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Prologue

 


Pedaling as fast as her little legs could go, she couldn’t
believe she let her best friend talk her into going to the park.
She loved the swings, but today was the day. She turned into her
driveway and jumped off her bike. She didn’t care where her bike
landed.

The game was about to start.

Rushing inside the house, she dashed across
the couch to grab the remote. She powered the TV on and quickly
typed in one of the few channels she memorized.

“Shelby, that bike better not be in the
driveway!” Emily, her mother, shouted from the kitchen.

She groaned. “I’ll get it during a commercial
break,” she said without taking her eyes off the screen.

The announcers were talking about how the
teams ranked. She already had her favorite teams picked.

“Do it now before your daddy gets home,” her
mother ordered.

“Momma, the game’s starting,” she said as she
saw the girls get ready to exit the dugout.

“Fine, but it better be done in the next few
minutes,” her mother said.

She nodded even though she knew her mother
couldn’t see her.

“Did you hear me?” her mother asked as she
walked into the living room.

“Yes,” she replied without looking away from
the screen.

The girls were standing behind the chalk
lines between home plate and first base and home plate and third
base. Each of the players and their coaches placed their hands over
their hearts as the National Anthem played. The field looked better
than any of the softball fields she’d ever played on. The dirt
glowed.

“I thought you were at the park with Tina,”
her mother said.

“I was, but today is opening day,” she said
as she finally looked at her mother. “I didn’t want to miss the
first pitch.”

“I thought college softball finished last
week.”

“Momma, that was Super Regionals. This is the
World Series. The top eight teams from across the country compete
for the national title,” she explained as the last notes of the
National Anthem rang out.

“You know, if you put this much effort in
history, you would’ve had an A,” her mother said.

“I don’t like history,” she said. “I love
softball.”

She didn’t tell her mother that she hated
history. Her teacher offered her extra credit to bring up her grade
before the end of the school year. One book report wasn’t hard if
it meant that she could play ball this summer. One of the house
rules was that she had to keep her grades up to play ball.

“I know, but studying will take you farther
than softball.”

“Studying won’t take me to the Olympics,” she
said as she looked back at the screen.

She leaned forward as the announcer called
out the starting lineups for both teams.

“Being on the Olympic team is only a dream;
you have to be better than good. You have to be great,” her mother
said.

“I want to be better than great. I want to be
one of the best pitchers in the world.”

“Then I suggest you practice more,” her
mother said. “Don’t forget to move your bicycle.”

“Okay,” she said as she watched the girls
take the field.

The pitcher picked up the yellow ball before
taking her position inside the white circle around the small
rectangle rubber mound. She watched as the pitcher placed the back
of her right foot on the rectangle and the front of her left foot.
In one motion, the pitcher rocked her body before spinning her arm
in a windmill to release the ball. The yellow ball sliced the air
only to slap the leather of the catcher’s mitt seconds later.

The sound of the ball hitting the leather was
the best sound in the world.

She would be in that circle one day in front
of thousands of people. The other girls in her class wanted to be
fairytale princesses. She didn’t want to wear glass slippers; she
wanted muddy cleats.


 


One

 


Ten Years Later

 


“Strike three!” the umpire yelled as he threw up his
arm.

The batter shook her head as she walked back
to the dugout. Shelby watched as her catcher jumped up and jogged
toward her in the pitcher’s circle.

“I can’t believe you got her to swing at that
last pitch,” Kieron said as soon as she stepped into the almost
invisible chalk circle.

Shelby smiled as Kieron, her best friend and
catcher, placed the ball in her glove.

“She can’t lay off the high ones,” she said
as she reached into her glove.

Running her fingers over the seams, she felt
the dirt. It would provide her the grip she needed for her next
pitch.

“I’m pretty sure that pitch was above her
head,” Kieron said before smiling.

“Yeah, you did have to reach for it,” she
said as she controlled her smile. “Sorry about that.”

“No problem, she struck out. I’ll do anything
to catch strike three. Can’t give a base away, especially this late
in the game,” Kieron said with a smirk. “I don’t want them thinking
they can make a comeback.”

She smiled until she looked past Kieron to
the umpire walking towards them.

“Ladies, one-minute warning,” the umpire said
after removing his face mask.

“Thanks,” she said with a nod.

Meetings in the pitcher’s circle were to be
kept short. It wasn’t the time to discuss world events. Most of the
time when Kieron walked out to the circle, it was just to
congratulate her on a pitch or strikeout. They never discussed what
she would pitch or what she was doing wrong.

Kieron knew it wouldn’t help if she were
struggling. It was better not to dwell on what wasn’t working. She
beat herself up enough when she couldn’t find her pitches. No one
needed to tell her when she wasn’t on her game.

“Strike this girl out and we get to go home
with a happy coach,” Kieron said before lowering her face mask.

She watched as the umpire and Kieron walked
back behind home plate. It took Kieron seconds to squat into
position. The batter finally made her way towards the batter’s box.
She’d been talking with her coach. The talk wouldn’t matter though.
They were down to their final out and were down by five runs. She
wouldn’t let them score one more run, let alone five.

It was time to end this game.

Gripping the laces, she waited for the batter
to step into the box. She already knew the pitch she was throwing.
No need for a sign from the catcher or dugout.

