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Don’t hate the player...

BOTTOM NINE

Gwen Scott wants to love her job with the Charleston Thrashers, the MLB team she’s worshiped since she was a kid, but she can’t. Hateful colleagues and mind-numbing work make her days unbearable—until her head for baseball gets her exclusive access to the Thrashers’ clubhouse and she comes face-to-face with Tyler Ashe, the team’s sexy shortstop and baseball’s most ineligible bachelor.

BASES LOADED

Ty has sworn off relationships in order to focus on his all-star career, but with his best friend gone, his team struggling, and the press blaming him for every loss, the most recognizable man in the majors is in a slump. Until he starts spending his time off the field with a stern blonde who recites baseball stats for kicks and sees through his arrogant façade.

TWO OUT

As the Thrashers’ season gets into full swing and Gwen adjusts to her new job, their fun banter and friendly teasing turns into stolen kisses and countless steamy nights. The team’s strict policy against player-staff relationships throws a curve ball into the mix, but they can’t hide from their feelings any more than the most famous man in baseball can hide from the spotlight...
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For Natalie. Of course.
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CHAPTER 1
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NOT FOR THE FIRST, fiftieth, or very last time, Gwen Scott considered making a run for it. She thought how easy it would be to stuff her water bottle and her phone into her bag, tuck her heels under her arm, and bolt for the elevator. It was just fourteen and a half steps from her cubicle to freedom, but before she could make the dream a reality, she was interrupted by Allison Whyte, manager of Public Relations, Promotions & Social Media Strategy for the Charleston Thrashers, South Carolina’s major league baseball team, a tyrant, and Gwen’s boss. 

Allison peered down her nose, aided in part by her four-inch heels, and eyeballed Gwen. “What are you doing?”

Everyone knew Allison was the most competent and frightening person in the entire Lennox Building, and Gwen was not immune to the fact as she tried to think of an answer other than “I’m considering running away again.” “Oh,” she said instead. “Um...”

Allison thrust a folded piece of paper into Gwen’s hand. “Bring this downstairs. And don’t just slip it under the door this time, make sure Strip takes it, and opens it, and reads it, and says the words out loud when the cameras are watching. Understood?”

In reality, it was just a piece of white paper with a handful of bulleted speaking points typed on one side. But in another reality—the reality that awaited Gwen on the Thrashers clubhouse level—it was a death warrant. With her name on it.

“Gwen? Why are you still here?”

“Well—”

Allison was already walking away. “It doesn’t matter. Get downstairs before the post-game.”

Now, instead of looking like a beacon of hope, the elevator doors looked like the gates of hell. Gwen’s finger wobbled as it pushed the down arrow, her breath coming shallow as she stepped into the empty car and rode down to the clubhouse. 

She exhaled miserably as the elevator descended. To a lot of people, a job in a major league baseball organization was just a dream. Permission to even visit the clubhouse would be a dream come true. But lately, Gwen’s life had been more nightmare than dream.

Her aunt Marge had loved baseball. Loved it so much she’d painted her house in the team’s black and teal colors, and had memorabilia featured in every room of her home. When nine-year-old Gwen had first arrived in Charleston, she’d been at a loss for words. Because Marge was sixty-five and had never been married, she’d been led to expect a house of cats and knitted afghans, bowls of potpourri and digestive biscuits. Instead she’d gotten a Thrashers season ticket, a glove, and a jersey with her name on the back.

Gwen still couldn’t catch a ball, but she’d rival anyone in the building with her baseball knowledge. In a new country, with an aunt she’d never met and not a single friend, she’d sobbed helplessly every night until Marge had taken to reciting baseball stats to help her sleep. Almost twenty years later, Gwen still knew the ERA of every member of the Thrashers’ 2001 starting pitching rotation. 

The elevator dinged brightly as it reached the clubhouse level, the doors gliding open. The familiar ninth-floor smells of paper and ink, perfume and coffee were gone, replaced by sweat and mildew, testosterone and more sweat. Gwen adjusted her blazer and tugged at the hem of her teal camisole. Her red heels clipped loudly on the cement floor as she stepped out of the car, heralding her arrival.

Not that anyone cared. 

The players were in the clubhouse, being yelled at by Rex Stripley, who had been the Thrashers’ manager since the team’s inception twenty years earlier. The only people fortunate enough to be in the corridor were training staff making themselves busy as they avoided the all-too-common angry ranting. 

Gwen had been on this level once before, and knew Strip’s office was in the direction of the yelling. She eased down the hall that way, walking slowly to muffle her footsteps. The last time she’d been sent on this particularly dreadful errand was the day Strip had fired his fourth assistant of the still-very-early season, a skinny guy named Leo who’d had the unfortunate task of delivering these very same talking points. He’d had a lot of other unfortunate tasks as well, namely being anywhere on Strip’s radar, but Human Resources had found hiring a new assistant “a challenge,” so after Leo’s departure, the talking points were emailed to Strip. 

Except Strip didn’t trust computers, so he needed a hard copy. 

And Gwen was the low woman on the totem pole. They hadn’t even bothered printing her name on the access pass, knowing she likely wouldn’t survive more than a few trips. 

