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    To everyone who has ever loved someone they were supposed to compete against.

And to Puerto Rico—la isla del encanto.




  "The only way to prove that you're a good sport is to lose."
— Ernie Banks


Chapter 1: Back in the Game

Every athlete who survives Tommy John says the same thing: you come back different. Not broken. Rebuilt.

Standing on the mound at the Titans' spring training facility, the rubber beneath my cleats and the dirt packed solid beneath the rubber, I finally understood what they meant. Eighteen months since I'd stood here for real. Eighteen months of surgeries and silence and watching baseball from places baseball players don't belong.

The weight of a baseball in my hand shouldn't feel like coming home. But it did.

I turned it in my fingers. Four-seam grip, index and middle finger across the horseshoe of raised stitching, thumb anchored on the smooth leather underneath. The leather was still stiff from the box, not yet broken in by sweat and rosin, and the red lacing pressed ridges into my fingertips. I rolled the ball once, feeling for the axis, the rotation point, the invisible sweet spot where physics and muscle memory converged.

Behind the plate, Marcus settled into his crouch, mitt centered, knees spread wide. He didn't call a sign. Didn't need to. We both knew what the first pitch back had to be.

I wound up, feeling the mechanics that physical therapists had rebuilt one tendon at a time. Hip rotation, shoulder alignment, the whip of my arm through the delivery. Every piece reconstructed, tested, stressed, and now finally unleashed. My lead foot hit the dirt and my elbow snapped forward and the ball ripped out of my hand with a sound like tearing cloth.

Marcus's mitt didn't move. Dead center. The pop of leather echoed off the backstop, sharp and clean.

"Ninety-seven," the pitching coach said from behind the screen. "Welcome back, Cole."

I didn't celebrate. Didn't pump my fist or shout at the sky. I stood there, breathing, feeling the pitch's echo travel up through my rebuilt elbow and into my shoulder and down my spine. My fingertips tingled where the seams had dragged across them. The familiar burn of release, the ache that lived at the base of my forearm. Not pain. Proof.

The late afternoon sun pressed against the back of my neck, February in Florida, the air so thick with humidity that salt coated every breath. The mound dirt had that particular spring training smell: fresh clay mixed with chalk line dust and the chemical tang of freshly mowed outfield grass. Somewhere behind the backstop, cameras clicked, the shuffling of feet in the media contingent that had come specifically to document this moment. Ethan Cole's return. The golden boy, rebuilt.

They didn't know what those eighteen months had really been like. The surgery that lasted four hours. The first two weeks when I couldn't lift my arm above my head. The months of physical therapy that left me sweating and exhausted and wondering if any of it was worth it.

The nights when I'd wake up from dreams where I could still pitch, then remember that I couldn't.

But standing here now, the rubber solid beneath my cleats and the ball going where I told it to go?

I was back.

Not the same. Better. The doctors had warned me about this, actually. Some pitchers come back stronger after Tommy John. The new ligament tightens everything, and once the muscle memory rebuilds itself around the new architecture...

But knowing and feeling are different things.

"Give me another," I said.

Marcus settled back into his crouch. The pitching coach made a note on his clipboard. Somewhere behind me, I knew there were scouts and reporters and front office people watching, all of them waiting to see if the golden boy had lost his shine.

I didn't think about them.

I thought about eighteen months ago, waking up from surgery with Nate's hand in mine. The fear in his eyes that he couldn't quite hide. The weeks of not being able to grip a coffee cup, let alone a baseball. The months of throwing into nets, then soft toss, then half-speed.

Another pitch. Ninety-eight. The changeup came next, biting through the zone exactly where I wanted it. Marcus shifted his glove barely an inch to frame the strike, and I heard Coach Williams grunt in approval behind the screen.

They'd thought I might be done. Some nights, lying awake with my arm throbbing in a dull, relentless rhythm against the pillow, I'd thought I might be done. Three in the morning, staring at the ceiling while Nate slept beside me, cataloguing every twinge and ache and wondering if this was what the rest of my life felt like. A body that used to be extraordinary reduced to something that couldn't open a jar of pasta sauce without wincing.

The slider. I set the grip, feeling the offset pressure of my index finger on the outside seam. Released it with a snap, and the ball broke fourteen inches across the zone. Marcus's mitt swept left to catch it. The curveball followed, a looping twelve-to-six that dropped through the strike zone like a stone falling through water. Each pitch a conversation between my brain and my rebuilt arm, a negotiation of trust that I'd been working on for over a year.

I felt it now.

