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  To all those who break out of the box others put you in. Keep on swinging and don't let anyone tell you that you don't belong.



And to Andruw, Chipper, Rafael, and Javy, for first stoking my love of baseball.








  
  Author's Note


At its heart, Rounding for Home is a story about two people finding each other and finding a way to be together. It's not about being a transgender person in sports, but it features a transgender person who is an athlete. And because of the way this world is, that brings with it certain obstacles. I wanted to acknowledge those exist while making sure the team Caleb finds himself on was a safe space. But, there are still some things that may be triggering for some readers, and I don't want any of them to come from left field for you
	Transphobia & misgendering: on page, addressed, if not out loud by a character, at least in their thoughts

	Emotional abuse from a parent/siblings

	Panic attack

	References to a former assault

	Religion used as an excuse for hatred(and the trauma caused by that)










  
  Chapter 1


Caleb Throckmorton adjusted the strap of his duffel bag on his shoulder as he stared at the front of the Deltry Ocelots' clubhouse. This should not be so nerve-wracking. How many times had he walked into a clubhouse at the start of a season? 
Three. The answer to his own question was right there on the tip of his tongue.
The only thing different now was that he wasn’t entering one that was part of the Philadelphia Sirens' farm system. He’d gone through the low and high-A teams the first year and started his second season on their AA team, but he’d spent most of the last two seasons with the AAA team, the Arkala Sailors.
Not anymore.
Technically that wasn't the only difference. He hadn't had to share a locker room with Brock McCoy any of those times. Not since college. He was not looking forward to the pleasure now. 
“I'll never have to see another McCoy again. I can't fucking wait.”
Three years and those words were just as true. Even if there'd been moments when he'd thought maybe there was something more. That hadn't been anything other than fantasy, and it was safer to keep those to his dreams. 
A shiver ran through him. That had nothing to do with his thoughts of the past. Or the fact Brock could be inside. Nope. No McCoy would have that much control over him. It was just the chill wind.
The weather wasn't bad for late March in Pennsylvania. After spending the last month in Florida, the slight touch of wind felt almost frigid, so he hurried forward and pushed through the doors into the clubhouse. Even if going inside would mean having to face Brock once again.
He stepped into a quiet lounge, one not set up much differently from the one in Arkala. A couch and a couple chairs set up in front of the television set. Some tables and more chairs. Plenty of places to sit. Mostly bare walls. Doors leading to offices and a hallway back to the locker room. As well as most likely training and film rooms. Did the Ocelots still refer to it as that, even though everything had gone digital? Were they as backward as the Sailors had been about any changes?
If this was anything like Arkala, there’d usually be at least a couple of players passing time in there, but it was quiet right now. They didn't get the word they had to move all the way across the state practically before they'd even stepped off the plane.
He hadn't even unpacked yet, but the coaches had wanted to meet with him before practice. He’d made sure to get here with plenty of time to spare. Even if that meant his sister and dad had to move his stuff into his new apartment. 
He really hoped they hadn’t come to the conclusion having a trans player on their team would be too much of a hassle and tracked down some loophole in his contract to get out of it.
One accusation of doping from a teammate the previous season had nearly sidelined his whole career. Thankfully, he’d had the paperwork and records to defend himself, but it had been a headache.
That was putting it mildly, he thought wryly. A brain-splitting migraine no pain reliever could touch was more like it.
"Throckmorton, glad you could grace us with your presence."
Caleb winced, but the man behind him chuckled and brought a large hand down softly on his shoulder.
"Don’t worry. We haven’t waited long. Come into the office so we can chat."
Caleb turned to face the tall man, his dark hair thinning, but his blue eyes were still sharp. "Andrew Turner?" He’d seen the team's manager in the opposite dugout whenever the Sailors had played the Deltry Ocelots, but this was the first time seeing him up close.
The head coach grinned. "That would be me. Come on. Coach Carey is waiting inside."
"I was going to put my stuff in my locker."
"That can wait. We have some points to go over before we get started."
"Right." He adjusted the strap again but followed the coach into the office. He had an idea what those things were and was not looking forward to this. It had been a hassle each time moving up through the Sirens' affiliates. They had to make sure he understood his place and exactly what was expected from him. 
He wanted things to be different, but he certainly wouldn’t hold his breath.
While the lounge had been what he'd expected, the office was not. Whenever he had been called to the Sailor's manager's office, he'd been reminded of going to see the principal. Everything neat and orderly, severe, and in its place. Not a single homey touch.
Andrew Turner apparently ran a different ball club. At least if offices were anything to go by. The chairs in front of his desk actually invited you to make yourself comfortable, not worry your ass cheek might get pinched if they folded up with you in them. Photos sat on the desk, a few more on a shelf behind him. Even a couple hand-drawn, apparently by kids, pieces of artwork tacked up. And an Ocelots' jacket tossed over the back of the desk chair. As if he had recently come in.