Strip’s gravelly voice echoed off the blue cinderblock walls as she tiptoed down the hall and hesitated outside his empty office. The cramped room consisted of a cheap desk littered with paper, a computer that was more for show than actual use, and a wall of Thrashers photos that spanned the last two decades. From a brand new organization with a miniscule budget, they’d grown into one of the most popular teams in the league. Four trips to the post-season in the past five years had culminated in their first-ever visit to the World Series last fall. 

A trainer walked past and gave her a sympathetic smile, and the donut Gwen had eaten earlier curdled in her stomach. She was the next Leo. And as much as she loathed her thankless job, quitting felt like an insult to Marge, who would reach down and punch her in the boob for being such a baby. Also, Gwen really had no idea what she’d do if she did quit. When Marge died last summer, the bottom had fallen out of Gwen’s world. She’d had plans to continue with school, to get her Masters and find a career, but with Marge’s passing, those plans had gotten lost in the bleak gray haze that was her grieving. 

A sudden heart attack meant that the only person who’d ever acted like a parent, like they loved her or cared for her, was abruptly gone, and just like that Gwen was a scared kid again, lost and alone, staring at the walls of a house covered in Thrashers pennants and signed baseballs and wondering what the hell to do with herself. So with Marge’s favorite bottle of whiskey in one hand and an old glove on the other, she’d drunkenly applied for a job with the Thrashers, the only thing on the planet Marge had loved more than Gwen. What she’d gotten was a junior role in the Public Relations, Promotions & Social Media Strategy department, where she was assigned all the jobs no one else wanted to do.

It wasn’t that bad, at first. She’d been lucky enough to start in August when the Thrashers were dominating the American League East division and fans were excited to read her Twitter updates. Though her brain was on autopilot and she moved like a zombie, she knew baseball through and through and had handled the tasks easily enough, even with a broken heart. Her posts had gotten thousands of likes and comments, making her feel like she was doing something right, and helped to distract her from her grief.

This season, however, was a much different, much sadder story. Two months in, the Thrashers had posted dismal 7-21 records in both April and May, their worst spring in team history, and her tweets were no longer popular. In fact, sometimes it felt like people blamed her for the team’s losing streak, which currently sat at five games. Six, as of ten minutes ago. 

If she somehow managed to survive the errand, she already knew what would come next. She’d go back upstairs and sit in her stuffy little cubicle, the only one on the whole floor that didn’t have a view of the field. Tough loss! she’d tweet. Bowers takes the mound tomorrow—a new day, a new start!

Suck a new dick, someone would reply. And four hundred strangers would retweet it.

Gwen was so lost in sad thoughts of the past that she almost forgot her even more sad present situation.

“Who the hell are you?” The same voice that had been berating the players was now coming her way, made even more frightening by the thunderous storm cloud that hung over Rex Stripley’s head as he stalked toward his office. 

“Ah...I...” Gwen stammered, not just out of fear, but because she was trying to think of a fake name. Unfortunately, all that came out was, “Here.”

She thrust out the page of talking points and Strip arched a bushy brow as he stopped a few feet away and snatched it from her. He was still in his uniform, tonight’s jersey dark gray and teal, and he smelled like sweat, tobacco, and spearmint gum. She’d seen him on television for years, sat in the second row, third-base side, for too many games to count, and watched him stomp around the field, fighting with umpires and other managers, sometimes with his own coaching staff. But she’d never been this close. This was like walking through the forest, tripping over a log, and realizing it was a bear. 

If possible, Strip’s expression darkened even further as he read the notes. Gwen hadn’t actually read them, she realized. Not that she needed to. They were the same inane platitudes the PR team had been issuing for the last two months. Growing pains. Transition period. Too soon to tell. The future is bright. We have high hopes for the season!

“Growing pains?” Strip read aloud. “We have high hopes? What the hell are we hoping for? A miracle?”

“Um...” Gwen smoothed her hair back into its stubby ponytail and avoided his glare. Then she realized the question was not rhetorical and it was her actual job to answer. “Yes, of course,” she said, with more conviction than she felt. “It’s, ah, early.”

“It’s the end of May. We’ve gone 7-21 for two consecutive months—”

“Twenty-two,” she corrected absently.

Strip faltered, then shook his head. “You know the last time the Thrashers held that record? Never. We have never been this bad. Not in history.”

“In June 2005 you went 10-18,” Gwen replied, like the ghost of Marge had slipped into her body and wrested control of her tongue. “But the following month, you won twenty games. April and May haven’t been great, but they’re not a crystal ball. Maybe hopes aren’t high, but they aren’t dead.”

Strip stared at her incredulously, and Gwen felt pinned to the wall by his gaze, a butterfly splayed on a felt board, cruelly murdered in its prime. She was vaguely aware of the players trickling down the hall, slipping past as they tried to head home without incurring more of their manager’s wrath.

Instead of putting her out of her misery, Strip strolled into his office and flipped his hand, indicating that she should follow. Gwen took half a step into the cramped room and hovered at the threshold. 

“So what do I tell ’em about Reed?” Strip asked, crumpling the talking points into a ball and tossing it into the overflowing trash. They’d overpaid for right fielder Denzel Reed in the off-season, a knee jerk reaction to losing one of their star players, and the press took pleasure in reminding them that the investment wasn’t paying off.

