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  “No Batter, No Batter” by Rena Butler

  
  




“What’ll she throw for the first pitch, who can say, oh here it comes, better just SWING!”

Kevin nearly dropped the bat, he was so startled by the volume of the last word. He spun on his heels to look at the catcher, now innocently holding the yellow softball in his glove as if he hadn’t just been shouting. Kevin had been so distracted by the sound that he’d let the first pitch sail right by without noticing it.

The catcher innocently raised his eyebrows.

“Strike one,” said the umpire.

“Good job, Emily,” the catcher yelled, popping up from his crouch to throw the ball back to the pitcher. This was remarkable for two reasons: once again, the pronounced volume of the man’s voice, and also the fact that he had been crouching to take the pitch. Barely any of the catchers in their slow-pitch league did. Who even had the knees for that anymore?

Apparently this guy, even though he didn’t look any younger than Kevin. He had less gray in his hair and an even bigger mouth.

But the pitcher — Emily, Kevin supposed — had the ball once again and was lining up her toe on the rubber, so Kevin figured he’d better get back into his batting stance, such as it was.

“Oh it’s a good one, right over the plate, batter oughta SWING!”

Kevin watched as the pitch arced high in the air and bounced on the ground about a foot in front of the plate.

“Ball,” muttered the umpire as Emily grumbled to herself and wiped her hand on her pants.

“Shake it off, Emily, you were robbed!” the catcher yelled as he once again threw the ball back. His own throw was a few feet short, but Emily bent down and nabbed it.

The third pitch was better. Maybe not technically in the strike zone, but high enough for Kevin to hit and close enough to the outside edge of the plate that he didn’t have to lean out to swing. This time, he was ready to tune out the babbling from the catcher, and his bat connected with a thunk. Not a great hit; he’d clipped the top of the ball with the bat instead of making solid contact with the barrel, but it was good enough for a grounder that slipped past the shortstop.

The left fielder had to run in from the outfield to pick it up, and Kevin probably could have pushed it into a double, but it was early in the game — and the season — to ask that much of his own knees. So he contented himself with an easy single and cruised into first, picking up a high five from his team’s first base coach on the way.

“Good hustle, Ray,” came the now-predictable shout from behind the plate, this time directed at the retreating left fielder. The catcher had some lungs on him — begrudgingly, Kevin had to give him that. “Held ‘em to one. Play’s at second, everyone! No outs, play’s at second!”

“Uh,” Kevin said, turning to the first baseman. “New catcher?”

The man gave a polite smile. “He’s… enthusiastic. And we needed another person.”

Kevin glanced at the opposing team’s dugout — no extra players. “Good luck with that,” he told the first baseman.

“It’s not really—” the guy started, but Kevin was already taking off for second on a liner right up the middle.

* * *

Madison was already at the table finishing up her breakfast when Kevin made it downstairs, still yawning and combing the bed head out of his dark blond hair. Honestly, it was like high school started earlier every year. He didn’t remember how he’d made it through classes that started at seven-thirty in the morning when his brain had never been any good before nine. Madison, though, hadn’t been late once since she started driving herself. Definitely a quality she got from her mother.

“I’m sorry I didn’t make it to your game last night,” she said, brushing some crumbs over the edge of the table and onto her plate. “Someone called out sick at the last minute and Mark needed me to stay ‘til closing.”

“You know I don’t like you working that late on a school night,” Kevin said, but there was no real censure behind it. This certainly didn’t happen often, and besides, Madison was far more responsible than he’d ever been.

Sure enough, she replied, “Eh, I don’t have anything due today. No tests, not even a quiz. If I did, I would’ve told Mark to get lost, but now he owes me a big favor.”

“You’re going places, kid.” Kevin rummaged through the cabinets for the last of the Pop-Tarts. “And don’t worry about the game — we’ll have plenty more this season, and it wasn’t that exciting anyway.”

“Crushed the other team that bad, huh?”

“Oh, yeah,” Kevin boasted, pulling his pastry prize out of its shiny foil sleeve. “Absolutely stomped the world-class athletes of Fitzgerald Savings and Loan. Our victory parade is this Saturday.”

