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Chapter 1

“What’d I tell you boys about finishing off a tackle?”

The players stared at their feet.

“Look at me!” the coach screamed.

All but one of the players’ heads snapped up. The coach,
dressed in baggy purple shorts and a gray T-shirt emblazoned with
the school’s mascot, stalked back and forth in front of them. The
muscles in his legs rippled with each step.

He stomped over to the one player still staring at his cleats. The
coach grabbed a handful of jersey and jerked the kid forward. “I
said look at me.”

The kid raised his head.

“Ellis, you’re the worst of the bunch. Hell, you couldn’t tackle
my mother. No, check that. You couldn’t even tackle my
grandmother. Do you know how old she is?”

The kid mumbled, “No.”

“What was that? I can’t hear you.”

“No, Coach!”

“She’s eighty-five and has a bad hip. I can see her now,
hobbling down the sideline, scoring a touchdown because you”—he
poked a finger in the kid’s chest—*“couldn’t wrap her up.”

Lisa watched the scene unfold below her. She’d set aside her
reporter’s notebook when she settled onto the metal bleachers
halfway up from the football field. She’d heard this new high school
coach was a hard-ass, and now she was getting a firsthand view. She
wondered if some of the theatrics were only for her benefit.

“Brad!” he shouted at his defensive coach.

“Yeah, Coach?”

“I expect these boys to be in shape before Friday’s game. If
that means they all have to run laps around this field every time one
of them misses a tackle, then do it. Which, by the way, is a good
idea. Move it. Five laps in full gear.” He motioned them away as if
swatting at a fly.



The coach retrieved his playbook from where he’d tossed it on
the ground two minutes earlier. He flipped through it before
acknowledging Lisa in the bleachers.

“Didn’t see you join us,” he said.

Sure you didn’t. Lisa rose with her notebook in hand and
tromped down the bleachers to stand in front of him.

“Coach Billups, I'm Lisa Collins with the Indianapolis
Gazette.” She offered her hand. He gave it a half-hearted shake.
“I’m covering your game Friday night. I wondered if we could chat
about your team.”

His eyes narrowed. “Chat? I don’t know anything about
chatting, but we can discuss my team.”

Lisa didn’t let on that the coach’s patronizing attitude had hit
its mark. She flipped her notebook open and talked with him for the
next twenty minutes about the team’s strengths and weaknesses and
his take on the competition.

She finished with her questions and offered her hand to him
again. This time, she took the initiative and gripped his hand firmly.

“This’ll be in tomorrow’s paper, if you’re interested.” She
squeezed his hand again before letting go. “Good luck, Coach. I’ll
see you Friday night.”

Heading to her Toyota, Lisa resisted the urge to mutter “jerk”
under her breath. She glanced at her watch. Good. She had plenty of
time to drive to the newspaper office, file her article, and then drop
by Frankie’s.

Lisa pulled into the nearly empty lot at Frankie’s Watering
Hole. Since it wasn’t that cool yet, she left her IU jacket in the
backseat. She stepped up to the front door and checked out her
short, blonde hair one last time in the chrome facing of the
entryway.

It was a Tuesday night, which meant a sparse crowd and music
at a tolerable level. A few women were scattered throughout the bar,
some shooting pool in the back, some sitting at tables and talking
over beers. Lisa spotted Frankie chatting with a woman at the bar.

“Hey, Lisa, how’s it going?”

“Good, Frankie.”

Before Lisa could even make it to the bar, Frankie had an open
bottle of Michelob waiting for her.



“You always know how to make a girl feel wanted.” Lisa sat
down on one of the worn, wooden stools.

“I hope you know you’re always welcome here.” Frankie’s
dark brown eyes were warm. “Always.”

Lisa tilted the bottle toward Frankie. “Thanks.” She took a long
drink. “God, that tastes good.”

“Rough night?”

“No, not really. I put up with a jerk of a coach, but that’s part
of the job.” She took another sip. “Just not the good part.” Lisa
studied Frankie a little closer. “You got a haircut.”

Frankie’s salt-and-pepper hair was definitely shorter than the
last time Lisa had seen her over the weekend at Frankie’s house.

Frankie touched her bangs. “A little shorter than I’d like it.”

“It’s very chic.”

“Why thank you, Ms. Collins.”

“You’re quite welcome, Ms. Dunkin.”

“Other than putting up with the coach, how are things at the
paper?” Frankie poured a beer on tap into a frosted glass for another
customer.

“Good. Jack has me hopping, but that’s the way I like it. I’d
rather be busy than waiting on a phone call from my editor every
day.” Lisa paused while Frankie poured another beer for a customer
farther down the bar. When she returned, Lisa continued. “He’s still
trying to sign me on full-time, but I keep putting him oft.”

“Will the man ever give up?”

“He must enjoy hearing the word ‘no.” I love working for
Minor League.com too much. He blissfully ignores that each time I
point it out to him.”

“Still, that has to make you feel wanted,” Frankie said. “He
knows you’re damn good at what you do.”

“I guess.”

“The most important thing is those baby editors at Minor
League know it, too.”

Frankie had picked up the term that Lisa used when referring to
her editors in New York. Lisa was thirty-five. The editors were only
a few years out of college and in their twenties.

“All I care about is that they stay happy with my coverage of
the Indians.”

Frankie looked at her like she’d stated the impossible. “You
don’t have a problem there.”

“Thanks.” Lisa felt the heat rise up her neck.



“Hey, didn’t mean to embarrass you.”

“I appreciate the compliments.” Lisa noticed one of the pool
tables was free. “I think I’ll get in a game while I have a chance.”
She stepped down from the stool. “I have to stay sharp if I want to
keep up with you.” She downed her beer. “But then again, you have
a freaking pool table in your den.”

“Which you use frequently, so no excuses,” Frankie said. She
pointed at Lisa’s empty bottle. “Another?”

“One more, and that’ll be it.” Lisa saw that Stacy, one of the
part-time bartenders was throwing darts in the corner of the bar.
“Since you’re not busy, could Stacy take over for a few minutes
while we shoot a game?”

“You’re sure you want to do that? It gets kind of tedious for me
to win all the time.”

“You’re pushing your luck, you know. And wipe that smirk off
your face.”

“What can I say? When you got it, you got it.”

“Oh, now you’re really pushing your luck.”

Frankie ignored her. “Stacy!” she shouted. “Could you tend the
bar for a few while I beat Lisa in a game of pool?”

“Sure, boss. I suck at darts anyway.”

As Stacy approached, Lisa told her, “Ignore Frankie. She’s
delusional.”

“Thanks, Stacy.” Frankie stepped out from behind the bar. She
reached up to put an arm around Lisa’s shoulder. It was quite a
stretch since she was four inches shorter than Lisa’s lean five-eight
frame. “Promise me you won’t whine when I clear the table.”

Lisa bumped her playfully. “You’re a shit, you know that?
Actually, you’re a little shit.”

“You realize that height’s relative with you, don’t you? I'm
average for a woman. You, on the other hand, are pretty damn close
to Amazon status.”

“I’1l let that one go,” Lisa said while picking out a cue. First,
she picked out the shortest one in the rack. “Here.” She tossed it to
Frankie who caught it deftly with one hand. “That one should suit
you fine.”

“Just for that, ’'m breaking. March your sorry butt over to that
stool, and see if you can learn anything.”

Lisa sat down and watched while Frankie racked up the balls.
They’d been shooting pool and trading fake insults almost since the
first day that Lisa walked into Frankie’s bar five years ago.



Two stripes dropped into the far side pockets.

“Rest up and enjoy your beer. This shouldn’t take too long.”
Frankie drew her cue back.

“Yeah, yeah, yeah.” Lisa tried to keep a straight face. The sad
truth was she knew Frankie was only half joking.

In the next several minutes, Frankie knocked in all but one of
the stripes.

Lisa sipped her beer in silence.

Frankie chalked her cue. “Hmm... decisions, decisions.” She
strutted around the table, peering at one angle and then another.

Lisa finally lost her patience “Oh, good Lord, knock the damn
thing in, will you?”

Frankie prepared to strike the cue ball. “You can’t hurry
perfection, my friend.”

Lisa wadded up the napkin that was under her beer bottle and
threw it at Frankie. The napkin hit its target at the precise moment
Frankie hit the cue ball. The cue ball skipped in the air for several
inches, dropped with a loud “thunk” onto the table, and slowed to a
stop directly in front of the four ball.

Frankie stared at Lisa. “You do realize that’s cheating, don’t
you?”

“It’s all in your perception. You see it as cheating. I see it as
missing that trash can behind you.”

Frankie turned around. The trash can was a good fifteen feet
away. “You’re so full of it.”

Lisa hopped off the stool and checked out the various shots she
had on the table. “That’s what you get for being so cocky.” Lisa
could see that Frankie was trying to appear angry, but her half smile
gave her away.

Frankie moved out of the way to allow Lisa to hit her first shot.
“Just wait. Paybacks are hell.”

Lisa didn’t respond, but focused as she began her own run of
the table. In less than five minutes, Lisa was down to the seven ball
and the five ball.

“Only one more, and we’re even.” Lisa stuck her tongue
slightly out the side of her mouth, concentrating on the shot. She
struck the cue ball and knocked the seven ball into the right corner
pocket. Now there was one more tricky shot before she could call
the eight ball. She measured the angle with her cue and decided to
bank the cue ball off the side.

“If you make that one, I’'m buying you breakfast the next time



we’re out.”

“You’re on.” After several seconds of getting the perfect angle,
Lisa struck the cue ball. It careened off the side and hit the five ball
perfectly to drop it into the middle pocket. Lisa thrust her fist in the
air and did a little dance.

“Steak and eggs sound good to me, especially since you’ll be
buying.” Lisa waited for Frankie’s sarcastic comment, but it didn’t
come. She turned to find Frankie observing her with a bemused
expression, her chin resting on the hand that held her cue. “What’s
that look for?”

“Nothing, except you were kind of cute there with your tongue
sticking out of your mouth.”

“Oh, for that...” Lisa called the shot for the eight ball and
nailed it. She took a deep bow. “Thank you. Thank you,” she said
loud enough for others in the bar to hear her. “Hold your applause.
It was nothing.”

“Way to go, Lisa!” Stacy shouted.

Frankie sighed and placed her cue in the rack. Lisa came up
beside her and set hers in the open slot. Frankie stuck out her hand.
“Nice game.”

Lisa took her hand. “Yes, it was, wasn’t it?”

“You don’t know when to quit, do you?”

Lisa patted her on the back on their way to the bar.

“I’m heading on home,” Stacy said, picking up her jacket.

“Thanks for helping out.”

“You’re welcome, Frankie. I’ll see you tomorrow night.”

Lisa sat down on a stool while Frankie stepped behind the bar.

“Seriously, how does breakfast Thursday morning work for
you?” Frankie asked while sipping her bottled water.

“Sounds perfect.” Lisa scooted nearer to the bar. “Hey, I almost
forgot. You’ll like this one. There’s a professional women’s
baseball team coming into town. They’re playing an exhibition
game Saturday night against some of the Indians who weren’t called
up to Cincinnati earlier this month.”

Frankie’s face lit up. “You’re kidding.”

“It gets better. They have this first baseman, Amy Perry, who’s
been hitting the hell out of the ball for seven years now. The buzz
on Minor League.com is that a major league club might scout her to
start in the Arizona instructional league.”

“Wait. You’re telling me there’s a chance she can make it to
the big leagues?” Frankie asked.



“Sounds like it. Of course, she’d need some work before she’d
get the call. They scheduled the exhibition game so the Reds
management can see her play in person. Some are thinking it might
be a publicity stunt. I’'m sure the Reds could use more bodies in the
seats. But she’s supposed to be that good. I only wish I’d had a
chance to make it to a Bandits game. They played an exhibition
against a men’s team up in Chicago last year, but I couldn’t make it
because of work.”

“I’d be thrilled if she’s given the chance. I always told you a
woman could play professional baseball.”

“And I agreed with you one hundred percent.”

Frankie seemed lost in thought. “I’d sure like to see this before
I die.”

“Oh, stop. You’re only fifty.”

Frankie’s face clouded over. “You never know.”

Lisa suspected Frankie was remembering her battle with breast
cancer six years ago, the year before they’d met. When she first met
Frankie, mutual friends had told her that Frankie had undergone a
mastectomy and struggled through chemotherapy. The chemo had
almost killed her.

Lisa put her hand on top of Frankie’s. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean
“It’s okay, Leese.” Frankie blinked and briefly turned her face
away. “Well, I hope this Amy Perry can make it.”

“I’1l be there tomorrow night to see her team practice and write
a feature on her. I'm hoping Jack will pick it up. If she gets a shot at
this, I’ll cover her story on Minor League.com. A feature for the
paper would be a nice place to start.” Lisa swallowed the last few
sips of her beer. “I need to get home.”

“Good luck with Jack, and good luck with your article. I'm
sure you’ll shine.”

“You know you’re my biggest cheerleader, don’t you?” Lisa
asked.

“That’s because you deserve it.”

Lisa patted Frankie’s hand. “Thanks.” She stepped down from
the stool. “I’ll see you on Thursday. Flapjacks?” It was their usual
place for breakfast.

“Yep,” Frankie said. “Why don’t you drive on down to my
house, say, around eight?”

“Will do. Have a good night.” Lisa was almost to the door.
“Oh, and, Frankie?”

to...



“Yeah?”
“It was fun kicking your ass tonight.”
“Get the hell out of here.”



Chapter 2

The next morning, Lisa stumbled into the bathroom. She tried
to focus on her reflection in the mirror, but her bleary, hazel eyes
didn’t seem to want to cooperate. Her hair was sticking out in
different directions. She was pale, and deep, dark circles lay under
her eyes. “Damn, you’d think I got drunk last night.” She splashed
cold water on her face in an effort to wake up.

The phone rang. Lisa checked the clock on the bathroom wall.
Who could be calling at seven-fifteen?

“All right,” she shouted as the ringing of the phone pierced her
ears. She sprawled across the bed to pick up the portable from its
cradle. “Hello,” she snapped.

“Aren’t we little Miss Merry Sunshine this morning?”

She heard the distinct, two-pack-a-day gravely voice of the
editor at the Gazette. Lisa ignored the sarcasm. “What do you want,
Jack?”

“You mentioned something about a player and an exhibition
game on Saturday night.”

She flipped onto her back. Lisa filled Jack in on the Kansas
City Bandits’ background. “They have a phenomenal first baseman.
She’s the one I want to feature,” Lisa said. “The Reds have hustled
up to scout her this last week of September so they can work with
her in the Arizona Fall League starting next month. Then it might be
on to their Double-A team in Chattanooga next spring. I know some
people think it’s a joke, but there are those who say she’s really that
good.”

“How old is she?” His voice took on the skeptical tone he
frequently used when his idea of a scoop didn’t exactly mesh with
Lisa’s.

“She’s twenty-seven.”

He grunted. “She’s got some age on her to be coming up in the
minors. They’re usually in their early twenties.”

Lisa sighed heavily. It amazed her how players in their late
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twenties were thought of as “having age on them” when breaking
into the majors. The old baseball adage said twenty-seven was the
magical year a player finally hit his potential in his career.

Lisa hastened to seal the deal. “This is a legitimate story. I
hope to do a feature on her for the paper before the exhibition game.
I know I’ll cover her story on the website.”

“Quit trying so hard to convince me. If there’s something there,
I trust you’ll make it work. When did you plan on writing the
feature?”

“The Bandits are practicing over on the University of
Indianapolis campus today. | want to be there around five.”

“Can you get an article to me before deadline tonight for
tomorrow’s paper?”’

“Not a problem.”

“I look forward to seeing it,” Jack said. “Good luck today.”

“Thanks.” Lisa hung up. She’d hoped he’d go for the story. If a
feature appeared in the daily paper, more readers would be
interested in following the story online.