As soon as the batter stepped into the box
and the umpire gave her the signal, she rocked back on her right
foot as she dropped her glove to her left hip with her left hand
gripping the ball. She pulled her hand still gripping the ball out
of her glove. Seconds ticked by as she rotated her arm before
finally releasing the ball. She knew exactly where the ball would
land. It was a strike before the ump even raised his arm.

“Strike One!”

Kieron threw the ball back before setting up
once again behind the plate. Kieron didn’t flash a sign. In fact,
she didn’t even look at the dugout. She knew that Shelby threw
whatever she thought was best.

Shelby studied the batters and where they
liked to hit. She knew what not to throw to them. For instance,
Hannah Pitts, the batter, loved inside pitches. It was her
sweet-spot pitch. She was set up off the plate in order to hit that
pitch. Shelby would not put any ball near that part of the plate
for Hannah. She’d seen Hannah take too many balls out of the park
from other pitchers.

Most pitchers thought it was okay to pitch
one inside on her. Of course, that’s when Hannah tattooed their
perfectly placed pitch over the fence.

She knew better.

She waited as the batter stepped back into
the box before starting her motion. This time she threw the ball to
the outside corner. The placement was perfect.

Hannah swung, but there was no way the bat
was reaching that ball. It looked like she threw another pitch
straight up the middle, but that was the beauty of a backdoor curve
ball. It moved away as the Hannah swung her bat. It was like the
bat was trying to chase the ball.

“Strike Two!”

The crowd was on their feet. The team was one
strike away from winning the game. She was one strike away from
extending her streak of not giving up a home run. All she had to do
was throw a strike and keep it away from Hannah’s bat.

Easier said than done, but she loved pressure
situations like this.

Kieron threw the ball back. Reaching into her
glove, she spun the ball as she took her position once more. Once
she got the grip she wanted, she waited for Hannah.

One second.

Two seconds.

Hannah finally stepped back into the box.

Three seconds.

She started her motion as she whispered,
“Finish it.” Releasing the ball, she waited.

Four seconds.

Five seconds.

Six seconds.

She forced herself to breath as the ball
neared the batter’s box. There was nothing more she could’ve done.
She’d pitched every ball of the series. She didn’t regret any of
them. One or two of the pitches might’ve slid a little too far over
the white of the plate, but she didn’t wish she pitched something
else.

“Strike Three! Ball Game!” The ump shouted as
he ripped off his face mask and raised his arm.

She finally smiled as her teammates rushed
towards her. She loved when they rushed the pitching circle after a
game. This was a team effort and these girls were the ones to give
her strength and support.

“Oh, my goodness, I didn’t think you would
strike her out,” Heather shouted.

“Me either,” Abby said as she threw her arms
around Shelby’s neck before pulling back.

“I knew she had it,” Kieron said with her
hand on her hip.

Turning around, they high-fived the other
team before walking back to the dugout.

“Get everything packed and make your showers
quick, ladies,” Coach Jones said. “I want to be on the road in an
hour.”

“Yes sir,” the girls echoed as they gathered
their things.

“Shelby, hang back a minute,” Coach said as
he waved his arm at her.

“Okay,” she said as she shoved her glove in
her ball bag and changed out of her cleats and into her slip-ons.
She took her time so that everyone could exit the dugout for the
locker room.

Once the dugout was cleared, she turned back
to her coach. She knew what this talk would involve.

It wasn’t her pitching. It was never about
her pitching.

“We need to talk about your grades in British
History,” Coach said as he walked over to her. “I didn’t want to
bring this up before the series because I didn’t want your
attention on anything, but pitching. Since the series is over, we
have to discuss it now. I want a game plan before we get back to
campus.”

She sighed as she nodded. She knew this
conversation was coming.

“I know your other grades are well above what
is required for Division One Softball, but your British History is
too low. In fact, it brings your overall average down below the
requirements,” he said leaning against the bench.

“I’m trying. I just can’t keep everyone
straight. I get confused on the kings and queens and the different
houses,” she explained as she looked down at her feet.

“Are you studying on your own besides team
study time?”

“Yes, I study it more than my other classes,”
she said looking back up. “I just can’t remember them.”

“Talk to your teacher,” he said.

“It won’t help. I’ve asked her before and she
confuses me more,” she said before sighing.

“Ask her about finding a tutor,” he said as
he shoved his hands into his pockets. “I would hate for you to miss
Regionals, Supers, or even the World Series because of one
class.”

“You would really bench me? I’m the most
experienced pitcher on staff. None of the other girls have pitched
a complete game, let alone a series.”

Coach Jones couldn’t bench her. She was the
only senior pitcher on the team. The other two girls were
underclassmen and didn’t have many innings of play. They were
getting better, but they couldn’t lead the team as she did. They
hadn’t paid their dues as she had, either.

“No, but it’s not my choice. The conference
will bench you, and I can’t do anything about it. You know the
rules better than I do,” he said.

She nodded. She knew those rules inside and
out. It was one reason she hadn’t taken this class until now.

“I’ll ask her, but I’m not sure about getting
a tutor this late in the year,” she said as she glanced past him to
the field.