Caleb didn't recognize the other man who stood from one of the visitor's chairs when they entered the office. Not all the coaches would have reason to be out on the field during a game, so that didn't necessarily mean anything. He also could have been a new hire. He was shorter and thicker than Turner, red hair threaded with silver covering his head. 
"Throckmorton, this is our hitting coach, Jonathon Carey. He’s hoping to see what he’s got to work with later."
Caleb held out his hand. "Good to meet you, sir."
"Polite. I like it."
"I’m more concerned with what he can do with his glove."
Caleb relaxed slightly and took the other chair, setting his duffle bag beside him. Maybe he wasn’t here so they could tell him they didn’t actually have a place for him on their team. Or they’d been talking to the Sirens’ management and knew what a troublemaker he was.
He’d never tried to cause trouble. They were the ones... Nope. He would not let those thoughts overwhelm him.
"We know you had some troubles on your last team."
"I didn’t—"
Turner held his hand up to stop the rest of Caleb’s words. "Throckmorton, we know. I want to assure you nothing like that is going to happen here. We’ll be sure of that."
Sure, he'd heard that before. The league claimed to be pushing for more inclusiveness and harsher punishments against bigotry. Didn't mean anything would actually change.
What else could he do but nod, when he was trapped in a room with two people who had so much say over his future? "Thanks, I appreciate it."
The two coaches exchanged a look, but Caleb wasn’t exactly sure what it meant. Still, he waited for one of them to speak, but they kept watching him.
"You said there were things you wanted to go over. Was it more than that?"
Turner looked at him for another moment, and Caleb couldn’t help but think he chose his words carefully. This would not be good.
"You’ve been in the league for a few years," Turner finally said. "I’m sure you’re aware of what they expect in terms of your treatments and testing."
He should have been expecting this. "I get my testosterone levels checked every six weeks and send the results in. They know I give myself shots once a week, and if I’m given a drug test, it may come up as a positive. This is documented, so I shouldn’t have an issue."
Not that his teammates had cared about that. It didn’t matter that no one else in the league had to jump through these same hoops just to play. He did at least get to play, so he’d deal.
"Right," Turner said with a short nod. "All of that. I don’t know what your previous team’s protocol was..."
Caleb couldn’t hold in a snort. "What protocol? I did my shot on Mondays, since that’s our only day off, and scheduled the test for whatever week we were home closest to that six-week mark. They didn’t want to know anything else, as long as I followed the rules and didn’t bring attention to myself."
Apparently, that had included his roommate during the road trip walking in when he was in the middle of doing the injection. He’d attempted to calm the accusations of cheating, stating it was a medical issue, but that hadn’t been enough for Brian. The coaches had been… well, their support hadn’t exactly been enthusiastic. More like grudging.
Turner frowned. "They didn’t even want to know when you took the shot or how it affected you?"
Caleb shook his head and kept his lips pressed together. He didn’t want any more bitterness to seep out, so he became known as an ungrateful little shit. No team would want him then.
"We do," Turner said firmly. "Our players’ health is important. We don’t want you risking that, even if it means taking time off. If you do your shots on Monday, you’ll be on the bench for Tuesday games." Caleb opened his mouth, but the skipper continued speaking, "That’s not a punishment. We’d do the same with anyone who had a regular medical procedure. Which this is, even if you do it yourself."
Caleb blew out a breath. He’d been giving himself testosterone shots for nearly seven years now. Other than some tenderness at the injection site, it didn’t cause him any issues. But, arguing about that might cut even more of his playing time. It would have with the Sailors’ manager.
At least he wasn’t saying Caleb would not get any playing time. One game each week. Brock would be starting on those days then. Of course he would be and given yet another chance to show Caleb up. 
There would still be five other games in a series where he could prove his worth. "Was there anything else?"
Carey took this one. "We assume you were, what's it called? Stealth… on your last team. Otherwise, their PR people were aces about keeping it quiet."
Caleb barely held in another snort. Not seeming too bitter about where he’d come from was getting tough, but he swallowed the sour words. “Yeah. I was stealth.” He was a little surprised the coaches knew the term. And were willing to try to get things right. It was more consideration than he'd been given by any of the Sirens' affiliates. “Until the only way to get one of my teammates off my back was to admit I was trans. That led to a whole other level of..." He shook his head. "Sorry. I’m not... I don’t blame the team for what happened. I just..."
“It’s fine, Throckmorton,” Turner said. "You know, our mental skills coach is a trained counselor if you need to work through anything."
“I’ve already got a shrink, but thanks.” And he would have a lot to write for Max's assignment about how often his thoughts led to assuming discrimination. He was working on it. "I planned to be up front with the team. If anyone’s going to have an issue—" He was sure he knew one who would. Brock had never been quiet about his beliefs—"I’d rather know ahead of time before I think of them as friends."
Yeah, so much for not letting that bitterness show. Great job, Caleb.
"If anyone has issues, we will deal with it," Turner said. "And we’ll let you handle that announcement however you see fit. Come on, let’s get that stuff to your locker. The rest of the team should be here soon."
Caleb hoped this wouldn’t be more of the same of what he'd dealt with in Arkala. He didn't know if he could go through that again.
With McCoy already established here, he didn’t see how this could go smoothly.






