way out of office. I nibbled at the roll until the main course arrived. Duck. Great. I’d be raiding the kitchen later.  
As soon as the meal was over, I motioned for Andrea to join me in the restroom. 
I collapsed on the tiny couch in the most unladylike fashion with my head resting against the cheap pleather. Mom wouldn’t be happy with me and that thought made me smile.
“Theo still mad at you?” Andy asked as she sat properly beside me. 
I rolled my head to face her. “He hasn’t said so, but …”
Andy glanced around before whispering, “He told Colby Bender that he couldn’t wait to get you alone in a hotel in a foreign country before you dropped the baseball thing on him.”
“What?” I bolted up, staring at her like she’d grown a third head. “We’ve only been going out for three months. You seriously can’t mean that he thinks he’s going to get laid just because we’re in freaking France.”
“Who knows with boys.” She flipped the flap of her clutch open and closed. “Colby said Theo’s getting a little tired of being teased.”
The weight of the past few months fell on my shoulders. It explained so much. “Oh good God. How does he think I’m teasing him?”
Andrea gave me the look that said everything. 
“One little indiscretion and I’m doomed for life.”
“I told you to stop drinking like a million times that night. You didn’t listen.” 
The door opened, ending that part of our conversation. While Andrea and I touched up our makeup, she asked about my practices.
“Coach Strauss is a hardass, but pretty cool,” I said after gliding lipgloss on.
“Any hotties on the team?” She wiggled her eyebrows up and down.
I laughed but stopped when Daniel’s face floated into my head. “How would I know? I’m spoken for, remember?”
Andy scoffed. “Just because you’ve got Theo doesn’t mean you can’t look at the merchandise, Vicky.”
She tossed her hair over her shoulder and strolled out of the restroom. I followed her as we headed back into the ballroom. Erik stalked toward us with a sneer creeping over his lips. I was about to turn and run the other way when someone gripped my elbow, spinning me around. 
“Victoria, I don’t believe you’ve met John Barton.” My father beamed as he motioned toward the city councilman. 
Of course I’d met him like five freaking times in the last year. I smiled like a good daughter and shook my head no as I shook Mr. Barton’s hand. Andrea scooted away toward her parents and Theo.
“Ms. Hudson, so nice to see you.” Mr. Barton gave my hand a slight squeeze. 
“I believe you have a son about Victoria’s age.” The Senator chuckled like he knew something the rest of us didn’t. “Doesn’t he attend St. Pius Academy?”
“Yes, he’ll graduate in December.” Mr. Barton smiled with pride. “A semester early. We’ve arranged for him to take a few classes online until he starts at Mizzou in the fall.”
“Victoria’s going to Mizzou.” He was in full political mode now. The gears in his head were churning. 
What am I even doing here? I forced myself to smile. Even the waiter could see it was fake. He raised his eyebrows at me as he scooted by with a tray of champagne. I glanced around quickly. Andrea and Theo were on the dance floor. Erik sat with his parents, glaring at me. This night just keeps getting better. 
“Maybe we should introduce them.” My father chuckled. Mr. Barton joined in. 
Yeah, that was going to happen. I laughed anyway, playing the role of the perfect daughter. Totally nothing like the real me, but I come from a long line of fakers. And I acted like them for the rest of the night.

      ***My body still ached from practice and working on the Habitat house, but not to the point where I couldn’t play for our first game on Tuesday. I showed up at the field ready to ride the bench anyway. Coach Strauss didn’t give me any indication that I would start, much less play. It was easier to have no expectations. 
I dropped my bag at the far end dugout and laced up my cleats. A few of the boys were warming up. I hustled out to join them passing Coach as he hung the lineup card on the fence. I didn’t dare peek. When I headed back to the dugout with Adam in complete silence, I expected the worst. 
The guys huddled around it, but none of them said a word as they got ready to play. I tripped over a bat to get a glimpse. Not only was I starting at third, I was leading off. Daniel stood behind me, looking over my shoulder. His sandalwood scent had become all too familiar after just a few practices. 
“Huh,” he huffed. 
“Surprised?” I asked as I peered over my shoulder at him. 
“Nope.” He ran his hand through his disheveled hair and pulled on his catcher’s mask. “Come on, Hudson. Get on the field. We’re the home team.”
I forced back my smile as we ran out. Jayden tossed me some hard grounders from first. I bobbled the first two but settled down. Adam warmed up on the mound. Everyone was in game mode. 
Then the umpire yelled, “Play ball.”
My heart jumped into my throat before sinking to the pit of my stomach. 
It’s like any other game. Nothing to be nervous about. 