“Tell them to simmer down,” Gwen answered automatically. Half her life had been conversations about baseball. Baseball over pancakes. Baseball over grilled cheese and tomato soup. Baseball over dinner pancakes. It was what she knew. “He’s not Connor Whitman, so stop expecting him to be. We signed him for a reason—give him a chance.”

“He’s three for forty.”

“And he’s gone 0-4 in each of the games following an interview in which you tore into him. He’s aware he’s struggling. Give him some breathing room.”

“You think I should bench the guy we paid seven million dollars to play right field this year?”

“No, I think you should leave him alone. When the press asks about him, ignore them. Talk about someone else. Talk about—”

“Ashe?” Strip rolled his eyes as he sank into his chair. The springs screeched their protest as he reclined, the seat back struggling to support him. “We’ve got twenty-five guys on the roster, and all anyone wants to talk about are the two biggest pains in my ass.”

“You could talk about Ibanez,” Gwen suggested. When their starting third baseman sprained his ankle on the second day of the season, they’d brought up Jorge Ibanez from Triple A, and the twenty-two-year-old had been one of the few bright spots in the Thrashers’ dismal spring. “Focus on the future. The potential, not the past.”

Strip stared at her over his steepled fingers. “They give you this stuff upstairs?”

“What stuff?”

He flicked a finger in her general direction. “These opinions.”

And finally Gwen remembered she was standing in Rex Stripley’s office, on the clubhouse level of Lennox Field, the state of the art sports complex in downtown Charleston, South Carolina, and all she was supposed to do was give him a piece of paper. 

She cleared her throat. “Well, anyway. You have the talking points.” They both glanced at the trash. “If you want them.”

She started to ease back out of the office, but bumped into something soft and fragrant. She turned, so lost in the exchange that she hadn’t even heard the reporters approaching, nearly a dozen men and women, and even more cameras and microphones, gathered behind her. Joanna Liu, the Thrashers on-field reporter, ignored Gwen and flashed a picture-perfect smile at the manager. 

“Hey, Strip. Is there a player Q&A today?”

Strip grunted as he stood. “No.”

“Are we doing the post-game in here?”

Gwen tried to squeeze past the horde, but they were clustered too tightly, trapping her in the middle of the chaos. 

“No,” Strip said again, and when he approached, the group moved back, like magnets repelled by his energy. “In the dugout.”

“The dugout?”

“That’s what I said. Head down there. Now.”

The reporters exchanged confused glances with their camera crews, but hurried down the hall toward the concourse that led to the home team dugout. For a second, Gwen felt the tension in her chest release. She’d done it. Given him the talking points and not died. It was a small victory, but she’d take it.

“Come on,” Strip said, crooking his finger. “You too.”

Gwen blinked. “Me? But...why?”

“Because I said so.” He was already shuffling down the hall, gray pants sagging at his hips, jersey straining over his belly. He adjusted his cap and glanced back over his shoulder to make sure she followed. 

All of a sudden, being pinned to a board in the prime of her life didn’t sound so bad. Being led to the guillotine was definitely worse. But because she was free-but-not-really, Gwen trudged after Strip, waiting for the ax to fall. Maybe he just wanted to fire her with an audience. With microphones. And cameras. 

The smells of the hallway gave way to the smells of the field as they approached the concourse, a dim, cool hall about thirty yards long. Even now, twenty minutes after the game, she could still hear the murmur of the straggling fans, the grounds crew rolling out to prepare the field for tomorrow’s game. She smelled the crisp spring night, the grass, the clay, the thrill of wonder and excitement that hung in the air and never seemed to fade.

Gwen’s heels clipped over the concrete, pocked from years of sharp cleats. Her heart pounded as the stadium lights came into view, then the sprawling stands, then the bright green grass, and, finally, the dugout stairs. 

She hesitated on the top step, gazing into the dugout like she was staring at heaven. The wooden bench was sticky with spilled electrolyte drinks, sweat, and saliva. Sunflower seeds and tobacco spackled the floor. Empty paper cups spilled out of the trash cans, and discarded balls and batting gloves languished beneath the bench. 

It was more than she’d ever dared hope for, like encountering your favorite celebrity in person and learning they were kind. 

Her feet started to move again, propelled forward by the sheer magic of her surroundings. The soles of her shoes stuck to the floor, but that didn’t matter, because the field. The field was incredible. 

She’d seen it before, of course. On television. From the stands. But never right here, inches away, so close she could reach out a hand and scoop up a fistful of orange clay and crumble it in her palm...and get fired. So she didn’t touch the clay, but she folded her fingers around the padded blue bar that topped the short fence that protected the dugout from stray balls, and she peered at the trampled infield, the white bases, home plate, the faded baselines. The grass looked greener, the lights brighter. 

Marge would have loved it. 

Gwen swiped at her sudden tears, turning her head away from the group and ordering herself to get a grip. Her fingers squeezed the bar so tight her knuckles went white, and it took a full thirty seconds to get her emotions somewhat under control. 

She still didn’t know why Strip had ordered her to follow, but she no longer cared. He could fire her in front of the whole world—hell, he could set her on fire—and it would be worth it. He’d spent twenty years in this dugout and probably forgotten its power. Gwen never would.

But Strip was ignoring her, standing in the corner of the dugout nearest home plate, as he fielded the same questions he always did. 