  
  Chapter 2


Caleb stepped into the locker room once Turner and Carey were done with him and took a deep breath, taking in all the scents. His sister would have laughed at him, but he found it settling. Not so much now, when it smelled more of cleaning supplies, and the stale air of being shut up, than sweat and dirt and baseball. It still left him with a sense of…home.
Whether anyone else thought he belonged or not.
The stalls each had a set of jerseys and game pants already hanging in them, ready for the rest of the players to arrive. A few long benches in front of them and folding chairs scattered around. At least he had the space to himself for a few minutes.
It wasn't like he'd never changed around another team. All of college and his climb through the minors, he'd had to do exactly that. And he'd had to fight to even be able to use the same locker rooms as the people who, at best, sent him sideways looks, and at worst…well, he didn't really want to think about that.
After college, he'd taken pains to fly under the radar, changing in a bathroom stall if he had to. Despite his coaches and the league officials being aware of the truth, he hadn't wanted to deal with his teammates knowing.
Hadn't wanted them to treat him like a freak, or like he got special treatment. He'd had enough of that during college. It would have to be different now. It had only been a few days, but he was still surprised Brian hadn't already spilled all the details. The team had kept him muzzled during the season, needed to maintain harmony in the locker room and all that after all. As if that had ever worked. Now that they'd traded Caleb, what would stop them from talking?
He couldn’t do anything about that. He could only control his own actions, and right now, that was getting changed before facing his new team.
He found his name written on a strip of tape over one locker. And ignored the twisting in his stomach at how temporary that made this whole thing feel. It was just because this had been a last minute trade. It didn't mean he didn't have a secure place here.
Caleb put his bag in the locker and stripped out of his jeans, his gaze catching the name on the locker next to his. His chest constricted. Why, why, why? Did this really need to be the only free stall? Or did they always put the shortstops together?
"Not some conspiracy," he muttered to himself. "Just the way it worked out." It was going to be fine. It had to be since he was here to stay.
Unless he got traded again.
One more thing he didn't have control over. Instead, he pulled on his compression shorts, then practice pants over those. As well as a practice shirt. Finally, he walked across the locker room. A murmur of voices came from beyond the door. 
He could do this. He shouldn't be this nervous. This wouldn’t be that different from playing for the Sailors. Same level of play, same division even. 
You don't belong here.
Caleb raised both middle fingers to that voice in his head. He did belong. He was damn well going to prove it, no matter how many times it took.
He didn't care what anyone had to say. Especially not Brock McCoy.
Caleb pushed out of the locker room and saw a few guys talking to the skipper. Who had his hand on the shoulder of one of them. Oscar Turner. Why hadn't he made that connection before?
The skipper looked up and smiled. “Have you met my…what is it, third cousin, twice removed?”
“Something like that.” Oscar held his hand out. “I was behind the plate at least once during your at-bats. Failed to catch you stealing.”
Caleb's lips twitched. “Don't worry. You aren't the only one in that club.”
Oscar let out a loud laugh and patted Caleb on the shoulder. Something swelled in his chest. It had been a long time since he'd felt that kind of camaraderie with a teammate. He hoped that wouldn't change when they learned the truth.
“This is Elijah Thomas and Ryder Hill,” Oscar said, though Caleb recognized Ryder, the first baseman. He was one of the few Caleb knew of who didn't run his mouth when you got on base. He wasn't sure he'd seen much of Elijah. Maybe because Caleb had spent the majority of last season on the bench.
Oscar drew him into their conversation, but Caleb’s attention kept wandering toward the doors. When was he going to get here? How would he react to seeing Caleb?
It didn't matter, Caleb told himself, even as he moved away from the three of them. Not like Brock had any say over him being there. Unlike when he was younger, the McCoy family couldn't control his circumstances. Nothing they could do to keep him from playing. He was right where he belonged.
He would prove it to all of them. Hopefully, this team wouldn't turn on him. The coaches really would stand with him when he showed himself to the team. They'd said they would, but he knew you couldn't count on that.
Either way, he wasn't going to let it stop him from being honest about who he was or playing baseball. Those were the only things that mattered right now.

[image: image-placeholder]

Brock McCoy stepped out of his car, wishing he was still in Florida as the wind slipped under the collar of his coat. Or at least that he could have stayed in his bed today. He was already tired, and the season hadn't quite started. He didn't feel like he'd caught up on his sleep in the two days they'd been home from spring training.
His father and brothers certainly hadn't let that stop them from demanding he run errands for them. That could explain why he couldn't find the energy to move today.
Brock grabbed his duffle out of the backseat and crossed the parking lot toward the clubhouse, noting all the cars already here. A lot of them he could pick out from last year. He found himself looking for Hector's beat up truck. Except that sat in a junkyard, and Hector was still in the hospital.
He'd tried not to think of what not having their starting shortstop here would mean for the team. Except he'd be in that position now, wouldn't he? That should not be a lead weight in his stomach. He should be happy. He could go out there and shine and have a chance to get out of this town. For good this time. 
Yet the thought of starting possibly every game of the season made him want to spin around and rush home again. 
What else was he even good at? It had always been baseball for him, since he first put on a glove.
He must still be tired. Coffee would surely wake him up.
Brock wasn’t off the pavement yet when steps slapped behind him, and he braced himself. Still, he stumbled when legs went around his waist and arms clamped over his shoulders.
"Get off me, you idiot." He couldn’t help laughing. "Didn’t know catchers could move that quick."
A hand mussed his hair, then the weight dropped away. "We are versatile beings," Rhys Molson said. "It’s good to see you."
"You’d think we didn’t spend the last month in Florida together," Brock said dryly. "You couldn’t have missed me already."
Rhys clapped a hand to the shoulder he’d been hanging from. "I missed baseball, man. Whose idea was it for us to have days off before our first game?"
Alfredo Campos strode up beside Rhys. The two made a striking contrast. Rhys was built compact, thick legs, a trim waist, and arms that could whip a baseball from behind the plate to second base like nothing. His dark blond hair was shorter than Brock was used to seeing, but by the end of the season, it would sweep down almost to his chin. He wouldn’t cut it until they were eliminated from the Postseason, though. 
Alfie’s skin was a dark brown in contrast to Rhys’s paleness, his black curls barely tamed, and he stood nearly half a foot taller. Yet you could always find one if you spotted the other.
"Two days." Alfie’s Venezuelan accent made the words flow together. "It has been two days since we flew out. I do not know how you survived."
"Me neither. But I did, and you’ll have to deal with that."
Alfie rolled his eyes toward Brock, and all Brock could do to keep from laughing was to bite the inside of his lip. Rhys was certainly full of something today. Not that Brock should be surprised. Rhys always seemed to be raring to go at the start of the season.
Why couldn’t Brock find that for himself anymore? It shouldn’t be that difficult.
His father’s voice was getting to him. Again. He’d had to sit through dinner the night before, not even the usual Sunday family dinner, but he’d been guilted into attending because they’d missed him so much.
All any of them could do was pick at every mistake he’d made in the spring training games.
He realized Rhys and Alfie were nearly at the doors while he remained mired in his own thoughts. He hurried to catch up to them, but by the time he reached them, they were caught up in their own conversation. “I’m telling you, it’s true. Silva—
“Not everyone is in a secret relationship,” Alfie said. 
Brock rolled his eyes, having heard Rhys’s theories before, but then Rhys had opened the doors, and his next words were lost to the noise inside the clubhouse.
Did he hear something about a new player? Someone who hadn’t been with them in Florida? It wasn’t too unusual for there to be a good bit of movement, both in trades and between levels, at the start of the season. Even if they brought in a couple more infielders who could move around the field, it would help. There were plenty of teams who only had one shortstop, though he wasn't sure that had ever been the case on the Ocelots. 
He didn't think they had other spots to fill. Who else could they have brought in?