Lisa stepped into the shower. She lathered up her hair with
shampoo and thought about last night and Frankie. Frankie was
right. A woman could play baseball. The Bandits proved it every
time they took the field. But now it was time to see if a woman
could break the gender barrier into the major leagues.

Lisa thought, too, about Frankie’s comment of wanting to see a
woman make it in the big leagues while Frankie was still on the
planet to witness it. She hated to see the pain that passed over her
friend’s face. She wished she had known Frankie six years ago. She
would have supported her any way she could. Instead, Frankie not
only had to deal with the mastectomy, but also with her partner of
eight years cheating on her and leaving her after the surgery.

Lisa stood under the water and rinsed her hair. Like Frankie,
she hadn’t had much luck with women, even though there had been
plenty of them during the past ten years. One relationship had
managed to last a year. But Lisa inevitably moved on. Because she
had never known her father, and her mother had died when Lisa was
twenty-five, her therapist attributed her reluctance to commit to her
fear of abandonment. He was convinced Lisa was afraid that if she
allowed someone to get too close, they’d leave her, too. Lisa snorted
and soaped up her washcloth. Therapists. They served their purpose,
but hers annoyed the hell out of her sometimes.

Lisa finished bathing. She cleared her mind of everything else
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and focused on her story. As she toweled off, she formed questions
in her mind for her interviews. She had the day to jump on the
Internet and do further research on the Bandits. She could do that at
her apartment, but she decided to drive to the main library to
research online without distraction. If she stayed home, she might
fall into the temptation of crashing on the couch and vegging in
front of the TV.

Lisa dressed in a pair of jeans and one of her nicer sweatshirts.
She checked out her hair in the mirror one more time before leaving.
Definitely a butch thing.

With statistics on the Bandits bouncing around in her brain,
Lisa drove south to the University of Indianapolis. She parked the
car in the lot nearest to the baseball field where she could see the
Bandits warming up. With notebook in hand, she walked over to a
woman she knew was the coach, because she’d seen her photo
online. She had blonde hair that was graying at the temples, a
deeply tanned and weathered face, and a voice that anyone within
three miles could hear. Lisa wouldn’t have needed to see the picture
from the Internet. There was no doubt who was in charge.

“Dee, goddammit, I told you to keep your head down, didn’t
1?” The coach, who was all of five-two, strode over to the shortstop
fielding grounders from another player. She snatched the shortstop’s
glove and yelled, “Suz, smack me some hard ones.” The player
obliged, and the coach demonstrated exactly what she wanted. “Like
this, Dee. Do you see my fucking head bobbing up? No. I'm
following the goddamn ball all the way into my glove.” She handed
the glove back to the shortstop. “Work on that for the next fifteen
minutes.”

“Yeah?” the coach barked at Lisa waiting nearby.

Intimidation didn’t work on Lisa. She had once interviewed
Coach Bob Knight in Bloomington when she worked for the student
newspaper there. He had given her some grief for a few minutes.
Then she asked him some informed questions about his team’s
defense. After that, he became almost polite... almost.

Lisa approached her. “Coach?”

The coach barely acknowledged her, raising her eyebrows
slightly as if to ask why Lisa was interrupting her practice.

Lisa stuck out her hand. “My name’s Lisa Collins. I'm writing
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for the Indianapolis Gazette. I’ve heard about your team and would
like to feature one of your players in an article.”

The coach’s expression softened a little. She grabbed Lisa’s
hand with a firm grip. “Marge Tompkins. Good to meet you.” The
coach gestured at the bleachers to sit and talk. “Let me guess. My
first baseman, Amy Perry, right?”

“Yes. I understand the Cincinnati Reds are thinking about
sending her down to the fall instructional league and have her come
up through their Double-A team as early as next year.”

“It’s about time. She’s been knocking the hell out of the ball
for almost seven years now, as long as our team’s been around. She
can hit a sharp breaking ball and a ninety-mile-an-hour fastball just
as easily. One of our pitchers can pitch in the low eighties, but we
had Amy face a kid from the University of Kansas once. She hit his
second pitch over the left field fence. We clocked it at ninety-five.
It’s a shame it’s taken this long for men to admit that a woman can
be this good at the game of baseball. And you don’t have to be built
like a linebacker to play it either.”

Lisa scribbled down notes, at the same time deftly maintaining
eye contact with the coach as much as possible.

The coach continued. “But we know hitting that breaking ball
is the trick in making it.”

“Absolutely,” Lisa said.

Coach Tompkins stepped down from the bleachers, and Lisa
joined her. The coach motioned at one of the players stretching in
the grass. “Amy, come over here.”

Amy Perry stood up. Lisa shielded her eyes from the sun to get
a better view. She appeared to be about six-feet tall. She was a big
woman, but Lisa could tell it was all muscle underneath her maroon
Bandits long-sleeved T-shirt and sweat pants. She drew nearer, and
Lisa could see she had short, light brown wavy hair. Even closer,
Lisa could make out her features. Her face was round with a well-
defined nose. There was a cleft in her chin, and she had a dark tan.

Amy stood in front of the two women, and Lisa got a better
look at her eyes. They were a pale green, the kind that probably
changed in different light. They were bright and sparkling in the
autumn sun.

“Amy, this is Lisa Collins,” Coach Tompkins said, gesturing to
Lisa. “She’s a reporter with the Indianapolis Gazette and wants to
do a feature on you.”

Lisa held out her hand for Amy to grasp.
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“Hey,” Amy said in a soft voice.

“Amy hails from a town outside of Lawrence, Kansas,” the
coach said. “And believe me, you’ll know once you start talking to
her. She’s all country.”

Amy laughed, and her white teeth contrasted against her
bronzed skin. Her eyes reflected her amusement. That decided it for
Lisa; she wanted to know this woman. Amy’s eyes came alive as
they held Lisa’s for a brief second.

“Coach Tompkins is always giving me a rough way to go.” She
stared down at the ground while she spoke.

“I’ll leave you two alone. I see that Dee is back to her bad habit
of raising her head.” The coach stomped over to the shortstop.
Again, Lisa could hear her bellowing, “Goddammit! What’d I tell
you, Dee?”

“Would you mind if we sit over there while I interview you,
Amy?” Lisa pointed to the bleachers.

“No, not at all.” They sat down onto the cool metal.

“So, what’s your hometown in Kansas?”

“Lecompton. It’s to the northwest of Lawrence.”

“How long have you been playing baseball?”

“About twelve years.”

Apparently, Amy’s answers wouldn’t be very expansive and
wouldn’t allow Lisa to develop an article. She needed to coax her to
go beyond that.

“That means you started when you were about fifteen.”

Amy nodded.

“That puts you in high school. You played fast-pitch softball
before that?”

Amy nodded again.

Let’s try this. “You tried out for the high school baseball
team?” Lisa received yet another head nod. “What was that like?”
That’s not a yes/no question, Amy. Let me know how you felt.

Amy'’s face brightened. “It was a good experience.”

Lisa feared that was the extent of her answer. But, after a few
seconds of contemplation, Amy started opening up.

“At first, the coach fought it. The principal backed him and
tried to fight it, too. But I was allowed to go in front of the school
board and explain why playing baseball meant so much to me.”

“And why does it mean so much to you?” Lisa wasn’t asking it
for the article. She really wanted to know.

“Because I knew if I’d ever achieve my dream of playing for a
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professional men’s team, it’d have to start at the high school level.
And I knew the coach at my high school was one of the best in the
area. He had a couple of players go on to make it in the minors.
When I came in front of the school board, I was able to explain all
that.”

“Was that a problem for you? You seem to be shy.”

“Yeah, but it was one of the most important moments of my
life. And I knew it. I knew I needed to tell my side of things. Do
you know what [ mean?”

“Yes,” Lisa murmured, captivated by Amy’s words.

They sat there for another twenty minutes or so, while Lisa
took notes.

“Is it okay if I stick around while you take batting practice and
field some?” It was part of Lisa’s job to stay for the practice, but
asking Amy’s permission changed the feel of it.

“Sure.”

“Good. I’ve enjoyed talking to you.” Lisa offered her hand.

“Thanks. I’ve enjoyed it, too.” Amy shook her hand again. It
felt to Lisa like Amy held on a little longer than she had before.

“The article should be in the morning paper, if you’re
interested in seeing it.”

“I’ll look for it,” Amy said before jogging over to the diamond.

Wow. Lisa was lost in thought until she saw Jenny, the sports
photographer from the paper, crossing the parking lot next to the
field. Lisa pointed out Amy.

“Some action shots of her batting and fielding, and Jack will
probably want a few casual ones of her standing around with the
other players.”

Jenny slung her camera bag high up on her shoulder and made
her way over to the diamond.

“Hell of a nice girl, isn’t she?” Coach Tompkins said,
approaching Lisa.

“Yes, she 1s.”

“Hell of a ballplayer, too. Watch.”

A tall, lanky player took the mound and fired a fastball toward
the plate. In one smooth motion, Amy, who batted right handed, hit
a frozen rope into left field. The next pitch was on the outside
corner. She went with it and lined one over the second baseman’s
head.

“All parts of the field,” Coach Tompkins said in a confident
voice.
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The next pitch was a fat, batting practice fastball down the
heart of the plate. Amy connected, and the ball arced into the clear
blue sky. Lisa cupped her hand over her eyes, following the flight of
the ball as it traveled over 300 feet.

“Damn,” she said under her breath.

After about fifteen minutes of hitting, Amy took her position at
first and fielded hot shot after hot shot, diving to her right and
snagging one line drive out of the air. One of the other players came
up for her batting practice, and Amy took the throws to first. The
shortstop fielded one tricky hop cleanly.

“Finally listening to your old coach, huh, Dee?” Coach
Tompkins yelled. Dee fired the ball over to Amy. The throw was a
little off, and Amy stretched to stay on the bag. “Way to hang in
there, Amy,” the coach shouted. She turned to Lisa. “I think you
have your story, don’t you?”

Lisa didn’t answer, but observed Amy make play after play
while cutting up with her teammates. It seemed she only reserved
her shyness for first-time encounters.

“Thanks, Coach Tompkins.” Lisa flipped her notebook shut
and shook her hand again.

“Glad we could talk,” Tompkins said. She joined the team.
“Time for diving drills, ladies.” They moaned as they formed a line.
Another coach handed Tompkins a bat, and she started smacking
balls to the right or left of each player. Each woman sacrificed her
body with a headfirst dive to retrieve the ball. After Amy made her
play, she took her place at the back of the line and began talking
with one of the other players.

Yeah, I'd definitely like to know her better.

“I got some pretty good shots,” Jenny said. “I’ll take these back
to the paper now.”

Lisa didn’t answer her right away.

“Lisa?”

“Sorry. Thanks, Jen.” She watched the team a few more
minutes and then walked to her car, wondering about how she had
felt while she was talking to Amy. It was probably nothing.

But it was a good feeling.



Chapter 3

After finishing her article, Lisa entered the Watering Hole
around nine. She hadn’t planned on stopping in, but she couldn’t
wait until breakfast the next morning to see Frankie.

“Didn’t expect to see you here tonight,” Frankie said.

“I couldn’t wait to tell you about Amy Perry.” Lisa slid onto a
stool. “I’ll take a Coke.”

“How’d she look?” Frankie poured the Coke over a glassful of
ice.

“Impressive. You should see her hit. If she were a guy, she
would’ve been playing for a major league team these past five
years.”

Frankie gave a sarcastic laugh. “Men aren’t too hip on a
woman outperforming them in anything, let alone at a sport they
think is their own. You, of all people, should know that.”

“They won’t be able to ignore her if she plays like she did this
afternoon. Like I said, you should see her.”

Frankie’s attention was on something behind Lisa. “Maybe I
have. I’ve never seen these women before, and they’re definitely
athletes.”

Lisa swiveled on her stool to take a quick look. Five Bandits
players, including Amy Perry, wearing jeans and a University of
Kansas sweatshirt, had entered the bar. Lisa faced Frankie again.
“The one in the Jayhawks sweatshirt,” she said in a low voice.

Frankie assessed the newcomers. “Amy’s kind of cute.”

Dee came to the bar and ordered five Budweisers. Because of
the hat she’d worn at practice, Lisa hadn’t noticed that her hair was
spiky and bleached out. She was stocky and about an inch shorter
than Lisa.

“Hey, you’re the reporter, right? How ya doin’?” Dee asked in
a strong New York accent.

“All right. And you?”

“I’ll be better after this,” Dee said and held up one of the Buds,
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“and a game of pool.” She yelled over at the group of players
gathered around two of the pool tables. “Yo, Ginger, get over here.
How am I supposed to carry all of this?”

Ginger hustled over. She was young, maybe in her early
twenties. Dee and Amy were the only two who appeared to be
approaching thirty.

Ginger picked up two of the bottles while Dee carried the other
three. Dee started back with the beer, but stopped and addressed
Lisa. “Do you play pool? There are three pool tables, and with you,
it’d make six of us. We could have a mini-tournament.”

“Oh, no. I’ll probably go home after I finish this.” Lisa eyed
her Coke. Gee, ain’t I tough?

“Ah, come on. It’ll be fun. I’ll buy you a beer. What do you
drink?”

Lisa could see she wasn’t getting out of this.

“I guess I could play for a while. And it’s Michelob.”

Before Dee even asked, Frankie plopped the beer in front of
Lisa.

Lisa followed Dee over to the tables, put her beer on the ledge,
and pulled off her sweatshirt. The rest of the ball players had done
the same. Amy stayed true to her team with a blue Jayhawks T-shirt.

“Suz, you take on Ginger. Amy, you take on Joely, and you,”
Dee said and pointed at Lisa, “can try and beat me.”

Lisa racked up the balls, ignoring Dee’s bluster. About twenty
minutes into their game, Lisa had two solids to knock in, Dee one
stripe. It was Dee’s shot, and she had a perfect opportunity to tap it
into one of the side pockets. She hit the cue ball, and it stopped
barely short of its target.

Dee briefly leaned her head down onto her forearm. “Damn it. |
knew I should’ve hit it harder.”

Lisa chalked her cue while checking out her shot. The other
two games had concluded, and the four women sat on nearby stools.
If she hit this right, she should be able to knock them both in, one to
each corner pocket. She lined the shot up and struck the cue ball.
The two solids went into opposite directions and smacked into the
pockets.

“I dunno, Dee, I think you’ve got yourself a hustler here,”
Ginger said with a giggle.

Dee was definitely pouting. Lisa lined up the shot for the eight
ball and called it. It rattled in, and the other players clapped.

Dee walked over and patted her on the back. “That’s the first
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time I got beat in about twenty games. You know, I didn’t catch
your name earlier today.”

A familiar voice spoke up behind Lisa. “It’s Lisa Collins.”

Lisa turned to find Amy staring at her.

“All right, Lisa, you take on Ginger next. Amy, I know you
won, but you sit this one out. Since you’re oh-so-special-and-all and
about to have a big spread on you in the morning paper, we’ll let
you play in the championship.”

Lisa cleared the table and beat Ginger handily.

Before she and Amy started their game, Amy said, “I’m pretty
good at this, too.”

Watching Amy lean down for her shot, Lisa thought of other
questions she had for her, but not as a reporter. She wanted to know
more about her besides her love of baseball.

Lisa had trouble concentrating on the game. She didn’t mind
when she lost and walked around the table to shake Amy’s hand.
This time, Lisa was the one who held on a little longer.

Dee stepped between them. “Loser buys the next round.”

Lisa didn’t hear her. She was staring at Amy.

“Yo, Leesey, we’re dry here.” Dee held up her empty bottle.

“Oh, sorry.” Before she even made it to the bar, Frankie
already had the lids popped on the Buds.

“They seem like good people.” Lisa didn’t hear Frankie at first.
Frankie finally caught her attention. “You enjoying yourself?”

“Yeah, I am.”

“Good. I like seeing you happy.” Frankie left Lisa when
another customer shouted for a drink.