“You say that sarcastically, but I’m willing to bet you beat them by double digits.”

“Hey, not every team is lucky enough to have a busted-up former college player like your old man,” Kevin quipped, plopping down at the dining table. “I may need your help staying humble.”

“Then I’ll definitely remind you to ice that knee you’re trying not to limp on.” Madison gave Kevin a quick squeeze around the shoulders before grabbing her backpack and keys. “See you tonight.”

“You wound me!” Kevin called after her, clapping a hand over his heart.

* * *

Even though Madison spent the following week at her mother’s, she still managed to make it to Kevin’s Thursday night game. His team faced off against Perez Interior Design Solutions this week, and they were proving far more challenging than Fitzgerald Savings and Loan had been. For one, they had substantially younger players with far fewer trick knees per capita, making them harder to throw out on the bases. What they did have, however, was a catcher who kept their damn mouth shut and did their job without letting everybody on the field know about it. Kevin barely even minded getting thrown out at home when the catcher silently offered him a hand up after he tripped.

Kevin and the rest of the BrandMunch Advertising Agency team eked out a win, but just barely, and Madison seemed to think they could’ve put in a better showing. “You could’ve slid into home to avoid that tag,” she said, shaking her head.

“No, I couldn’t, not in slow-pitch softball,” Kevin replied, chuckling as he shouldered his gear bag. Well, his backpack with a bat and glove in it. “There’s no sliding.”

“What’re they gonna do if you slide successfully, eject you?”

“Probably just call me out. I’m pretty sure those rules are in place to keep old fogies like me from showboating and injuring myself and suing everyone within eyesight.”

She rolled her eyes. “See, you say you used to be good at baseball, but I’m wondering if it’s all talk.”

“Okay, look, you just need to come back when we play Fitzgerald again the week after next,” he said. “In fact: yes, please do that, and cheer loud enough to drown out their motormouth of a catcher.”

“It’s in my calendar… now,” she said, typing on her phone. “In the meantime, I’ll just have to see if Mom still has any of your old yearbooks. I think I need evidence that you are who you say you are.”

“Well, I’m sorry this is how you had to find out that your seemingly-boring father is a secret agent,” Kevin sighed, draping a sweaty arm over his teenage daughter, who let out a disgusted squeal. “But it’s true. I’m a highly-trained, shadowy government assassin, not a washed-up athlete with a bland office job.”

Madison just shook her head sadly. “See, now I know you’re lying, because a secret assassin definitely would’ve slid into home.”

* * *

The hardest part of the whole league, Kevin thought, was getting his teammates to practice. He tried not to be overly competitive and make things weird, but winning was good for office morale. He wasn’t even the one who had organized the team — that was Ashley in accounting — but he was the one begging everyone to show up at the field on Saturday afternoon for a little pepper and maybe some batting practice. There were never enough for a full scrimmage, even with only infielders, and most of the ones who showed were the BrandMunch players who didn’t need as much practice.

Still, Kevin was happy to be on the field again in whatever capacity he could. He’d been bitter about any sport played on a diamond for a long time after blowing out his knee in college, even though in his heart of hearts, he could admit that he never had a real chance of going pro above the high-A league. Besides, if he had, he never would have met Tessa at his first job out of college, and they never would have had Madison. The bitterness was more about being ripped away from the game he loved right in his prime playing years. He’d tried to stay friends with the guys on the team for his senior year, but they spent so much time in practice or on the road during the season, it was hard. Those friendships had fallen away entirely after he graduated.

But eventually they had been replaced by other friendships, and life had presented other opportunities, and Kevin had wound up in the thrilling world of radio ad sales. It was not, in fact, thrilling, but it was a good living, and Kevin genuinely liked his co-workers. So last season when Ashley had tossed around the idea of getting a softball team together to play some of the other businesses in their office park, Kevin had put his name in the mix. Their team had come in second to Happy Bubbles 24-Hour Laundromat, who hadn’t managed to form a team this season thanks to downsizing. Kevin was trying very, very hard not to be happy about that.