The session continued. Forty pitches total, each one recorded, analyzed, dissected by the team of coaches and trainers who'd invested so much in getting me back here. By pitch thirty-five, my arm was warm but not tired. By pitch forty, I was ready for forty more.

"That's enough for today," Coach Williams said, and I didn't argue even though every fiber of me wanted to keep going. I'd learned patience the hard way. Pushing too fast was how arms broke in the first place.

I stepped off the mound. The grass felt different under my cleats than the clay, softer and giving, and the transition jarred something loose in my chest. I'd walked off this mound hundreds of times. But this one counted differently. This one meant I was back.

"How's the arm?" Coach Williams asked, meeting me with a towel and the careful, assessing look of a man who'd managed pitchers for thirty years and trusted none of them to be honest about their bodies.

"Good." I grabbed the towel, wiped the sweat from my forehead. The cotton came away damp and smelling of the cheap detergent the facility used on everything. "Better than good."

"Better be. Media's waiting." He studied my face for another beat, looking for the lie. Whatever he saw must have satisfied him, because he nodded once and turned back toward the coaching staff clustered behind the screen, already comparing notes on their clipboards.

Right. The circus.



The press area at spring training is nothing like the madhouse during the regular season. Smaller crowd, more casual atmosphere, everyone still settling into their rhythms after the offseason. But today felt different: more cameras than usual, more microphones thrust toward me as I walked in. The room smelled like burnt coffee and carpet cleaner, the universal scent of every media room in every sports facility in America.

"Ethan! How does it feel to be back?"

"Did you ever doubt you'd return?"

"What did the doctors tell you about your timeline?"

I found my spot at the podium, the Titans logo bright behind me, the wood surface scarred with the marks of a dozen hands gripping it through a dozen press conferences. Took a breath. Smiled the smile I'd learned to give cameras six years ago when I first came up to the majors, terrified and trying desperately not to show it.

But I wasn't that kid anymore.

"It feels incredible," I said, and for once, the media-trained answer was also the truth. "Every pitcher has concerns about their arm. I just have better perspective now."

"Any worries about the elbow holding up over a full season?"

I considered the question. The old Ethan would have deflected. Spun something about taking it day by day, trusting the process, all the empty phrases that answered nothing.

"Some." I met the reporter's eyes. "Anyone who says otherwise is lying or delusional. But I've done the work. The medical team has done their job. And I'm grateful for every pitch I get to throw from here on out."

A hand went up in the back. "Ethan, you and Nate Reyes have been Titans teammates for a few years now. How much did having a familiar face in the clubhouse help during recovery?"

The standard teammate question, the one that sounded innocent but always had teeth. They wanted the rivalry angle. The old Cole-versus-Reyes storyline that still sold clicks even though we'd been on the same roster for years.

I kept my expression neutral, the way I'd trained myself.

"Having good teammates matters during recovery," I said. "The whole pitching staff kept me in the loop, video sessions, scouting reports. And yeah, Nate checked in. He's a good teammate. Anyone who's been through a major injury knows that support makes a difference."

"There's been speculation about international rosters this year. Any chance the rivalry gets reignited on a bigger stage?"

I almost laughed. They had no idea how complicated that question really was.

"We're on the same team right now," I said. "Anything beyond that is above my pay grade."

The reporter opened her mouth for a follow-up, but the PR coordinator stepped in. "Last question, please."

Someone in the front: "What's your goal for this season?"

Easy. "Stay healthy. Win games. Help this team compete for another championship."

The media-trained answer. But also the truth.

More questions followed: about the team's chances, about being separated from the rotation for so long, about whether my velocity was fully back. I answered them on autopilot, part of my brain already drifting toward the parking lot, toward the person waiting there.

Eighteen months of recovery. Hundreds of therapy sessions. Thousands of reps rebuilding what had been torn apart. All of it leading here, to this moment of normalcy that felt anything but normal.

I was a pitcher again.

And somewhere outside, watching from a distance because he knew I'd need space to process this, the man I loved was waiting.



Nate was leaning against my car when I finally emerged from the facility, sunglasses pushed up into his dark hair and a smile already spreading across his face. He wore a faded Titans t-shirt with the sleeves cut off, showing the definition in his arms that he worked for every morning at five AM. A gym bag sat by his feet. He'd been working out while I pitched.

God, he was beautiful.

Seven years of knowing him, three of them tangled up together in every way possible, and the sight of him still hit me like a pitch to the ribs. The particular angle of his jawline. The way his smile started on one side before the other caught up. The dark stubble he'd stopped shaving during the offseason because he knew I liked the way it felt against my neck.