The chalk lines were barely visible after two
back-to-back games, but she could still see them. Between those
lines was the place she felt the most at home.

Between those lines, she was the pitcher she
always wanted to be.

“Shelby, you’ve worked hard for the past
three years. This team has the ability to make it to Oklahoma City.
I want you to be there with the team as they take the field.”

“I want that too,” she said looking back at
him

“Then find yourself a tutor and bring your
grade up,” he said. “I have faith in you.”

She nodded as she watched him walk out of the
dugout. She looked at the field once more. This was her dream and
she would do anything to continue playing, even get a tutor for
British History.

Grabbing her bag, she made her way to the
locker rooms. Most of the girls were already out of the showers. It
was amazing how fast you learned how to shower. Coach was serious
about wanting to be on the road in an hour, which really meant he
wanted everyone on the bus in thirty minutes.

She rushed into one of the open showers and
focused on showering as quickly as she could. She refused to be the
last one on the bus.

Twenty minutes later, she shoved her bag in
the seat next to her. Unzipping her bag, she grabbed her headphones
and phone.

“Are you sleeping?” Kieron asked.

She looked at her best friend hanging on the
back of the seat in front of her.

“No, I need to work on my British History,”
she said before pulling her book out of the bag.

“I thought your test was last week,” Kieron
said as she tapped the seat.

“It was,” she said. “I got a D.”

“What? You studied for weeks,” Kieron said in
shock. “You skipped a few meals to study.”

“I know.”

That’s what sucked so much, she had been
studying for the test. Every spare moment she had, she studied
British History. She sacrificed study time for other classes for
the stupid class. It still didn’t help.

“Is that why Coach asked you to stay
behind?”

“Yeah, but I don’t really want to talk about
it now,” she said glancing around the bus.

Most of the girls were still outside loading
their equipment, but there were a few climbing the stairs.

“I understand. We can talk when we get back
to the dorms. Just remember, you’ve got this, Shelby,” Kieron said
as she tapped Shelby’s book. “Those kings and queens have nothing
on you.”

“Thanks,” she said before smiling. “I don’t
feel like I have it, but I’m going to.”

“There’s my best friend,” Kieron said with a
laugh. “Just remember they’re only human.”

“With more jewels than we’ll ever see,” she
said.

“Who needs those jewels? Our diamond is
better.”

“With some dirt on it,” she said.

Kieron nodded before turning around in her
seat.

She was still smiling as she put on her
headphones. The music made her focus on her work instead of the
conversations on the bus. It helped pass the time as well. They had
a long drive home, which gave her time to learn the reign of at
least one king or queen. She checked her outline and turned to the
chapter. The next test would cover more material than the last one.
She couldn’t afford to fall even more behind.
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“You missed your sister’s game today.”

Not even two minutes into the phone call and
his mother was already guilt tripping him. Why did he answer the
phone? He knew she would mention Mia’s ballgame.

“I know, momma,” Winston said as he closed
his eyes. “I lost track of time.”

He looked down at the books sitting on his
bed. Some of them were for his senior project, but most were for
his upcoming test in British History. It was four hundred level
class, but he wasn’t worry about failing. The subject was his major
and came easily to him. He still had to study since the test
covered four hundred years.

“Mia wasn’t happy,” his momma said.

“I know, I’ll call her tomorrow,” he said as
he glanced at his bedside clock.

Mia would still be awake, but they both had
school tomorrow.

“She wanted to show you her new pitch.”

“I’ll be at her next game,” he promised as he
looked at the calendar. Mia’s next game was Thursday. He could
squeeze in some time to watch her. “I’m sure she’ll pitch it
again.”

“But it won’t be the first time she threw it
in a game,” his mother said.

He sighed as he moved the books. “Momma, I’m
sorry. I only have a short time left before I graduate.”

“I know, but your sister only gets to pitch
in certain games,” his mother said.

“Will she be pitching Thursday?”

“I’ll ask her, but there are several girls
who can pitch. The coach wants to pitch them all before state,” his
mother said.

He groaned as he shook his head. His mother
was laying it on thick tonight.

“Momma, just let me know when Mia will pitch
again,” he said as he closed his eyes and eased his grip on his
phone.

“I will. Now, when are you coming home for
supper? I make these big meals, but you’re never here anymore,” his
mother said.

“I can’t drive home every night. We talked
about this before I moved out,” he said. He had lived at home the
past three years, but he didn’t have time to drive an hour each way
this year, especially with his senior project due at the end of the
school year.

“I know. I’m just worried about you
eating.”

“Don’t worry. I eat,” he said as he glanced
at the half-eaten bowl of noodles, he’d made two hours ago. It
wasn’t the best food, but it was filling. “I need to get back to
studying.”

“Alright, dear, I love you,” his mother
said.

“Love you, too,” he said before ending the
call.

He tossed his phone on his bed as he got up.
Grabbing the bowl and his empty glass, he walked into the
kitchen.

“So, on a scale of one to heart-crushing, how
bad was the guilt trip?” Bennett asked as he put his bowl in the
sink.

Winston glanced at his best friend and
roommate.

“Heartburn territory,” he said, leaning
against the counter. He rubbed his forehead as he watched Bennett
grab a bottle of water from the fridge.