That left only four teams in their league, though, which meant BrandMunch had to play Fitzgerald, and thus Fitzgerald’s catcher, every three weeks or so. Kevin steeled himself for their next meeting, but his teammates didn’t seem to share his concerns.

“Yeah, I noticed he was talking kind of a lot,” said Bill — BrandMunch’s left center fielder and Kevin’s cubicle neighbor. “But I just kind of tuned it out.”

“Didn’t really notice it,” said Thuy — utility outfielder, human resources. “But I have three teenagers at home. Turning my ears off is kind of a survival skill.”

Jesse — first base, office administrator — was more sympathetic. “Yeah,” he said, “be thankful you didn’t have to stand next to the dugout. He kept that going when they were up to bat, too.”

Except that during the next game, Fitzgerald Savings and Loan was in the visitor’s dugout, which put them and their loquacious catcher right next to Kevin at third base.

“Good eye!” the guy yelled after every ball, and “Nice cut!” after every swing and miss. His tone was always playful, and these weren’t unusual displays of team spirit — far from it — but after every single pitch? It was so distracting that Kevin missed an easy grounder. The ball slipped right under his glove and into left field, forcing Bill to have to run in and grab it. Fitzgerald’s runner scored from second, and Kevin slapped his glove against his thigh with frustration. He shot a cold glare toward the visitor’s dugout, attempting to transmit a case of spontaneous laryngitis, but the catcher never looked in Kevin’s direction.

The only peace and quiet Kevin got was when the guy went up to bat, though frankly, Kevin was shocked that he wasn’t cheering himself on between pitches. He strolled up casually enough to the plate, but his batting stance was incredibly stiff. Kevin didn’t want to notice that the guy had kind of a decent ass, but the guy batted righty, so Kevin had no choice but to contemplate his backside from third base. He was pretty nicely built, too. Dammit.

His Fitzgerald teammates occasionally offered words of encouragement, but they didn’t have the same frequency or volume. Kevin did, however, catch the guy’s name from a “Wait for your pitch, Dan!”

And then his at-bat was over, and Kevin had to console himself by remembering that at least Dan almost always struck out.

Kevin then spent the bottom of the inning in the dugout wondering whether he should say something to the guy. Problem was, Kevin had never been the confrontational type. Plus, none of his teammates seemed bothered, so he didn’t want to make a big deal out of it. Yes, this Dan guy was annoying, but Kevin had lived through Madison’s K-pop phase. He could put up with this.

But then Kevin got up to bat.

“Alright, next up, next up!” Dan was already yelling by the time Kevin stepped into the batter’s box. Unusually for a neighborhood league slow-pitch catcher, Dan wore a traditional catcher’s mask, but Kevin could see his shit-eating grin from behind the grill. “I’m giving everybody nicknames today. I’ll call you, uh… Shoelaces.”

Kevin glanced down at his cleats — he still had blue shoelaces threaded in them, a nod to his alma mater.

“Strike one!”

Shit, he’d distracted Kevin enough that Kevin had missed the pitch entirely. Yes, he’d been in the batter’s box, so the pitch was legal, but he clearly hadn’t been paying attention. Fortunately, Dan had also managed to drop the pitch and was scrambling toward the backstop to pick it up. Kevin tried to make eye contact with the umpire, an expression of Can you believe this guy? on his face, but the ump was just idly watching Dan get the ball. Kevin didn’t remember anything in the rules about obnoxious chatter, but surely there had to be something about good sportsmanship.

Either way, Kevin figured it would probably be poor sportsmanship to cold-cock the guy with his bat. No matter how stupid his nicknames were.

But Dan was throwing the ball back to the pitcher, yelling, “Good one, Emily, throw it again!”

“Yeah, throw it again,” Kevin muttered, getting into his stance and waiting for the pitch.

Dan dropped right back into his patter, “Alright, Shoelaces, here it comes, here it comes, it’s a good one, SWING!”

But Emily’s hand must have slipped, because the ball came in so low it rolled across the plate. Undaunted, Dan yelled, “That’s okay, you’ll get ‘em next time, you just—”

Without conscious thought, Kevin spun on his heels and looked the guy right in the eyes. “Will you please,” he growled, “just shut the hell up?”