"Ninety-seven," he said as I approached. "Show-off."

"Gotta keep up with the outfielders."

"Keep up?" He pushed off the car, closing the distance between us. "Pretty sure the radar gun isn't tracking my arm."

"Just your swing. Which, I might point out, struck out twice against me last year."

"Last year you had two good months before your elbow exploded."

I should have flinched at that. A year ago, I would have. But something about standing on that mound today, feeling the ball come out of my hand exactly the way it was supposed to, the wound had closed.

"And yet," I said, "two strikeouts."

Nate laughed, and the sound loosened something tight in my chest. His eyes did that quick sweep they always did—parking lot, fence line, the tunnel exit where a straggling camera crew might emerge. All clear.

He pulled me into a kiss. Quick, warm, with one hand cupping the back of my neck the way he knew undid me.

We'd perfected the geometry of stolen moments. The blind spots in stadiums. The angles where security cameras didn't reach. The half-second calculation before every touch in a space that wasn't fully ours. Three years of living together and we still ran the same silent checklist every time.

It should have bothered me more. Sometimes it did. But right now, with his mouth on mine and the adrenaline of the day still humming under my skin, all I felt was grateful.

"Come on," Nate said against my mouth. "Let's go home."

In the car, I let myself sink into the passenger seat while he drove. Exhaustion was catching up, not just from the pitching session, but from the months of tension finally releasing. My body had been braced for bad news for so long that feeling good felt almost foreign.

"How'd it really feel?" Nate asked, eyes on the road.

"Like..." I searched for the words. "Like I'd been holding my breath for a year and a half and finally got to exhale."

His hand found mine on the center console. Squeezed.

"You know what my dad said when I called him this morning?" Nate's voice was soft. "He said, 'That boy's arm is a gift from God. About time he gets to use it again.'"

Miguel Reyes, who'd been skeptical of me in the beginning. Who'd wondered if the white boy from Connecticut was good enough for his son. Who now texted me independently just to check in, sent me Puerto Rican recipes he thought I might like, and had cried at our last Christmas together when I gave him a signed baseball from my rookie year.

"Tell him I said thanks."

"Tell him yourself. We're going over for dinner Sunday."

The Reyes family dinners had become a fixture in our lives. Rosa's cooking, Miguel's stories about growing up in Puerto Rico, the chaos of Nate's extended family filling the small house with noise and laughter. It had taken me years to feel comfortable in that chaos. Connecticut WASPs didn't do loud. But now I couldn't imagine life without it.

I smiled and watched the scenery slide past. Spring training in Florida, palm trees and strip malls and the peculiar geography of a state that existed primarily as a placeholder between baseball seasons. We'd rented a place down here, same as always, a little condo near the training facility where we could pretend to be normal people for six weeks before the real season started.

Normal. After everything, normal still felt like a miracle.



Our condo was nothing special. Two bedrooms, one converted to a home gym neither of us used much because the facility was a ten-minute drive. A balcony with a view of a parking lot and, if you craned your neck, a sliver of palm trees against the sky. The kind of temporary housing that said we're just passing through even when we'd been there for weeks.

But it was ours. The photos on the wall (us at Christmas with my parents, us with Rosa and Miguel at Nate's birthday, the team photo from last year's championship run) made it feel like more than just a place we slept. The small touches we'd added over the years, a worn blanket from my mother's house draped over the couch, a set of Nate's Dominican coffee mugs in the kitchen, the scratched-up cutting board we'd bought at a farmer's market our first year together. We'd built a life that traveled with us.

When we walked in, everything in me settled.

Nate immediately headed for the kitchen, pulling ingredients out of the refrigerator like a man on a mission. "I'm making that chicken thing your mom taught me."

"My mom taught you to cook?"

"Christmas, two years ago. You were passed out in the guest room after too much wine and your mom and I had a very productive conversation about how to keep you fed."

I leaned against the counter, watching him move. Efficient. Comfortable in his body in a way that still amazed me. Nate had never had to learn to take up space. He just did, naturally, like the world had been made to accommodate him.

"What else did you two discuss?"

"State secrets." He shot me a grin over his shoulder. "You'll never know."

"Terrifying."

"You should be terrified. Your mother likes me more than she likes you."

"That's..." I paused. "Actually probably true."

He laughed, and I watched his shoulders shake with it, and the feeling that swelled in my chest was so big I didn't have a name for it. Gratitude, maybe. Relief. The specific joy of being exactly where you're supposed to be with exactly who you're supposed to be there with.