  
  Chapter 3


Brock caught the door before it could close and stepped inside. At least here in the clubhouse lounge, he was out of the sharp wind. 
It seemed like all his teammates were here already. Cameron McKendrick and Ezra Young, two of their starting pitchers, were deep in a card game at a table off to the side. Zaid Rodriguez, the rookie catcher who had made the cut from the AA team during spring training, and Elijah Thomas, one of their outfielders, were sprawled on the couch, the sound of the television barely more than a murmur over Zaid excitedly relaying some story. It seemed to be the only way he talked. Another of their outfielders, Axel Piñon, sat in a chair kitty-corner to them, joining in every few words.
Here Brock thought he hadn’t been late. Not a great way to start the season, being the last one to show up. He certainly hoped the coaches wouldn’t think he didn’t want to be here.
Even if that thought had crossed his mind more than once since the plane had landed in Pittsburgh, and he'd had to endure over an hour in the car with his father. Being told all the ways he needed to do better, to be better. A better Christian, a better son, a better player.
Always the order matters went in his father's world. If they had brought someone in to replace him, what was his father going to say?
Brock didn't want to think about that. 
He could just see the skipper's head over the top of everyone else greeting each other like the first day back to school. They'd just played together for the last month.
He made his way around them, wanting to get to the outside of the room, where maybe he wouldn't feel like the odd one out. Wasn't anyone else as tired as him?
Nik Ruiz, the second baseman who'd been traded to them from out west in the middle of last season, threw himself at Brock. "Did you meet the new shortstop yet?"
"New shortstop?" The two words didn’t quite make sense in his brain. Not together, at least.
"Yeah," Nik said slowly. "Figured you had heard about the trade. He came over from Arkala. I’ve never played against him. By the time I came over here last year, we didn’t play them again. You probably have, though. I looked up his fielding stats before I came over and..."
Brock thought Nik let out a whistle, but that could just be the buzzing in his head. Arkala had more than one shortstop on their roster. Or they had the previous season. Brock wasn't sure Caleb had played that much. It wasn't like Brock could pay attention to all the shifts other clubs made, not for a player who rode the bench most of the season.
Brock moved away from Nik, needing to see for himself. He really, really hoped...
Ah, shit. “What did we give up for him?” Brock hadn't realized the question had come out of his mouth until a few heads turned his way.
Nik tipped his head to the side, a few dark red curls brushing his forehead. “Do you know something I don't? Something that isn't in the scouting reports? I read through them after I saw the trade report, and what I saw was good.”
Brock didn't answer any of his questions. He wasn't sure how to. Why the hell hadn't he read the trade reports before coming in? Hector would be out for the whole season. He may not return at all. When Brock had been side-lined for a couple weeks with a twisted ankle the season before, they hadn't brought anyone else in to back up Hector. 
Maybe they all knew Brock wasn't cut out for this, like his father had insinuated the other day.
If only he’d been able to get away from that. Maybe if Sue had been home. His former sister-in-law's apartment sometimes felt like the only refuge he had from all the expectations. She might have pointed out the chance someone else would be brought in. She listened to him talk about their line-ups often enough and tended to see things he missed. 
Yet, Brock had thought he'd be all they'd have to count on. Even as the thought had dragged him down, he'd been sure it would be the case. Maybe they'd call up someone from AA as more of a utility player, but that was never what Caleb had been.
Brock hadn't expected to see him again after college graduation. Sure, he'd been a decent player, but he'd been surprised to hear he'd been drafted. Surely that would have been a liability for whatever team he was on.
At least he'd thought that at the time. It’s what his father had always claimed. He'd gotten away from that and started to understand the wrongness of his father's beliefs. And he thought he was free. 
Yet, here he still was. Right back here.
Now, so was Caleb. If possible, his hair was buzzed shorter than before, especially on the sides, just a little longer on top, the curls tamed with maybe a little too much product. His shoulders seemed wider, and he stood a little taller. He couldn't have actually grown, could he? Maybe he'd had a surgery for that too.
Nik was still looking at him, but he moved over to where Rhys and Alfie stood, whispering. From the corner of Brock's eye, he could see Caleb standing there, arms crossed in front of his chest, as if warding everyone off.
Or maybe…No. Caleb hadn’t had insecurities about belonging. He'd been insistent about it. No matter how many times Brock had parroted the beliefs he'd heard from his father. Brock had been…envious. To feel so sure of who you were and be able to express that without fear of the consequences.
It didn't seem like anything had changed as he watched several of the players, even Andre, their ace pitcher, who was the strong, silent type go up and strike up a conversation with Caleb. Oscar, one of their back-up catchers, joined in with them.
Brock didn't understand this clutching in his stomach. Not like he was eager to go and have Caleb's little grudge with Brock's family tossed right in his face. He'd had four years of that and had not missed it over the last three.
“Come on,” Rhys said. “I'm just going to give him a bit of a hard time. It's not like we don't ever do it to the new guys. And he's taking Hector's place. Those are some big shoes to fill. Literally.”