Dee met her halfway to grab the tray of beers and pass them
out to the others. Lisa was suddenly at a loss for words in front of
the five women, especially Amy.

“You know what?” Dee said. “Why don’t you and Amy get a
table, and Amy can fill you in on anything else you need for your
next article. ’Cause we all know there’ll be a next article. Right,
Lisa?”

Lisa’s face flushed.

“There’s no need to get flustered.” Dee grabbed her and Amy
by their elbows and led them to a table. “Amy here won’t bite.” She
left them alone.

“Sometimes you have to excuse Dee,” Amy said while they sat
down. “She gets a bit pushy. It’s the New Yorker in her.”

“You two make quite a pair as friends. Do you ever have
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trouble understanding her accent?”

“Nah.”

Lisa grew quiet.

“You know, I could say the same about you being shy,” Amy
said.

Lisa stared down at the worn table. Someone had carved,
“Girls Kick Ass!” into the wood. She ran her fingers in and out of
the grooved letters. “Sometimes,” Lisa said and then cleared her
throat. “Depends on the situation.”

“Hey.”

Lisa shivered. She loved the way Amy said that simple word.

“Tell me some things about you,” Amy said. “You know some
about me.”

“What do you want to know?”

“How about how you got started in sports writing?”’

Lisa sat back in her chair. “After graduating from IU, I got
hired by a newspaper in Ohio. I worked there for a few years and
moved on to a bigger paper in Pittsburgh. About five years ago, the
job at Minor League.com opened up here in Indy. I jumped at the
chance to come home. Then a correspondent position came up at the
Gaczette. 1 took it because I could cover high school sports like I’d
been doing in Ohio and Pittsburgh. But I loved that it was on a part-
time basis. That way I could still concentrate on covering the
Indians for the website.”

“That’s a busy schedule.”

Lisa took a long drink of her beer. “It is, but I love it.”

“How about your family?”

Lisa’s stomach did a quick drop, and a lump came to her throat.
She knew her face betrayed her discomfort.

Amy leaned over the table and took Lisa’s hand. “Hey, I'm
sorry if [ upset you. I didn’t know.”

“It’s all right. It just sneaks up on me sometimes when
someone asks.” Lisa hesitated, but went on. “I never knew my dad.
My mom died from ovarian cancer ten years ago.” She glanced
away for a brief moment, but turned to find Amy looking at her with
compassion. Amy gently squeezed her hand. “I don’t have any
brothers or sisters, so I get lonely sometimes.”

“I know that’s rough. I lost my dad two years ago to a heart
attack.”

A quick flicker of sadness rushed over Amy’s face and then
vanished. Lisa glanced down at her hand that Amy still held. It felt
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good, but Amy let go.

“I’'m sorry for your loss, too.” Lisa wasn’t thinking before
asking her next question. “What are you doing Friday night?”

“We have practice. After that, I'm free.”

“I’m working, but would you like to join me in covering a high
school football game? We could share some sloppy hot dogs.”

“I’d like that very much.”

A loud voice interrupted their conversation.

“Yo, Aims, gotta get back to the hotel.” Dee was already at the
door with the other players. “You know the boss lady will want to
know where we are.”

“Where are you guys staying? I can pick you up.”

Amy yelled over to the shortstop. “Where are we staying?”

“The Hyatt,” Dee answered.

“How about six?” Lisa asked. “I should be at the field before
seven.”

“Make it six-thirty. That’ll give me time to shower and cool
down from our afternoon workout.”

“I’1l see you then.”

Amy joined her teammates.

“Leesey, been fun hangin’ with ya,” Dee boomed.

“You, too.” Lisa picked up her beer and carried it over to the
bar to sit in front of Frankie.

“So0?” Frankie asked.

“What?” Lisa tried to play coy, but couldn’t keep the corners of
her mouth from twitching upward.

“You know what.”

Lisa stalled briefly before answering. “She’s going with me to
the high school football game I’'m covering Friday night.”

“Good for you.”

“Yeah?”

“Yes.”

“Guess so, huh?” Lisa was nervous. She hadn’t been out with
anyone for a while. She enjoyed her weekend visits to Frankie’s
house, but that was different.

“What else do I need to say? You don’t get out that much, and
this is what you need.”

“You’re a good friend. You know that, right?”

Frankie swiped at the bar with her towel. “So are you. Why
don’t you get out of here before we break into a chorus of ‘“You’ve
Got a Friend’?”



21

Lisa laughed and Frankie joined her. “That song has great
lyrics, by the way,” Lisa said while tugging on her sweatshirt.

“I know. But let’s not drive everyone out of here with our
caterwauling.”

Lisa backed up toward the door and pointed at Frankie. “You
got it.”

“See you tomorrow morning at my place.”



Chapter 4

Lisa got up even earlier than usual the next morning. She
wanted to see the paper. She could go to the Gazette’s Internet site
for the article and the photos, but it meant something to her to hold
the newspaper in her hands and actually feel what she had written.

She opened to the sports page. Jack had placed the article in the
top fold. The headline read, “Is She Ready for the Show?” He had
chosen two photos to accompany the piece. One was Amy with a
determined expression as she connected with the baseball. The other
was of her sitting on the ground and leaning over to stretch her legs
while sharing a laugh with a teammate standing nearby. Both
captured the player perfectly.

Lisa read the article, even though she knew exactly what she
had written. It was good. She was the first to admit it if her work
was crap.

The phone rang.

“Hey, you,” Frankie said. “Wanted to catch you before you
left. I couldn’t wait to tell you that I love the article. I figured you’d
be up early to read it. I’'m sorry Saturdays are so busy at the
Watering Hole, or I’d be at the game.”

“Wish you could see her play.” Lisa stared at the two photos of
Amy. “I need to hit the shower, and then I’ll be down there.”

“See you in a few.”

Lisa stepped up to Frankie’s door and knocked. She heard
Frankie stomp through the house.

“Come on in for a few minutes. Gotta get my shoes on.”

Lisa sank down on the worn leather recliner in the living room.
It faced Frankie’s wall of family pictures. One large one of her
parents and several smaller ones of her brothers, sisters, nieces, and
nephews hung there. The photo of her mother showed the striking
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resemblance between the two women. They shared the same thick
hair, dark brown eyes, and round face.

Lisa resisted the urge to sigh. She missed her mom. Sometimes,
the ache was almost unbearable. She missed picking up the phone
and knowing she could talk to her about anything. She became
aware of Frankie standing in the entryway to the hall.

“Everything okay?” Frankie asked.

“Yeah.” Lisa shook free from her memories. “Almost ready?”

Frankie came in and sat on the couch to put on her
clodhoppers, as she liked to call them. She was wearing the soft
plush dark green sweatshirt that Lisa had bought her. And of course
jeans. Lisa couldn’t remember the last time she saw Frankie dressed
in anything other than jeans.

“Damn, woman, don’t you have any sweatshirts other than
[U?” Frankie asked while tying her boots.

“You only have a problem with it because you’re a die-hard
Kentucky Wildcats fan. Remember, I got my degree from this
school.”

“No comment.”

Lisa stood up and held out her hand to pull Frankie to her feet.
“How about we go clog our arteries?”

“Isn’t that why we go to Flapjacks?”

* ok ok

They walked to their favorite table by the window and sat
down.

The waitress, Wanda, approached them. “The usual for both of
you?”

“Are we that predictable?” Frankie asked.

“You are after five years of coming here, hon,” Wanda
answered.

Frankie replaced her menu in the slot on the table. “You’re
right. The usual.”

“I’m having something different today,” Lisa said with a smug
grin. “Steak and eggs with the steak medium well and eggs over
medium, please.” She pointed at Frankie. “She’s treating me this
morning because | made a really tricky pool shot.”

“Which I’'m sure I’ll be reminded of quite frequently,” Frankie
said.

Wanda laughed and then shouted out the order to the cook. She
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brought over a glass of orange juice for Lisa and poured Frankie a
cup of coffee.

After she left, Frankie asked, “Ready for your date tomorrow
night?”

Lisa almost spit out her orange juice. She put the glass down
with a little more emphasis than she’d intended. “It’s not a date.”
She used her napkin to wipe up the juice that had spilled over the lip
of the glass. “Amy’s only coming along while I work. That’s all.”

“Whatever you say.”

Lisa let the remark go by.

“In the amount of time you’ve talked to her, what do you
think?” Frankie asked. “And I'm not talking about her playing
skills.”

Lisa remembered her conversation with Amy the night before.
“I love the confidence she has in her abilities. She needs to hold
onto that if she wants to make it, but...”

Frankie was about to take a sip of her coffee and stopped. “But
what?”

“I think it’s safe to assume she’s gay, but [ wonder if she’s as
open as [ am about her sexuality. If I'm right, I can see her going
farther into the closet if she does make it in baseball. I can totally
understand that, but I don’t know how I’ll handle it if we were to,
well, you know, were to...” Lisa squirmed in her seat.

“Were to get involved.” Frankie finished the sentence for her.

“Yeah.”

Frankie furrowed her brow. “You’ve got to realize some people
might not be able to be as open as we are. You’re a sportswriter. ’'m
sure you know what this’1l be like for Amy. It’1l be hard enough that
she’s a woman trying to make it in a man’s game. If she could be
out, she’d be an inspiration to a lot of others. But maybe you need to
see it from her perspective.”

“Really?”

“You’re surprised at what I said?”

“Yeah, because you’re one of the most out lesbians I know.”

“That doesn’t mean that every lesbian can do the same. Some
situations and jobs unfortunately force some of us into the closet.
This might be one of them.” Wanda set their food down.

Lisa picked up her knife to cut her steak. “I’ll wait and see how
things go tomorrow night and try not to worry about it.”

“Cuz tomorrow’s anotha day?”

“Very funny, Scarlett.”
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“What? Not a fan of Gone with the Wind?”
“You’re too much, you know that?” Lisa took a bite of her
steak and tried to banish the worries from her mind.



Chapter 5

Lisa pulled on her IU jacket over her gray sweatshirt. She
paused at the mirror by the door and did a quick comb-through. She
noticed the time. Damn. It was six-thirty. She hated being late, even
though the Hyatt was only a few blocks away from her downtown
apartment.

She pulled into the roundabout at the hotel. Amy, wearing a
bright blue Jayhawks jacket, was there with her back against the
brick wall of the hotel.

“Hey,” she said, getting into the car.

“Hey. Sorry I’'m late.”

“You really aren’t that late. Where’s this game of yours?”

“It’s on the west side. Two of the city’s biggest rivals are
hooking up.” Lisa glanced over at Amy. “Kind of late to be asking,
but do you like football?”

“I like the Kansas City Chiefs.”

“Ah. Well, around here, the Colts and Peyton Manning are all
people talk about.”

“Somehow, that doesn’t surprise me.”

They arrived at the football field. Lisa picked up her laptop
case from the backseat and hung the strap over her shoulder. She led
Amy up the bleachers to her seat before leaving to interview both
coaches.

She wrote down the typical quotes about the importance of the
game and that their opponent was “so talented.” They hoped they
could “pull this one out.” Coach Billups was civil to her, which she
assumed meant he liked her article. She finished and took her seat
next to Amy.

Lisa gathered her notes together before asking, “How about
those horrible hot dogs I promised you?”

“I’m always up for a hot dog, especially at games.”

“My treat.” They stomped down the bleacher stairs to the
refreshment stand. “To make these taste semi-decent, you’ve got to
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slap as much junk on them as you can,” Lisa said while piling on
relish, mustard, and ketchup. Amy did the same, and they tried to
eat the hot dogs without getting too messy in the process.

There was a spot of ketchup on Amy’s chin. Lisa reached out
to wipe it away with her napkin. Amy quickly jumped back and shot
furtive glances at the people around them. The sounds of the band
warming up helped diffuse the awkward situation. They went back
out to the bleachers and sat higher to allow Lisa a better view of the
field. Amy stretched her long legs out in front of her. Lisa took out
her laptop to keep stats.

They didn’t talk much during the game. Amy tried to help a
couple of times by providing a description of the plays on the field
while Lisa typed. At halftime, Lisa added stats and selected
pertinent quotes for the article, continuing to chat with Amy.

“Do you want to get a beer after the game at that bar we were
at last night?” Amy asked. “I know you need to get your article in,
but maybe you can come by later?”

“Sure, I’ll finish it up at the Gazette offices. Then I’ll be at
Frankie’s place.”

Lisa excused herself from Amy one more time after the game
to interview the coaches and players. She found Amy waiting for
her at the bottom of the bleachers.

“I’d better take you back.”

Lisa pulled into the Hyatt and once again promised she’d stop
at the Watering Hole later.

“You’ll really be there, right? I won’t get stood up?” Amy
asked, leaning into the car through the open door.

“Why would I do that? I had fun tonight.”

“It’s that... that I don’t want to feel stupid sitting there.”

“When I say I’ll be somewhere to meet a friend, I’ll be there.”

A couple passed by on their way into the hotel. Amy’s
expression changed, and she hurriedly shut the door. She started
walking away. Lisa buzzed down the passenger-side window.

“Hey. I’ll see you later.”

Amy continued her quick escape through the revolving doors.

Lisa sat there a while before pulling away. What the hell was
that all about?

The scene replayed in her mind while she waited for the
stoplight to change at the next intersection. A horn blared behind
her when the light turned green.

“Jeez! Get a grip!” Lisa yelled.
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She parked her car in the lot at the Gazette and went into the
sports office. She sat down at an empty computer and took out her
laptop to pull up the stats and quotes. The cursor blinked at her from
the blank screen, but her mind wasn’t on writing the article.

“Collins, the story won’t write itself.” Jack stood beside her
desk. He was tall and thin with a receding hairline.

“You know, sometimes you’re a real pain in the ass.”

“Love you too, babe.”

“And do you always have to smell like an overflowing
ashtray?” Lisa asked loudly as he walked away.

Jack stopped at the entrance to his office. “Article. Soon.
Write.”

Lisa bought a Coke at the soda machine in the break room. She
took her seat again in front of her computer and started writing,
using the quotes she had jotted down. She checked her notes and
stats and inputted them. She read it over one last time. It was a
decent article. She saved it and got up to leave. She daintily waved
her hand at Jack on her way out.

“You’re lucky you’re such a good correspondent, or I
would’ve gotten someone else to cover these games a long time
ago,” he yelled at her.

Lisa walked back to his office door and poked her head in.
“You know you love me.”

“Sure I do, but give me your best work tomorrow night. This is
a big story. I’'m sure I don’t need to tell you that. There’ll be quite a
few reporters from other cities at the game.”

It would probably be the last article about Amy she’d be
writing for the Gazetfe. After tomorrow night’s exhibition, she’d
write for the website.

“I’m anxious to see her play against these guys.” She hoisted
her laptop strap higher up on her shoulder. “Have a good night.”

“You, too.”

Lisa zipped up her jacket when she stepped outside. It had
cooled considerably in the last few nights. It was after ten-thirty
when she started for Frankie’s.

Lisa squinted, trying to peer through the smoky haze. The
music pounded her ears and the floor under her feet. Melissa, of
course. She was walking across that fire.
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It was a typical Friday night, and the place was packed with
women. Lisa got a few lingering looks, but ignored them.

“Frankie,” she yelled. Frankie was at the other end of the bar
talking with a friend. “Hey, Frankie.”

The other women sitting at the bar helped her. “Hey, Frankie,”
they mimicked. One of the women tapped Frankie on the arm and
pointed at Lisa. Frankie stepped down to her.

“How was the game?” Frankie yelled.

“It was a tight one, like I expected it’d be. Have you seen any
of the players tonight?”

“You mean Amy, right?” Frankie asked with a cocked
eyebrow.

“Yeah.”

Frankie jabbed her thumb toward a table in the corner where
Amy sat with Dee across from her. Dee was busy talking to a
blonde. Lisa could see Amy’s sneaker-clad foot tapping under the
table to the beat of the music.