I thought about the months of recovery. The nights when I couldn't sleep because my arm ached or my brain wouldn't stop spiraling. The days when I'd watched Nate leave for the stadium knowing I couldn't follow.

He'd never complained. Not once. Even when I was insufferable (and I had been, some days, impossible to love) he'd just stayed. Made me dinner. Rubbed my shoulder. Told me to shut up when I got too far into my own head.

Eighteen months ago, I didn't know if I'd pitch again.

Eighteen months ago, I didn't know if we'd survive the stress of my recovery, the frustration, the depression that came with being sidelined while he kept playing.

But here we were. He was making chicken in our rented kitchen, teasing me about my mom, existing in the easy domesticity we'd built through sheer stubbornness and no small amount of therapy.

"Hey," I said.

Nate turned, one eyebrow raised.

"I love you."

His expression softened. "I know."

"That's-" I started.

"Han Solo. I'm Han Solo in this relationship. You're Leia."

"I pitched ninety-seven miles per hour today and you're calling me a princess."

"A general. And yes." He crossed the kitchen, cupped my face in his hands. His palms were warm, calloused from years of gripping a bat. "I love you too. Now go shower. You smell like a locker room."

"Join me?"

"Tempting." His eyes darkened just a little. "But then dinner will never get made and we'll be eating cereal at midnight again."

"That was one time."

"It was three times. Last month."

I kissed him instead of arguing. Slow, thorough, the kind of kiss that only happened behind locked doors, in the one place where we didn't have to measure distance or check sight lines.

"Later," he murmured against my lips. "Dinner first."

"Later?"

"Later." The promise in his voice sent heat curling through my stomach. "Now go. Shower. The chicken won't wait forever."

I went, but I paused at the bathroom door, looking back at him. He'd already turned back to the stove, humming something under his breath, one of the old salsa songs his mother played on Sunday mornings. His hips moved just slightly with the rhythm, probably without him even noticing.

Three years ago, I'd nearly lost this. My own fear, my inability to handle competition, my desperate need to be the best at everything. It had almost destroyed us.

Now I got to watch him cook dinner in our kitchen while he hummed his mother's music.

Some victories had nothing to do with baseball.

I went.



Later turned out to be everything I'd missed during eighteen months of careful movements and healing tissues.

Nate's hands on my skin, reverent and hungry in equal measure. The sounds he made when I touched him. The way we'd learned each other's bodies over three years of sharing them: what worked, what drove the other crazy, what felt like too much and what was never enough.

"Easy," he breathed when I got too eager, and I forced myself to slow down even though my rebuilt arm felt strong and my whole body was humming with the release of finally being back.

"I'm fine."

"You're still healing."

"The doctors cleared me."

"For pitching." But he was smiling, and his hands contradicted his caution, pulling me closer, anchoring me to him like he'd done so many times before.

In the year and a half since my surgery, we'd had to relearn intimacy. Careful movements. Modified positions. The frustration of wanting something my body couldn't quite deliver. But tonight?

Tonight felt like reclaiming something. Not just the physical (though that part was working just fine, thank you) but the sense of being fully present. Fully capable. Fully here.

Nate moved with me like we'd choreographed this, anticipating what I needed before I knew I needed it. His mouth on my neck, my shoulder, the tender inside of my elbow where the scar had finally faded to a thin white line.

"I've got you," he murmured against my skin. "I've got you."

And he did. He always had.

Tonight I felt whole.

Afterward, we lay tangled in sheets that needed changing, sweat cooling on our skin, my rebuilt elbow tucked against Nate's chest.

"Thank you," I said.

"For the sex?"

"For everything." I propped myself up to look at him. "For staying. For the surgery and the recovery and the nights I was impossible to be around."

"You were never impossible."

"I threw a plate at the wall."

"One plate. I threw three in Year Two. We're still not even."

I laughed despite myself. "That's not... the point is..."

"The point is," Nate interrupted, pulling me back down against him, "that's what you do. When you love someone. You stay through the hard parts."

"Even when they're really hard?"

"Especially then." His lips brushed my forehead. "I meant what I said, you know. During the surgery. When you were still under and I was sitting in that waiting room going out of my mind."

I went still. He'd never told me this.

"What did you say?"

"That I'd wait forever. That I didn't care if you ever pitched again. That you could retire tomorrow and spend the rest of your life doing crossword puzzles on the couch and I'd still be here." He pulled back to look at me. "That's still true. Just so you know."