I took three strides off the third base line and crouched low. When Adam threw the first pitch, I balanced on my toes, ready to move left or right, up or down. 
The first batter struck out swinging. The next one grounded to T.C. at short. A fly ball to left center ended the top of the inning. I headed toward the dugout when their third base coach stopped me. 
“You’re a girl,” he said obviously surprised. 
“Good observation skills you got there.” I slapped my glove on my thigh and kept going. Good idea. Piss off the other team’s coach. 
I grabbed my bat from the dugout and took a few warm up swings. My eyes were locked on the pitcher: the way he stood on the mound, the way he threw the ball, where his release point was. There was no way in hell I was going to strike out in my first at bat. 
“Batter up!” the ump bellowed. 
I made my way to the plate. The guys shouted for me. 
“Get us started, Vic.”
“Come on, Vic. Let’s go.”
“WooHoo. Alright, let’s go, Vic,” Daniel yelled, followed by an ear-piercing whistle. Other than Daniel, I had no clue who said what. Didn’t really care, either. 
Lock in. Don’t take your eye off the ball. 
I dug into the batter’s box. The pitcher leaned in to get his sign, and then jolted upright. I winked at him. Cheesy, but I couldn’t resist. He took another signal from his catcher and threw a fastball right down the middle. 
The pitch had more heat than I anticipated. I fouled it back, which was already more contact than their lead-off guy. 
I reset myself in the batter’s box. The next two pitches zoomed too close to my knees. 
Two and one. 
There was no way he wanted to walk me. One, because I’m a girl, and two, because you just don’t walk the lead off hitter. That’s not how you start a game. 
Fastball. Has to be. He won’t go down the middle. As soon as he threw it, I realized how wrong I was. His curveball caught the outside corner. 
Two and two. 
The brim of my helmet shaded my eyes from the afternoon sun. Since I didn’t even swing, he might throw that again. Or a fastball. I knew one thing for certain. He would come at me inside. I waited. 
The ball hurled toward me in slow motion. It inched toward the inside and I turned on it, ripping it over the third baseman and down the line. I sprinted around first on my way to second, finding the ball as it rolled toward the left field fence. The outfielder chased after it, but I knew I could get to third. My feet pounded into the hard infield dirt as my heart thudded the same rhythm in my ears. I rounded second and caught Coach Strauss.
He held up both hands, and I skidded to a stop, hurrying back to second. The throw hit the cutoff man.
I had third. It was mine. I glared at Coach Strauss, but he focused on Ollie, giving him the signs to hit away. I kicked the dirt and took a decent lead. Coach rubbed his thighs and tapped his elbows: the steal sign. 
The catcher set up on the inside. There was a good chance the pitcher would toss a fastball to Ollie. The catcher extended his leg. There was no way he’d throw me out from that position. He didn’t think I’d steal.
Talk about insulting. 
You’re gonna regret this, Bubba. 
The pitcher began his windup, and I was off. I slid into third without a throw. I should’ve already been there, but that wasn’t the point. My first hit. My first stolen base. The day was going great so far. 
I took a shorter lead from third. Ollie grounded out hard to second. I stayed put. Jayden brought me home with a long fly ball into right center. By the bottom of the first, we were up two to nothing. 
The rest of the game went just as well. I fielded a few grounders at third, making the plays without an error. We were winning six to one in the bottom of the eighth. Freddie hit a soft grounder to short, but the shortstop threw wild and Freddie ended up at second. 
Coach gave me the signal to swing away before I stepped into the batter’s box. 
Their reliever looked more like a linebacker for a professional football team than a high schooler. He also had a massive unibrow, which was very distracting. I’d seen pictures of prettier Neanderthals. 
That should’ve been my first clue. 
The first pitch whizzed over my ear as I dropped to the ground. I jumped back up as fast as I went down. The guys in the dugout shouted that it was intentional. Coach stepped out of the dugout, but I shook him off. This battle was between me and Brutus. If he hit me, I’d get first. If he didn’t hit me, I’d get on base somehow. 
Keep your head in the game. Don’t let him win. 
He threw three outside, all of which I fouled off. 
Then he came back inside again. I moved, but not fast enough. The ball smashed into my ribcage. I crumbled like a paper doll. 
As I sucked in my breath, bursts of pain splintered through my upper back. 
“You’re outta here,” the ump shouted. 
Good. He deserves it. He hit me on purpose. An anvil ground into my back. God this hurts. 
I got to my feet with pure determination and found Brutus backing toward his dugout. He smiled and blew me a kiss. 