Before Lisa could ask, Frankie slid a Michelob down to her
without a word. She walked to Amy’s table, but Amy’s attention
stayed on the dance floor.

“Hi, Amy,” Lisa shouted to compete with the music. She was
pleased Amy seemed excited to see her.

“Glad you could make it. I was starting to get worried.”

“Like I told you earlier, if I say I’'ll be somewhere, I’ll be
there.” Lisa motioned to the dance floor. “Do you dance?”

“I’m not very good, but I’1l get out there.”

The next song was an upbeat Cher song—the 2000 version of
Cher. Lisa set her beer down and led Amy to the dance floor.

Lisa watched Amy as they moved to the music. Not very good,
my ass. Lisa wasn’t a good dancer, and she was the first to admit it.
The more she watched Amy dance, the more Lisa got lost in the
music. The song ended, and a slow one started.

They stood there awkwardly at first, but eventually Lisa made
the move toward Amy. She silently asked the question by holding
out her hand. Amy answered by stepping into Lisa’s arms. Amy
pulled her even closer. Lisa got lost in the music again, this time
while pressing up against Amy’s muscular body.

The song slowed to a stop. On their way back to their table,
Lisa made a quick decision. “Do you want to maybe get out of here
and go someplace where it’s a little quieter?”” she asked.

“Let me tell Dee.” After Amy told Dee they were leaving, they
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walked to Lisa’s car.

Lisa studied her shoes for a long moment before meeting
Amy’s eyes. “Would you like to go to my apartment?”’

Amy’s answer came fast and simple. “Yes.”

* ok ok

They rode the elevator without speaking. Lisa opened her door
and flipped on the light.

“Want another beer?” she asked. Her voice came out in that
octave that was higher than her regular one, which happened when
she was nervous. Damn.

“No, thanks.” Amy sat down on the couch. She smiled and
patted the cushion.

Lisa took the gesture as an invitation to sit next to her. She
joined Amy, but sat on the edge of the couch, staring straight ahead.

Amy squeezed Lisa’s thigh. “Why don’t you sit back?”

Lisa sank into the cushions. “I invited you here, and now I’'m
nervous as hell. Can you tell it’s been a while since I’ve dated?”

Amy squeezed her leg again. “You’re not the only one.”

Lisa looked into Amy’s eyes and held her breath. “But I’ve
wanted to do this,” Lisa whispered. She brushed a curl off Amy’s
forehead. “And I’ve wanted to do this.” She brought her mouth to
Amy’s. Their lips parted and tongues melded together in a long,
sweet kiss. When it ended, Lisa ran her thumb along Amy’s jaw.
“Now that was a kiss.”

Amy ducked her head, but Lisa gently tilted her chin up.
“That’s definitely a compliment, and it’s most definitely nothing to
be shy about.”

“Sorry. I can’t help it sometimes. I...”

Lisa put her finger to Amy’s lips. “I understand.” They situated
themselves sideways on the couch to face each other. Lisa lightly
stroked Amy’s forearm with her fingertips. “l get the sense that
maybe you’ve had some heartache before.” The muscles under
Lisa’s fingers instantly tensed.

“There was someone back in Lecompton a few years ago.” The
emotion played across Amy’s face while her words came out
haltingly. “First of all, you have to understand what it’s like being
gay in a small town.”

“How were your parents about everything?”

“Oh, they were very accepting. My mom had some trouble at
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first, but we’re really close now, especially since my dad died. But I
wasn’t out. For one thing, there wasn’t that much of a community.
There are a couple of gay bars in Lawrence. I met Carly at one of
them during a break in the Bandits schedule. She was something
else. She was a grad student at the university, studying for her
master’s in history...” Amy’s voice trailed off. Lisa could tell she
was reliving the memory.

“She sounds special.”

Amy forged ahead as if Lisa hadn’t spoken. “It’s the only time
I’ve been in love. When the Bandits’ season started up again, we
kept in touch. She made it to a few games, but she wanted
something more. She was out and proud of it, and she didn’t
understand why I couldn’t be.” Amy lowered her eyes. “She came
to the games, but I barely acknowledged her. And when we were
out together, | was always careful about being physical. I never
wanted us to be too close or to touch in public.”

Silently, Lisa guessed how this story would end.

“Finally, after two years of this, she’d had enough. We argued.
It was a terrible fight. We said stuff that shouldn’t have been said.
And she left. Left me, left Lawrence. She had planned to get her
doctorate there at U of K, but our break-up made her pack up and
move out of state.”

Amy’s voice caught. She brushed away a lone tear that rolled
down her cheek.

“I tried to explain to her how it was for me at home and
especially how it was playing baseball. She knew my dream was to
play in the majors. She’d try to tell me I could make a statement for
all young lesbians, but I told her I couldn’t do it.” Amy took a deep
breath and let it out slowly as if to release all the memories of the
past.

Lisa wanted to ask Amy if she felt she’d made the right choice.
Instead, she talked about herself.

“I’m out, but I can understand what you’re saying. I especially
understand because [’'m a reporter. I know how the sports world is.
It’s that...”

“It’s that you understand more where Carly was coming from,”
Amy said evenly.

“But I haven’t exactly been the best at relationships. I’ve dated
off and on all my life. I had only one relationship that lasted a year.
I guess the closest and longest-lasting relationship I’ve had has been
with Frankie, the owner of the bar we were at. We’ve been best
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friends for five years now.” Lisa touched Amy’s arm. “It’s not like
you’re talking to Dr. Phil here. I'm not the best person to be
offering advice.” She hesitated. “But I know I can’t... can’t...”

“Stay in the closet.”

“Right. It’s not who [ am.”

They didn’t speak for several seconds.

“How’d we go from kissing to talking about this serious stuff?”
Amy asked with a smile.

“I don’t know. The reporter in me took over, and I kept asking
questions.” Lisa scooted closer. “Let’s at least end the evening with
something more pleasant.” She brushed Amy’s lips with hers. Amy
opened her mouth and their tongues touched briefly for another kiss.

They drew away from each other, and Lisa noticed the time.

“I imagine I need to take you back to the hotel now, huh?”

“Oh, wow, it’s almost eleven-thirty. But I’'m okay if you can
get me there in ten minutes. Coach gave us an extra half hour out
tonight because she worked us like dogs this afternoon.”

They rose from the couch and moved toward the door.

“You have a big day tomorrow,” Lisa said as she held the door
for Amy. “Are you nervous?”

“I’m nervous now, but it’s kind of weird. Once I hit the field, it
all clicks for me, and I focus on the game. Tomorrow might be
different, though. I’ve never played in a game like this.”

“You’ll do fine.” Lisa patted Amy on the back.

On the drive to the hotel, Lisa told Amy about the Indians
pitcher who’d be on the hill Saturday night.

“He’s got a fastball in the low nineties, but his big pitch is the
splitter. Be prepared to hold your swing.”

They drove up to the Hyatt, and Amy opened the door.
“Thanks.”

“You’re welcome. I wanted to give you a heads-up on the
pitching.”

“No, I mean thanks for the evening. I’d like to see you again.”

“I’d like to get to know you better, however we can do that.
We’ll talk again before you leave. I’ll definitely see you tomorrow
night. Try to get some rest.”

“I will.”

After Amy shut the door, Lisa waved from behind the closed
window. There was no one around when Amy made it to the
revolving doors, so it didn’t surprise Lisa that Amy returned the
gesture. Once Lisa could no longer see her tall figure walking
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Chapter 6

Victory Field was filled to near-capacity for the game.

Although Lisa anticipated the extra interest, the size of the
crowd still exceeded her expectations. The Bandits were warming
up, but the Indians had yet to make their appearance. Lisa showed
her press pass to security before entering the gate to the field.

“Nervous?” Lisa asked, approaching Coach Tompkins from
behind.

The coach spun around. “Ah, hell no. It sure as shit isn’t me
they’ve come to see.”

Amy was a few feet away, stretching on the grass and talking
to Dee who stood nearby. If Amy was nervous, it didn’t show, just
like she’d told Lisa the night before.

“Any wise quotes you want to give me before the game?” Lisa
deadpanned.

Coach Tompkins laughed. “That’s the first time a reporter’s
been totally honest with me with a question. Not that you weren’t
honest the other day, but you hear the same crap over and over.”

“We can’t be serious all the time. It’s not in our union
contract.”

Coach Tompkins rubbed her hand over her face. “I have to
admit, I lied. I’'m nervous for Amy. She’s such an outstanding
athlete, but I’'m afraid this crowd will cause her to tense up so much,
she might fall short of what you and I know she’s capable of doing.”

“She should be okay, Coach.”

“You don’t think it’s hype, do you?” Lisa heard a hint of
apprehension in Coach Tompkins’s voice, which told her how
protective the coach was of her star first baseman.

“I could be wrong, but I think with the number of scouts here
from the Reds, they’re serious about this. Do they only want to
bring in a bigger draw to Cincinnati? That’s another matter. Because
of their record, they’ve had low attendance the past couple of years,
and I don’t know if next year will be any better. But I believe, if

34



35

given the chance, Amy will tear through Double-A on her way to
the majors.”

The coach seemed to relax with Lisa’s reassurance. “That
makes me feel better. I think she’ll make it, but it’s nice to hear it
from someone else who knows baseball.”

“It’s time to go over and talk to the all-star,” Lisa said. “I’ll
catch up with you again after the game.”

Coach Tompkins barely acknowledged Lisa’s last comment
before yelling at the second baseman. “Hey, you can make the
fucking pivot better than that, goddammit!”

Lisa cringed at the coach’s words when she saw the glares from
the parents in the first few rows. She wouldn’t blame them if they
covered their kids’ ears in case there was another outburst.

Lisa walked over to Amy who loosened up by swinging a few
bats before stepping into the batting cage.

“Ready to wow ’em?”

“I hope so.” Amy’s face was impassive, and the words were
spoken without any warmth.

Okay, I get it. We're in public. Lisa glanced around at the
crowd. No, make that really in public.

Lisa took on her sportswriter persona. “What are you hoping to
do tonight?”

“I don’t know. I’d be happy getting a couple of hits, I guess,
and have a good defensive game at first.” Amy went back to
swinging her bats, but kept her distant expression.

“What about the young girls in the crowd? Is there something
you hope to pass on to them in the way of inspiration?”

Amy’s face softened. Lisa caught a glimpse of the woman
she’d seen in private.

“That because you’re female doesn’t mean that you can’t
dream a dream that even most men think is impossible for them.
And believing in yourself is the most important thing to remember,
because there’ll be times when you’re the only one who does.”

Lisa scribbled down the quotes.

“Any fear in facing a male pitcher?”

“You know, I’ve faced some tough, tough women with wicked
fastballs, cutting breaking balls, and every other pitch you can think
of, including a spitter. To me, the only difference between a male
pitcher and a female pitcher is a question of anatomy. It’s the same
distance from home plate to the pitcher’s mound.” In an instant,
Amy’s cool demeanor returned. “I need to get some hitting in.”



36

Lisa shut her notebook and tried to shake off the impersonal
treatment. “Good luck.”

Amy strode to the batting cage as flashbulbs went off around
the home plate area. Some of the Indians players had straggled into
their dugout. They leaned their elbows on the cushioned railing,
watching Amy.

The Bandits pitcher fired in some pitches, but they weren’t to
Amy’s liking. Then one came in on the outside part of the plate. She
went with it like she had in practice and slapped a drive down the
right field line. She hit a few more liners into various parts of the
outfield. Then the pitcher threw one of those fat fastballs. In one
smooth motion, Amy got every piece of the ball. Highlighted by the
stadium lights, it arced in the dark sky and bounced against the left
field fence. A few of the Indians players were talking to each other
now and shaking their heads.

Yeah, boys, she’s the real deal.

Lisa carefully stepped behind the batting cage and approached
the Indians dugout to interview the manager standing on the top
step.

“How ya doin’, Lisa?” Max Murphy had won two Triple-A
International League championships in the three years he’d been
with the Indians. He was about five-ten with light blond hair, thick
forearms and bowlegs, and a round face that lit up when he talked
about his players.

“Hi, Max. Pretty good. You?”

Amy had finished her batting practice after hitting a few more
to the left-center gap.

“I’m good,” Max said, nodding toward Amy. “She’s something
else.”

“Can she make it in Double-A? Maybe even on to the majors?”’
Lisa asked.

“We’ll have a better idea after Jerry pitches against her. It’1l be
a good test for her to see if she can handle his forkball.”

Amy trotted to first to start taking throws.

“It’s a shame that someone with talent like that had to wait
until they were her age to have this chance, just because she’s a
woman,” Max said. He watched Amy as he said this, but turned
back to Lisa to meet her gaze. “What? Because I'm a man, I
wouldn’t feel that way?”

“No, but it’s good to hear you say that, Murph.”

“If she’s as good as what I’ve heard, she should fucking get a
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shot.” Max didn’t say “fuck” that much. That one word revealed the
depth of his passion about the subject. “But if she’s given the
chance, she’s got a hard road ahead of her. Men aren’t the best at
believing a woman can do a job, let alone a woman taking one of
their places in the majors.”

“You won’t get any argument from me.”

The Bandits finished, and the Indians took the field. Lisa
interviewed a couple of the players to get their reactions. Most of
their answers amounted to, “We’ll see.”

Lisa made it up to the press box and plugged in her laptop
before the first pitch. After the first two Bandits grounded out, Amy
stepped to the plate to a thunderous ovation. Lisa glanced at the TV
monitor in the press box. Amy settled into the batter’s box, but then
asked for time from the umpire. She took some deep breaths.

She took the first pitch, a fastball, on the outside corner for a
strike. The next pitch was high for a ball. Then Jerry’s first forkball
dipped across the plate. It appeared that Amy held back, but after
the catcher appealed, the first base umpire ruled she had swung
through it. The catcher shifted to the outside part of the plate for the
next pitch. Amy stood there and took another fastball for the third
strike. The crowd moaned, but then applauded when she walked
back to the dugout.

In the bottom half of the first, the Bandits pitcher fooled a
couple of the Indians batters with her sharp curve. Heading into the
top of the fourth, both pitchers were hurling shutouts. The Indians
had a couple of singles, but the Bandits had yet to get a hit.

Again, Amy was up third. Again, she walked to the plate to
thunderous applause.

The first pitch was another wicked forkball. Amy swung
through it. Lisa lowered her head. Come on, Amy, I know you can
hold back.

Jerry tried another one. This time, Amy checked her swing and
came out of the batter’s box. She adjusted her batting gloves and
stepped back in.

Jerry tried to sneak a fastball on the outside part of the plate
one time too many. Amy lined it just past the diving first baseman’s
outstretched glove. Flashbulbs went off everywhere. The right
fielder hustled over and got the ball to second, but not before Amy
made it there with a headfirst slide.

The crowd erupted. Jerry picked up the rosin bag and tossed it
down after catching the ball thrown to him. Lisa watched his
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reaction closely on the television monitor. He faced Amy on second
base and gave her a slight nod.

The next innings went by quickly with the Indians picking up a
couple of runs in the sixth. In the top of the seventh, Amy came to
the plate with two on. A new pitcher, Bob Jenkins, had taken the
mound. He was a notorious junk-ball reliever. It was again a test to
see how Amy would react to breaking pitches.

The first pitch painted the inside of the plate for a strike. The
next one was in the dirt, but she held her swing. Then Jenkins threw
her his curve ball. It was a beautiful pitch. Lisa had seen Jenkins get
so many out on it, with the batter frozen in the box, knees buckling,
taking the pitch for a called third strike.

Before it dipped down, Amy brought her bat through the strike
zone and slammed the ball into deep left field. The crowd cheered
even louder as the ball cut through the air. The left fielder tried to
catch up with it, but it bounced once and hit the wall.

Amy was on second again, this time with a stand-up double.