My throat tightened. "Nate..."

"I'm not saying this to be romantic. I'm saying it because I need you to understand something." His eyes were serious now, the playful Nate from earlier replaced by something deeper. "The baseball is a bonus. The career, the success, all of it, that's a bonus. But it's not why I'm here. I'm here because you're you. The rest is just... gravy."

"Gravy?"

"My mom's expression. It means—"

"I know what it means." I kissed him, soft and grateful. "I love you. Have I mentioned that recently?"

"About forty minutes ago. Keep it coming."

"I love you."

"That's more like it." He settled back against the pillows. "Now stop being sappy and let me enjoy the afterglow."

I closed my eyes, letting the rhythm of his heartbeat anchor me. Everything felt possible. Tomorrow I'd throw again. Next week, I'd face live batting practice. Next month, the season would start and I'd take the mound as a starter for the first time in over a year.

My phone buzzed on the nightstand.

I ignored it.

It buzzed again.

"If that's your agent," Nate mumbled, "tell him you're busy."

"It's probably nothing."

But habit won out over wisdom. I reached for the phone, squinting at the screen in the dark bedroom.

The email had an official letterhead. Blue and red. Stars. The kind of design that meant something institutional, something governmental, something that didn't come from agents or sponsors or fantasy baseball fans.

USA Baseball.

Dear Mr. Cole,

We are pleased to inform you that you have been selected for the preliminary roster of Team USA for the upcoming International Baseball Championship...

My breath caught. The phone screen glowed against the dark ceiling, and I read the words again, parsing each one like I was translating from a foreign language.

I read the email a third time. Then a fourth.

Team USA. The International Baseball Championship. Representing my country on the international stage.

Pride swelled in my chest, immediate and overwhelming. Every kid who picks up a baseball dreams of this: the Olympics, the IBC, the chance to wear your nation's colors and compete against the best in the world.

Team USA.

The thought of it sent shivers down my spine even lying in bed in the dark. Walking out onto a field with the stars and stripes on my chest, hearing the national anthem knowing I was representing three hundred million people.

I read it a fourth time.

And then the other thought came, slower, colder.

The International Baseball Championship didn't just have Team USA. It had teams from all over the world. Japan. Dominican Republic. Venezuela.

Puerto Rico.

Nate shifted beside me. "What is it?"

His father was Puerto Rican. His grandmother still lived in San Juan. He'd spent summers there as a kid, learning Spanish and eating mofongo and falling in love with an island that ran through his blood. He talked about it sometimes. The warmth of the people, the rhythm of the music, the way everything felt more alive there than anywhere else he'd ever been.

He was eligible for Team Puerto Rico. Had been, technically, for his entire career. But the timing had never worked out. Injury years, championship runs, the complicated logistics of international competition.

This year, though...

This year he was healthy. At the peak of his career. One of the best outfielders in the game.

They'd ask him. Of course they'd ask him. Puerto Rico would be insane not to.

And if we both played, if we both got selected...

We'd face each other. Not as teammates, not as opponents on the same field wearing the same uniform's enemy colors in a sport that suddenly meant something bigger than contracts and standings.

Nations against nations.

The last time we'd truly competed against each other, really competed, winner take all, we'd nearly torn ourselves apart. Year Three. The darkest year of my life before the surgery. The things we'd said to each other, the way we'd used our rivalry as a weapon to hurt each other, the months of silence afterward...

We were different now. I knew that. We'd grown. We'd healed. We'd built something strong enough to survive anything.

But this was different. This was national pride. This was cameras and pressure and the whole world watching us play against each other like it meant something.

Because it would mean something. It would mean everything.

"Ethan?" Nate's voice was sharper now. "What's wrong?"

I set the phone face-down on the nightstand.

"Nothing. Good news, actually." I forced lightness into my voice. "Tell you tomorrow."

He gave me a skeptical look in the dim light. The tension in his jaw said he was deciding whether to push.

"Good news and you're making that face?"

"What face?"

"The face you make when you're overthinking something." He reached up, touched my jaw gently. "Whatever it is, we can talk about it."

"Tomorrow." I caught his hand, kissed his palm. "It's been a long day. Let's just... sleep."

He studied me for another moment, visibly weighing his options. Push, or let it go. Ask more questions, or trust that I'd tell him when I was ready.

"Okay," he finally said. "Tomorrow."

I settled back against the pillows, but sleep didn't come. My mind spun with the implications, the possibilities, the single terrifying question that the email had planted.

