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Synopsis

 Sometimes
baseball is just a metaphor for life, and sometimes it works the
other way around. All Sarah Duke ever cared about was baseball, and
she’s finally earned her shot as a full-time sports writer. She
loves the work, she loves being one of the few women to ever gain
access to a man’s world, but most of all, she loves the game. When
Duke meets Molly Grettano and her two sons at the ballpark, she
instantly connects with the young family, but Molly isn’t sure
Duke’s ready for something more. Molly wants someone softer, more
feminine, and more importantly, someone steady. She and her boys
have been abandoned before, and she’s vowed to never to put them in
that position again. If she were ever to trust anyone, it would
have to be someone fully dedicated to her and her children. Duke
has a lot of heart, but neither woman is sure there’s enough room
left in it for anything other than baseball.


Praise for Rachel Spangler

Timeless

“Timeless is unusual. It is a sweet romantic
tale of girl going home to find that thing she didn’t know she
wanted was there all the time. But it is much more than a simple
romance…Ms. Spangler’s characters are always deep and
multidimensional.”—Curve magazine

 


Does She Love You?

 


“Spangler has given us well developed characters that
we can love and hate, sometimes at the same time.”—Lambda
Literary Review

 


Spanish Heart

 


“Spangler’s novels are filled with endearing
characters, interesting plot turns, and vivid descriptions. Her
readers feel immersed in the worlds of her novels from the
start.”—The Observer

 


LoveLife

 


“Rachel Spangler does a wonderful job creating
characters that are not only realistic but also draw the reader
into their worlds. The lives these women lead are so ordinary that
they could be you or I, but it’s the tale Spangler weaves between
Elaine, Lisa, and Joey that is so beautifully written and
extraordinary.”—CherryGrrl.com

 


The Long Way Home

 


“Rachel Spangler’s third book, The Long Way
Home, explores how we remake ourselves and the consequence of
not being true to our real selves. In the case of Raine, her
perceived notions of small-town life may have been tainted by being
17. The reality of what she finds when she returns as an adult
surprises her and has her wondering if she’d been wrong about her
home town, her parents, and her friends. Spangler’s story will have
you staying up very late as you near the end of the
book.”—Lambda Literary Review

 


Trails Merge

 


“Sparks fly and denial runs deep in this excellent
second novel by Spangler. The author’s love of the subject shines
through as skiing, family values and romance fill the pages of this
heartwarming story. The setting is stunning, making this reviewer
nostalgic for her childhood days spent skiing the bunny hills of
Wisconsin.”—Curve magazine

 


Learning Curve

 


“Spangler’s title, Learning Curve, refers to
the growth both of these women make, as they deal with attraction
and avoidance. They share a mutual lust, but can lust alone surpass
their differences? The answer to that question is told with humor,
adventure, and heat.”—Just About Write
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I was born October 20, 1982. Down the road I may regret putting
that in print since it will always mark my age, and I admit it now
only in order to make a point. You see, most people see their
birthdays as important to their lives for obvious reasons, but for
me something else happened on my birthday, something important,
maybe even more important than my birth: the St. Louis Cardinals
won the World Series. When I say I have been a Cardinals fan since
birth, I’m not exaggerating. What’s more, I was born almost a month
early. I like to think it’s because I didn’t want to miss seeing
that game. I don’t remember a time when baseball wasn’t a part of
my life. The game has taught me so many lessons about life, loss,
and human nature, and even love. This book is my attempt to give a
little bit back to the sport that has given so much to me.

Still, baseball, like life, is a team sport, and
I’ve been blessed with one of the best support teams in the world.
Jenifer Langosch, sportswriter for MLB.com, answered countless
questions about the day-to-day life of a sportswriter over the
course of the last year. I am sure there are a few details I still
managed to boot, and those mistakes are mine alone, but Duke is a
much stronger, more realistic character because of Jenifer’s
patience and willingness to share her expertise. Thanks to my
friend Teresa Grettano, who let me use her last name when, halfway
through the book, I still didn’t know what to call Molly. And thank
you to Will Banks for continuing to keep me updated on great things
happening in Queer studies. Toni Whitaker and Barb Dallinger once
again served as beta readers. They are kind and gentle and caring,
and they are always the first people who get to hold my new babies.
They also make the book stronger by letting me know if I’ve
actually done what I set out to do.

As usual, the Bold Strokes team has done a bang-up
job of making this book better than I could ever make it on my own.
Sheri’s cover is another eye-catcher that fully captures the mood
of the story. Toni Whitaker is the woman to thank for making it
available to you in a multitude of eBook formats. Stacia Seaman did
the hard work of copy-editing for an author who to this day has no
idea where the commas really go. Ruth Sternglantz made sure those
of you on social media knew when the novel was finally available
for purchase, and a myriad of proofreaders checked and
double-checked to make sure none of us missed anything along the
way.