Dan blinked up at him, brown eyes round with shock. “Uh,” he said, glancing down at the ball in his glove and then back up. “Just trying to support my teammates.”

“Try using about one-tenth as many words,” Kevin spat.

“Oh, um,” Dan stammered, sounding utterly flummoxed. “I… I guess.”

“Thank you.”

“Catcher, throw the ball,” the ump grumbled.

“Yeah, right, I…” Dan stood up slowly. “Of course.”

The next pitch was high and outside, and Kevin watched it go by as he enjoyed a moment of blissful silence. He felt a little guilty for snapping at the guy, but it was hard to regret the quiet. And he hadn’t even cussed at Dan.

Kevin swung on the next pitch and absolutely crushed a line drive — right into the glove of the shortstop. Without slowing, he veered right from the baseline to jog into the dugout with a grunt of frustration.

Dan was clearly subdued after Kevin’s little outburst, and by the time the half-inning was over, Kevin felt like a total dick. This was just a friendly softball game between grown adults with day jobs, and Kevin had acted like Carlos Zambrano facing off against a Gatorade dispenser when Dan hadn’t meant any harm. He concentrated hard on not looking into the visitor’s dugout when he was in the field, but now the lack of Dan’s enthusiastic voice ate at him throughout the remainder of the innings. BrandMunch ended up winning the game, though the final score was much closer than their previous win over Fitzgerald had been.

Afterwards, Kevin tried to find Dan to apologize, but he must have scooted out as soon as the game had ended. And then Madison was there, giving Kevin a hug and congratulating him. “You were right about that catcher,” she said. “Pretty irritating. Whatever you said to him, it shut him up good.”

“Don’t remind me.” Kevin winced. “I feel kind of bad about that.”

“If you ask me, he had it coming. Shame, though. Did you think he was kinda cute?”

Kevin turned on her, stunned. “Maddy, he’s my age!”

“Not for me, Dad.” She rolled her eyes so hard he was surprised they didn’t pop out. “For you.”

“For me?” Kevin repeated, more to have something to say than anything else.

“Yeah.” Madison elbowed him gently. “C’mon, it’s been forever since you went out with anyone.”

She wasn’t wrong, and that was half the problem. Kevin hadn’t dated many men — but then again, he hadn’t dated many people at all since a long, ugly relationship he’d had right after his divorce with Madison’s mom had been finalized. Madison had been young, and he’d tried to keep the drama far away from her. It had been the right choice, but it also meant she was always mystified by the fact that he didn’t make his love life a priority.

“It has,” he said after a moment. “Not sure that means I should date the guy I just verbally eviscerated.”

“‘Eviscerated’ is a bit of an overstatement,” she replied lightly. “You exchanged, what, two sentences? And nobody’s mother was mentioned. I think you can come back from that. There was definitely a spark there.”

Kevin thought of the way Dan had looked up at him, eyes wide and hurt. Dammit, he was kind of cute, from the little Kevin had seen of him. When he wasn’t wearing the catcher’s mask, Dan seemed to be that sort of artfully scruffy that Kevin found equal parts annoying and appealing — the sort of look Kevin couldn’t pull off without seeming like he was trying too hard — and his shoulders filled out his t-shirt pretty nicely.

Wow, this was a bad train of thought to ride.

“I will take you for ice cream,” Kevin said evenly, “if you will stop suggesting I date the catcher.”

Madison appeared to ponder it. “I should be too old for that to work, but… deal.”

* * *

As good as their ice cream was, the nagging feeling of guilt stuck with Kevin that night and into the next day. He could ignore it if he tried, but trying to ignore it didn’t feel great, either. Fitzgerald Savings and Loan was on the other side of the office park from BrandMunch headquarters — far enough that Kevin didn’t see any of the players on the Fitzgerald team in his regular workday routine, but close enough that going over there wouldn’t be too much of a stretch.

So Kevin headed over on his lunch break, determined to make nice before he had to face Dan on the softball field again. He wasn’t sure of the man’s job or even his last name, but it wasn’t a huge bank branch, so there couldn’t be that many Dans or Daniels in the building.