Lisa noticed that the Reds scouts in the box seats were talking
animatedly. Amy bent over with her hands on her knees and then
tilted her head up to the night sky, as if to say “thank you.” She
glanced up at the press box. It was quick, but Lisa caught it.

The game ended with the Indians on top 4-2. But the real story
was Amy, surrounded by photographers and reporters on the field.
Amy pushed her way down into the dugout, following the rest of the
Bandits into the clubhouse.

Lisa didn’t step onto the field but left for the makeshift
pressroom where a table had been set up with microphones. Lisa
recognized a couple of reporters from ESPN, along with CBS and
Fox Sports, but a lot of the others were unfamiliar. She took her seat
near the front.

Shortly, the Reds management entered. One was the GM, Dan
Taylor. The other was one of their lead scouts, Abe Sanders. Lisa
liked Abe, who, in his twentieth year of scouting, was one of the
best in the game. He saw her and winked. The wink didn’t bother
her. She’d known him long enough to know that it meant nothing.
The entire pressroom had filled, and those who were fortunate
enough to grab a seat sat down. The rest stood against the wall in
the back.

ESPN asked the first question.

“What about it, Dan? Will you take a chance?”

Taylor raised his hands as if to offer the question back to the
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reporter. “What do you think, Patrick? What about all of you? Are
we really taking a chance here?” The room broke out in laughter. “I
don’t think so. And yes, she’s getting a shot.”

With those words, a chill rushed through Lisa.

“She’ll go down to Arizona for a week of workouts with the
other players in preparation for the Fall League that starts October
seventh. Most of you know that each club can opt to send one player
we consider Single-A. That would be Amy this year. She’ll be one
of our seven prospects with the Mesa Solar Sox. We’ll carefully
monitor her progress in the six-week season and then go from
there.”

A reporter for the Cincinnati Enquirer yelled out, “This isn’t a
publicity stunt?”

“Hell no, George. Did you see her hit? Did you see her play
defense? She’s legitimate. She just happens to be a woman.”

At that moment, Amy entered the room. She was still in her
dirt-stained uniform. She appeared to be extremely nervous.

“Amy, would you mind taking some questions?” Taylor asked
her.

“No, sir.” She took her seat next to the general manager.

“Amy, Dan Taylor here told us you’re getting a shot with the
Mesa Solar Sox this fall. How do you feel about that?”

Her face reddened under her dark tan. She briefly turned to the
GM. “Thank you, Mr. Taylor.” She addressed the reporter. “I’'m
honored. I hope I can do well for them.”

Lisa got a question in. ““You won’t have a break between your
season with the Bandits, which started in April, and your season
with the Solar Sox, which lasts six weeks. A lot of games are
jammed into that time period. How will you handle the extra work?”

Amy’s distant expression instantly reappeared.

Damn, how in the hell does she do that? Just turn it on and off
in an instant.

“I’ve handled pressure all my life. I guess I’ll try to take this in
stride.” She pointed to another reporter for the next question.

Lisa felt like she had been slapped in the face. It wasn’t that
Amy treated her like the other reporters. It was the cold look and the
tone to Amy’s voice. Lisa swallowed. Am [ going to be able to do
this?

Lisa sat there quietly while Amy handled some more questions.
After about fifteen minutes, Taylor interrupted. “Amy’s had enough
now. Thank you all for your time.”
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Lisa stood. Amy got up from the table, glancing Lisa’s way
again. Lisa stared at her before turning to talk to some of the other
reporters. Maybe she was being too sensitive about the whole thing,
but it hurt.

Lisa said her goodbyes to the others and walked out to her car.
She needed to get her article in before deadline. She’d written most
of it in the press box, but she wanted to polish it off with some of
the press conference quotes. While unlocking the door, she heard
someone behind her.

“Lisa.” Amy, a little out of breath, was approaching the car.
“Do you want to get together again before I leave for Mesa? I found
out I’'m supposed to fly out on Monday morning. That means we
have tomorrow to maybe have dinner.”

Lisa leaned her back against the driver’s door. “Now we’re
friends again, huh?” She hated being angry about this, but she was.

“I’'m sorry about all of that. It’s that...” Amy stopped and
stared at her cleats.

“It’s that you don’t even want there to be a chance that
someone thinks you’re gay. You’'re treating me like you treated
Carly, right?”

Amy’s head snapped up. “I thought we’d already been over
this. I’'m not like you, and I can’t help it.”

Lisa didn’t respond.

“I want to get to know you. Can we at least try that?” Amy
asked.

“I have to finish my article.” Lisa started to get into her car.
Amy gently grabbed Lisa’s arm.

“Hey,” Amy said.

Damn it, quit saying that word like that.

“I want to see you again before I leave. Can we at least have
lunch or dinner tomorrow and talk about it? Don’t you think
something’s happening between us, Lisa?”

“Yeah,” Lisa said quietly. “Yeah, I do, especially after last
night.” She stared at her keys as though they had all the answers to
the mixture of emotions pulsing through her. She turned to Amy.
“I’ll pick you up tomorrow about six. Is that good for you? We’ll
have dinner at The Ruby Slippers. You’ll like it. It’s an old haunt of
mine.” She climbed into the car.

“Please don’t be mad. We can figure out all this other stuff
later.”

“I’ll see you tomorrow.” Lisa pulled away. In the rearview
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mirror, she saw Amy walk back to the clubhouse.
Lisa drove on. She didn’t realize how much she was clenching
her teeth until she felt the strain in her jaw.



Chapter 7

After finishing her article, Lisa drove to the Watering Hole to
have a beer. The pounding bass of another Melissa song greeted her
when she entered the bar. She took a seat.

“Hey, you,” Frankie said loudly. “Amy looked good out there
tonight. I had the game on and caught some innings.”

“I guess she did well.” Lisa said it without much enthusiasm.

“What’s wrong? She’s getting a chance.”

“That part’s great. It’s the other that’s iffy.”

“Stacy, I need you to take over for a minute.” Frankie came out
from behind the bar and pointed at an open table in the corner.

“So, what’s the problem?” Frankie asked after they sat down.

Lisa thought about it before answering. “I’ve never been with
anyone this closeted. You know how I am. I don’t know if I can do
this. It’s not like I want to run up and down Meridian Street waving
a huge rainbow flag. But I don’t want to be careful what I say or
how I look at a gay woman because she’s worried about being
outed. I'm trying to understand Amy’s point of view, but what’ll I
do when she has to ignore me or pretend I’m just another reporter
like she did tonight? That’s what she’ll have to do, by the way,
especially now, while she’s trying to make it.”

“You’re already feeling all of this?”

“Yeah, and I only see it getting worse the more publicity she
receives, which she will be getting.” One of the servers passed by.
“Hey, Val, I’ll take a Long Island when you have a chance.” A beer
didn’t seem strong enough.

“Now, Ms. Collins, nobody’s worth getting drunk over,”
Frankie said.

“You’re right, but I want to take the edge off these emotions.”
Val brought the drink. Lisa took a five out of her wallet and held it
up for Val.

“You know better than that,” Frankie said. “It’s on me, Val.”

Lisa grabbed her glass and swallowed a big gulp. It only took a
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few seconds for the alcohol to burn into her stomach. Damn. Stacy
sure knew how to make potent Long Islands.

“Have you already fallen for her?” Frankie searched Lisa’s
face.

“I don’t... I mean, we...” Lisa stopped. “I don’t know how to
describe it.” Lisa thought for a moment. “It’s kind of like how when
I’'m with you.”

“Except with Amy you’ll be uncomfortable to be yourself in
public where others can see the two of you together, right?”

Lisa sighed, but didn’t answer. She noticed the look on
Frankie’s face.

“Don’t get on me for seeing a closeted woman, Frankie.
Sometimes we can’t help who our heart goes after. She captured me
with her eyes. She has these beautiful eyes that change color in
different light.” Lisa shook her head. “Oh, the hell with it. I’ll shut
up now.”

“Maybe we need to put Amy in the heartbreaker category.”

“Sometimes I can’t help it,” Lisa snapped. “Sometimes my
heart leads me, and I have to follow it. Maybe that sounds stupid,
and maybe it is. It’s pissing me off because I don’t know what to do
about it.”

The heat rose in her cheeks, and she took a deep breath.
Frankie gave Lisa a steady gaze. Lisa put her hand on top of
Frankie’s.

“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t take it out on you, and I am. What’s that
they say about taking things out on the person we trust the most?”

“Oh, that’s what they call it? I’d call it taking a big bite out of
my ass.”

Lisa couldn’t help but laugh. “Now that you mention it, I guess
you could call it that, too.”

“You know I’m always here for you, right?” Frankie asked
gently.

“I know. Thanks.”

Frankie stood up. “I need to get back to work. You”—she
pointed her finger at Lisa—"are going home right now. No more
drinking.”

“Yes, Mother.”

Lisa got up, impulsively gave Frankie a hug, and slapped her
on the back before leaving.
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Lisa dressed up for her date with Amy. She picked out a pair of
black dress slacks and a dark gray pullover V-neck sweater. She ran
her fingers through her gelled hair one last time.

When she arrived at the Hyatt, Amy was there, but wasn’t
alone. Five little girls with paper and pens surrounded her. She
seemed to be enjoying the attention.

As Amy walked toward Lisa’s car, the girls screamed, “Thank
you, Amy!” She waved at them and climbed in the passenger side.

“Well, well, well, Ms. Perry, I see you’ve already gotten some
fans.”

“Thanks to you and ESPN.”

“You look nice,” Lisa said, pulling out into traffic. Amy was
wearing a long-sleeved blue denim shirt tucked into a pair of khakis.

“Thanks. I figured this was more of a date. You do, too, by the
way.”

“Thanks.”

“Where’s this place we’re headed to?” Amy asked.

“It’s a few streets over.” They drove for a few moments and
then turned into the parking lot at The Ruby Slippers.

“Heya, Lisa,” one of the servers shouted at them when they
entered. ““You eating tonight or just shooting some pool?”

“We’re having dinner, Tom.”

“Take a seat wherever.”

The dining area was empty. The patrons who were there sat at
the bar.

The Wizard of Oz theme was readily apparent. Collectibles
were scattered throughout, including a pair of ruby slippers behind
the bar. A neon rainbow adorned the window.

“Kind of a cool place, huh?” Lisa asked. They sat down at a
booth.

“It is.”

Here we go. “1 want to talk to you about being closeted.”

Amy sat back in the booth and folded her arms across her
chest. Her chin jutted out defiantly.

She thinks I'm about to lecture her on needing to be out. “I’ve
been thinking about it. I’'m a sportswriter. I know how this works.
I’ve covered some gay professional athletes over the years. It’s been
a constant struggle for them. They love the sport they excel in, but
at the same time, they’re torn.”

Amy uncrossed her arms.
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“They hate the fact that they may be betraying their gay family.
But they also know the ridicule they’d face if they were to come out
while they still played ball. It’s not fair. And I especially know that,
being a woman, it’ll be rough for you. You’ll have a tough enough
time as it is.” Lisa took Amy’s hands in hers. “I want you to know
that I do understand, but because I’'m so out, I can’t help but wonder
how this might go.”

They were interrupted by Tom. “What’ll you be having to
drink?”

“I’ll have a Mich. What do you want, Amy?”’

“Foster’s with a glass, please.”

After Tom left, Amy said, “I know all of this seems like what
happened to me and Carly. But I’'m scared of...”

“It’s okay. Let’s try to take it one step at a time.”

Amy seemed relieved.

Tom came back to their table with their beers. “Have you
decided what you’d like?”

“We haven’t even opened our menus,” Lisa said.

“Do you need me to give you some more time?”

“I’ll have a burger with Swiss and fries,” Amy said.

“Me, too.”

He took their menus.

Lisa changed the subject. “Let’s talk about you and your
baseball. You’re flying to Arizona tomorrow? Are you going to be
all right?”

Amy drew in a breath. “I leave first flight out tomorrow to
make it for afternoon workouts, and I don’t know. It’ll be lonely.”

Lisa made a quick decision. “I’d like to keep covering your
story for the website. Maybe I can try to come to Arizona while
you’re there.”

Amy’s mood instantly lightened. “Oh, that’d be fantastic.”

They chatted until their food arrived. After they finished
dinner, they shot some pool before Lisa drove Amy back to the
Hyatt. A lot of people milled around out front, which Lisa knew
meant a casual drop-off.

Before she got out of the car, Amy said, “I think this might
work between us, Lisa.”

“I know I’'m attracted to you, Amy, and would like to see
where this goes.”

Amy smiled. “Good.”

“Oh, hold on.” Lisa reached above her visor and pulled out a
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Minor League.com card with her cell number. “Give me a call when
you get there.”

“I will.” Amy took the card and patted Lisa on the leg. Lisa
grabbed her hand and held it there. Amy tensed up.

“Take care, Amy, and have a good flight.”

Amy got out of the car and made her way quickly through the
group of people in front of the hotel.

I'm in way over my head here. Lisa drove to her refuge—
Frankie’s.
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Lisa smacked the softball in front of the onrushing left fielder
and hustled down to first, taking a wide turn. She trotted back to the
bag. Frankie, the first base coach, patted Lisa on the butt.

“Good hit.” It was the Wednesday after Amy had left for
Arizona. Frankie had asked Lisa to fill in for the second baseman on
her team. It was one of the rare occasions Frankie took time away
from the bar.

Lisa put her hands on her knees, waiting for the pitcher to start
her motion toward the plate. The next batter pulled the ball down
the right field line in front of the first base bag. Lisa hopped over the
ball and hustled around to third. She took another wide turn and
returned to the bag.

Lisa tagged up and scored on a deep fly ball. She stepped on
home plate and picked up the bat. The game ended with Frankie’s
team on top, 10-1.

“How about dinner at Sam’s?” Frankie asked while helping
Lisa gather the bats.

“You read my mind. I’'m freaking starving.” They drove to a
nearby pub that, in their opinion, had the best burgers in town.

They settled in the booth. Lisa hesitated starting the
conversation, but knew it would be better to tell Frankie about her
plans. “There’s a good chance I'll be flying down to Phoenix to
cover Amy’s story for Minor League.com.”

Frankie set her menu aside, and her dark brown eyes met
Lisa’s. “You will?”

“I need to talk it over with my editors, but I’'m pretty sure
they’ll go for it.”

The server, a young woman with a pierced nose and a bored
expression, showed up at the table with their water. “Do you know
what you want?”’ she asked in a monotone, popping her gum.

“I really don’t know why I even get a menu,” Lisa said,
handing it back to her. “I’ll have a Sam’s burger, medium well, with
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everything, and loaded fries.”

“To drink?” Pierced Nose popped her gum again.

“A Coke.”

The server waited for Frankie.

“Hmm... what to order...” Frankie tapped her finger on her
chin. Lisa had witnessed this playful side of her friend many times
and struggled to hold in her laughter.

The server sighed.

“Guess I’ll have the same.” Frankie handed the menu back to
Pierced Nose.

She practically snatched the menu from Frankie and huffed
away.

Lisa chuckled. “You’re too much.”

“I’'m telling you, once you hit fifty, you don’t put up with shit
anymore. Now, what were you saying about Arizona?”’

“I’'m hoping to fly down there this week and stay for the
season, but I need my editors’ approval.”

“How long’s their season again?”

“Six weeks.”

Frankie played with the napkin under her glass of water. They
were interrupted when the server brought their drinks. She
practically slammed Frankie’s glass down on the table in front of
her.

“Thank you so much.” Frankie glowered at her.

The young woman did a quick about-face and stomped off.

“Remind me not to leave a big tip.” Frankie took a drink of her
Coke. “Six weeks. That’d cover the second weekend of October,
wouldn’t it?”

“I guess so0.” Then it hit Lisa. “Oh, Frankie, I didn’t even think
of it. I won’t be here for the race.” Every year, she walked with
Frankie in the Susan G. Komen Race for a Cure.

A flicker of hurt passed over Frankie’s face.