My good friend and substantive editor, Lynda
Sandoval, despite her lack of interest in sports, stood by me from
start to finish. Lynda is the editorial equivalent of the best
catcher in baseball. A good catcher is not just the brains of the
team. She actually makes the pitchers better by giving them the
confidence to throw the pitches they really want to. I trust Lynda
to block any pitch I may accidently bury in the dirt, then pick it
up, toss it back, and say, “I’ve got your back. Go ahead, try that
one again.” Whatever the writerly equivalent of an ERA is, mine is
better because I knew I had Lynda behind the plate.

I’d also like to thank two other groups of people
who don’t normally make an appearance in these sorts of things. The
first is my parents, who taught me to love the game. They let both
me and my brother miss school every spring training so we could see
live games, and they let us stay up late to watch big games on TV.
They paid money they likely didn’t really have to get us to Busch
Stadium on vacations; they taught us about the fundamentals and
hard work and never giving up on your team even when they were down
in the count or in the standings; and no matter what hardships our
relationships have endured over the years, we have always been able
to talk about the Cardinals. The second group is made up of the
kids I’ve gotten to coach in Little League. Many of their names
have appeared in this book as a way to honor their pure joy in
playing a sport. The last few years of working with them reminded
me that all the finest parts of baseball will always be best
understood by children.

And speaking of children, I once joked that one of
the main reasons I had one of my own was that I needed an excuse to
keep playing ball. Jackson has never let me down in that sport.
Teaching the boy I love the game I love has been one of the great
privileges of my life, and I already see ways in which the student
is surpassing his teacher. Jackie, you remind me of everything that
is right, and pure, and good in the great American pastime.

Finally, there are never enough words to thank Susan
Spangler. How do you thank the person responsible for giving you
the courage and the freedom to live a life you love? There’s no
better teammate, no better batterymate, and no one I’d rather have
hitting behind me in the lineup or waiting for me at home plate.
You are the heart of my team, and I couldn’t do any of this without
you.

I am abundantly blessed with such a large and
amazing team, not through my own deserving, but through the grace
of God. Soli deo gloria.


For Susie.

There’s no one I’d rather have with me during a long
season, and even after so many of them, it’s still all your
fault.


Pre-Game

 The crowd pushed
around her, a mass of denim and skin blocking the sun and even, at
times, the air. Tall trunks of legs rose past her line of sight, a
solid forest uprooted, flowing and shifting like a river and
carrying her along. Everyone towered impossibly high and swift
around her, a legion of giants, but such is the worldview of every
four-year-old. With her small hand engulfed securely by her
father’s, she found nothing disconcerting about her inability to
see beyond the blue jeans in front of her. She allowed herself to
be pulled along in his wake, content to be part of this stream of
people with him for once. She even looked like him now, almost. Her
overalls were only a shade lighter than his pants, and they covered
her legs the same way even if they did come up higher and have
silver buckles. They also said “OshKosh.” She liked that word. Her
mother had said it when she pointed to the blue label. Her father
didn’t have a blue label, but he wore a red shirt like hers. Red
like a fire truck, red like a crayon, red like the little bird on
her hat. It wasn’t her hat, though. It was Aidan’s, but Aidan was
sick, so she got to wear it.

She also got his ticket. “Ticket.” She said the word
loudly enough to be heard by her own ears, then float away on the
sea of moving trunks behind her. She liked the word as much as she
liked the slip of paper protruding from her tight fist. She’d seen
it at home but hadn’t been allowed to touch it until they’d come
into this cavernous hallway. Once in the dim night and the forest
of knees, her father had handed it to her. She sensed its
importance without understanding its purpose and silently hoped to
prove herself worthy of this thing, this ticket.

She felt more than saw their path change. There was
a pause, then a step to the left, a few more steps forward, then
over. Soon they were near a wall, close enough she could have
touched it, but she didn’t. She followed only the denim knees she
recognized as his as they turned down another smaller hall. This
one wasn’t as crowded. Light slipped in among the legs ahead, and
the gray slab walls on either side offered shelter from the
pushing, grinding river of bodies. Her father slowed, allowing the
tension in their joined arms to slacken, and she scooted up even
with him. Gradually the layers of legs before her stepped away,
each one leaving more slivers of sunlight for her eyes to adjust to
until finally the last of the legs stepped away, revealing the most
beautiful sight her young eyes had ever seen.