“I told you that you shouldn’t have missed
your sister’s game,” Bennett said as he sat down at the kitchen
table again.

The table had been a new addition to the
apartment when Bennett’s mother found out they had used milk crates
and a piece of plywood to make a table. Mrs. James also brought the
two couches in the living room because according to her, inflatable
couches were not legit furniture. Of course, she was an interior
designer, so it made sense that she would make sure her son had
real furniture in his apartment.

“I know, but I needed to read through my
notes for my project,” he said as he sat down across from
Bennett.

“Dude, why are you worried about the
project?”

“It counts for half our grade,” he said.

“So? You’ve got this project in the bag,”
Bennett said as he leaned back in the chair. “You’ve been working
on it since winter break.”

“You break that chair, your mother will kill
you,” he warned as he folded his arms across his chest.

“See, this is why I told my mother that we
didn’t need this table and chairs,” Bennett said throwing his hands
up in the air. “We didn’t have to worry about breaking our other
chairs.”

Winston watched as Bennett leaned forward to
set all four legs back on the floor.

“Our other chairs were five-gallon buckets,”
he said as he shifted in his chair.

“Yeah, and we never worried about breaking
them.”

“Because we had like ten in the backyard,” he
said. “The table and chairs are fine.”

“I hate the strings attached,” Bennett
said.

“Pinocchio, those strings are easy to cut,”
he said as used his fingers as scissors.

“Says the man who feels guilty for not
attending his little sister’s softball game,” Bennett said with a
smirk.

Winston groaned as he shook his head. “I
promised Mia I’d be there.”

“Your sister will understand,” Bennett said.
“I’m sure she’ll pitch again.”

“Yeah, I know she will.”

“Then stop worrying,” Bennett said as he
jumped up.

“Easier said than done,” he muttered as his
phone beeped from his bedroom.

Jumping up, he rushed into his room and
grabbed his phone.

“Don’t tell me it’s your mom again,” Bennett
said. “Talk about my strings.”

“Please, I’d love it if my mother messaged
me. It would take less time,” he said as he unlocked his phone.

“So, who’s it from?”

“Professor Davis,” he said as he read the
message. “She wants to meet before her first class.”

“What’d you do?” Bennett asked.

“Nothing,” he said with a shrug. “It’s
probably something about my work study.”

“Whatever, you’re her pet,” Bennett said.

“Says the one who got the highest grade in
her class last semester,” he said as he dropped his phone on the
table. “Are you going to work on anything?”

“Finished it.”

“You finished your senior project? Already?”
he asked.

“Uh, no, I’m still working on that. Don’t
worry, I’ve got it,” Bennett said as he crossed his arms.

“So, you’re going to wing it?”

“Pretty much.” Bennett laughed. “I’ve
perfected the art of winging it.”

He shook his head because he didn’t have a
response to Bennett’s statement. The crazy thing was Bennett was
better if he did his work last minute because if he did it sooner,
he would change it. The last time Bennett change his work, he got
an F on the paper.

“You can wing it, but I’m not that lucky,” he
said.

“You are, but you’re too worried about not
pleasing your parents,” Bennett said. “I’m going to leave you alone
and catch the last of the game.”

“What game? You don’t watch sports,” he said.
“In fact, do you know what channel has sports?”

Neither one of them watched sports unless
Mia’s games counted, which it didn’t. He didn’t even play sports
growing up.

“I don’t know.” Bennett shrugged. “Felicia
kept talking about the game tonight. She asked if I was watching. I
told her yeah.”

“You don’t even know what game she was
talking about,” he said.

“No, but how many can there be on a Sunday
night?”

“Do you know what sport?”

“I’m guessing softball, since it’s softball
season. I mean your sister’s playing so that must mean other teams
are playing,” Bennett said.

“It’s also baseball and basketball season,”
he said. “I’m sure there’s something else playing as well. Aren’t
there like twenty sports channels on that package we pay for?”

“I really like this girl and she doesn’t date
anyone who doesn’t like sports.”

“Did she tell you that?” he asked.

“Yeah, why?”

He sighed. This girl wouldn’t give his best
friend the time of day even if he did manage to find the right
game.

“Bennett, forget this Felicia. What happened
to Betty? I thought you had a date with her next week,” he
said.

Betty was in their British History class. She
was cute, but not for him. Besides, she only had eyes for his best
friend.

“Betty is too pushy,” Bennett said as he
shook his head.

“Because she asked you out?” he asked. “You
wanted to date her anyway.”

“I did until she asked me out,” Bennett
said.

“Dude, you’re crazy. She’s nice and may
actually be smarter than you.”

“Then you date her,” Bennett said.

“Since she’s crazy about you, that wouldn’t
work,” he said. “Now, leave me alone and find your game.”

“Whatever,” Bennett said before leaving him
alone.

He shook his head again and walked back into
his room. He looked down at his notes. It was almost time to start
typing his paper, which meant more time in front of the computer.
Only a few more months, and he wouldn’t have to worry about writing
papers. He would be grading them instead.
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Shelby counted the minutes until the end of
class. It was a typical Monday morning, which meant she was up
before sunrise to complete her workout before her eight a.m. class.
It wouldn’t be so bad if that class wasn’t the one lowering her
overall average. She needed to squeeze in a few minutes after class
to talk to Professor Davis. It would only be a few minutes since
she had to rush to her Chemistry Lab on the other side of
campus.