“T’1l see if I can make it back that weekend,” Lisa said.

“No, that’d cost too much, and you wouldn’t be doing your
job.”

Lisa heard the disappointment in Frankie’s voice. “But I can

try.’,
Frankie reached over and squeezed Lisa’s hand. “Don’t worry
about it.”
The server brought their food.

“God, I love the hamburgers here,” Frankie said. She poured
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ketchup and mustard on top of all her fixings and took a big bite out
of her burger.

Lisa pushed her food around on her plate.

“Don’t tell me you’re not hungry now,” Frankie said between
bites.

“No. I’'m still starving.” Lisa picked up the ketchup and doused
her burger.

After they finished, as Lisa drove Frankie home, she turned to
Frankie a few times to find her staring out the window. She pulled
into Frankie’s drive.

“If I leave for Phoenix in the morning, do you think you can
take me to the airport?”

“Sure. Give me a call after you talk to your editors.”

Frankie stepped out of the car. Lisa leaned over into the
passenger seat to maintain eye contact.

“I really appreciate it, Frankie, and I enjoyed tonight.”

“I did, too. I'll talk to you later.”

* ok ok

Lisa entered her apartment at eight-thirty, but knew she might
be able to catch her editors in the office. She dialed the number.

“Sean, I’'m glad I caught you.”

“Lisa, how’s it going? Sorry if you tried to get me earlier. We
had a mini-crisis with our correspondent in Des Moines. He quit
without even giving a two-week notice.”

Lisa nodded, as if Sean could see through the phone line.

“What can I do for you?” Sean asked.

“I have a proposition for you. You know Amy Perry, right?”

“Pretty much everyone in the sports world knows about her
now. That was a helluva jump on the story, by the way. We won’t
forget it either. You’ll see a nice increase in your check next
month.”

Wow. That was unexpected, but she hoped to cash in on this in
more ways than one.

“I want to cover her story, but I want to do it full time or as full
time as I can. I’d like to be down in Arizona for the entire season.”

“Remind me. How long does that last?”

“Six weeks.”

“Hmm.” There was a pause. “Yeah, we can do that. This is a
big story, and she deserves the coverage. We can give you a special
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column for the website.”

Lisa took a deep breath before continuing. “I don’t want to stop
there. I’d like to follow her through the whole process. I know that
might be asking—"

“Wait. You’re talking into spring training and then next
summer wherever the Reds send her?”

“Yeah.” It was again quiet on the other end of the line.

“What about your job there with the Indians?”” He took on the
clipped-New-York-style of speech, standard for when he talked
business.

“I know someone at the paper where I freelance who might be
interested in taking over for the summer.” She was stretching the
truth. Fred Garrett, who also freelanced covering high school sports,
had mentioned he’d love to do her job for one summer. But she
hadn’t approached him about it. If Sean approved, she’d need to get
in contact with Fred soon to make sure he could do the job.

Again, there was a beat-and-a-half of silence on the other end.

“Shit, let’s do it, Lisa.”

Lisa breathed a sigh of relief.

“This is big, which I’'m sure you know. You’re our best
reporter, and I’m talking for all of Minor League.com.”

Lisa’s felt her face flush with the compliment.

“And don’t disagree with me on that, Collins. You know
you’re good.”

“Thanks, Sean.” She was glad she didn’t have to argue with
him about covering the story. She needed to contact Jack at the
Gazette to inform him she’d be out of commission for the next six
weeks and in the early spring.

“Their season starts when?” Sean asked.

“Monday. Their workouts end this week.”

“That means you need to get down there ASAP. Get online and
get a flight. Give me the information, and I’ll get purchasing to get
the ticket. Your regular pay will be in place. Guess you’ll start
earning that increase a lot sooner than we thought.”

“I’ll do a good job for you.”

“Oh, I know that. Do you think we’d let anyone else cover this
story?”

She didn’t answer. It was a hell of a compliment.

“You’re right. We wouldn’t,” Sean said in answer to her
silence.

“Thanks. I’ll get online and call back with the flight
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information.”

“Good call on this one. Can’t wait to see your articles.”

“I’1l keep ’em coming.”

Lisa connected to the Internet. There were plenty of flights for
the next morning. She punched in her travel dates and thought about
Amy. She probably had anticipated Lisa only being in Mesa for the
first week of games. Now, Lisa could let her know she’d be
following her story through the minors, too.

Lisa was picturing Amy’s reaction, but thoughts of Frankie
interrupted. She really hated to miss the Komen Race. Suddenly, a
sharp pang shot through her chest. What the hell? She picked a
departure and arrival date and time, still rubbing the spot, trying to
ease the ache.

It wasn’t working.

She called Frankie to tell her when to pick her up in the
morning, but decided not to tell her that, in the not-too-distant
future, she’d be gone a lot longer than six weeks. She also gave Jack
a call at the paper. She’d predicted his reaction accurately. He
wasn’t happy with what she told him, but was appeased that she’d
pick up writing for the paper upon her return in the middle of
November.

She also set up hotel arrangements in Phoenix. She’d traveled
there a few times and knew the area. She chose one with suites
located near the park where Amy would be playing.

The next morning, Lisa packed. She didn’t realize the time
until she shot a quick glance at her bedside clock. Shit. It was
almost time to meet Frankie in front of the apartment building.

When she’d spoken to Amy the night before, Amy had told her
it was unseasonably warm there for the first week of October. Lisa
dressed in a pair of lightweight khakis and a button-down short-
sleeved cotton shirt for the flight.

She slung her carry-on bag and laptop on one shoulder and
pulled the suitcase behind her toward the door. She double-checked
she hadn’t done something stupid like forgetting to turn off the
stove. “Like I ever cook,” she muttered while struggling with her
luggage.

On the way to meet Frankie, she mulled how to break the news.
Telling her she’d be out of town for six weeks was one thing.
Telling Frankie she’d be gone all of next summer was another.

Frankie was waiting in her big Dodge Ram in front of the
apartment building. Lisa wheeled her luggage through the lobby
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while balancing her laptop case and carry-on bag on her shoulder.
Frankie helped Lisa put the luggage behind the driver’s seat.

“Thanks again for taking me to the airport,” Lisa said, climbing
up into the cab of the truck. “This saves me a lot of money.”

“I’'m glad I could help.” Frankie drove a few blocks and took
the turn to merge onto the interstate.

Lisa studied her friend’s face.

Frankie kept her eyes on the road, but must have felt Lisa’s
stare. “Something wrong?”

Lisa hesitated.

“Lisa?”

“This trip to Arizona...”

“Yeah?”

“I’ll be covering Amy all next summer,” Lisa blurted out. She
waited for Frankie’s reaction. Over the years that she’d known her,
Lisa had always been able to read Frankie by the expression on her
face, but not this time. Frankie’s face was blank, and she didn’t look
at Lisa.

“Writing for the website?”

“Yes.”

“Did they ask you?”

“No. I brought it up with them.”

Frankie turned to her briefly, but Lisa still was unable to read
her.

“So, you’ll be out of town all of next summer.” Frankie wasn’t
asking a question. She said it slowly, as if to will the words to sink
into her brain.

“Yeah,” Lisa said quietly. She tried to lighten the mood. “I’ll
be back a couple of times, depending on what team Amy’s assigned
to and where we travel. Maybe there’ll be a field close to Indiana
where they’ll be playing, and I can make a trip into town.” If Amy
played at the Double-A level in the Southern League, this would be
impossible, but she wanted to say something positive.

“You’ll be missed around here, especially by everybody at the
bar.”

“I’ll miss you, too.” Lisa didn’t feel inclined to include the
others in her statement.

They pulled up to passenger drop-off. Lisa jumped out of the
truck and hefted her luggage out of the back.

“Thanks for bringing me. I’1l call you when I get there. I know
you worry sometimes.”
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“You’re right. I do worry about you.” Frankie stared straight
ahead. “Take care. If | don’t answer my cell, leave a message.”

“Sure,” Lisa murmured. Frankie put the truck in gear. Lisa shut
the door, and Frankie merged into traffic. Lisa didn’t realize it until
the truck was out of sight that she had tears in her eyes. She quickly
blinked them away before entering the terminal.

She checked her luggage at the counter and picked up her
boarding pass, then found her departure gate. She set her laptop case
and carry-on bag down beside her, plopped into a vinyl seat, and
laid her head back on the cushion. The same ache she had felt the
previous night returned to her chest. She’d miss Frankie. But she
hadn’t anticipated this sudden sense of loss.



Chapter 9

The hum of the jet engines lulled Lisa to sleep for the four-hour
flight. It seemed like only five minutes had passed when the flight
attendant’s voice cut into Lisa’s subconscious and dragged her back
into reality.

“Ladies and gentlemen, we’re beginning our descent into
Phoenix. Please return your tray tables and seats to the upright and
locked position.”

Waves of heat radiated off the tarmac. It felt like they were
descending into hell. They rolled to the gate, and the flight attendant
cheerfully chirped, “The downtown temperature is now ninety-five
degrees.”

Holy crap, Amy was right.

Lisa tugged her laptop out from under the seat in front of her
and stood to get her carry-on from the overhead compartment. She
followed the other passengers off the plane.

At the luggage carousel, she unsnapped her cell phone from her
belt. She first called Frankie. When it clicked over to voice mail, she
left a message that she’d arrived safely and that she’d call often.

Lisa checked her watch. Because of the time difference, it was
only eight-thirty in the morning in Phoenix. Maybe Amy could take
a call before she hit the field for practice. Lisa found Amy’s number
on her cell phone contact list and punched the button. After a couple
of rings, she heard Amy’s soft Kansas accent.

“Hello.”

“Hey, Amy. It’s Lisa.”

“Please tell me you’re on your way down here,” Amy said
plaintively.

“I can do better than that. I’'m standing at the luggage carousel
in Phoenix making myself dizzy waiting for my bag.”

“Oh, this is perfect timing. We haven’t left for the park yet, but
we’ll be starting practice at ten. Can you make it?”

“I should be able to swing that. I need to get my rental car and
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check into the hotel. Then I’ll be at HoHoKam.” Lisa would wait
until she saw Amy in person to tell her how long she’d be there.

“Then I’ll see you soon?”

“I’ll be there.”

“You’ll never know how much this means to me.”

“It’s good to be here,” Lisa said softly. She flipped the phone
shut and picked up her bag that had landed with a thud onto the
metal carousel. She followed the signs to the rental car area.

Lisa checked her directions to the hotel at a stoplight before she
merged onto the interstate. Phoenix traffic was crazy.

She found her hotel, checked into her room, and changed into
shorts and a T-shirt before leaving for the ballpark.

* ok ok

Lisa drove into the lot at HoHoKam Park at ten-thirty. She
walked across the searing asphalt, feeling the heat steam up through
the soles of her sneakers. No one stopped her when she went
through the gate. Fall League games weren’t exactly big draws, so
security was light.

The players were going through their stretches. She had no
trouble spotting Amy. Lisa took a seat in the stands, put her feet up
on the chair in front of her, and raised her face to the sun. She
welcomed the warmth after enduring the damp cold of Indianapolis.

The team finished their stretches and moved into the outfield
grass for their wind sprints. Amy worked out by herself, but the
guys on the team paired off in twos or threes, talking and joking
together. Lisa frowned. She hoped this wasn’t the start of trouble for
Amy. Lisa headed down the steps to talk to the manager and the
coaching staff who had made it out onto the field. They were
huddled in front of one the dugouts watching Amy.

Lisa opened the gate and approached them.

“Hi. My name’s Lisa Collins. I'm a reporter from Minor
League.com. I’'m here covering Amy Perry.”

The man she assumed was the manager stared at her. He was
tall and lanky. Lisa thought he resembled a poor-man’s Sam Elliott.
Nicotine from the tobacco wad jammed into his left cheek stained
his graying mustache. He spat off to the side before speaking.

“Gee, that’s a shock.” The other coaches snickered.

Lisa shook off the comment. He probably hadn’t had the
chance yet to see Amy play, except for maybe batting practice. She
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didn’t remember seeing him with the Reds contingent at Victory
Field.

“I’m pretty sure they’re all here for the same reason,” he said in
a distinct southern drawl. He gestured to a group of cameramen and
reporters from ESPN, Fox Sports, and other media outlets.

“Could I interview you, Coach...” Lisa let her voice trail off
while waiting for him to tell her his name. Normally, she’d have all
the information she needed before writing an article. But with the
Fall League, the managers changed every year.

He stuck out his hand and gripped hers tightly. “It’s Curt Reed
from the Reds.” He introduced the other coaches who were from
other teams.

Lisa had to give the Reds management credit. They were
handling this right. No chance a manager from another major league
team might hold Amy back.

She and Curt went over to the dugout and sat down. They
talked for a few minutes about the team and the top prospects from
around the minors who were trying to impress their way into the
majors. She asked him if he had a chance to see Amy play yet or
maybe had attended one of the Bandits games, already knowing the
answer.

“Nope.”

“Do you have any thoughts about a woman playing
professional men’s baseball?”

“Nope.” He spat out another stream of tobacco, barely missing
Lisa’s right shoe.

She stood and thanked him for his time.

“Since I’ll be here for the entire six-week season, we’ll be
seeing a lot of each other.”

Curt Reed merely nodded and rejoined his coaches.

Lisa walked over to stand with the other reporters and said
hello to a few of them. Sarah Swift, her friend who was a reporter
for National Baseball Weekly, ended her conversation with someone
from Fox Sports.

“Hey, Sarah, how’s it going?”’

Sarah was short and stocky with short dark hair that was
graying at the temples. Lisa suspected Sarah might be gay, but she
was difficult to peg. She was divorced and hadn’t remarried, which
of course meant nothing.

“Hey, Lisa. Fancy seeing you here.” Sarah nodded in Reed’s
direction. “You had the pleasure of talking to Mr. Warmth, huh?”
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“I can’t blame him. I’'m sure the Reds have told him about her
skills, but from his point of view, he probably thinks Amy’s taking
the place of some other player who’s more deserving.”

“Which is a polite way of saying he’s an ass,” Sarah said under
her breath.

Lisa laughed. Amy must have noticed her. After she finished
one of her wind sprints, she lifted her chin in Lisa’s general
direction. The silent lesbian salute.

Lisa returned the gesture, but Amy turned her back on her and
started another sprint. Lisa sighed.

The players’ workout lasted a couple of hours. The sun was
now reaching its zenith, and the temperature had to be over 100
degrees. The players ambled off the field. Lisa was disappointed to
see that Amy was still alone.

“Amy! Amy! Over here!” the reporters and cameramen
shouted. They descended on her. Lisa joined them.

“How does it feel knowing you’ll be debuting next week with
the Solar Sox?”

“I’m anxious to face some live pitching,” Amy answered.
“We’ve been working out this week and have had batting practice
and stuff, but it’s not the same.”

Lisa listened while Amy fielded the other questions, but had
none of her own. After they finished with her, Amy gave Lisa a
quick glance before she jogged off to the clubhouse.

She might not see Amy until later in the evening. Because she
didn’t want to call attention to herself by waiting for her to emerge
from the clubhouse, Lisa started for her car.

“Hey, you.”

Sarah approached her from the field. “Want to get a beer?” she
asked.

Lisa felt the sweat trickling down the small of her back. “Sure,
but let me take a shower and get changed before we go.”

“Where are you staying?”

“The Comfort Inn Suites about a mile from here.”

“I know where that’s at. I’'m at the Holiday Inn, not too far
from you. I could use a shower, too. How about I swing by and pick
you up around one-thirty?”

“One-thirty’s good.”

They split up and walked to their rentals. Lisa got into the car
and flipped the air conditioning on high. “A lot of good this’ll do,”
she said when the hot desert air blasted her in the face. Her cell
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phone chirped as she started out of the parking lot. “Amy Perry”
popped up on the display.

“Hey, Amy. You’ve already showered?”