Brock couldn't help but let out a soft laugh. Rhys apparently took that as encouragement, but Alfie just gave a slow shake of his head. Still, he didn't stop Rhys, moving forward with him instead.
“Where is he? I need to meet this guy who thinks he can replace Hector.”
Brock had to bite his lip to keep from laughing again. Caleb stiffened and turned toward them. His gaze fell on Alfie, and Brock thought he might have paled a bit, but Rhys pushed past Alfie and put his hands on his hips.
Alfie gave Rhys a shove, but the catcher barely budged, despite the fact their third baseman had several inches and at least fifty pounds on the backstop. “You're such a pelotudo,” he said, though Brock wasn't exactly sure what that word meant. He could figure it out, though from the way Rhys was smirking. He could come off like an ass sometimes. “You can ignore him.” Brock was sure that was aimed at Caleb. “He does not know when to stop joking.”
Caleb didn't seem upset; he was smiling. At least until his gaze came to Brock, then the expression fell completely. He didn't look away from Brock, like he categorized every single flaw visible to the naked eye. Brock had plenty of them, but did Caleb really need to make him feel so small? Especially when Brock had six inches on him.
Brock got enough of that from his own family. He took a step forward. “I can't believe you're here."
He didn't know why he'd said it. The words had just fallen out of his mouth. He was sure all the other sounds in the room had stopped. That couldn't actually be true. No, his teammates were still talking among themselves.
Caleb stared at him for so long Brock wasn't sure Caleb would acknowledge he'd spoken, then he took a step forward. “Hey, Brock. It's been a long time.”
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Caleb thought his hand might simply hang there forever. Then Brock reached out, barely touching his palm to Caleb’s before stepping back.
Rhys leaned in, whispering to Brock, but Brock simply shook his head and started toward the locker room.
"Hold up," Turner called out. "Before everyone gets changed for practice, we’ve got a few things to address. The league isn’t kidding about the inclusion initiatives being put into place. We are here to play ball, not to take out some outdated beliefs on those who are coming up."
"Preaching to the choir, Skip," Rhys said.
Turner didn’t even glance over at Rhys but continued to address the whole group. "Any behavior that’s deemed as hateful will be reported. Which includes words you say to your fellow players. You can have disagreements without bringing anyone’s identity into it. Understood?"
There were murmurs around the clubhouse, some sounding more confused than others. Heat crawled up Caleb’s neck. He’d known this was coming. Hell, he’d agreed it needed to happen. Still, it didn’t make facing everyone easier. He caught Brock staring at him, but then his gaze dropped.
Right. Brock certainly would not make this easier for Caleb. He never really had, so Caleb wasn’t sure why that made him feel like he was about to swing right through a perfect down-the-middle fastball.
Turner flicked his gaze to Caleb, probably waiting to see if he was still up for this. Better to get it out of the way. He took a step forward, glad to have the skipper’s presence. The last time he’d made this announcement, he’d been alone in the locker room with Brian. Thankfully, he’d seen the swing coming. He’d had a lot of opportunity to learn to dodge similar ones from Brock’s brothers, so he’d gotten out of there in time.
Too bad too many people stood between him and the door.
Caleb cleared his throat as he looked at the gathered players. "I’ve played against most of you over the last couple of years," he said, "so I don’t think I need to introduce myself. I kept something quiet before." He’d gotten lucky it hadn’t been splashed all over when he got drafted. 
Brock knew, so all it would take was one comment from him, and the secret would be out. It would be better this way. "Not only am I a badass shortstop who any team would be lucky to have —" It had taken him plenty of time practicing that second part in the mirror and to his therapist before he could almost believe it — "But I’m also trans. The league knows exactly what it takes for me to be here. I won't discuss that with anyone else, unless they’re my doctor or romantic partner. Both of which I believe none of you can claim."
At a snort of laughter, Caleb caught Brock’s eye. That couldn’t have been him. He’d made his opinion of Caleb being on the men’s team known back when they started playing together. He couldn’t believe anything had actually changed.
A few of his new teammates glanced around, seemingly uncomfortable. Maybe that was in his imagination, too. None of them said anything. Probably because of the coach’s announcement and the fact the league said they were taking a hard stance against bigotry.
Or Callum had been right, and he did look too hard for discrimination. Not that he'd ever admit his ex was right about anything he'd said in that last fight. As if he'd imagined everything.
Still, he couldn't help wondering if the act would wear thin, and this team would turn on him as well. A few hands clapped, though Caleb couldn’t make out who they were.
Rhys stepped forward, a smile tilting his lips. "All we care about is if you can catch the damn ball. Even then, we let McCoy stick around."
A gasp of outrage, so put on it was obviously feigned, came from the group. After a bit of tussling, and Rhys nearly yanking Brock's shirt over his head — Caleb had to look away from the exposed skin — Turner let out a sharp whistle, which reverberated in the room. "All right, boys. Get changed and out to the field. It’s only been a couple days, but I don’t want you to get rusty."
Caleb stepped back and pressed a hand to the wall as everyone else filed into the locker room. That hadn’t gone too badly. Maybe this would work out after all. He just needed to get out onto the field and show them what he could do. 
It would have to be enough.