“If anyone finds their grade lower than
they’re expecting, I have a sign-up sheet on my office door for
extra credit. There is only room for fifty people, so you better
make your decision quick. If there are no other questions, I’ll see
everyone Wednesday morning. Make sure to check your syllabus for
your required reading for the week. Class dismissed,” Professor
Davis said.

The quick exodus of people didn’t surprise
her. Most people had to rush to get to their next class. Normally,
she would be in that rush, but she had to talk to Professor
Davis.

“Professor Davis, can I speak with you?” she
asked as soon as she neared her professor.

“Ah, Shelby, I had a rather unexpected
visitor this morning,” Professor Davis said as she gathered her
notes. “Your coach dropped by while I was enjoying my coffee. He’s
rather concerned over your grade. He wanted me to recommend a
tutor. I explained to him that I offered a list of tutors at the
beginning of the semester to my entire class. I take it you didn’t
contact any of them.”

“No, I thought I could do it without one,”
she said before sighing. “I’ve tried. I study more for this class
than my Chemistry and Biology classes.”

“This class only covers the royal families.
It’s not about the entire history of England,” Professor Davis
said.

“I know, but I can’t keep the royals
straight,” she admitted. “Do you know someone that can help
me?”

“I looked into your major. This is just an
elective and your other grades are fine. Why are you and your coach
so worried?”

“It’s bringing my overall average down. My
GPA can’t fall below a 2.5 if I want to continue playing softball,”
she explained.

“Your coach explained all this, but you
realize that you’ll need to score extremely high on four of the
five tests we have left.”

“I know,” she said, flexing her fingers on
the strap of her backpack.

This conversation wasn’t going the way she
thought it would.

“I’m not sure you do. Based on your previous
grades, this may be climbing Mount Everest for you.”

“I understand, but Mount Everest is climbable
and so is this class,” she said. She didn’t know how to convince
Professor Davis that she could do this.

“I can see that. Fortunately, for you, I
asked one of my work-study students to stop by about another
matter. I talked to him and he’s willing to help you,” Professor
Davis said as she handed Shelby a piece of paper. “I told him to be
expecting your call.”

“Thank you,” she said. “I’ll call him after
my Chem Lab.”

“His schedule is limited,” Professor Davis
warned. “You’ll have to work around it.”

“Mine is too, but I’ll make it work,
somehow,” she said as she gripped the piece of paper. She could
possibly hold her future right now and she couldn’t lose it. “Thank
you again.”

“Good luck,” Professor Davis said.

She nodded as she checked her watch. If she
didn’t book it across campus, she’d be late. At least this class
didn’t make her feel stupid.
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“Are you going to tell me what Professor
Davis wanted this morning?” Bennett asked.

Winston shook his head as he set his bag down
on the only free table in the library.

“Why do you want to know so badly?” he
asked.

“Well, you were angry after you left her
office,” Bennett said as he sat down.

“So?”

“You’re never angry when you leave her
office. I question whether you’re dating your professor sometimes,”
Bennett explained.

“She’s married,” he said as he sat down. “I
was angry because she wants me to tutor one of her students. This
was after she wanted me to expand my focal point on my senior
project.”

“Expand what? You’ve got a wide focus as it
is,” Bennett said.

“I know, but I can handle that,” he said. “My
problem is tutoring this student.”

“Why?” Bennett asked with a shrug. “You’ve
tutored her students before. Your name is on her tutor list that
she hands out.”

“I don’t have time since I need to widen my
focus,” he said as he shook his head.

“Who’s this special person that Professor
Davis asked you to tutor?”

“I don’t know, some softball player,” he
said. “She’s on the school team.”

“The school has a softball team?” Bennett
asked. “Maybe that was the game that Felicia was talking
about.”

He rolled his eyes as he opened his bag.
Digging out his books, he set them to the side before setting his
bag on the floor.

“You know this school is too focused on
sports,” he said through his teeth. “Especially since any other
student wouldn’t get special treatment.”

“Are you jealous?”

“No, but it’s a university so studies should
come before sports,” he said as he opened his notebook. “Studies
will get the students farther than a sport will.”

“Don’t let your sister hear that, she might
kill you and bury your body,” Bennett said. “Your sister’s scary
enough she could do it.”

Mia was so obsessed with the sport that she
just might kill him. He thought she was too young to be obsessed
with a sport, but he was wrong, according to his mother.

“Mia knows my opinion on the matter,” he
said. “Now are you going to talk to whole time I’m here?”

“No, I need to grab some books for my
project,” Bennett said standing up.

“What’s your project?” he asked. “I know
you’re winging it, but do you at least have an idea?”

Bennett had been hush-hush on the topic of
his project every time he asked.

“Uh, no,” Bennett said before smiling.

“Our project is due in a month,” he said.
“How are you going to research and write a fifty-page paper?”

“My minions will write it while I sleep,”
Bennett said with a shrug. “It’s no different than any other
project I’ve done.”