“No. I have to wait for the guys to finish. Do you want to get
together later? Like for dinner or something?”

“Let’s do dinner. I can pick you up at the—"

Amy cut her off. “No. How about I meet you at this
convenience store by my apartment?”

Lisa tried to take it in stride. “Not a problem. Where’s your
apartment?”

“It’s a few blocks down from the park.” Amy named the
complex.

“I’ve seen it. Which store?”

“It’s the one connected to the Shell station there on the corner.”

“Okay. What’s a good time for you?”

“Seven?”

“Perfect.”

There was silence on the other end and then Amy said,
“Thanks for understanding.”

“It’s all right. I’ll see you at seven.”

On the drive to her hotel, Lisa thought about how open she and
Frankie were in their lives and mentally contrasted it to Amy and
her struggle. There was a big difference between being an out
sportswriter or a lesbian bar owner and Amy’s situation of playing
on an all-male baseball team. The scrutiny she was under was
overwhelming. Hell, Lisa was part of the pack of wolves covering
the story. But knowing all this wasn’t making her feel any better.

In fact, she got a headache from thinking about it.



Chapter 10

Lisa heard the toot of the car horn before she saw the car.
Sarah’s red Chrysler Sebring zipped into the roundabout at the
hotel. Sarah’s mouth quivered with amusement as Lisa got into the
car and buckled her seatbelt.

“I know what you want to say, Collins. Go right ahead and lay
it on me.”

“Must be nice renting a car like this, Swift.”

Sarah’s raucous laughter filled the car, and she smacked Lisa
on the thigh. “Thank you for not disappointing me.” She punched
the car into gear and merged into traffic.

“Glad I could be of service,” Lisa said while Mesa flashed by
outside her window. “Where are we going? Tucson?”

“Very funny. No, it’s a bar about ten miles from here, Ms.
Impatient. What? Do you have a hot date you need to get back to?”

Lisa’s face flushed.

Sarah glanced at her. “Oh, my God. I was only joking! Okay,
spill. Who is she?”

“It’s not like that.”

“Sure it isn’t.”

Lisa didn’t respond.

“Hey, I didn’t mean anything by it. I know it’s none of my
business.”

“It’s okay.”

Sarah changed the subject, and they talked about work the rest
of the way to the bar. They arrived at a place called Jerry’s
Benchwarmers. The pub wasn’t crowded, probably because it was a
Thursday afternoon. The server seated them at a booth by a window.
She handed them menus and gave the obligatory rundown of the
specials before breezing away.

“Like we’ll remember all that shit,” Sarah said after the server
was out of earshot.

They ordered an appetizer. Beer sounded much better than
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food. The server brought their potato skins, along with their iced
cold bottles of beer with frosted mugs.

Lisa was pouring her beer into her mug when Sarah’s next
words almost made her drop the bottle.

“I know I said I’d leave it alone, but let’s get back to this chick
you’re dating.” Sarah brought a sour-cream-covered potato skin up
to her mouth and took an exaggerated bite.

“Okay, Barbara Walters.”

“Hey, at least I’'m not asking you, ‘If you were a tree, what
kind of tree would you be?’” Sarah did a passable imitation of
Barbara Walters’s voice.

“Lucky me.” Lisa took a sip of her beer before answering.
“Yes, I’'m dating. It’s in the beginning stages, and no, I’d rather not
talk about it.”

“What? Don’t want to jinx it?”

“Something like that.” Lisa grabbed a potato skin and spread
some sour cream on it.

“In answer to the question you’ve never asked me, yes, I'm
gay,” Sarah said, meeting Lisa’s gaze.

“Dating anyone?”’

“Oh, no-no-no. This conversation isn’t about me.”

“Ahh, but we could make it about you very easily.”

Sarah watched Lisa over her beer mug before speaking again.
“What do you think about Ms. Perry?”

Lisa went back to her food. “She’s a hell of a ball player, and it
doesn’t mean jack that she’s a woman. She’ll have to put up with a
bunch of bullsh—"

“No, I’'m asking if you think she’s family.”

Lisa paused in her eating, but then shoved more of the potato
skin into her mouth. She picked up her beer and took a big swig. “I
don’t know. Does it matter?”

“Oh, shit, Collins. You know I don’t care. I'm only asking if
your gaydar has gone off around her.”

Lisa shrugged her shoulders and avoided eye contact.

“Oh, my God. Is it Amy?”

Lisa jerked her head up. “Wh-what?” She felt the heat of her
skin, and the full blush worked its way up from her neck to her face.

“Why, you ol’ stud, you.”

“Shut up. It’s not like that.”

“Really? How is it?”

“I don’t want to talk about this.”
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“Come on. You should know I won’t report on it. It’s nobody’s
goddamn business. I can tell she’s a private person, too. She’ll have
a tough enough time, you know, with this, with the good old boys
like Curt Reed. It’s going to be hell.”

“She’s such a nice person, too. Have you had a chance to
interview her?”

Sarah held up the last potato skin. “Want this?”

“Nah. You can have it.”

“No, I haven’t interviewed her yet. I’d like to do that before
their first game on Monday. I want to do a nice feature on her for
National Baseball Weekly.” Sarah bit down on the potato skin. She
lifted her napkin out of her lap and wiped the sour cream from the
edges of her mouth. “Again, I sure as hell will never ask her
anything like who she’s sleeping with. I haven’t asked that of any of
the players I’ve interviewed, and that includes the superstars. I
never will.”

“That’s because you’re a good reporter with ethics.”

The waitress interrupted them. “Another for both of you?”

“What about it? One more?” Sarah asked Lisa.

“Just one. I need to get back soon.”

“Guess it’ll be two then,” Sarah said to the waitress. After she
left, Sarah said, “What? You really do have a hot date tonight?”

“You’re hopeless, you know.”

Sarah ignored her comment. “Back to what you were saying.
Unfortunately not everyone’s like us, Lisa. There are tons of sports
rags out there that belong on the racks beside The Enquirer in the
checkout lanes. I can understand if she needs to stay so deep in the
closet that they’ll never find out.”

“It sucks.”

“You’re right. It does. But we know how this works.”

The waitress brought their beers to the table.

“Give me the check,” Sarah said.

Lisa protested, but Sarah shot down her objections. She poured
her beer into her mug and said, “Let’s talk about Perry’s chances of
getting in the Show.”

They launched into a spirited discussion about Amy’s
prospects that lasted until they finished their beer.

Sarah dropped Lisa off at the hotel at four. Lisa started her
article for the website. She lost track of time, and before she knew
it, it was six-thirty. She changed into a pair of cargo pants and a
short-sleeved green cotton shirt and ran some gel through her hair
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before leaving.

“God, it’s good to see you, Lisa. You have no idea,” Amy said,
getting into the rental car. She was dressed in a pair of baggy jeans
and a gray Puma T-shirt.

“Good to see you, t0o.” Lisa drove out of the Shell parking lot.

“Where are we going?”’

“It’s called the Black Velvet.” She caught Amy’s reaction out
of the corner of her eye. “It’s safe. It’s a very discreet gay bar on the
other side of town.”

Amy asked how Lisa had been doing and how things were in
Indianapolis. Lisa thought it was curious that baseball was the
farthest thing from Amy’s mind, but she was afraid she knew why.

They arrived at the bar. Lisa had been here a few years ago,
and it hadn’t changed much. The music was at a tolerable level
when they entered. She recalled that it didn’t get loud until about
ten. Lisa didn’t intend to be there that long.

They found an empty table and ordered a couple of beers and
some sandwiches. Lisa was checking out the sparse crowd when
Amy said, “You look great, by the way.”

“Oh, thanks. You do, too.” Lisa hesitated before continuing. “I
have some good news for you, or at least I hope you’ll think it’s
good.”

Amy took a drink from her Foster’s. “Yeah?”

“I’ll be here for the entire six weeks.”

Amy’s face lit up. “Oh, Lisa, that’s awesome.”

A few of the women at the other tables turned toward them
after Amy’s exclamation.

“And I’'ll be covering you all next summer for Minor
League.com.”

Amy sat back in her chair. It seemed to Lisa like she was about
to cry. “I don’t know what to say, except you have no idea how
happy I am right now.”

Lisa squeezed Amy’s arm.

Amy took another drink of her beer and blinked away her tears.

Lisa wanted to get out of there and be alone with Amy,
somewhere... anywhere. It was as if Amy could read her mind.

“I’d like to go somewhere quiet with you. Is that asking too
much?” Amy said.
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Lisa’s heart skipped several beats. “No, it’s not.”

The server brought their food at that moment. Lisa peered up at
her. “Can we get to-go boxes for this?”

The server’s gaze shifted from Lisa to Amy and back to Lisa.
“Sure, champ. I’ll bring them right out.” She picked up their food
from the table and gave Lisa a wink before walking away with a
half smile.

“Guess she’s got us figured out,” Amy said.

Lisa chuckled. “I guess so0.”

Lisa paid the bill despite Amy’s insistence that they go Dutch.

“Where did you want to go?” Amy asked, getting into the car.

Lisa stared at the dashboard before turning to Amy. “Would
you like to go to my hotel?” She held her breath, waiting for Amy’s
answer.

“I’d like that very much.”



Chapter 11

Lisa flipped on the room lights. She pointed to the table against
the far wall surrounded by cushioned chairs. “Why don’t you set our
dinners down over there and make yourself comfortable. I’1l run to
the ice machine.” She picked up the ice bucket. “Do you want a
Coke or something?”

“I’ll take a Coke.”

As Lisa walked down the hall, she thought about what it meant
to ask Amy to her room. This wasn’t a casual thing for Lisa. They
had agreed to take it slow, but the time felt right. The ice machine
spat out the cubes in fits and starts; she fed the dollars into the Coke
machine and picked up the two cans. She cradled the cold Cokes
against her body in the crook of her arm on her way back to the
room.

Lisa slid the key card in the slot. Amy sat at the table in front
of her open Styrofoam box. She looked extremely hungry.

“I’m sorry, Amy. I know you must be starving. You could have
started without me, you know.”

“No. We agreed to a dinner date, didn’t we?”

“Yes, we did.” Lisa took the wrappers off the glasses, dropped
some ice in them, and carried the glasses over to the table with the
Cokes. “Guess this isn’t too romantic, huh?” Lisa asked, sitting
down across from her.

Amy gave Lisa an intense stare. “Actually, I find it extremely
romantic.”

Lisa’s stomach fluttered with excitement. Amy’s desire was
evident. She tore herself away from Amy’s gaze and took a bite of
her hamburger.

After they finished, Lisa picked up the Styrofoam containers
and used napkins and tossed them in the trash. “How’s it going with
the guys on the team and with Reed?”” She turned back to Amy to
find her wiping away tears. Lisa quickly walked over to the bed and
sat down on it in front of Amy’s chair. “What’ve they done?”
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“Nothing. I mean nothing physical. It’s that they...”

“Hey, you can talk to me.” Lisa took hold of Amy’s hands.

“They ignore me. Totally. I’ve tried talking to them, but it’s
like there’s this unspoken code to freeze me out. The only guy who
talks to me is the second baseman, Henderson. He doesn’t care what
kind of flak he gets from the others.” Amy sighed. “It doesn’t help
that they think I’m getting preferential treatment with my own
apartment. Not that it’s a fancy place or anything. It’s a studio for
God’s sake. But the fact I'm the only one without a roommate, for
obvious reasons, has gotten under their skin even more.” Her face
clouded over. “And...”

Lisa’s body tensed. “And?”

“I heard a couple of them when they walked by my locker say,
“fuckin’ cunt.’”

Anger rose from Lisa’s gut. The “c” word was the ultimate
insult for a woman. She never used the word. Never. “Goddammit.”

Amy now held Lisa’s hands gently in hers. “I knew this crap
was coming down. [ should probably get used to it here at the
bottom rung.”

Lisa jumped to her feet and paced the room. “No. Don’t ever
get used to that. Ever.” She spun around and walked back to Amy’s
chair. She stood there, almost physically feeling Amy’s pain,
fearing that this was only the beginning for her. She wanted to
protect her. “Promise me,” Lisa whispered, lightly caressing her
face. “Promise me you’ll never get used to being insulted and
disrespected.”

Amy tenderly kissed the palm of Lisa’s hand. “I promise. For
you.”

Lisa brought Amy to her feet. “No. For you, Amy. Never
forget who you are.”

They stood there, staring, anticipation hanging in the air
between them. Lisa moved even closer. She sought out Amy’s lips,
and their tongues touched. The kiss deepened with each passing
second. Lisa drew away from Amy. Silently, quickly, they
undressed. Lisa pushed Amy back onto the bed and placed kisses
along Amy’s neck. She lightly brushed a hand over Amy’s breasts
and brought her mouth to where her hand had just touched.

Lisa could tell Amy was ready. She dipped her hand below and
explored and discovered all of Amy’s soft, wet places, finding what
gave her the most pleasure and taking her to the edge of ecstasy.
Lisa moved with Amy, feeling Amy’s thigh muscles tighten against
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her own when Amy exploded into her climax.
Lisa fell back onto the bed and took in several labored breaths.
Amy rolled to her side. “That was incredible,” she whispered,
caressing Lisa’s breasts. She took her time, worshipping Lisa’s body
with her hands, her lips, her tongue, until Lisa gave in to her own
orgasm.

A couple of hours later, they lay there, exhausted and sweating,
but relishing the quiet contentment. Lisa spoke, regretting that it
would break the mood. “Do you have a curfew?”

Amy jerked. “Oh, crap, what time is it?”” She rose up on her
elbows to check the digital clock beside the bed. “Good. It’s only
ten-fifteen. I need to be in the room by eleven.” Lisa stretched her
long legs. Amy ran her fingertips lightly across Lisa’s naked body.
“Don’t do that, Lisa, or you’ll get me in a world of trouble with
Reed.”

Lisa shivered at Amy’s touch and pretended she didn’t know
what Amy was talking about. “Really?”

“Really. I could have you all over again.”

Lisa heard the want in Amy’s voice, and it sent an instant
throbbing between her legs. “I wish we had more time.”

“Me, too.” Amy sighed. “But I need to get going.” She pointed
toward the bathroom. “Mind if | take a quick shower?”

“Not at all.” Lisa propped herself up to watch Amy walk across
the room. She heard the water start in the shower and lay back onto
the bed.

She smiled in satisfaction, but ugly thoughts soon intruded and
brought her back to the real world. It hit her. Is this how it will be?
Stolen hours of ecstasy, but never an entire night in the arms of her
lover? Could she do this? Did she even want to?

“You’re getting way ahead of yourself,” she whispered and sat
up to get dressed. She pulled on her clothes, but deep down she
knew it was already too late to be getting ahead of herself.

Lisa heard the water shut off. Amy stepped out, rubbing her
hair with a towel. Seeing Amy’s naked body glistening with water
made Lisa want her all over again.

Amy grinned. “I know that look. I’d like to again, too, but I’ve
got to get back.” She gathered her clothes and began dressing.

“You’re right, but you can’t fault a girl for trying.”
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“No, you can’t.” Amy laced up her shoes.

Lisa snatched the keys from the dresser. Before she opened the
door, she gave Amy one last kiss. The cool night air greeted them
when they stepped outside.

The drive to the Shell station was over too soon. Lisa stopped
the car and turned off the engine.

“I enjoyed tonight,” Amy said.

“Me, too.”

“Maybe we can get together again before the first game?”

“Yeah, maybe we can.”

A couple passed by the car on their way into the convenience
store. They glanced over at Lisa and Amy. To Lisa, it was nothing
more than harmless glances. But Amy’s panicked expression said
she saw it as a threat. She was out the door, slamming it behind her
before Lisa could say another word. She took long strides back
toward the apartment complex.

Lisa stared out her windshield.

“Fuck!” She slammed the heel of her hand onto the steering
wheel. She turned the key in the ignition, backed out of the lot, and
merged into traffic. She wanted to go to Amy’s apartment, pound on
her door, and tell her how demeaning this all was.