Joanna Liu thrust out her microphone. “You took issue with the strike zone in the second inning—what did you say to the umpire?”

“That it sucked.”

“You challenged the tag play at first in the fifth inning, and got it overturned. What did you see that we didn’t?”

“That he was safe.”

“Denzel Reed grounded into two double plays tonight. What are your thoughts?”

Strip bit down hard on the gum in his mouth, then blew out a breath. This was typically the part where he’d grumble about management overpaying and not consulting him on player acquisitions. Now he nodded stiffly and said, “He just needs time to settle in and showcase the talent we know he has.”

“He swung at three consecutive strikes in the dirt—”

“He’ll get there. These haven’t been a great couple months, but it’s not a crystal ball. The future is bright.” A pause. “My hopes are high.”

Joanna Liu sounded like she was trying not to laugh. “Your hopes are high, Strip?”

Strip glanced at Gwen, so quick she would have missed it if she hadn’t been gaping at him. 

Then he turned back to the cameras. “Oh, absolutely, Joanna.”
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CHAPTER 2
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TYLER ASHE LEVERED himself out of the ice bath with a groan. He was thirty-one—too old for achy joints and lame excuses about why he couldn’t go to the bar tonight—but here he was. Last year the scenario would have been so far-fetched he’d have laughed at anyone who suggested it. Last year he had his best friend, his choice of supermodels, and six multi-million dollar advertising contracts, hawking everything from coconut water to sunglasses to underwear. Technically he still had the contracts, but the success wasn’t as fun without someone to share it with.

The television on the wall was tuned into the local sports network, and when they wrapped up the dugout interview with Strip, they switched over to show the American League East rankings, the Thrashers dead last and five games back of the fifth-place Orioles. Strip’s statement about April and May’s stats not being a crystal ball was weird but not inaccurate, and going from a heart-breaking loss in last year’s World Series to looking like a joke the following spring was an embarrassing fall from grace. Of course, Ty had lost far more than the championship last October, and while he’d never admit it, he missed his best friend far more than he’d ever miss a World Series ring.  

He toweled off and pulled on a pair of sweatpants and a Thrashers T-shirt, carefully pressing his ear to the door that separated the treatment room from the clubhouse. Ice baths weren’t his favorite thing, but he’d made up the excuse that he needed to jump in right away so he could avoid the customary round of interviews that followed most games. He’d promised to chat after the bath, but he’d been lying. His plans for the evening involved turning off his phone, sneaking out the service entrance, and heading home alone. Again.

Too bad Thrashers management didn’t share his vision. They felt that his hefty paycheck meant they owned him, and that he owed them. He’d honored his contract since the moment he signed it, showing up to play every single day, rain or shine, injured or not. His name sold seats, his face sold merchandise, and there wasn’t a day he didn’t scribble dozens of autographs for fans. But he’d been faking his smile since the day Connor was sentenced, and he didn’t know how to change it. Connor was more than his teammate and his best friend, he was the closest thing he had to a brother. The only thing he had that resembled family. And now he was gone, and Ty couldn’t reach him. He called. He wrote letters. He sent fucking care packages. 

No reply.

A million fans, two dozen teammates, but not a single friend. 

He’d sooner say he had “high hopes” than admit he was lonely, but that was the truth. In a stadium of 40,000 fans, a quarter of whom had his name on their shirt, he was lonely. And he didn’t know what to do about it.

The chatter had died down in the clubhouse so he slipped through the door, relieved to find just a few players lingering as they took their time getting dressed. Ty headed for his locker on the far side of the circular room. Teal-colored benches lined the walls, the center of the room dominated by a cluster of oversized couches. Four large-screen televisions hung suspended from the ceiling, showing live games across the country. There were three laundry bins for dirty uniforms, two fridges of free drinks and snacks, and one escape route, flanked on either side by burly security guards. 

Ty yanked on a gray hoodie, stuck his feet into sneakers, and slung his bag over his shoulder. He said goodnight to the guards and strode down the hall. The service elevator was just past Strip’s office, and Ty held his breath as he approached, feeling like he had when he was a kid being sent to see the principal. 

A blond woman backed out of the office as he neared, white pants, red heels, dark blazer. Her hair was pulled into a short ponytail, and she nodded at something Strip said, looking marginally less-terrified than the other assistants he’d fired. Ty was often lost in his own world these days, but a limited number of non-players had access to the clubhouse, and he was pretty sure he’d have noticed her before if she was a fixture down here. He had a thing for legs, and hers were a mile long in those heels. Plus it had been months since he’d been on a date, never mind had sex, and there was something about the way she...

...ran away.

She said goodbye to Strip, took two normal steps out of the office, then bolted down the hall as fast as humanly possible in those heels. This wasn’t the first time he’d seen someone flee from Strip, but Ty still took a moment to enjoy the view. Sometimes it was the little things that counted. 

“Ty!” Strip bellowed from his dingy office. He wasn’t even in eyeshot, but like always, the man knew when Ty was plotting something bad.

Ty pasted on an innocent expression and leaned against the doorframe. “Hey, boss. What’s up?”

Strip was hunched at his desk, jabbing at his phone with a meaty finger. He paused to glare at Ty. “Have you ever counted calories?”

“Ah, sure.” Most of the players followed careful diets. And even if he didn’t technically count calories anymore, he knew how to eat well. And when to lie. 