Who was in the building, sitting right at the reception desk, was Emily the pitcher. She was quite young, perhaps not long out of college, which explained her strong athleticism in comparison with her mostly older Fitzgerald co-workers. Kevin had no idea whether she’d recognize him in business casual with no ball cap on. “Hi,” he said, smiling politely. “I’m Kevin from BrandMunch. You know, on the far side of the office park by Lincoln Road? Is Dan in?”

Emily looked him up and down. “Why? Come to yell at him again?”

Kevin blinked at her, utterly thunderstruck. Should he have been expecting that? He didn’t think he should. “Oh, uh, n-no,” he stammered. “In fact, I wanted to apologize for… well, for the obvious.”

“Hmm,” she said, expression softening. “Let me see if he’s in.”

He was. God help him, Kevin could hear the man coming down the hallway. His voice wasn’t unpleasant, just loud.

“Take a look at some of the projections I gave you and have a long talk about how much risk you’re willing to accept in your portfolio,” Dan was saying as he walked toward the front desk, two other people in tow. He cleaned up well, dressed more formally than Kevin in a well-fitting suit and tie. Dan also looked far more comfortable in business attire than Kevin ever felt, and he was taller than Kevin expected, though that could have been because he wasn’t currently crouching behind home plate. It was also the best close-up look Kevin had gotten at Dan’s face, and he was irritated to see that the man looked even better clean-shaven.

The conversation sounded like one you’d have with clients. Shit, Kevin hadn’t intended to get in the way of the man’s livelihood. Walking over had seemed more personal, but now he felt like an idiot for not simply making a phone call. For a split second, he thought about turning around and rushing out the door, but by then, it was too late: Dan had spotted him.

“I’ll, uh,” Dan was saying, eyes still on Kevin, voice much quieter now. “I won’t take up any more of your time. Feel free to call if you think of any questions about what we discussed. It’s what I’m here for.”

The clients thanked him and left, but Dan stood rooted to the spot, staring at Kevin. “Look, um,” Dan started. “I’m not good with confrontations.”

“Me neither,” Kevin said honestly. “I tend to either never, ever say anything, or… do what I did the other night and snap over something that doesn’t matter.”

“Oh,” Dan said, looking like he’d rather be anywhere else.

“I came here to apologize,” Kevin continued. He wanted to take a step toward Dan, but he didn’t know if that would be perceived as threatening. Kevin wasn’t a menacing-looking guy — in fact, Dan was a little bit taller and broader — but he was firmly resolved not to make any of this any worse. He realized he’d been clenching his hands into fists out of a lack of anything else to do with them, and he purposefully unclenched them now. “It’s meant to be a friendly game, and I shouldn’t have snapped at you. I’m sorry.”

“Was…” Dan started softly. “Was I really that annoying?”

Kevin should have said no, no, of course not, and he should’ve said it without hesitation. But he did hesitate, so when he finally said, “No, it was fine,” it sounded about as sincere as Madison telling him his taste in music was still cool.

“Oh, fuck, I was that annoying,” Dan groaned, scrubbing a hand over his chin. “Emily, why didn’t you tell me I was being annoying?”

Kevin had completely forgotten anyone else was in the room, and he turned to see Emily watching them both with fascination, taking a long pull at the straw in her smoothie. “Because you’re on our team,” she said after a moment. “It’s fine if you annoy them.”

Neither Dan nor Kevin seemed to know how to respond to that, and the silence hung heavy in the air until it was broken a beat later by the ringing desk phone and Emily’s groan of annoyance. As she answered it, Kevin turned back to Dan. “Look, it wasn’t a big deal, and I was the one in the wrong. Can I buy you lunch to make up for it?”

Dan blinked, regarded Kevin steadily, and said, “Nope.”

Then he turned and darted back into the bowels of the office.

Kevin stood there a moment, staring at the space where Dan had been. Then he turned, careful not to make eye contact with Emily, and walked out the front door of Fitzgerald Savings and Loan.

* * *

“Look,” Kevin sighed into his phone. “I’m sorry to bother you, Tess, but I needed to run this by someone for a sanity check, and for reasons I don’t like to admit, you’re the best person to help me out here.”
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