The enormity of the view seeped in slowly, like the
gentle warmth of the setting sun against her cheeks. The path
before her descended steeply to a low wall, separating this plain
of cold, gray concrete from a vast open field of colors more
vibrant than anything she had in her box of crayons. The dirt was a
rich shade of orange, but not like an actual orange, burnt,
crumbled, and cut through with stark, bold white lines. They
offered a dry contrast to the lush green of the grass, which stood
bright and deep, rippling into patterns. Rows crossed one another
in the faintest shades, lighter or darker, like those left by her
mother’s vacuum across their living room carpet. If someone had
vacuumed the field, it must have been God. Surely no person could
have done something so big and so perfect. Even though the concept
of the divine hovered foggy and uncertain in her mind, she knew God
lived in the stained glass and tall pipe organ of her church, and
she knew instinctively He lived here, too.

Men, or rather, big boys occupied the field. They
dotted the richly colored grass, the brilliant white of their
clothes signaling to her they were part of the field, or maybe the
field belonged to them. They ran about, back and forth, or swung
bats. Some of them simply sat in the grass, arms and legs
outstretched, bending and straightening languidly. They were
playing. The formality of gods blended with the youthfulness of
children to draw her closer.

A group of younger children brushed past her, their
hands clutching cotton candy, popcorn, snow cones, but her eyes
remained locked on something more compelling than any petty treat.
The men on the field had birds on their shirts, red birds, bright
and definitive against the white, the same little bird she had on
her hat. She drew steadily nearer now, slowly but purposefully
inching closer, over the lip of each stair. She’d let go of her
father’s hand, but still felt anchored, as if tethered to him. He
had brought her here. He wore the red bird, so did those boys in
white, and so did she. Her mind made connections loosely, rapidly,
freely, but her feet moved to a rhythm set to a reason she could
only sense.

She stepped to level ground, the last of the gray
concrete beneath her feet, before the low wall, and saw her
opening. A little door, a small gate, towering bodies of men
shifted all around, but they were dull and faded compared to the
sharp pull beyond. She strode with an unnamable confidence now,
threading her way nimbly around obstacles too big to pay her any
mind. Her foot struck out, both of its own accord and of her
deepest wish, then hovered, suspended over the burnt orange clay.
Inches from Eden, she halted, then was whisked backward and upward
as her father scooped her swiftly into his arms.

“You scared me to death, Sarah. Don’t ever wander
off like that again.” The harshness of his words was undercut by
both relief and exasperation as he carried her slowly back up the
muted gray stairs.

She struggled against his hold, squirming around to
see the field over his shoulder, her face scraping against the dark
stubble of his beard. “I want to be out there, Daddy.”

“So does everybody else who’s ever picked up a
baseball,” he snapped, then sighed. “We all want to be out there,
but we’re not allowed.”

“Then why are those boys out there?” She pointed to
the players.

He turned slowly toward the direction indicated by
her outstretched hand. He stared at the men on the field, his blue
eyes seemingly focused on something bigger or farther away than the
players in his line of sight. He didn’t speak, and she waited,
captivated by the pensiveness in his gaze, the sag of his
shoulders, the slight crook at the corners of his lips. He’d always
been a giant in her eyes, but for a moment he changed in a way a
mythical creature may be timeless, or boundless. They stood,
transfixed for what felt like a long time before he sighed heavily.
His shoulders dropped and the deep creases along his mouth returned
as he turned back to her and said, “Some of those boys are blessed,
some of them work harder than all the others along the way. Most of
them are both. Either way, they earned the right to go on that
field. The rest of us are just lucky to be able to see them
play.”

He set her down on the stadium seat, then with a
smile even a child could tell was fake asked if she’d like a hot
dog.

She ignored the question and tried to focus on the
feeling slipping away. “Blessed,” she repeated as she stood on her
bright red chair and looked out once more on the field, the colors,
the boys, and their play. She didn’t know if she was blessed, but
she did understand hard work. If that was what she needed to do to
get closer to that game, then that was what she’d do. Somehow those
men with the bird on their shirts had earned their spot in this
place. She turned to her dad one more time and said, “Someday I’m
going to earn it, too.”


Top of the First

You Can’t Win ’em All If You Don’t Win the First
One

Sarah Duke stood in the first row of the stands with
nothing but a low green wall separating her from the edge of the
field. She could have easily stepped over if she’d had to, but she
didn’t. Instead she ran her fingers slowly over the press pass
hanging from a lanyard around her neck. The little badge was her
ticket to virtually any part of Busch Stadium. The small, laminated
index card granted her access to even the field itself during
batting practice. A thrill coursed up her spine as the security
guard swung the gate open wide. She nodded gratefully in his
direction, but the emotions clogging her throat prevented her from
actually saying “thank you.”

Taking a deep breath, she stepped through the
doorway. Her foot hovered only a second on the rising cloud of old
memories before landing firmly on the clay of the warning track.
She stepped slowly forward until she was almost directly behind
home plate, enjoying the crunch of the dry ground beneath her feet.
Then looking down, she kicked up a little cloud of burnt orange
dust simply because she liked the way it settled across the toes of
her shiny black shoes. It didn’t matter that she’d polished them
earlier that morning. Nothing ever looked as good as it did with a
thin sheen of ballpark on it.