“Those minions still work for you? I would’ve
caused a mutiny by now,” he said. “I’m nervous for you.”

“Don’t be, you have a softball player to
tutor,” Bennett said. “I’m sure she’ll need all your focus.”

He watched his best friend head to the
shelves in the British History section. Their senior project was on
a person they found inspirational throughout British History. He
chose his namesake, Winston Churchill. He’d also been working on
this project for months. How would Bennett pull it together?

Shaking his head, he opened his book and
notes. He was close to typing his paper. He just wanted a few more
pages of notes. Fifty pages was a lot, and with the added stress of
tutoring someone, he would be pushed for time.

Why had he agreed to tutor her? The extra
money the softball player’s coach promised to pay him was good, but
money didn’t turn into time. He hoped she wasn’t too far behind
because if she was, he didn’t know if he could catch her up.
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“Shelby, thanks for showing me the shortcut
with the equation,” Molly said.

“No problem,” she said as she packed her bag.
“I’ll see you next week.”

“Have a great series this weekend,” Molly
said as she slung her strap over her shoulder.

“Thanks, I will,” she said as she walked out
of the room.

Once she was outside, she pulled the piece of
paper out of her pocket. She finally glanced at the paper.

Winston Booth.

What kind of name was Winston? Pulling her
phone out of her back pocket, she dialed the number. Her professor
assured her that Winston knew she’d be calling him. Might as well
get this phone call over with, so she could get back to
studying.

She huffed before hitting the green phone.
Leaning against the building, she listened to the music. Who had a
ring-back tone anymore? Apparently, this Winston Booth. At least
she knew the song. It was from some British band. This guy must
really like British things.

“Hello?”

“Uh,” she paused. She’d been humming along
with the song. “This is Shelby.”

“Okay.”

“Professor Davis gave me your name and
number,” she said.

“Oh, right, sorry,” he said. “Davis said you
needed help in British History. I’m not free today, but this
weekend is good.”

“I can’t this weekend. I’ll be in Alabama,”
she said as she chewed on her fingernail. It was a bad habit, but
she only did it when she was nervous.

“What about the following weekend?”

“Weekends are really not good for me,” she
said. She took a deep breath to calm her nerves. She couldn’t make
him mad or he might not help her.

“Maybe if you had less of a social life, your
grades wouldn’t be so bad,” he said.

“I don’t have a social life,” she said before
taking another breath.

Breathe and stay calm. She couldn’t afford to
get mad at him. Her grades depended on him helping her.

“Really? If you’re busy on weekends, then you
must have a hopping social calendar.”

Who was this guy? She could be doing
volunteer work on the weekends. A busy weekend didn’t mean a
hopping social calendar.

“I’m on the university’s softball team. We
play ball every weekend, but one. Now, can we try for something
during the week?” she asked.

“I guess. I’m taking several classes, but I
can squeeze you in,” he said.

She closed her eyes as she shook her head.
This Winston wasn’t going to make this easy for her. Why did her
professor choose him? Wasn’t there someone else just as good?

“Thank you. I can send you my schedule and
you can tell me when you’re free,” she said.

She would probably have to move some things
to accommodate him. She needed this tutoring. She couldn’t afford
her grade to stay where it was or worse, to sink further.

“Yeah, send me your schedule and I’ll make
something work,” he said.

“Okay, thank you,” she said.

She barely got the words out before he ended
the call.

“That was rude,” she muttered.

She quickly sent him her schedule. Weeks away
from graduation should excite her, but she was worried about the
timeframe on raising her grade. It would all be worth it when she
entered ASA Hall of Fame Stadium in June.
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“This girl’s schedule sucks,” he said as he
looked over the images Shelby sent him.

After her phone call, he decided to drive
home. Mia had a make-up game and she was pitching. The game lasted
longer than he thought it would, which pushed back his drive to
campus.

“That’s five dollars in the swear jar,” Mia
said.

“The swear jar was in place when you were
younger. I’m sure you hear worse on the bus,” he said as he looked
up from his phone to his sister.

She was still in her softball uniform, which
had more dirt on it than on the field. How did she get so dirty? He
watched the game and still didn’t know.

“I hear worse than that at grandma’s house,”
she said.

“I’m sure you do,” he said.

Their grandmother had been a Navy nurse
during Vietnam. Her language was colorful, according to their
mother.

“Are you trying to date some girl?” she asked
as she grabbed an apple from the basket on the counter. “I didn’t
know you were dating anyone.”

“I’m not,” he said. “She needs help in
British History.”

“What’s wrong with her schedule?” she asked
as she leaned over his shoulder.

“She plays softball every weekend and has
practice every day throughout the week. In fact, some days she has
practice twice a day. If she’s that bad of a player maybe she needs
to drop it,” he said.

“It could be different types of practice,”
she said leaning away from him.

“I guess.”

“What’s her name? I’ll tell you what position
she plays.”

“How do you know the players on the college
team? I don’t even know them and I go there,” he said as he set his
phone down.

“Duh, I follow the team,” she said. “Now
what’s her name?”

“Shelby, I didn’t ask her last name,” he
said.

“You’re tutoring Shelby Cannon, as in Shelby
the best pitcher since Monica Abbott, Jennie Finch, and Cat
Osterman?”