You’re not beating me, dickhead. Any pain I felt disappeared. Not even my father blows kisses at me. 
Adrenaline cleared my mind and I ran at him, knocking his bulk into the fence. He really was pure muscle. I bounced off, landing on my ass, reminding me of the huge bruise that was forming on my back. 
“You stupid bitch,” Brutus yelled as his hand cut into the metal fencing.
I scrambled to my feet again, filled with the rage bulls must have in Barcelona. Brutus was my red scarf. Before I got my balance, Daniel and Coach grabbed my arms to drag me away. I didn’t get a chance to throw a punch or a slap. I tried to kick him, but Coach yanked me back hard. Daniel, however, ran at Brutus. I grabbed his arm before he got by me. If I couldn’t beat on the jackass, I wasn’t about to let Daniel take a swing.  
“Come on, Ali. Onto the bench,” Coach said. He pushed me toward the dugout. 
“He hit me. I get first.” 
“Yeah, if you were still in the game. You got booted, kid. Now pop a squat.”
I fell to the bench and watched Shane take my spot on the bag. I’d never been kicked out of any game before. Never. I almost did the most girl-like thing there is. I wanted to cry. 
How could I get kicked out?
It didn’t help that my back began to throb with its own heartbeat. 
The game ended without any more drama. We won. They lost. I stayed on the bench, licking my wounds when Coach Strauss raised his voice during a conference at the plate. 
“It ain’t against the rules, Chuck,” Coach Strauss bellowed. 
Their coach equaled ours in yell capacity. “Damn it, Bernie. She attacked John –”
“After he beaned her. He threw at her head, for cryin’ out loud.”
“Guys, calm down,” the ump intervened. “I had a look at the rules before the game. There isn’t anything that says she can’t play.”
“Then she needs to be suspended for attacking John –”
“As soon as John gets the boot for throwin’ at her head then hittin’ her in the back.”
“Stop it. Both of you.” The ump yanked on his thick silver hair. No wonder he was balding. “Here’s what I’m going to do. Both get one game suspension and both teams get a warning. It happens again and they’re both gone. Got it?”
The coaches grunted and walked back to their dugouts. I kept my head down, waiting for the barrage of expletives only a Marine would know. When Coach Strauss didn’t say anything, I couldn’t stop my own mouth from running. 
“I’m sorry.” I sucked up the embarrassment. “It was stupid. But I was just trying to protect myself. He thinks he can throw at me and I’ll quit. That’s not going to happen. I mean, I’m not some wussy little girl that’s afraid of a stupid baseball.”
“Just shut up, Hudson. The little bastard had it coming. Girl or not, he didn’t need to throw at you.” He sat by me on the bench. The weathered wood groaned under his size. “Kid, you did good. I’m impressed. You hit well, played well. Don’t let that idiot get under your skin. Besides, we play ‘em again.”
“I … um … I …” I sighed. “Thanks, Coach.”
He nodded and stood to collect the rest of his bats, dismissing me.
Daniel leaned against my car as I made my way through the parking lot. 
“Hey, how’s your back?” he asked when I got close enough to hear him.  
I looked over my shoulder to see if anyone might overhear me. “It hurts like hell.”
“Don’t doubt it.” He grinned. “You mind giving me a lift? Ollie brought me, but he took off right after the game.”
“Yeah, no prob.” I unlocked the doors with the remote. “Get in.”
He rattled off the directions, half of which I forgot almost as soon as they left his mouth.
“Thanks for the ride,” he said after I passed the first turn. 
I shrugged and regretted it. The pain snaked up my back and into my head. Before Daniel could comment, my cell rang with the distinctive song, which made me grimace even more. 
Theo.
“Isn’t it like two in the morning or something?” I asked instead of bothering with a hello.
“Something like that. Paris never sleeps,” Theo slurred. 
“I take it you’re having fun.” I wondered how much he’d been drinking. Theo’s not much on alcohol or drugs, but he’s been known to have a beer or a joint on rare occasions. Not since we started dating though. 
“Absolutely.” He laughed then added, “Andy got toasted last night. I had to fish her out of a fountain.”
Andy?
“Turn left here,” Daniel said as we approached the light.
“Who’s that?” Theo asked, sounding less drunk than he had a minute ago.
“Daniel. He’s on the team.” When Theo didn’t respond, I added, “I’m giving him a ride home.”
“A ride, huh?” There was no mistaking the annoyed tone in Theo’s voice. “Well, I better get going. I’ll call you later.” He hung up before I could say another word.
What did I do now?
“Boyfriend?” Daniel asked, interrupting my thoughts. 