She playfully scuffed up another little cloud of
dirt, then glanced over her shoulder, still half expecting someone
to scoop her up and carry her away, but no one paid her any
attention. Not security, not the trainers or the grounds crew
working at the edge of the field, not even the players gathered
around the batting cage. Everyone was right where they were
expected to be, diligently performing the task they’d been
assigned, playing their part in this magnificent play, and now she
was one of them. It might have taken her twenty-six years from that
first game with her father, but she’d earned her spot on this
field. No matter what anyone else said or thought, she belonged
here.

The crack of a bat drew her attention long enough to
confirm the ball would land safely away from her, but, like a
child, her focus wandered quickly to the next amazing detail.
Stepping forward a few paces to the side of the batting cage and
into foul territory, she crouched down between the dugout and the
backstop pretending to eye the pitcher or the batter. Then, hiding
another smile, she bent low and ran her fingers through the short
grass. She relished the prick of the soft blades against her palms
and wondered if there was any scent in the world more invigorating
than freshly cut Kentucky bluegrass.

Behind her, the crowd filed into beautiful Busch
Stadium. She could hear them now, their jubilant, anticipatory
sounds filtering in through her sense of awe as they all clamored
to get a better view of the last batters to warm up. Those masses
she’d waded through so many times were to her back now, and every
person in the crowd would love to be in her shoes. The glee was
almost too much to contain. She snatched up a single blade of
grass, then, standing, released her grip and watched the grass
flutter to the ground. She wanted to do it again, but press pass or
not, she shouldn’t play around out there so close to such an
important game.

Shielding her eyes from the afternoon sun, she
turned and took in the mammoth stands of the stadium rising red and
gray until she had to tilt her head back so far she almost toppled
over. Expected attendance for the Cardinals’ home opener was over
forty-two thousand people, teeming mobs of fans decked out in a sea
of red and white. Already, hordes of young, and young at heart,
stacked five or six deep around the wall closest to the dugout,
each one jostling for a better position. They held hats and balls,
trading cards and jerseys, in their outstretched arms as they
called to the players still warming up. An autograph wasn’t likely
forthcoming at this stage, since the players were as keyed up as
the kids, but she didn’t blame the fans for trying anyway. She’d
been covering the club every day for the last four weeks of spring
training, and she still got the urge to ask for an autograph when
one of her favorites brushed past on his way to the clubhouse. Of
course, it wouldn’t do much for her credibility as a serious sports
journalist to ask an interviewee to scrawl his name across her
notebook, but she still thought about it occasionally.

Members of the grounds crew bustled around her as
they began to clear the field. The final players and coaches had
cleared out, and the crew was hauling away the batting cages. She
recognized her cue to leave. Glancing at her notepad once more, she
confirmed again that she already had everything she needed. She’d
been at the park for six hours already. She’d submitted her
pre-game comments half an hour ago, and they were likely already up
on the website. The clubhouse and players were now off-limits to
the media as everyone entered their final warm-ups. She had nothing
left to do until she started her in-game Twitter feed once the
Cardinals took the field. Maybe she’d comment on the Opening Day
ceremonies, but even those wouldn’t officially begin for another
thirty minutes. Eschewing her formal seat in the press box for the
excitement down below, she decided to spend a few minutes being a
spectator.

She flashed her badge, and once more the security
guard swung the gate open wide. Ambling into the stands, she
threaded her way through the crowd of boys around the dugout. Their
numbers had dwindled significantly with the end of batting
practice, but a handful of enthusiastic holdouts remained. They
leaned on the rail and called out, “Hey, mister! Hey, mister!” at
the batboy or the trainer or the security guard, anything to get a
leg up on the competition. She admired their commitment. They all
went after what they wanted, ceaseless in their efforts.

All except one of them.

A few feet back, a lone child sat in the seat
closest to the dugout, but didn’t seem to pay any attention to the
scrum gathered there. He was dressed like the rest of them in his
white jersey and blue jeans. His red baseball cap and round glasses
shaded his face, nearly covering the smattering of freckles across
his nose. He chewed lightly on the end of his pencil while he
balanced a notebook on his knees, a steady look of concentration
creasing his otherwise youthful features. Why wasn’t he clamoring
to be noticed like the others? He didn’t even glance in their
direction when their noise level rose at the sight of a player
entering the dugout. Instead his eagle-eyed focus remained centered
on the outfield, or perhaps something just beyond.

She scooted closer and scanned the direction he was
watching. There were no players in the outfield. Had something on
the Jumbotron caught his eye? No, he wasn’t looking up quite that
high. Was it the fans over the outfield wall? Curiosity got the
better of her. She crept closer and bent down behind him, trying to
match his line of sight. Maybe it was her reporter’s instincts, or
maybe she was nosy, but she had to find out what could hold a
little boy’s focus in such a chaotic environment.