“Well, I’m supposed to use this app my wife downloaded—” He said app the way people said Voldemort— “and it says I’m 400 calories over my daily limit, and I haven’t even had my post-game snack.”

Strip’s idea of a post-game “snack” was a double cheeseburger, but Ty wasn’t about to recommend he eat an apple. 

“Maybe the app is broken,” he suggested.

“You think?”

“Yeah. Totally.”

Strip scowled. “That must be it. Thanks.” He scooped up his desk phone, an old blue rotary he’d probably saved from childhood, and dialed four numbers for the building’s kitchen before he hung up. “Your interview’s down the hall,” he said.

Ty paused, halfway out the door. “What?”

“Your post-game. It’s in the dugout. I did mine, now they’re waiting for you.”

“Oh. Yeah, I know. I talked to them. It went well.”

“Great. See you tomorrow.”

“Bye, Strip.”

Ty felt bad about lying, but not bad enough to turn around and stroll into the viper pit that awaited him in the dugout, eager to ask him the same crappy questions about his same crappy season. Instead he carried on down toward the service elevator, just in time to see a red high heel disappear inside. Behind him he could hear the familiar snap of Joanna Liu bossing around her cameraman, having deduced prematurely that the punching bag of the night wouldn’t be making his scheduled appearance.

“Hold the doors!” he called, starting to jog. His cold joints ached, but he would gladly suffer this pain than field the reporters’ questions about his poor performance and his locked up best friend. 

The blonde stuck her head out the doors and spotted him, and from the way her eyes widened, she also spotted the descending flock of reporters racing after Joanna down the hall. 

Ty leapt in the car and jabbed the arrow to close the doors, then hit the button for the main concourse level. He was parked in the players’ lot, but Joanna probably had someone waiting for him there, and he wasn’t in the mood to fend her off. The veteran reporter had been his cheerleader for a long time, but she was a journalist first, fan second, and some of her questions hit harder than the fastball he’d taken to the ribs tonight. The growing bruise throbbed as his heart pounded, nerves and stress and too many other emotions rattling around inside him.

Ty slumped against the wall as the car bumped its way up three levels, and finally got a good look at the woman opposite him. She was in her mid-to-late twenties, minimal makeup, pretty brown eyes reflecting the same sadness he saw in his own each morning. And afternoon. And night. 

“It’ll be all right,” he heard himself say.

She glanced around. “What? What will be?”

The car jerked to a halt, the doors groaning as they slowly slid apart, and Ty opened his mouth, but had no answer. “Nothing,” he said finally. “I don’t know why I said that.”

Then he pulled up his hood, slipped on a pair of sunglasses, and blended into the throng of disappointed fans leaving the field, their shoulders equally slumped. 

[image: image]

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 3
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IF THERE WAS ONE GOOD thing about Gwen’s job, it was that the PR team occupied half of the ninth floor of the Lennox Building, and that half overlooked the field. Gwen’s cubicle was, of course, on the far side of the floor so she could barely see the blue sky from her seat, but if she lingered at the water cooler, she could find an excuse to watch an at-bat or two. 

The next afternoon she was hunched at her desk live tweeting another disappointing game, and between updates she was refilling her water bottle and squinting down at home plate. They had two televisions on this floor, both of which showed the game in much greater detail than she could see from this height, but she loved the live game, even from far away. It was in her blood; she couldn’t help it. Nor could she help the fact that the Thrashers were trailing 6-1 in the bottom of the third. 

Bowers, the starting pitcher, gave up a first-inning grand slam that had the fans slumping in their seats, and even Jorge Ibanez’s answering solo shot in the bottom of the inning hadn’t gotten them back on their feet. 

She got some more water and watched the players take the field as the Thrashers prepared for the top of the fourth. The fans were dejected because of the team’s poor performance, but many still came to see Tyler Ashe, and were surprised and disappointed to learn he’d been scratched from the lineup at the last minute. Instead, Jorge Ibanez, who normally played third, got the start today, and was making the most of his opportunity to show the team why he should take over at short while Ashe—and the rest of the players—struggled to find their rhythm. He’d already turned a stellar double play and made an ovation-worthy over-the-shoulder catch that was guaranteed to show up on year-end highlight reels.

“...crystal ball line wasn’t mine. Who wrote it?”

Gwen kept her eyes on the field while her ears tuned into the conversations going on around her. After eight months in her job, she was used to being ignored, talked about, and talked around even on the best of days, which meant eavesdropping was one of her new hobbies, along with not making eye contact and trying to be invisible.

While dozens of people worked on this floor, Gwen was primarily grouped with Brandon and Chad, both of whom had gotten their jobs through their fathers, who worked in other departments. Brandon was the typical sports fan, favoring jerseys and backwards baseball hats, more into the game than its promotion. Chad was the consummate hipster, preferring skinny ties and even skinnier jeans. He had zero interest in baseball, but an undying love of any and all free perks. Last year they had teamed up to create the most spectacularly unsuccessful promotion in Thrashers history, ordering thousands of cheap little mesh baskets made with signs that read “Put the ball in my bashe-ket, Ty!” so fans could try to catch Tyler Ashe’s home run ball. 