Three years ago, competition nearly destroyed us. The need to be better than each other, to win at all costs, had torn us apart so completely I'd thought we'd never recover.

We were different now. Stronger. We'd survived things that should have broken us.

But the international stage was its own animal. This wasn't a regular-season series or even a playoff matchup. This was nations. Flags. Anthems. The kind of pressure that turned rational people into zealots and friendly competition into something with teeth.

I needed to tell Nate about the email. I needed to find out if he'd gotten one too, if Puerto Rico wanted him as badly as I suspected they did.

And I needed to figure out what it would mean for us if we both said yes.

Because there was no question that I wanted to say yes. This was an honor. A once-in-a-career opportunity. The chance to represent my country on the biggest stage international baseball had to offer.

But Nate... Nate would want to say yes too. For him, it wasn't just about baseball. It was about heritage. About his father's homeland, his grandmother's stories, the summers he'd spent in San Juan learning who he was.

Playing for Puerto Rico would mean something to him that I could only partially understand. It would be personal in a way my selection to Team USA could never be.

How could I ask him not to do that?

And how could I not worry about what would happen when we faced each other?

Outside, the Florida night hummed with insects and distant traffic. Somewhere down the road, the training facility sat dark and empty, waiting for tomorrow's session, for more pitches, for the slow accumulation of work that would carry me through a full season.

I thought about the mound. The ball in my hand. The pure, clean joy of throwing ninety-seven miles per hour like it was nothing.

I thought about Nate, warm beside me, trusting me with his sleep.

I thought about eighteen months of healing, and three years of loving him, and the seven years before that of fighting and wanting and not knowing how to be what we were to each other.

We'd survived everything. We could survive this too.

Couldn't we?

The phone sat on the nightstand, screen dark, the email waiting inside like a grenade with the pin already pulled.

Tomorrow, I'd tell him.

Nate shifted in his sleep, pressing closer, his breath warm against my collarbone. Outside, a truck downshifted on the highway, and the sound faded into the insect hum that passed for silence in central Florida. The phone sat on the nightstand, screen dark, the email waiting inside it.

I flexed my pitching hand against the sheets. The fingers still tingled from the session, forty pitches of proof that my arm worked, that I was back, that I could still do the thing I'd built my entire life around.

My rebuilt elbow ached in a slow, low pulse against the mattress. Not pain. Just the arm reminding me it was there, that it had done something today, that it was ready for more.
Chapter 2: Two Flags

The call came at 8:47 AM, right when I was reaching for my second cup of coffee.

Puerto Rico area code. A number I didn't recognize.

Ethan looked up from his eggs across the table, one eyebrow raised. I shrugged (no idea) and answered.

"Mr. Reyes? This is Roberto Clemente Jr. with the Puerto Rico Baseball Federation."

My heart stopped.

"Yes?" My voice came out steadier than I felt.

"I'm calling with an official invitation for you to represent Team Puerto Rico in the upcoming International Baseball Championship."

The kitchen went quiet. Even the coffee machine stopped gurgling.

"Your father was born in Bayamón," the voice continued. "His Puerto Rican citizenship makes you eligible to represent the island. And frankly, Mr. Reyes, we want you. Puerto Rico wants you."

I opened my mouth to respond. Nothing came out.

Ethan was watching me now, fork frozen halfway to his mouth. He knew something big was happening. He always could read me.

"Mr. Reyes?"

"Yes." The word exploded out of me. "I mean, yes. I'm honored. I accept."

"Excellent. We'll send over the formal paperwork today. Welcome to Team Puerto Rico."

The call ended. My hand shook as I lowered the phone.

Ethan set down his fork. "What was that?"

"I just got invited to play in the Classic."

His face lit up, genuine happiness spreading across his features. But there was something else there too, something careful in his eyes.

"For who?"

"Puerto Rico. Through my dad."

The careful thing in his eyes shifted. Became recognition. Became understanding.

"Nate—"

"My father was born in Bayamón. I'm eligible." The words tumbled out, the reality of it still catching up to me. "They want me. Puerto Rico wants me."

Ethan was quiet for a long moment. Then he said, softly, "I got invited too. Last night."

"For USA?"

He nodded.

The math clicked into place.

Different teams. Different nations. If we both advanced far enough through the tournament...

"We'll play against each other."

Ethan's jaw tightened. "If we both make it that far."

"If we both make it that far," I agreed. Though we both knew the chances were good. USA and Puerto Rico were always contenders. Always threats to advance deep into the bracket.