“Yeah.” I slowed at the stop sign and faced Daniel. “He’s in Paris. Senior class trip.”
Daniel snorted. “Nice class trip.” He glanced out the window then back at me. “Why didn’t you go?”
I rolled my eyes and pulled through the intersection. “I wanted to play ball.”
He stared at me for longer than necessary. “Where do you really live, Vic?”
“With my grandmother. In this district.” I glanced over at him. “I moved in to help her over the summer. Why?”
He raised his eyebrows and fought back a grin. “But where do you live the rest of the year?”
I stopped at another stop sign. I didn’t like where this was going, but I answered anyway. “Hillside.”
“Ah.” He turned away, staring out the passenger window. 
“Ah, what?” My hands were starting to hurt since I gripped the steering wheel too tight.
He paused until a car horn sounded behind us. “Where do you go to school?”
You knew this was going to happen eventually. “Xavier.”
“Brainiac, rich kid school.” He pointed to the upcoming intersection. “Turn right. My house is third on the left.”
I followed his directions and parked in front of a three-story brick house. The place was at least a hundred years old. The simple concrete steps led to a dark oak door with a stain glass window. A large bay window looked out onto the street with a petite blonde woman peeking out from behind the heavy curtains. 
“That’s my mom,” Daniel said, pointing to the window. “She gets nervous when a strange car stops in front of the house. Especially a Beemer.” He opened the door but didn’t jump out. “Can I ask you something else?”
“Yeah, sure. What?” I gripped the wheel tighter. 
“You didn’t mention the game. Did the boyfriend even bother to ask?” He slid out of the car and ran up the steps without waiting for my answer.
He was right. Theo didn’t ask. Theo knew the schedule. I’d emailed it to him as soon as I’d gotten it. And he knew Daniel was in the car. I told him Daniel was on the team. But then again, I didn’t offer up any information either. I turned to look over my shoulder before merging onto the street. The pain returned like a lightning bolt. When I got to Watson Road, I made a left instead of a right and got on the highway. 
The Jacuzzi tub at Chez Hudson called my name.






  
  Bottom of the 2nd


Wednesday’s practice was laid back compared to the week leading up to our first game. Coach didn’t ask how I was and I didn’t expect him to. The bruise on my back was about the size of Mom’s silver turkey platter. Tossing the ball was difficult and I avoided batting practice. Coach didn’t say a word.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                      
Shane got a full workout. Coach put him at every spot in the diamond. He suited up with a chest pad and helmet to catch toward the end of practice. I watched from the dugout as Adam pitched to him, throwing harder as Shane’s confidence grew. He was pretty good at blocking the ones in the dirt, but he didn’t have any clue how to call pitches. 
I put my foot on the bench to tie my cleat. 
“Hey, Vic,” Reggie said as he slapped my back in the wrong spot. 
My knees buckled and I dropped to the bench before crumbling to the ground. 
“Oh, man,” he said. Then he screamed, “Coach, Vic’s hurt.”
Stars burst in my vision. My entire body groaned with the dull throb that originated in my back. I curled into a fetal position, hiding my head under the wooden bench. Coach knelt beside me with pairs of cleats surrounding him. 
“From when he hit you?” Coach asked. 
I whimpered, “Uh-huh.” 
“Can I see?”
This time I nodded. 
He gently pulled my shirt up. Boys don’t gasp. Not usually. I knew I was trouble when I heard them do it simultaneously. 
“Vic,” Coach began, “this is gonna hurt a bit, but I need to determine if you broke a rib or three.”
His big hand was cold as he pressed on the bruise. I didn’t cry. I didn’t scream in pain. But I wanted to. There was no way I was going to let the guys see me wuss out and cry. I bit my lip, tasting blood. Coach sighed and pulled my shirt back down. He grabbed my arms and helped me to my feet. 
“I don’t think you broke nothing. Just a nasty bruise. If you want, I’ll take you to the ER, but it would be a waste of money if you ask me.” He squeezed my shoulder. “Take some aspirin and stay off your feet. Alternate ice and heat.”
Again, I nodded.
“How you gettin’ home?”
“I can drive,” I snapped. I wasn’t completely incapacitated. 
“I’m sure you can, but you ain’t.”
Daniel stepped next to Coach. “I’ll take her. Come on.”
He grabbed our duffels and looped his arm around the good side of my waist to keep me from falling over. His hand was warm and I leaned into him more than I needed to.
“How’re you going to get me home?” I grunted as he led me to the parking lot. 
“I’ve always wanted to drive a Beemer,” he said. My head snapped

      ***
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