The team had been promptly and publicly scolded for being insensitive to people with speech impediments, and Ty, who had nothing to do with the promotion, had offered a public apology and visited three elementary schools to emphasize the importance of inclusion and awareness. He had been notoriously uncooperative with any and all promotional efforts since.

“Well?” Allison prompted, when no one spoke up. “Who wrote the crystal ball line?”

“Not me,” said Brandon, eyes on the game outside.

Chad, who didn’t even care about baseball, had the prime cubicle next to the window, where he could deliberately not watch the games and prevent other people from doing so comfortably. He finally chimed in, sounding bored. “Me either.” 

“Well, it was good. And it was nice to hear Strip sound sincere for once.”
“Oh,” Chad said. “I mean, maybe it was mine... I jotted down a bunch of things.”
“Me too,” Brandon added. “I also made a lot of good points.”

No one waited for Gwen’s response.

“Right.” Allison’s dry tone made it clear she wasn’t buying either story. “In any case. Get back to work. I want your promo pitches in an hour.”   

Gwen returned to her desk and called up the live game on her computer. The cameras zoomed in on Ty, scowling as he leaned against the same padded fence she’d rested on the night before. Strip had yanked Ty from the starting lineup with no warning and no explanation, and fans and commentators were busy wondering why. The most popular theories were a) so Ty could read a book about hitting and remember how to swing a bat, b) because somewhere between October and June, Ty had aged twenty years and was being replaced by a younger model, and c) because Strip wanted his team to fail and so had benched their best player. 

The Thrashers got out of a bases-loaded jam and Gwen loaded up her prepared gif of a player wiping his brow. That was close! she tweeted. 

You suck, was the first response.

Denzel Reed, the arguably overpaid right fielder the team had acquired to replace the incarcerated Connor Whitman, led off the bottom of the fourth. Now in his late twenties, Reed had exploded onto the scene at the age of twenty-one, earning himself the Rookie of the Year award and a trip to the All-Star game. He’d continued on that way for the next six years until a spring training injury the previous season kept him on the disabled list into July, at which pointed he’d returned to post an abysmal .179 batting average and tied for the highest strikeout rate in the majors. With his contract up, the Astros had opted not to re-sign him, and Thrashers management had decided to. The decision was widely mocked by fans, many of whom now booed loudly as Reed approached the plate.

But then something unexpectedly wonderful happened. Reed hit the ball. He hit it off the wall in right center, and when the fielders couldn’t decide who should play it and wasted precious seconds figuring it out, Reed took advantage and slid headfirst into third. The same fans who’d booed him were now on their feet as Edwin Escobar, the Thrashers’ veteran catcher, approached the plate. He jumped on the first pitch and singled up the middle, cashing in the second Thrashers run of the game. The fans went wild as Andrew Girardi, the left fielder, stepped into the box, and, following Escobar’s lead, sent the first pitch sailing down the left field line, rattling around in the corner for a double that put two runners in scoring position. 

Gwen could hear the roar of the crowd as Jorge Ibanez strolled up the plate, more confident than any twenty-two-year-old had a right to be, especially when filling the cleats of their most famous player. He grinned as he adjusted his helmet. Gwen’s bottle was still full from her six previous visits, but she scurried over to the cooler anyway, gulping half the water so she could refill it slowly as she watched. Two feet away, Chad had his back to the field, a game of solitaire open on his monitor.

Ibanez took the first couple of pitches outside, waiting for the fastball he liked. He got what he was looking for on the third pitch, and sent the ball into the upper deck for a three-run home run. The fans screamed, and Gwen was smiling as she returned to her desk to tweet. Fourth inning thrashing! she wrote, accompanied by a clip of the Thrashers mascot, a giant bird, hip-checking one of the grounds crew during an old game.

Fuck off, someone replied.

* * *
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“TALKING POINTS,” ALLISON snapped, rapping on Gwen’s cubicle wall with one hand and thrusting the dreaded piece of paper into her face with the other. “Take them downstairs. Now.”

Gwen stuck her feet into her red heels, pulled on her gray blazer, and squared her shoulders. She’d held out approximately one ounce of hope that Allison would order Chad or Brandon to march into the lion’s den today, but knew it was unlikely. Chad probably wouldn’t know who Strip was, and Brandon couldn’t be trusted not to lose the paper. Plus Gwen was at the bottom of the ladder, and they enjoyed stepping on her too much. 

She’d survived yesterday’s errand, so today she made her way to the elevator with a slightly diminished sense of dread. Still, she was sweating by the time she reached the clubhouse level, though unlike yesterday, there were no angry shouts echoing down the hallway, and the trainers were smiling and chatting as they strolled past, almost like they were happy to be at work. 

Well, that was an improvement at least. She’d do better today, too. Instead of lingering outside Strip’s office like a sacrificial lamb, she’d drop the talking points on his chair where they couldn’t be missed, then run back to her desk, schedule one last celebratory tweet, and go home.

Then she stepped into Strip’s office and that plan went to hell.

Strip and Tyler Ashe were huddled in a corner, Ty staring at the manager’s shoulder as he listened to the lecture. Even though the words were spoken softly, it was obvious they were harsh, and the tension in Ty’s body was evident. The two men turned as Gwen entered, stopping a second too late. 

“Um,” she said, pinching the talking points between two fingers like the paper was a dead mouse. “Here are the notes. Congrats.”