Silence stretched between us, heavy with everything we weren't saying. I thought about Year Three—the season that almost ended us. The competition that had turned us into strangers who shared a bed but nothing else.

"We can do this," I said.

"Can we?" Ethan's voice was careful. Measured. "Last time..."

"We're not who we were in Year Three."

"That's what I tell myself when I worry about it."

"Then believe it." I crossed the kitchen, put my hands on his shoulders. "I believe it. We've survived things that should have destroyed us. This is just baseball."

"It's not just baseball. It's..." He cut himself off. "I need to think about this."

"Okay." I kissed his forehead. "I have to go see my dad. Tell him in person."

Something in Ethan's expression shifted—softened. "Yeah. He should hear it from you."

"Will you be okay?"

"I'll be fine." He caught my hand before I could pull away. "I'm proud of you. Playing for Puerto Rico. That means something."

"So does playing for USA."

"We'll figure it out."

"We always do."



The house I grew up in looks smaller every time I visit.

A narrow brownstone in the Bronx, wedged between buildings that look exactly like it. The stoop where I learned to catch a ball. The tiny yard where my dad taught me to swing a bat. The kitchen window where my mom watched us, pretending she wasn't crying when I made contact for the first time.

Home.

I parked on the street, sat in my car for a long moment. Through the windshield, the fire escape where Carmen and I used to sit on summer nights, eating piraguas and watching the block come alive after dark. A kid rode a bicycle past, weaving between parked cars, and the chain on the bike clicked the same rhythm I remembered from when the kid on the bicycle had been me. The February cold bit through the car door when I opened it. My breath came out in a white cloud.

The news I was about to deliver felt too big for words.

When I finally walked through the door, the smell hit me first: sofrito and café con leche and something sweet baking in the oven. My mother's kitchen, the same as it had been for thirty years. The linoleum floor was worn thin in front of the stove where she'd stood for ten thousand meals. A plastic-covered tablecloth with faded roses. The Virgin Mary magnet holding Carmen's daughter's drawing to the refrigerator.

"Nathaniel!" Rosa's voice rang from the kitchen. "Is that you?"

"It's me, Mamá."

She came around the corner from the hallway, wiping her hands on a dish towel, already moving in for a hug. My mother, five feet of fierce Puerto Rican energy wrapped in an apron and a smile that could cut through any of my bullshit.

"You didn't tell me you were coming!"

"Surprise visit."

"Your father's in his chair. Go see him—I'll bring coffee."

I found Miguel Reyes exactly where I expected him: in the worn recliner by the window, the small TV playing baseball highlights from last season. He looked up when I walked in, his weathered face creasing into a smile.

"Mi'jo."

"Hey, Papi."

I crossed the room, bent to hug him. He smelled like he always had: Old Spice and coffee and something ineffably him. My father. The man who'd come to this country with nothing, who'd spent thirty years with the fire department until his knees gave out, who'd never played baseball past high school but had taught me everything I knew about the game.

"Sit," he said. "Talk to me."

I sat on the couch across from him, trying to find the words. Rosa came in with coffee, set cups in front of us, then settled into her usual chair by the window.

"I have news."

They both looked at me. Waiting.

"I've been invited to play for Team Puerto Rico."

For a moment, nothing. Complete stillness.

Then my father's face crumbled.

It wasn't sadness—I knew the difference. This was something else. Something overwhelming. Sixty years of emotion breaking loose behind his eyes.

"Papi—"

He was already on his feet, crossing to me, pulling me into a hug that shook with what he was feeling. His arms locked around my back with a strength that surprised me—this was a man whose knees could barely carry him up the stairs, holding on like I was the only solid thing in the room. My father, who never cried, who'd buried both his parents with dry eyes, whose idea of affection was a firm handshake and a nod...

My father was crying into my shoulder. His tears soaked through my shirt, warm against my collarbone.

"Mi'jo." His voice cracked. "Mi'jo, mi'jo, mi'jo."

I held on. Didn't know what else to do. Behind us, my mother was crying too, the soft hiccupping breaths she made when she was trying to hold it together.

Finally, Miguel pulled back. His eyes were red, his face wet with tears, but he was smiling. Smiling like I'd given him something precious.

"I came to this country with nothing," he said, his voice rough. "Twenty-two years old. Fifty dollars in my pocket. Didn't speak English. Didn't know anyone. Just knew I wanted a better life."