His shoulders tensed and he turned slowly,
suspiciously to look up at her, his little brow furrowed. “Am I in
your seat?”

“No.” She straightened quickly and stepped back,
embarrassed to have been caught trying to scoop a child. “You’re
fine.”

“Are you sure?” he asked, uncertainly. “I can
move.”

“No, really.” She laughed nervously as she realized
how creepy she probably seemed to him. “I’m sorry. I should get
back to work.”

His eyes widened in sudden recognition. “You’re
Sarah Duke.”

“Yes, I am.” She squared her shoulders, inordinately
pleased at having been recognized publicly for the first time and
surprised that it came from a kid. Some of the players didn’t even
know her yet, and she’d covered them for weeks. Of course some of
them ignored her on purpose either because she was new or a woman,
but her response remained the same in both cases. Hard work,
dedication, and raw skill had answered every question ever raised
about her over the years. It would prove the naysayers wrong here,
too. This boy didn’t seem to require any convincing, though.

“I read your column on MajorLeagues.com this
morning,” the boy said with a seriousness exceeding his age.

“Yeah? What did you think?”

“I think Molina is going to have a good year, too.
Maybe MVP kind of stuff.”

She chuckled. “Glad we’re on the same page.”

“It’s bad luck to have to start against Cary Pistas,
though, with the wind blowing in from right field.”

Duke glanced out to the outfield wall. While the
flags on the third base side were barely stirring, the ones on the
right side of the field were blowing harder, directly back toward
the pitcher’s mound.

“Huh. You’re right, and it’s chilly, too, which will
deaden the ball.”

He nodded thoughtfully, then flipped open his
notebook and scratched a few marks in the top corner.

She peeked over his shoulder to see him add “game
time temp” to an already elaborate heading with the date, start
time, and opposing team. All things she’d already made note of on
her own tablet.

“That’s not an autograph book.” She stated the now
obvious.

“No, it’s my game notes.”

“Then you better add starting pitchers, too,” she
said, amused once again by his seriousness. “When you review it
next time the Pirates come to town, you’ll remember who started
each game.”

“Thanks.” A sparkle of light shone in his dark eyes
beneath lenses a little too big for his face. “Do you think Ben
Cooper will have his good stuff today?”

She considered the question and then glanced at her
watch. “You know, now actually might be a good time to get some
inside info. Maybe I should head out to the bullpen and do some
scouting.”

His shoulders slumped slightly, and a frown pulled
at his smooth face. “Yeah, okay. Thank you for talking to me.”

He looked like a sad little puppy who’d been told to
sit and stay. She wanted to pat him on his head. Instead, she
arched an eyebrow questioningly. “You wouldn’t want to put a few
notes in your book, would you?”

He hopped up eagerly. “I could come, too?”

“Well, it’s too late to go down on the field, but I
know a good place out of the way where we could peek into the
bullpen and make our own assessment of warm-ups if you want.”

“Yes ma’am.” He jumped up and grabbed his things
eagerly, his excitement magnifying hers. She remembered being that
age and loving the game so very much, but not being seen as part of
it, or even worthy of having an opinion on the subject yet. She
would’ve loved to talk baseball with anyone who would listen, much
less someone who had inside information. Okay, maybe she was
showing off a little bit, too, but she’d finally earned her dream
job, with the access every kid craves. Who could blame her for
wanting to flaunt that to someone who could appreciate it? She
indicated a direction and happily loped on alongside the boy as he
moved excitedly toward the end of their section.

She was about to steer him into the tunnel under the
stadium when a voice sent her skidding to a stop.

“Joseph Landon Grettano, freeze right there.”

And freeze they did. The hair on her arms stood on
end and the muscles in her neck tensed instantly as if a cold blast
of artic wind had raked across her back. The boy whirled around,
and his profuse apologies starting to flow immediately.

“I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to run off. I got
excited. It won’t happen again. You can trust me to sit closer on
my own. I promise. I just, I met Sarah Duke.”

Way to throw me under the bus, kid. She
turned around slowly to see a young woman raise her hand, cutting
the boy off mid-sentence.

Her sun-kissed skin stood out against her white
jersey, a bold contrast to the dark hair flowing freely down her
back. Her stunning brown eyes smoldered, making her look older than
she probably was. The curly-haired child perched on her hip didn’t
do anything to highlight her youthful features either. Still, in
another place, a beach, or a bar, she might have passed for a co-ed
if not for the expression on her face, which couldn’t be mistaken
for anything other than that of an angry mother.

The boy, Joseph Landon Grettano apparently, shifted
quietly from one foot to the other as he awaited his
sentencing.

“I trusted you, and you broke my trust. It’s time
for you to come back with us until you can prove yourself to me
again.”

“Yes ma’am,” he mumbled, hanging his head.