Strip was the first to break the spell, covering the short distance and snatching the page from her hand. “Thanks.”

She nodded and backed out of the room. 

“Where are you going?”

Gwen froze. “Home?”

“Stay put,” he ordered.

“Okay.” Her mouth formed the word while her brain protested.

He unfolded the paper and skimmed it, lips tightening into a displeased line as he read. “Are you kidding me?”

Gwen balked. “I didn’t write it.” Or read it, now that she thought about it.

“The Thrashers are back? Never better?”

“Uh...”

“Never better? Bowers was a lot better this time a year ago! Don’t you know anything about this game?” He continued to read aloud. “Today’s game is a magic mirror into the future?”

Somehow, Gwen had managed to forget about Ty, not just one of the most famous athletes in the country, but a man whose poster had hung on her wall for the better part of a decade. Now he made a noise that sounded suspiciously like a smothered laugh. If the moment weren’t so mortifying, she might want to laugh too. But mostly she wanted to die.

“I—”

“Now let’s play ball? Am I supposed to say this? With a straight face? Without getting my ass handed to me by those reporters?”

“Ah...” Gwen was about to throw up. 

Then Ty stepped in. “C’mon, Strip. You know she didn’t write it. She’s just the messenger.”

Strip’s nostrils flared as he inhaled, then, holding Gwen’s stare, crumpled the paper and tossed it into the trash. Again. 

“Then tell me what to say,” he ordered. “Because if I speak for myself, I’m going to say one game means nothing, we’ll see what tomorrow brings. And I’m not saying ‘mirror.’”

Gwen had analyzed more than her share of games with Marge, and didn’t need to think about the answer. “Talk about teamwork,” she said.

“Teamwork?”

“Yes. Bowers got off to a rough start today, but the team rallied and came back from it. You used four relievers, no earned runs. Escobar helped talk Martin out of that bases-loaded jam. Reed had an outfield assist, there were three double plays. When this team works together, it works.”

Strip stared at her for a moment. “Well,” he said finally. “That’s not terrible.”

“Oh, okay. Great.” She reached for the door. “Um, goodbye.”

“No, you stay.” Strip snatched up his Thrashers hat and stuck it on his head, not completely centered. “I’m going to go give an interview.” He poked a finger into Ty’s chest. “You tell this jackass what to say, then personally escort him to the dugout so he doesn’t skip out again. Is that clear?”

“Yes?” Gwen managed, meaning, “God, no.”

“Not you.” Strip fixed his glare on Ty. “You. Is that clear?”

Ty’s response was a mumbled, “Yeah.”

“Good. I expect you in five minutes.”

Strip stalked out of the office, slamming the door behind him and leaving Gwen alone with none other than Tyler Ashe. At home she had three Tyler Ashe jerseys, two copies of Sports Illustrated with his face on the cover, and one of his foul balls in a plastic case on her nightstand. 

And now she had nothing to say.

“Well?” he said. “What do I tell them?” His dark brows narrowed, and when he was annoyed, his blue eyes got even more blue. She thought of the massive underwear ads plastered around the city, Ty’s eyes Photoshopped until they were nearly glowing, his shaggy dark hair perfectly unkempt. Now his hair was hidden under a wool cap, paired with gray sweats and a black training shirt, and even with a two-day beard, he was still one of the most beautiful men in the world. 

“Well?” he prompted.

This wasn’t Gwen’s job. She delivered talking points, she didn’t prepare them. “What are you supposed to tell them?” she asked finally.

“I don’t know. No matter what I say, they’re going to tear into me. Ask why the one game I don’t play is the one we win.”

“What do you expect them to do?”

“Leave me alone? Forever?”

“Then stop with all...this.” Gwen waved her hand at his face.

“With what? My head?”

“Your attitude. You’re just feeding them. You want them to leave you alone? Smile.”

“What?”

Whether or not Gwen was terrified of Allison was irrelevant. Her boss was one of the best in the business, and Gwen had heard her give enough advice to know the answer to this question. “Say something positive and control the narrative. Apologize for running away last night. Say today gave you some perspective. You’re excited by what you saw. Ibanez did great at short, Reed went 3-4. You’re...invigorated.”

“Who the fuck says invigorated?”

“You say it in your coconut water commercial.” 

Ty’s frown deepened. “Who are you again?”

Gwen faltered. How was this happening? Again? She had one job: drop off a piece of paper. Not this. 

“Never mind,” she said, tugging open the door. “Just go out there and play nice.”

“Where are you going?”

“Home.”

“You’re supposed to escort me to the dugout.”

“You know where to find it.”

They locked eyes and Gwen knew they were both remembering those seconds in the elevator, how she’d said nothing when he escaped, how she’d let him go. It was his turn to return the favor.

Finally, Ty shrugged. “Have a good night.”

Gwen darted out of the office, jabbed the button for the elevator, and was rewarded when the doors glided open so she could jump inside and bang her head against the wall. Play nice? Play nice? That was her advice to Tyler Ashe, baseball god? It was like something happened to her when she got down to the clubhouse level. She either turned into a stammering um-ah-er idiot, or a bossy know-it-all who kinda sorta deserved to be fired, even if it wasn’t really her fault she kept getting sent down there. 