“I guess,” he said with a shrug. It could be
her last name. He never asked and she didn’t say.

“I have to meet her,” she said as she leaned
over the counter.

“I haven’t even met her,” he said when he
noticed the awe in his sister’s eyes. “You know she puts her pants
on the same way you do.”

“I hate that saying,” she muttered as she bit
into her apple. “Shelby has the best pitching record in the nation
right now. She doesn’t take signs from the dugout or her catcher.
She just knows what to pitch to each batter. No one can pick her
signs because there are none.”

“She could be lucky,” he said.

He didn’t understand what was so special
about not taking signs from the dugout or the catcher. Did softball
give signs? He thought that was just a baseball thing.

“No, if she was lucky, she wouldn’t have that
low of an ERA. Trust me, she’s great,” she said between bites.

“Well, she does have at least one flaw. She’s
bad in British History,” he said as he watched her finish her
apple. “And I have to try to find time to tutor her.”

“I thought your schedule was busy this
semester.”

“It is, but Professor Davis is giving me
extra credit for my Master’s class,” he said.

Taking master’s classes wasn’t the best idea,
but it ensured that he graduated with his bachelor’s and master’s
at the same time.

“Do you need extra credit?” she asked as she
sat down across from him.

“No, but you never know. I might bomb one
test,” he replied.

“When have you ever bombed a test in British
History?”

“Never,” he said.

“So, don’t tutor her,” she said with a
shrug.

“I already promised Professor Davis,” he said
as he rubbed his forehead.

Mia’s logic was sound, but a promise was a
promise. There was a small part of him that wanted to prove he
could get this girl a passing grade before the final exam. If he
wanted to be a teacher, helping students would be a requirement.
This Shelby could be his first lesson.

“Well, have fun and I still want to meet her.
She might give me pointers on my drop ball,” she said.

“You’re already working on a drop ball?”

This was news to him. He thought she was
still working on a change-up, whatever that was.

“Do you even know what a drop ball is?”

“A ball that drops,” he said with a
shrug.

He saw her roll her eyes before speaking.

“It’s a little more difficult than a ball
that drops. I’ve been working on it for a while,” she said. “Coach
thinks I’m ready to add more to my arsenal. It will help me next
year in high school.”

“Is your arm ready?”

He didn’t know much about softball, but he
knew pitching too much too soon would hurt a pitcher’s arm. At
least that’s what he heard from the clip he saw on one of the
sports channels.

“Yeah,” she said as she swung her arm around
in a circle as if she was pitching. “You know softball pitching is
a natural motion unlike baseball. Shoulders are ball joints, so
circling is good.”

“If you say so,” he said as he picked up his
phone to glance back to Shelby’s schedule.

“Ask Shelby, she’ll tell you. She’s been
pitching since she was eight,” she said before she left the
kitchen.

How did she know how long Shelby had been
pitching? He shook his head. His sister was borderline creepy when
she knew the stats of college pitchers. Standing up, he tucked his
phone in his pocket. It was time to get back to campus and figure
out a good time to tutor Shelby.


 


Two

 


“How
was Mia’s game?” Bennett asked as he over the counter separating
the kitchen from the living room.

He sighed as he threw his bag on the
couch.

“They won and I got to eat something I didn’t
have to heat up,” he said as he flopped down beside his bag. “The
game lasted longer than I thought it would.”

“Don’t they play like nine innings?”

“That’s baseball,” he said as he tilted his
head back to rest against the back of the couch. “They played seven
innings.”

“I don’t think two innings make a
difference,” Bennett said.

The microwave beeped and he watched as
Bennett got his food out. “I could’ve brought you something to eat.
My mom worries about your eating too.”

“I didn’t think about food until a few
minutes ago,” Bennett said as he grabbed one of the plastic spoons.
“I was lost in my project until my stomach growled.”

“Did you finally decide on a topic?”

“I’ve narrowed it down to three people, but
I’m still deciding,” Bennett said as he walked over to the couch.
“We all can’t choose our namesake, Winston Churchill.”

“You know I’ll be graded harder because
everyone knows his life,” he said as he raised his head. “I’m
focusing on his earlier life instead of going for the World War II
time frame.”

“I’m looking further back,” Bennett said
before taking a bite. “Cook, Baden-Powell, and Newton are my
top.”

“Stay away from Newton,” he said as he shook
his head. “You know you don’t want that headache.”

“True, I forgot our professor doesn’t like
Newton. I may even choose a woman.”

“Really?” he asked. “You can’t pick Elizabeth
II or Diana.”

“You know our professor shouldn’t have told
us who we couldn’t use,” Bennett said as he set his bowl on the
coffee table. “They could be my favorite people.”

“You don’t like the royal family.”

“True, but I’m sure I could write a paper on
them,” Bennett said as he leaned back against the cushions. “Super
easy to write fifty pages on them. They’re lives are on display for
us every day.”

“You’d be bored,” he said as he shook his
head. “Pick someone who will force you to research more about their
life.”

“I will, don’t worry,” Bennett said as he
rolled his head to look at Winston. “Did you figure out a schedule
to tutor the softball player?”