Duke felt guilty for getting him in trouble. She
hadn’t thought her offer through, but how could she know he wasn’t
supposed to run around the stadium? It wasn’t her fault he didn’t
ask his mom first.

She quietly slid back, hoping to fade unnoticed into
the crowd.

“And you,” the woman said, slowly, deliberately
turning her focus. “Who do you think you are?”

“Um,” she glanced down at her press pass, suddenly
unsure of the answer to that question, “I’m Sarah Duke. I’m a
sportswriter.”

“A sportswriter who lures little boys into dark
tunnels?”

“No. I mean, yeah, but”—that sounded horrible—“not
like that.”

“Seriously? You try to abscond with my child without
telling me, then lead him into the underbelly of a sports stadium
to some place I don’t have access to and cannot see.” She waved her
free arm so wildly it flipped her hair over her shoulder
dramatically. “And all you can say for yourself is, it’s ‘not like
that’?”

“Uh, well.” She squirmed much the same way the boy
had. Could anyone in the world stand a mother’s scolding when they
knew she was right? “Look, I’m sorry. He was sitting alone
and—”

“He was not alone,” she snapped. “I was ten rows
back, and I had my eye on him the whole time.”

“Okay, fine. I didn’t know.”

“You didn’t know anyone was watching him, so you
thought you could take him?” She shifted the younger child to her
other hip while giving Duke a moment to realize how bad that
sounded. “I should call the police on you.”

That was just what she needed on Opening Day. “I
said I’m sorry.”

“When it comes to my kids, sorry doesn’t cut it.
What were you thinking?”

“I wasn’t thinking, obviously.” She shrugged. “I’m a
massive moron who wanted to do something nice for a kid who seemed,
I don’t know, smarter, or more together, or just better than the
rest.”

The woman’s expression softened, so Duke plowed on.
“He asked me some intelligent questions about pitching, so I wanted
to show him where the pitchers warmed up. Clearly that was stupid
of me.”

“No.” The woman sighed exasperatedly. “That
was nice of you. You were stupid not to think he had a mother
somewhere who would worry herself sick if he disappeared. You were
stupid to think it would be okay for a stranger to take a
nine-year-old boy into a tunnel at a sports stadium. You were
stupid to—”

“Stupid’s bad word,” the child on her hip said
around the two fingers in his mouth.

“You’re right, honey.” She paused to kiss him on the
forehead, and for one second, her entire being transformed. The
tension in her face relaxed. Every line softened as she closed her
eyes and pressed her lips tenderly to his smooth skin. Then, as if
exhaling all her anger, she blew out a heavy breath and asked,
“Sarah Duke, do you have children?”

“No,” she said quickly.

“Then you have no idea what it feels like.”

“What does it feel like?” she asked, captivated by
the change in the beautiful woman before her.

The woman raised her eyes, deep, dark eyes awash
with fear. “Like I watched you pick up my heart and carry it into a
place it might not return from.”

Duke thought she’d been sorry before. She’d
certainly felt sorry while getting yelled at, but now with her
stomach clenched and her breath caught in her throat, she
understood true remorse. “I am so sorry.”

“Fine.” She sounded exasperated and tired.

“Fine?”

“Does this mean we can go now?” The older boy asked
in a tone that suggested he already knew the answer.

“No,” his mother said. “You’re still ballpark
grounded. You’re not to leave my side. Got it?”

The kid looked absolutely crestfallen but managed to
mumble, “Yes ma’am.”

“It’s hot dog time?” the younger boy asked, clearly
immune to the trouble his brother was in.

“Not until the third inning, honey.” His mom handled
the non sequitur gently before she turned back to Duke. “Don’t you
have work to do?”

“Yes ma’am,” she replied, then waited, unsure of
what she should do. Had she been dismissed? Should she apologize
once more? Offer to make it up to them somehow? Or run? Clearly
getting out of there was the best option. Something about the
woman’s disapproval and her son’s disappointment constricted Duke’s
chest. “Okay, then I guess I’ll go. Really, I’m very sorry, to both
of you.”

The woman said nothing. She didn’t even acknowledge
her retreat. She’d clearly returned her focus to her family,
leaving Duke on the outside of the circle.

*

Nothing in sports compared to Opening Day at Busch
Stadium in St. Louis. In some ways, the fanfare was the same all
over Major League Baseball with the ceremonial first pitches thrown
out by politicians, the grandstand announcers calling the names of
the Opening Day rosters, the local-kid-made-big singing the
national anthem, and the sonic boom of fighter jets cutting low in
formation over the infield. The Americana of it all could soften
the most hardened cynic, but St. Louis had something few other
teams shared, and that was a true tradition of excellence. Former
players wheeled around the warning track in red convertibles waving
to the crowd with their World Series rings glistening in the
springtime sun. The World Series banners snapped proud and high in
the wind above the scoreboard, eleven of them in all, making the
Cardinals the gold standard of the National League.