  
  Chapter 4


Brock held it together until he got to his locker stall. Barely. Maybe he still would have been able to. If there hadn’t been a piece of tape on the locker next to his. ‘C. Throckmorton’ written over it. And a duffel bag shoved in the stall. 
Why? Why did this have to be happening to him?
So much for being able to make a semblance of avoiding him. It would be like college all over again. With Caleb rubbing it in his face he could get whatever he wanted. 
Must be nice to have things handed to you because of who you are. That's what his father and brothers had always said about Caleb. Why he'd even been able to play on the men’s team in college.
Brock had needed to fight for every accomplishment. All while Caleb had treated him like an adversary instead of a teammate. During their junior year, there had come a point when Caleb had barely been able to look at him without snarling.
He had never figured out why.
He thought he'd left all that behind. His father's beliefs he knew weren't true, all his dark thoughts, needing to prove himself worthy. 
Brock slammed the side of his fist against the frame of the open space. Damn it. What the hell was he doing? He didn’t need to injure himself right before the season started.
Why did having Caleb here push those memories to the surface? 
I can't believe you're such a coward. Who cares what your father thinks. What's he going to do, ground you? You're an adult. Act like it.
Brock shoved away the words Caleb had thrown at him that last day of their college season. He had to focus on baseball now, be what the club needed so he was the one called up.
And he could finally get out of here.
"What has gotten into you?"
He pulled his t-shirt over his head, not looking back at Rhys. He could hear the voices of his teammates as they changed. Someone blasted music from the other side of the locker room. Tavell and Elijah bickering. The same as every season. It should have grounded him. Instead, it was like he was spinning out of control.
He certainly didn’t need to give Turner reasons to bench him. If he lost playing time, his father would not stop haranguing him. Especially if it was to Caleb.
"Nothing," he told Rhys. "Don’t you need to get ready for practice, too? Instead of flapping your jaws."
"Well, wow," Rhys said, and Brock hated the hurt he could hear in those two words. "Tell me how you really feel."
Brock closed his eyes and pressed his forehead against the shelf of his locker, clutching his practice shirt in one hand. What was he doing? Alienating his friends would not help this situation. He needed to do better.
"Sorry." He barely got the words out through the grit in his throat. "I didn’t expect to see him. It’s messing with my head."
Even though he wasn’t facing him, Brock could picture Rhys standing there with his head tipped to the side. Like a golden retriever wondering why his human was doing something strange.
The image fit Rhys surprisingly well. So, well it nearly had Brock barking out a laugh, but then he would have to explain that, too.
"You never said how you knew him. Other than playing against him. I wasn’t aware of anything that would have led to this level of..."
"Of nothing," Brock snapped out. "We played together in college. That’s it. I haven’t spoken to him since the end of our last season at Marble Hills." Hardly at all then. Not when he’d been sure Caleb had been responsible for everything that had gone wrong because of that damn video.
An elbow nudged him, knocking him out of that memory. "You gonna change or just stand around all day? Not all of us want to see your pasty chest."
Brock flipped off Tavell, who was even paler than Brock, even after they’d spent the last month in Florida. He tugged on the shirt and quickly finished changing.
Nothing else to do but go out and work with Caleb. No matter what the other man thought of him.
He'd changed since college. They both probably had. Right now, he needed to focus on being ready for the start of the season. Nothing else mattered.
Certainly not someone who couldn't even stand the sight of him.

[image: image-placeholder]

Caleb stepped out onto the field and took a deep breath. Cut grass, dirt, and he was sure that was a hint of snow in the air. He hoped that wouldn't disturb their practices over the next couple days and certainly not their first game on Tuesday.
It felt good being out on the field. Even if it was just practice.
He dug his cleat into the dirt of the infield, glancing over to third where Alfredo had settled into position, over to first where Ryder stood, gaze focused intently on home plate. 
“Can't wait for the real thing,” the guy at second…what was his name? Caleb didn’t remember playing against him last year. Nik, right. He’d enthusiastically greeted Caleb before they came out to the field. Caleb shot him a quick smile then looked forward to where Brock strode to the plate.
Focus, he needed to focus if he was going to show what he was capable of. More than what his stats from the year before would tell them.
Andre, who Caleb had talked to briefly earlier, stood on the mound, tossing a few easy pitches toward the plate, his light brown skin gleaming in the sun. He'd overheard the coaches order nothing strenuous, since Andre would be starting their first game in just a couple days. Just enough to show the coaches what Caleb could do in the field.
He might be on the bench Tuesday, but if he proved himself, hopefully they'd see fit to start him more often than not.
He tried to push that thought out of his head as he fell into the routine of fielding balls. Especially when Turner called for double play drills.
His specialty. Caleb nearly rubbed his hands together. He might have if not for his mitt.
The next ball smacked into Caleb’s glove, and he spun, whipping it toward Nik who had rushed to cover the base. Once he’d completed what would have been a double play if there’d been a runner on base, he turned back to Caleb, a grin on his face.
Nik picked up the hat that had fallen from his head. "If you do that during an actual game, we’re going to be undefeated this season. Shit. It was like you’d choreographed that whole thing. Are you a dancer or something?"
Heat climbed up the back of Caleb’s neck, and he tugged on the bill of his hat. "Not since I was five or six and told Mom I hated how itchy the tutus were. Also, I wanted to play ball, and the two overlapped."
"Oh." Nik glanced away.
Great. Caleb should have said ‘no’. That reminder of his transness would have gotten him shoved against a wall, at the least, back in the Sailors’ complex. He still wasn’t sure exactly what would happen here. Despite Turner’s assurances.
He was supposed to be keeping an open mind and not assuming what thoughts people were having about him. It was easier to defend yourself if you were ready for the next blow, though.
Nik turned back to him, with what Caleb thought was a sheepish expression. "I’m sorry if I, you know, disrespected your identity or something."
Caleb took a moment to process the words, and the way Nik said them. If it had come from one of his former teammates, he wouldn’t have waited. He would have known they had meant it to dig under his skin. Nik looked earnest.
"It’s okay." Caleb wished the writhing snakes in his belly agreed. He could be wrong about Nik. This might be some build up to more harassment than he’d faced from the Sailors. Get him to let his guard down and...
"Throckmorton."
He started at the skipper’s shout, but he jogged over to where Turner stood next to the pitcher’s mound. Andre worked a ball around in his hand. Rhys was just off the mound, his catcher’s mask pushed up to the top of his head. Brock walked toward them from the dugout, slipping on a fielding mitt, hat and glasses already in place.
"You and McCoy are going to switch places. I want to see how you do at the plate, and he needs practice fielding."
Brock’s ears reddened. Caleb turned to the skipper and arched one eyebrow. "You want to see how many times I can strike out?"
Andre flashed a quick grin, and Caleb was pretty sure even Brock laughed, though he skirted the other side of the mound. Maybe Caleb had imagined that.
"What is your record against me?" Andre asked.
"That doesn’t matter now," Turner said, before Caleb could give the answer of 3 out of 20. The pitching coach, Guillory, was with them, but he stayed quiet. "You’re on the same team, so Mills won’t be trying to strike you out. Isn’t that right?"
Andre lifted one shoulder and dropped it again. "Hard habit to break."
"Well, break it anyway." Guillory nodded and stalked toward the baseline as if his word was law.
A small smile curved Turner’s lips, but when he caught Caleb looking, he flattened them again. "You both heard him. Get your helmet and bat, Throckmorton."
"Yes, sir." He jogged toward the dugout.
He wasn’t anyone’s definition of a slugger. With weekly testosterone shots and a fairly stringent workout regimen, he’d put on a good bit of muscle over the years. Even that only did so much. He could sometimes work a pitch over the fence, but more regularly he managed singles, and even a few doubles.
He knew it wasn’t his bat that kept him in the lineup. Yet sweat gathered along his brow, sliding down his temple as he strode toward the plate. It wasn’t hot. Not in late March in Pennsylvania. They were lucky there wasn’t snow for the opening games.
No, that wasn't the problem. He didn’t want to let the coaches down.
It was fine. He could do this.
Even though he could feel the coaches’ gazes on him, he took a wide stance in the batter’s box, giving the bat a few low swings then settling his weight back on his heels a bit more and bringing the bat up to his shoulder.
Andre went through his wind up before setting his front foot and releasing the ball. Caleb waited for just the right moment. And missed. 
He took a deep breath, dug his right cleat into the dirt, and got back into his stance. Just batting practice. Not like there was a game on the line right now. They just wanted to see what he could do.
Not that they didn’t have all his stats from the previous year. Even if that did only give a partial picture, as he’d sat on the bench for more games than he played in during the second part of the season.
Hard for your stats to change if you don’t get a chance to play.
He was getting that chance now, maybe even a real one this time, as long as he didn’t disappoint them here. So, he readied himself for Andre’s next pitch.
When he swung, he felt the vibration through his hands and up his arms as he made contact, sending the ball between second and third base.
Right toward Brock.