Allison was waiting for the elevator when the doors opened on nine, and Gwen knew she was there to deliver the death blow. 

“How’d it go?” she asked mildly, texting something on her phone as she waited for Gwen to step off.

Gwen hesitated, waiting for the ax to fall. “Um, just fine.”

Allison didn’t even look up. “Great. See you tomorrow.”

And though Gwen had been expecting to be berated, humiliated, and fired, “See you tomorrow,” was, somehow, the worst thing she could have heard.
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CHAPTER 4
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TY WAS BENCHED AGAIN. Two days in a row. He hadn’t been benched for two days since his second year when he’d arrived hungover and thrown up in his locker five minutes before game time. Strip sat him for a weekend and made him spend a month with a sober coach. He’d learned his lesson. Or so he’d thought, because he’d gone to the dugout yesterday, apologized to the reporters for his behavior, and spewed all the cheerful lines about how invigorated he’d been by the younger players’ performances. And now he’d shown up early—and sober—done his pre-game workout, and found the lineup posted on the wall, and his name wasn’t on it. Not only was he not in the starting nine, he wasn’t even at the top of the list of bench players. He was at the bottom. Some people might think he was reading into things, but he knew Strip. This was a message. One small mistake, one big penalty. 

“What the fuck?” he asked when Strip strolled in and grabbed a can of coconut water from the fridge. “I’m sitting again?”

“Oh good, you can read.” Strip sipped the drink and grimaced. “I can’t believe you hawk this stuff. It tastes like spit.”

“Coconut water is an excellent source of magnesium and potassium,” Ty said, because he was paid to. “It may help prevent diabetes, kidney stones, and heart disease.”

“Shut up. It’s disgusting.”

“I have a lifetime supply. I’ll learn to love it. Why am I benched? Again?”

“Because you lied to me.”

“I apologized.”

“No, you apologized to the reporters, and only because you were told to.”

Ty groaned. “I’m sorry I said I talked to them when I hadn’t. I wasn’t in the mood.”

“And you think I am? I’m sixty years old.”

“You’re sixty-four.”

That earned him a glare.

“I haven’t had a steak in two months,” Strip continued. “My wife makes me eat something called an açai bowl for breakfast. I’m starving and I don’t have time for your ‘moods.’”

“It’s not a mood, it’s—”

Strip waited for Ty to finish, and when he didn’t, Strip read his mind anyway. “He still hasn’t talked to you? No letters? No phone calls?”

Ty shook his head and studied the floor. “No.”

“He’ll come around.”

“It doesn’t matter. He’ll still be in prison.”

“And you’re out here,” Strip pointed out. “Make the most of it.”

“Put me in the lineup and I will.”

“No. Ibanez is growing on me.”

“No, he’s not. He hasn’t met a bottle of cologne he doesn’t like.”

“Yeah, I have to hold my breath when he walks by, but he’s hitting well, and we need production. Remember when you started out? That gold earring?”

Ty tried not to smile. “No.”

“It dangled.”

“It was trendy.”

“You looked like a woman from the left side.”

“I did not.” 

“Point is, Garces knew you were going to replace him, and he got behind it. He mentored you. He set an example. I don’t know how it happened, but we got older, kid, and you’re one of the vets now. Pay it forward.”

“I’ll just buy him a bottle of cologne.”

“You do that and I’ll bench you forever.”

Ty’s smile broke free, and earned him one of Strip’s rare mouth twitches. “Am I playing tomorrow?”

“We’ll see. Keep your head out of your ass in the meantime.”

“No promises.”

Strip left to go back to his office and Ty changed into his warm-up clothes so he could take batting practice, even if he wasn’t playing. Again. He wasn’t happy about it, but at least Strip wasn’t echoing the rumors floating around online about how he was getting old and it was time for a replacement. He had a lot of good years left, and no clue what he’d do with the years after. 

“Incoming,” droned one of the security guards flanking the door. His tone had a familiar warning, and every player in the room busied themselves at their locker, knowing who was about to make an appearance. 

“Good morning, gentlemen.” Allison Whyte was smart and frightening, and when she wanted something, she came down and got it. Before last year’s bashe-ket fiasco, Ty’s management team was responsible for vetting all the promotion ideas that included his name. After weeks spent cleaning up the mess, Ty had ordered that all future promotional suggestions be sent to him directly for approval. Now he spent more time dodging the requests than dealing with them, and had almost started to believe Allison had given up on the scheduled bobblehead giveaway night. He should have known better. 

Still, he didn’t turn to face her until she said, “Ty? Do you have a minute?”

The rest of the players let out a unanimous sigh of relief that they weren’t the subject of today’s visit. Ty glared at Escobar, who was laughing into the locker next to him, and only laughed harder when he caught Ty’s look.

“I’ve got batting practice,” Ty said. 

Allison was standing next to the lineup card, and now made a careful show of studying it and finding Ty’s name at the bottom. “I think you’ve got time,” she said.

Someone else laughed.

Ty elbowed Escobar in the kidney as he approached Allison, who waited patiently at the door. “Fine,” he said. “What is it?”

“We’ve got your bobblehead prototype. I need you to sign off on it. Let’s go to Strip’s office.”

That’s when Ty noticed a pair of red high heels in the hallway behind Allison, and when he tilted his head to peer past her, he spotted the long legs
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