Then came the Clydesdales. If the red bird was the
symbol of the franchise, the Clydesdales were the symbol of the
city, strong, proud workhorses that could pull more than their own
weight and who worked best when they worked together. The
gloriously regal draft team of behemoth horses decked in gold
trimmings pulled a grand wagon carrying the official game balls.
Their heavy footsteps offset a light jingle of bells as they neared
home plate and echoed loud enough to be heard over the din of the
crowd all the way to the press booth. History was on parade, and
the future of the organization was on the field in their iconic red
and white. The birds on the bats shone boldly across the chest of
every man blessed enough to play in this city, on this day.

As the pageantry faded, the energy level
crescendoed, and a race of chills broke out across Duke’s arms when
the lead umpire shouted, “Play ball!”

This was what she’d lived for every minute of every
day for as long as she could remember. At thirty-one years old, she
had her dream job. She had unfettered access to the game she loved,
and someone actually paid her. All she had to do was watch a sport
she would have watched for free and comment on the proceedings
occasionally. She would’ve laughed at the absurdity of making money
for that if she’d actually been doing her job, but after tweeting
out the first pitch, a knee-high curveball from the Cardinals’ ace,
she found herself scanning the crowd, wondering where the young
mother and her two boys sat.

The woman had said she’d been only about ten rows
behind her son, which would put her almost to the back of the first
section behind the home dugout. Nice seats—probably too nice for a
single mother of two. There must’ve been a father somewhere she’d
missed.

The writer next to her blew out a low whistle and
shook his head, causing Duke to realize she’d made a horribly
sexist stereotype. She didn’t need a man to make money for her, or
to get her to the ballpark. Why assume that about another
woman?

“LeBaron is dealing,” the writer said.

“Huh?” She looked up to see a big “K” flash across
the scoreboard, indicating their pitcher had recorded his first
strikeout. So that was what’d caused his reaction, not some ability
to mind-read her decidedly unfeminist thoughts. Maybe the mother
was a hotshot lawyer and her husband was a loser. Maybe he was a
total deadbeat. Maybe she didn’t even have a husband.

No, Duke couldn’t go there.

She tweeted the strikeout and marked it down in the
score-keeping app on her tablet. Instead of returning her focus to
the game, however, she continued to scan the crowd. Why was she so
fixated on finding them? Sure, she still felt embarrassed about her
mistake, but that should’ve been a reason to avoid them. Looking
for them now only added to her creepy child-stalker credentials.
She didn’t want to do anything to incur that kind of wrath again.
She didn’t want to disappoint the kids, either. She’d hated the
look on the older boy’s face when his mom told him he couldn’t go
see the pitcher. No one should be sad on Opening Day. Opening Day
should feel like a clean slate, a first impression, a time of hope
and belief. They had a long season ahead, inevitably full of ups
and downs, but today set the tone for everything to follow. Then
again, maybe she wanted to see the family one more time. Whatever
the reason, she missed the next two outs looking for them.

Pulling herself together long enough to tweet “three
up, three down,” she turned to the man next to her. Cooper Pachol
was in his forties and had a beer gut and a bald spot. His red tie
already had mustard on it.

“You got a problem, Rook?” he asked, around a bite
of his hot dog.

“Nope.” She didn’t mind the nickname. It was her
rookie season, after all, and while he often greeted her presence
with mild disdain, she chose to consider the mild hazing as paying
her dues. “Just wondering if you ever get up and walk around the
park during the games. Maybe get quotes from fans or view things
from different vantage points?”

He rolled his eyes. “Aren’t you the eager
beaver?”

She grinned and turned back to the field. “I guess
that’s a no.”

They watched in silence as the lead-off hitter
popped up and the second batter struck out swinging. Then Yadier
Molina stepped to the plate.

“This is his MVP year,” Duke said.

Cooper grunted and shook his head.

“He’s going to live up to his new contract.”

“He’s not. He’s got nothing left to play for. He’s
locked up for the rest of his career. Now he’s going to phone it in
or wreck his knees.”

She disagreed. An image of Joseph Landon Grettano
once again flooded her mind, and she smiled, because whether anyone
believed it or not, these players had a lot to play for.

As if validating her sentimentality, Molina pulled a
double down the right field line, and the crowd roared. The rumble
of it shook the stadium, and she found herself enthusiastically
clapping along with the masses. A few of the other sportswriters
looked her way, some with amusement, others with disdain.

“Tough crowd,” she muttered, and bent over her
Google Nexus tablet to blast the hit on social media.

The reverie was short-lived as the next player
grounded out, but she smiled down at the section where the young
family sat and wondered if they’d enjoyed the hit.