  
  Chapter 5


“Shit.” 
Brock was not at all ready for the ball to come screaming right at him. He had been watching Caleb; he was sure he was. He’d seen him swing right through that first pitch. And had almost sensed the frustration steaming off Caleb. It was common to players who faced Andre on the mound. With few exceptions, he put the ball right where he planned to.
Brock wasn’t sure what it would be like to have that much control over any aspect of his life.
He’d thought the same thing would happen with the second pitch. It might only be batting practice, but Andre was nothing if not competitive.
No such luck.
He scrambled forward, but the ball bounced on the ground right in front of his glove. Way to look incompetent out here. He sensed Alfie move behind him and scoop up the ball, throwing it to first, but Caleb stood on the bag, sending a grin over toward them.
Something twisted and tumbled in Brock’s stomach. He ignored it as Turner called Caleb back to home plate to bat again. Brock kicked at the dirt, attempting to wipe that blunder from his mind. It didn't mean anything. He was a good shortstop. One mistake didn't negate that.
“You can't even field one simple ball. What kind of man lets that get past him?”
Brock tried to shut out his father's voice, but it was so loud. He punched his hand into his glove then caught Alfie watching him. Brock gave a little shake of his head and turned his attention back to where it needed to be. 
He was fine. He could do this. 
Over the next ten minutes, it felt like Caleb hit a dozen more balls right at him. Probably only three. The other hits had gone over his head and toward the opposite side of the field. All except for one, a fastball hit right at Brock’s face. He’d managed to catch that one. It would have been the only time Caleb would have gotten out.
Caleb was good. A very regular base runner, and he had the speed for it. Which Brock saw clearly when Turner had him do some base stealing practice. Rhys was quick to pop up, or even more frequently, throw from his knees to get a runner out.
Even he could barely catch Caleb.
This would definitely give them a leg up when they couldn’t count on homers to get them ahead. He tried not to think about the fact that was one more advantage Caleb had over him. The coaches discouraged Brock from stealing. He could hit the ball hard, but he was not fast. Once he got going he could plow through, but his slow break was his downfall.
Caleb didn't seem to have that issue.
He shook off those thoughts as the ball came hurtling over the ground toward him. An easy grab and toss to get an out. It should have been. It bounced right in front of his glove and into the outfield beyond him.
Brock cursed as Caleb slid into second base before quickly getting to his feet. “Tough luck,” he said with a shrug, then turned and jogged toward home plate.
Brock gritted his teeth. He wiped sweat from his forehead then dug his cleat into the dirt. He wouldn’t let Caleb show him up like this. He needed to secure his place, or he would never be able to get out of here.
Brock’s hand still stung when Turner called them off the field. He stripped off his glove as he jogged over to the dugout. He flexed his fingers several times.
"He hits hard, doesn’t he?" Nik massaged his own hand as he moved up beside Brock.
"Yeah," Brock said, a little grudgingly. Caleb had been decent in college, but he’d mostly gotten on base via walks and errors. Not nearly as many hits. He hadn’t thought that would have changed too much in all this time, but he had been wrong. "Not a lot of pop to the bat, though."
Nik shrugged. "Not all of us can be the slugging shortstop."
He didn’t know why that title had stuck to him last season. He hadn’t even had the most home runs on the team. "Well, certainly not you. Since you’re on second base."
Nik grinned then veered away and walked beside Caleb. Brock wasn’t sure what Nik said to him, but Caleb threw his head back with a laugh. His chest burned, and he rubbed his fist over it. This was not the time for heartburn to make a play.
He certainly wasn't jealous. Nik was his teammate. Nothing more than that. Anyway, he’d never had any indication the second baseman was queer. Even if he was, it didn’t matter. Brock had made a vow once he’d stopped denying his own attraction he wouldn’t lust after a teammate, no matter where he went.
He’d never had trouble keeping that vow. Nik was a teammate and a friend.
Yet now it felt like Caleb was here not only competing for the starting shortstop position, and likely to get it with the way Brock had performed out there, but also Brock’s friends’ attention. He would  lose everything to Caleb.
Ridiculous. He was being absolutely, utterly ridiculous. It needed to stop.
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"That’s it for today," Turner was saying as Brock reached the rest of the group. "I want you to take the rest of the weekend off. Spend the time with your families, significant others, getting whatever carousing out of your system. Try not to overdo it if you come in to use the batting cages or training room. Most of you know I have no problems putting restrictions on those of you who need it."
Why did he make eye contact with Brock when he gave this little speech? Right, because Brock had been banned from the cages before. Excuse him for wanting to perfect his swing. It wasn’t overdoing to want to be better.
"I’ll see you all here Monday afternoon for more practice before our opener on Tuesday."
The coach dismissed them, and Brock turned away. He’d shower and change into his street clothes, then see if Todd wanted to meet up somewhere to get dinner. He hadn’t had much of a chance to catch up with his roommate since he’d gotten home. 
Before he could get to the clubhouse, Rhys threw an arm around his back, nearly sending him staggering. He might be shorter than Brock, but he certainly packed a lot of strength into that body.
"A bunch of us are heading over to the Drank and File to grab some wings and beer. Since we were ordered to get our carousing out of the way. You going to join us?"
"I was going to see if Todd wanted to get dinner. He’s been busy since I got back."
"Your roommate can come with us. I like him."
"You don’t need to say it like that. Todd and I have been friends for years, and he’s been seeing someone."
"Damn. Guess I can’t explore my bisexual side with him after all."
Alfie let out a sound somewhere between a huff and a growl, then stalked past them, slowing when he got to where Caleb stood, watching them. Was he listening to them? Could he hear them from where he stood? Whatever. It did not matter.
"What’s up with Alfie?" Brock asked.
Rhys shrugged, but he didn’t meet Brock’s eyes. "Probably hangry. You gonna come?"
"Let me see what Todd says."
"Sure. Let me know." Then he was off again. Brock gave a shake of his head, then walked into the locker room. He shot a text to Todd before going to the showers.
When he came out, Caleb sat at the end of the bench, fiddling with his phone. Brock hesitated for a moment then went to his locker. If Caleb had anything to say to him, he was free to do it. Brock was just ready to get out of here. He checked his phone first and saw a response.
Todd: I'll meet you there
Well, that solved that issue. Now, he just needed to get out of here.
He was sure he could feel Caleb's gaze on him, though, as he yanked the jeans up his legs. He had to bite down on his tongue to keep any snarky words from coming out. He'd worked hard to project a professional image, so he wouldn't be accused of creating a hostile environment. He didn't need any special treatment. He wanted to do his job and go home.
He'd leave the attitude to Caleb.
Who stood as his phone pinged. “Got a hot date?” Now Brock really wished he'd bitten through his tongue.
“Why would you care?” Caleb shot back.
“I don't. Doesn't make a single difference to me.” He reached for a t-shirt from his bag.
He thought Caleb snorted. Brock looked over his shoulder, but Caleb was striding to the door. Whatever.
It didn't matter. He’d go relax with people who actually liked him. It didn't matter what Caleb thought of him.