He groaned as he leaned back against the
cushions. “Her schedule is so packed. I don’t know how this is
going to work. I thought I was busy, but this girl barely has time
to sleep.”

“I didn’t think softball players could be
that busy.”

“It’s the sport that makes her busy,” he said
as he stood up. “She has practice first thing in the morning then
again after lunch. She has three games every weekend and sometimes
during the week. I’m shocked she has time to go to class.”

“What’s her major?” Bennett asked as he
leaned forward to prop his elbows on his knees.

“Not sure, but what classes she’s taking has
something to do with chemistry. Her other classes are 400
level.”

“Which British History is it?” Bennett
asked.

“Intro,” he said. “The entire focus of the
class is the royalty.”

“How did I miss that class? I could’ve gotten
my royalty fix.”

“You took it first semester,” he said. “You
skipped more than you attended. I’m pretty sure you were asleep
through half of the final. How you managed an A, I don’t know.”

“Oh yeah, I forgot about that class,” Bennett
said as he stood up. “When are you meeting this sports girl?”

“Tomorrow, I’ll text her a time once I study
both of our schedules,” he said as he grabbed his bag. “Her name is
Shelby, by the way.”

“Shelby as in Shelby Cannon?”

“How do you know who she is? You don’t follow
any sports,” he said.

This was the second person to know who Shelby
was. What was going on? Mia knowing Shelby was one thing, but not
Bennett. His roommate didn’t know the difference between softball
and baseball.

“Apparently she’s the real deal,” Bennett
said. “The team’s projected to go to the World Series.”

“I thought that was for baseball.”

Did softball have a World Series?

“I don’t know,” Bennett said as he shook his
head. “I heard Felicia talking about Shelby and the team with some
guys. They were comparing Shelby’s record with whoever the baseball
pitcher is.”

“Well, being the real deal isn’t helping her
with her class,” he said. “Don’t forget to set your alarm. I’ll be
gone before you’re up.”

“Already set it,” Bennett said as he picked
up his phone and waved it.

“Then make sure you put it on the charger,”
he said. “You don’t want to miss a text from Felicia.”

He smiled as he walked into his room and shut
the door. Time to find a place in his schedule for Shelby.
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“Did you call that tutor?” Kieron asked as
she walked to Shelby’s side of the dorm room.

She sighed as she closed her book.

“I did, but he didn’t give me a day or time,”
she said as she tossed her book aside.

“Are you sure he’ll be able to help?”

“No, but he’s the one my professor
suggested,” she said as she tucked one leg under the other. “She
wasn’t happy to have Coach contact her during her breakfast.”

“He wants the best for you and the team,”
Kieron said as she sat on the bed. “We’ve waited for this moment,
Shelby. You are the only one that can lead our team to Oklahoma
City.”

She nodded as she closed her eyes. “I’m
trying. I promise I am.”

“I know,” Kieron said as she shook her head.
“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have implied you weren’t. I just wish this
class wasn’t a problem.”

“Me too.” She sighed. “I should’ve taken it
over the summer or something. I hate this feeling. No matter what I
do, I can’t do better without help. I can do any Chem experiment
without checking my notes, but knowing the different kings and
queens, stumps me.”

Kieron nodded. “The team has your back.”

She smiled. “I wish they could take this
class for me. It would be easier to let someone else hit a home
run.”

“You always did like batting even though
you’re a pitcher.”

She laughed. “Coach plans to let me bat this
weekend. He told me to be ready.”

“Since when aren’t you ready to bat? I’ve
seen you in the cages, you’re ready,” Kieron said. “My suggestion,
take your frustration about this class out on the ball. I bet
you’ll hit at least one over the fence.”

“As long as we win, I don’t care,” she said
as she placed both feet on the floor.

Her phone beeped.

“Who’s texting you this late? Everyone knows
you don’t answer your phone this late unless it’s an emergency,”
Kieron said as she leaned forward.

She grabbed her phone and read the message.
“It’s Winston.”

“Who’s Winston?” Kieron asked.

“The tutor,” she said as she typed back her
agreement. “He can meet me tomorrow at the library before
practice.”

“Don’t be late,” Kieron warned. “You don’t
want to run laps because of this class.”

“After all the junk food I’ve eaten today
while studying, I might need to run laps,” she said as she looked
at her garbage can full of wrappers. When she was nervous, she
attacked candy as if it was the best lineup of batters.

“Since when do you eat that much junk
food?”

“It helps me focus on the royal line,” she
said as she placed her phone on her nightstand. “Now, I’m jumping
in the shower before bed. I have pitching practice early in the
morning.”

“Really? No catchers?” Kieron said as she
rolled off the bed. “We always have practice together. Who’s gonna
throw the balls back?”

“We’re just working on drills,” she said with
a smile. “We won’t even touch a softball in the morning.”

“Oh, arm and hip drills,” Kieron said before
rolling her eyes. “Fun times.”

“Yep,” she said as she gathered her stuff.
“Fun times, indeed.”

Kieron laughed as she walked around the
divider and sat on her bed. “Get in the shower, you stink.”

She rolled her eyes as she walked into the
joined bathroom. She hated the bathroom in the dorms, but at least
her suite mates were always with their boyfriends. It made the
bathroom schedule
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