"Papi—"

"Let me finish." He gripped my shoulders. "I fought fires for thirty years. Ran into burning buildings so other people could run out. Watched your mother work double shifts at the hospital. Everything we did, every sacrifice—it was so you could have the chances we never had."

He paused. Drew a shaky breath.

"I never played past high school. Never had the chance. The dream of playing baseball—real baseball, on a real team—I had to leave it behind when I left the island. It was one more thing I gave up for this country."

His eyes met mine, bright with tears and something else. Pride, maybe. Hope.

"You're going to wear the colors I dreamed of wearing. You're going to represent the island I had to leave. Mi'jo—you're going to play for Puerto Rico."

The weight of it hit me then. Really hit me.

This wasn't just about me. It wasn't just about baseball. It was about every sacrifice my father had made to get his family to America. Every dream he'd set aside. Every piece of himself he'd left behind on that island.

I was going to carry all of it onto that field.

"I won't let you down," I said.

"Mijo." He cupped my face in his weathered hands, hands that had carried strangers from burning buildings and held me when I was a child learning to believe in myself. "You could strike out every at-bat and I would be proud. You're playing for Puerto Rico. You're already a champion."

My mother was there then, arms around both of us, and for a long moment we just stood there—three generations of Reyes family, held together by love and sacrifice and the dream of an island neither my mother nor I had ever really known.

I thought about all the stories he'd told me. About the beaches in Luquillo where he'd learned to swim. About the coquí frogs that sang all night long. About his mother, my abuela, who still lived in that same house in Bayamón, ninety years old and still praying every night that her grandchildren would remember where they came from.

I was going to make them all proud.

This was what it meant to play for something bigger than yourself.



We sat in the kitchen for hours, drinking coffee and talking about what this meant.

Rosa brought out pasteles she'd been saving in the freezer, warmed them up, watched me eat with the satisfied expression of a mother who believed food was the solution to everything. The banana-leaf wrapping steamed when I peeled it open, and the smell of pork and olives and achiote filled the small kitchen. My cousin Carmen arrived halfway through, bursting through the front door in her scrubs from the hospital, having gotten my text, and nearly tackled me with her excitement.

"Team Puerto Rico!" She was crying and laughing. "My cousin is playing for Team Puerto Rico!"

"Carmen, cálmate—"

"I will NOT be calm!" She hugged me again, then pulled back to look at me with shining eyes. "Do you know what this means? Do you know how huge this is?"

I did. I was only beginning to understand how huge.

Miguel found the old photos in a shoebox he kept in the hall closet, the cardboard lid soft and warped from years of handling. Him as a young man in Puerto Rico, playing baseball on a dirt field with his cousins.

"This was in Bayamón," he said, showing me a faded image. "I was maybe sixteen. We had no equipment—we wrapped tape around rocks for baseballs. Used broomsticks for bats. But we played every day."

I studied the photo. A younger version of my father, lean and laughing, captured in the middle of a swing. Behind him, the green hills of Puerto Rico rose toward a blue sky. The image was creased down the center, the colors faded to pastels, the edges soft from decades of handling. He must have looked at this photo a thousand times. I could picture him sitting in this same chair on quiet nights, holding this piece of the life he'd left behind.

"You had a good swing," I said. My voice came out rough.

"I had a great swing." He smiled, eyes distant. "Could have been something, if life had gone different. But..." He shrugged. "Life doesn't go the way you plan. It goes the way it goes. And look." He gestured at me. "Look what happened instead."

There were other photos too. His parents—my grandparents—on their wedding day, my grandfather in a borrowed suit and my grandmother in a white dress she'd sewn herself. The house in Bayamón where he'd grown up, smaller than I'd imagined but painted in bright colors—turquoise walls, a red front door, bougainvillea climbing the iron fence. My grandmother as a young woman, holding a baby that would grow up to become my father. I held each photo carefully, aware of how fragile they were, how much weight these thin pieces of paper carried.

"She wants to come," Miguel said quietly. "To the games. If they make it far enough."

"Abuela? She's ninety years old."

"And she says she'll die if she doesn't see her grandson play for Puerto Rico." He laughed softly. "You know your grandmother. When she decides something, it happens."

I thought about her, the tiny woman with iron will who'd sent me letters every birthday written in careful cursive on blue airmail paper, who'd taught me to cook arroz con gandules over video chat, who'd cried when I came out because she was worried people would be cruel to me.

"Tell her I'll get her the best seats," I said.

My father's eyes went soft. "She'll like that."



Rosa brought more coffee. Carmen started planning watch parties that would apparently involve half the neighborhood. And eventually, the conversation
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