  
  Chapter 6


“You didn't have to come,” Brock said, as he and Todd headed toward the entrance of Drank and File. 
“I told you it was fine,” his roommate and best friend since college, said. "It’s not exactly my idea of fine dining, but I did miss you while you were in Florida. I've barely seen you since you got back. And I don’t mind spending time with your other friends."
“Figured you'd be too busy with Emery.” He put a teasing lilt on the name. "And they’re my teammates," Brock reminded Todd as he reached for the bar’s door handle. Thick gobs of snow were falling on his shoulders, though they melted once they hit the asphalt. Hopefully it wouldn't stick, but either way, he wanted to get inside.
Todd let out a huff of air. "The two don’t exactly exclude each other. In either case."
"Spoken like a damn teacher."
Todd threw his arm around Brock’s shoulder as they stepped into the bar. Drank and File wasn't anything to write home about. The outside was plain, though the new owners had spruced up the sign over the door, and the windows were cleaner than they used to be.
There didn't seem to be anything to get rid of the cloud of cigarette smoke as they walked through the door. Or the blast of country music from the speakers. The owners had apparently spruced up in here as well. The tables actually gleamed, and there were new high tops along one edge of the room. The decorations hadn't changed, old road signs and other small town paraphernalia, but as long as the menu hadn't changed either, he didn't mind.
He was glad to be able to get away from Caleb. Even if not for too long. He needed the space to breathe. He coughed as the acrid smell from a cigarette hit him, and he wasn't sure this would be the best place for that.
Todd seemed to be of the same mind, they hurried toward the no smoking area in the back of the bar where the rest of the team waited.
"Thought you two weren’t dating."
Brock rolled his eyes even as he turned toward Rhys. "We aren’t. Like you didn’t throw your arm around me earlier. You know it doesn’t mean anything."
Still a snake writhed through him. What if his brothers had been in here? If they saw that, they would have jumped to the same conclusion. It wouldn't matter that it wasn't true. They'd report to their father that Brock was stepping out of line.
He couldn't take the risk of what would happen.
Rhys threw his arm around Todd’s shoulders then. Well, he tried. Todd was even taller than Brock, so Rhys couldn’t manage without looking like he was tilting to the side. "We’ve got the large table in the back. Caleb’s acting squirrelly, but he came at least."
"Caleb’s here?" Brock asked.
"I just said that, didn’t I?"
Todd looked at him strangely. Brock wasn’t sure what to say about any of this. Whenever the team had gotten together back in college, Caleb had usually begged off. He had come to that last party senior year. And he’d seen everything that had happened. Brock had even thought he’d been the one to record it.
But no. He’d been so wrong. He'd never apologized for the things he'd said. He needed to rectify that. 
Or maybe it was better to leave the past where it was.
"Is he talking about TM?" Todd’s question dragged Brock out of his thoughts.
"How did you know?" Brock asked. "It’s not like he’s the only one in the world with that name." Not even the baseball world.
"Besides the fact he’s the only one you’ve ever acted this weird around?" Todd flicked something from his shirt, probably imaginary lint. "I do sometimes check the trade reports, you know. I was surprised you didn’t tell me."
"I didn’t even know until I got to practice today. I went straight from the airport to Dad’s. Then, I crashed until I had to get ready for practice. I didn’t think there’d be changes this soon."
"Well, I can’t wait to say hi. I can’t believe it’s been three years since I’ve seen him. Can’t wait to see
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