*

The second inning passed uneventfully, and the air
in the press box had grown heavy and stale. The room had a buzz of
its own. The energy there hummed, dedicated, focused, busy. She
found plenty to love, but on Opening Day she wanted fresh air, she
wanted to jump to her feet over a good play, she wanted to
high-five a stranger. Besides, the third inning seemed like a good
time for a snack. Someone had said that recently…

Right, the mother had promised her boys hot dogs in
the third inning.

Why did her mind keep returning to them?

She had an idea, and before she examined it closer,
she rose and scooted around several colleagues.

“Where you going, Rook?” Cooper called. “Ladies’
room?”

She ignored the jab. “Hot dogs in the third
inning.”

“Bring me one,” he called out.

She jogged down a back stairway and onto the open
concourse before weaving her way through the crowd and out into the
stands. The press corps had food catered in for them, and it was a
pretty nice spread, but she wasn’t interested in free food if it
came from a stuffy interior room. Honestly, she wasn’t that
interested in the hot dogs at all so much as the opening they’d
give her. She’d look like a real idiot if she messed this one up,
but she hadn’t gotten where she had in life by being afraid to make
mistakes or worrying about other people’s judgment. She generally
followed her instincts first and examined them later. The practice
seemed to work out for her…most of the time.

She waved to a vendor hawking hot dogs and held up
four fingers. What did she have to lose? She’d already made an
idiot of herself once. If she fell flat again, at least she’d have
some hot dogs to help ease the embarrassment.

Taking the dogs, she handed him twenty dollars.
She’d long since stopped complaining about the price of ballpark
food. She could’ve made the same amount of food at home for three
dollars, but it wouldn’t come with this view.

She stopped once again to view the field and the
battle raging there. Ben LeBaron threw another nasty curve for a
strike, and the crowd cheered wildly as the umpire rung up a batter
who didn’t even try to argue. She made a mental note on LeBaron’s
strikeout count even as she scanned the jubilant crowd. She had to
be in the right section, or pretty close by now, but the seats were
packed with people all wearing the same colors. From behind, the
boy and his mom would look like any of the other forty thousand
spectators, and maybe they weren’t even in their seats. The
Cardinals had recorded their first out of the third inning. Maybe
the family had already gone to a concession stand. She stood there
holding four hot dogs and looked lost.

“Hot dogs,” she heard a tiny voice yell.

“As soon as someone comes by.”

She recognized the voice, even though it sounded
infinitely more calm and patient than it had when directed at
her.

A curly little head popped up above the crowd at the
end of the last row of the section. “I see hot dog.”

“Where?” The mother turned around and her eyes met
Duke’s. They were beautiful eyes, big, deep, and expressive. Duke
froze under their scrutiny. She should say something witty, or
charming, something disarming, or at the very least not creepy.
Instead she held out her stack of hot dogs as an awkward peace
offering.

The woman shook her head, but smiled, and Duke
relaxed immensely. She couldn’t recall the last time someone had
bestowed such a stunning expression on her, and even if this one
happened to be born out of pity, she’d take it.

“I got you guys some hot dogs to make up for
earlier,” she offered tentatively. “But then I worried buying food
for kids without asking would kind of be like walking off with your
son without asking, and I didn’t want a repeat of earlier.”

At the sound of her voice, Joseph turned around, his
smile mirroring his mother’s, but he didn’t interrupt her continued
grilling.

“So you intended to stand behind us all game holding
a bouquet of hot dogs?”

“Uh, when you put it that way, it sounds much more
appropriate.”

“Much.”

“I’m sorry, um…”

“Molly,” she offered.

“Molly.” Duke smiled as she said the name. “I’m
sorry we started off on such bad terms. I’m sorry I scared you. I’m
sorry I disappointed your son. I’m sorry I put a dark spot on the
otherwise bright ray of hope that is Opening Day.”

“You really are a sportswriter, aren’t you?”

She grinned. “I am. I love this game, this place,
this holiday, and it would bother me if I left here today knowing I
lessened someone else’s joy in this park.”

“So you bought us all hot dogs?”

“Third inning,” the little boy sang out loudly.

“Yes.” Duke nodded in agreement. “And I waited until
the third inning like you said the boys had to.”

Molly pursed her lips like she wanted to remain
stern but had to work hard to do so.

“If you can’t accept them, I understand, stranger
danger and all, but I wish you’d give me a chance to atone.”

Duke and both boys looked at Molly expectantly,
waiting for whatever verdict she handed down. She drew out the
tension for a few seconds, pinching the bridge of her nose and
scrunching up her expression before sighing exasperatedly.
“Fine.”

“Yes,” Duke and Joseph cheered in unison as the
younger boy grabbed for his hot dog.

“I got one extra,” Duke said, holding up the fourth.
“I didn’t know if you had someone else with you.”

“Someone else?” Molly asked.

“Yeah, I didn
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