Instead, she kept driving.



Chapter 12

On Monday night, a capacity crowd filled HoHoKam Park.
Groups of young girls in their Little League uniforms were scattered
throughout the stadium. They craned their necks to find Amy on the
field. They all wore their oversized caps and their mitts, ready for
any balls hit their way. The temperature had dropped considerably
since the sun lowered. Soon the sun would dip below the horizon
completely, but the last rays still lingered, filtering through part of
the western bleachers.

The Solar Sox were out on the field taking grounders and
tossing the ball around in the outfield to warm up. Amy was at first
base taking throws from the guys in the infield. A makeshift box
area for the photographers had been erected beside the Solar Sox
dugout. It was like a World Series game; they were stacked three
deep. All cameras focused on Amy, and not only the ones in the
press area. Flashbulbs pulsed around the stadium like running lights
at an airport.

Lisa sat in the cramped press box with the other reporters. The
ballpark clearly wasn’t built for something like this. Sarah was
beside Lisa, talking to a local reporter from the Phoenix paper. He
told her this wasn’t the norm in either crowd size or publicity. It was
a good draw if 400 attended a game, but that rarely happened. It
helped that they had moved the game time to 7:05. The Arizona Fall
League usually scheduled their games in the afternoon, but tonight
was an exception because of Amy Perry’s unprecedented debut.

Lisa didn’t pay much attention to Sarah and the other reporter,
only catching bits and pieces of the conversation.

“I haven’t had a chance to see her in full-game action, but Lisa
here has. Haven’t you?” Sarah asked. “Lisa?”

Lisa shook free from her thoughts.

“Yes. I saw her in Indianapolis when the Indians played
Perry’s baseball team.”

“And?” Sarah gestured with her hand. “Come on. I wasn’t
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there. How was her play that night? What’s your take on her making
the majors? I know you and I talked, but Steve here”—she tilted her
head toward the Arizona Republic reporter—“would like to know
what you think.”

“She’s an extremely talented ball player who happens to be a
woman,” Lisa said. If it had been only her and Sarah, she would
have said, “who happens to have tits” instead of “be a woman.” She
added, “And she’s got a legitimate shot to make the bigs.”

The field below was a colorful sight. Players wore the uniform
of their major league affiliate, but their hats represented their
respective Fall League team.

After two quick outs in the top of the first, the Surprise Rafters
got a man on by a walk. The Solar Sox pitcher was a lefty with a
sneaky move to first. Amy took the throws from him with ease,
tapping the Rafters player with her glove each time he dove
headfirst into the bag. One throw was off and got past Amy. The
runner started to second. Amy grabbed the ball and fired it to the
second baseman, stopping the Rafters player in his tracks. A run-
down ensued, and Amy handled it perfectly, finally putting the tag
on him for the out. They trotted into the dugout, and the second
baseman tapped gloves with Amy. Lisa smiled; Amy was right
about Henderson.

In the bottom of the inning, Amy came up with one on and two
out. She was patient as the opposing pitcher threw repeatedly to
first. She worked the count to 2-2 and hit the next pitch right to the
spot vacated by the second baseman because the coach had signaled
for the hit-and-run.

Amy asked for the ball, a souvenir of her first hit as a member
of a professional men’s team. The next batter popped out to end the
inning.

The rest of the game passed quickly, with both teams’ pitchers
throwing well. It was scoreless entering the bottom of the eighth.
With one out and runners at second and third, Amy waited on deck.
The catcher stood and held up four fingers. They were walking the
batter to get to Amy.

Lisa relished the upcoming moments of the game. The other
team was underestimating Amy.

Amy stepped into the box and scuffed the dirt. The third base
coach flashed her the sign. The infielders played regular depth,
ready for the double play. Amy got behind in the count 1-2. She
asked for time and stepped out of the box to take a couple of
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practice swings.

The next pitch was a fastball up in the strike zone, but Amy
adjusted her swing to protect the plate. She lined a single over the
leaping shortstop. One run scored. The third base coach waved the
trailing runner around third. The throw to the plate was high. Amy
attempted to advance to second on the play at home. The catcher’s
throw to the covering second baseman was to the left of the bag.
Amy adjusted her headfirst slide to hook her hand around the
outside part of the bag. The second baseman smacked his glove
down on her hand in an effort to knock it off, but she held on. The
umpire called her safe. With her batting helmet sitting cockeyed,
Amy raised her free hand at the umpire to ask for time.

The crowd rose and cheered. She stood and dusted off her
uniform. Lisa gauged the reaction of the other reporters in the press
box. Sarah acknowledged Lisa with a knowing smile. The other
reporters were busy typing on their laptops, but Lisa overheard
some of their comments.

The next two batters struck out to end the inning. Amy headed
to the dugout. Lisa was sure that Amy assumed no one would bring
out her hat and glove, which was normally the common courtesy.
But Henderson came trotting out of the dugout with both in hand
and gave them to her. She seemed to have an extra bounce to her
step heading to the first base bag. She tossed the ball to the third
baseman for the start of infield warm-ups. Maybe that’s how it’ll be,
Lisa thought. Maybe she’ll earn the respect of one player at a time.

The game ended with the Solar Sox on top, 2-0.

Lisa got up to go downstairs for the interviews. Outside the
clubhouse, she listened to the guys joking with each other while she
waited for the other reporters to show up.

They arrived as a group. Lisa entered the clubhouse with them;
they found Amy standing at her locker, still dressed in her dirty
uniform. Some of her teammates had towels around their waists,
some wore only their jocks. Lisa didn’t flinch. She’d seen it all
before. She wondered if they were perhaps testing Amy by having
her suit up with the rest of the team. The reporters converged on
Amy.

She took their questions in stride. She was a natural when it
came to speaking to the press. Why did Lisa ever think she might
have trouble with this?

“Are you ready for the coming weeks in the league, Amy?
Have the Reds let you know where you might go from here?”
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“Yes to your first question, and no to your second.”

The reporters laughed.

“What about the game-winning hit?” Lisa asked.

Amy gave Lisa her typical blank expression. Lisa had to keep
her body from jerking at the impersonal treatment.

“It was a fastball that was up a bit, but | wanted to get the ball
up enough to clear the infield. It was a good pitch for me to swing
at.” Amy went on to the next reporter.

Lisa listened to the other questions, scribbling down a few
quotes. Then she extricated herself from the pack. She wanted to see
Reed again one-on-one before the others arrived for their
interviews. He was digging the chaw out of his mouth when she
walked into his office.

“Oh, sorry. Gotta get off this stuff sometime. My wife never
stops harping on me about it.”

They took their seats.

“What do you think, Coach Reed?”

“You can call me Curt. It’s Lisa, right?”

Lisa couldn’t hide her surprise.

“You thought I totally blew you off last week, didn’t you? I
paid attention. To answer your question, Amy Perry has as much
talent as some of these other prospects down here and more talent
than others. I think she’ll do good.”

Lisa glanced up from her notebook. “How good?”

Reed pushed back in his chair, propped his feet up on his desk,
and put his hands behind his head. He furrowed his brow as if to
remember some ballplayers of the past. “She’ll make it, and not
because the Reds want to make money off of her. She’ll make it
because she’s that good. She knows the fundamentals. She works
her ass off. And she has that thing that a lot of these other players
will never have. She has a gift. You can’t teach that. She has the
swing. It’s effortless.”

She agreed with him. She’d seen that swing the first day at
practice in Indianapolis, and it blew her away.

Reed dropped his feet from the desk and sat up in his chair. He
tapped his finger on the desk. “This next shit’s off the record.”

Lisa flipped her notebook shut.

“You and I know what kind of horseshit she’ll have to go
through. It may get ugly. I know the players on this team aren’t
giving her a chance. I know you believe that I could stop that,
right?” he asked.
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Lisa didn’t answer. Reed continued as if she had. “You’re
right. I could. But that could build up more resentment that she’s
getting special treatment. My instinct tells me that if they see how
good she is, some of them will come around. They’ll have to admit
that, yeah, she’s that good. The other ones? They’re too pigheaded
to ever see the writing on the wall.”

Lisa settled back in her chair.

“I’m from Mississippi.” Reed’s jaw jutted out. “I see some
blacks treated like shit by some people when I go home. Some jerks
will never come around. It’1l be the same for her, no matter what she
does.” He leaned back in his chair again. “I’ll have to admit it pissed
me off when they assigned me to be her manager. I sure as hell
didn’t want to be a babysitter, which is what I figured I’d be here. 1
thought, fine, I’1l put in my six weeks if it means they’ll move me
up in the minors.”

He gave Lisa a crooked smile. “I was a total prick at my first
meeting with her. No more. Not after seeing her practice and hustle
on every drill this last week. And believe me, I was brutal with her
compared to the rest.” He waved his hand in the general direction of
the field. “Seeing her out there tonight? She’s got nothing more to
prove to me.”

His eyes glinted. “And if any of the players on this team give
her trouble in the way of sexual harassment, I’ll want to know. That
won’t be easy since teammates don’t rat out another teammate.
Unfortunately, it’s part of the game, and I realize Amy might not
come to me. But if I do find out about any harassment, I’ll fucking
do something about it.”

He stared at Lisa intently from behind his desk, but she
projected emotionless calm.

“One more thing,” Reed said. “What she’s gone through to get
here in the instructs and what she’ll go through in the future will
make her that much better than the next player.” He rocked in his
chair, causing a rhythmic squeak.

“She’ll be with the Reds by September when the others are
called up,” he said flatly, leaving no doubt how firmly he believed
this. “Maybe she’ll be in Indianapolis at the beginning of the
following year for some more seasoning, but she’ll be with the Reds
permanently when she’s called back up later that spring.” Lisa
flipped open her notebook to scribble down the quote, but he tapped
the desk again. “That’s off the record, too. I don’t want the brass
coming down on me for making up their minds.”
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Lisa shut the notebook again. “It won’t go any farther.”

“They’ll have her work out with someone from the Reds over
the winter. She should be in Chattanooga in the spring. They’ll
probably give her an invite to the Reds camp before that to have her
get a look-see at big league pitching. After that, she’ll be off to
Tennessee.” He stood up and tugged his jersey out of his uniform
pants. “Now, if we’re through here, I’d like to hit the showers.”

Lisa stood and held out her hand. He grabbed it and gave her a
full-gripped squeeze.

“Thanks, Curt. I know I’ll be seeing quite a bit of you these
next few weeks.”

“Hope we won’t get too tired of each other.” He started out the
door with her, but the other reporters converged on him
immediately. “Ah, hell.”

A familiar voice stopped Lisa on her way past the reporters.

“Smooth move, Collins.”

“What can I say, Swift? When you got it, you got it,” Lisa said,
raising her hands, palms up.

“Yeah, whatever!” Sarah shouted at her back before entering
Reed’s office.

As Lisa left the clubhouse, Reed’s words came back to her.
September. What he had confided to her was that Amy would be
called up for the customary “cup of coffee” offered to deserving
minor leaguers at the end of the season. It never guaranteed
anything, but it definitely paved the way for a quicker trip to the
majors.

She glanced at her watch. She had time to get the article in that
night. As she drew nearer to her car, she saw Amy waiting there.
Lisa had parked her car with the rest of the press corps and out of
sight of the main parking lot—no doubt a safe place, in Amy’s
estimation.

“Boys won’t let you shower?” Lisa asked, only half kidding.

“They’re finishing up, and then I’ll get in there.”

“Good game tonight.”

“Thanks.”

Lisa unlocked the car and set her laptop on the backseat.

“Do you want to get a beer at that bar tomorrow night?” Amy
asked. “We start having day games tomorrow, and I’ll be free in the
evening. I think they had pool tables in the back, too. I’d love to
take you on again.”

“Oh, really? Take me on at pool or take me on at...”
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Amy’s body language changed, and she glanced around the
parking lot. “I’d like to take you on at both,” she said in a low voice.

A slight shudder ran through Lisa’s body. “Want me to pick
you up at the same place at, what, seven again?”

“Seven’s good. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“See you then, Aim.”



Chapter 13

Lisa proofed her article one more time before sending it on to
her editors via e-mail. This one pleased her as much as her initial
article from the night before. Amy’s afternoon game had concluded
a few hours earlier. The Solar Sox lost 5-2 to the Rafters, but Amy
had a solid day at the plate and in the field.

Lisa stretched and checked the time. It was six, which made it
nine in Indy. She wanted to get a shower before she left for her date
with Amy, but she needed to talk with Frankie. She picked up her
cell phone from the table and punched in Frankie’s number.

“Hey, you,” Frankie said on the other end.

The husky sound of Frankie’s voice gave Lisa a sense of
comfort, sort of like coming home when she didn’t even know she’d
been wandering around lost.

“Hey, Frankie.”

“How’d Amy do? Her first game was yesterday, right? I
haven’t had a chance to get online. It’s been pretty hectic at the
bar.”

“She’s playing like I knew she was capable of. She has to put
up with bullshit from all but one of the guys, but she’s hanging in
there.”

“How’s everything else going?”’

“It’s going okay. I’'m getting ready to pick up Amy again
tonight.”

“Again, huh?”

“Yeah. We went out last Thursday when I got here.”

“How’d that go?”

“Okay, but...”

“But...”

“It’s the closeted thing, Frankie, like I told you before. Now
that we’ll be seeing each other, [—”

Frankie interrupted her. “This is more than casual dating?”

“Yeah. I don’t really know how I’ll handle this. I do
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understand that she’ll have to stay in the closet this coming year.
It’11 be tough enough with all the other crap.”

“I’m sure you’re right. I know how proud you are of who you
are. I guess you need to see it from her perspective like we talked
about.”

“I know. How’s everything with you?”

“Fine. How’s your writing coming?” Frankie asked abruptly.

“It’s good. That’s one thing that doesn’t go away, thank God.”

“Good. Well, I need to take a shower in a few and get to bed so
I can get to the bar early in the morning. I’m glad you called.”

“Good to talk to you, too. I'll try to keep in touch while I'm
down here.”

“I’d like that.”

“Take care, Frankie. I miss you.”

There was silence on the other end.

“Frankie?”

“Miss you too, Leese.”

The click on the other end of the line left Lisa cold. She stared
at the phone, trying to figure out Frankie’s mood. She checked the
clock again; it was time to get ready to meet Amy. She stripped and
stepped into the water. She placed her hands flat against the tiled
shower wall and let the water roll over her back, while her thoughts
returned to home. She finished her shower and tugged on a pair of
jeans and a long-sleeved T-shirt.

On the drive to pick up Amy, Lisa couldn’t deny that she felt
almost dirty sneaking around. Amy was waiting for her with a wide
grin plastered on her face. It made Lisa temporarily put all her
negative thoughts on the back burner. Amy talked about the game
all the way to the bar.

After they were seated, Amy said, “Geesh, tell me when to shut
up. I didn’t even ask how you were.”

“It’s okay. Honest. And I’m fine.”

“Good.”

They ordered their sandwiches and beer, finished their dinner,
and shot some pool.

“I can remember the first time we played. I was so nervous
around you,” Amy said while lining up a shot.

“You sure couldn’t tell, especially when you kicked my ass.”

“Oh, come on, it wasn’t that bad. It’s not like I ran the table or
anything.” Amy muffed the next shot.

“True.” Lisa lined up her shot and knocked in two solids.
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Amy took a swig of beer. “Don’t go getting cocky on me.”

They played three games, best two out of three, with the loser
buying the winner another beer. The place filled up, and the music
became louder and louder. They danced for a while, sometimes
slow, sometimes grinding out a faster tune, their bodies hot and tight
against each other.

Amy pressed her breasts into Lisa’s and said into her ear,
“Let’s go back to your room. We have time.”

Lisa led her off the dance floor and outside into the car. They
arrived at the hotel, and Amy rushed out her door. She was about
ten feet ahead of Lisa, already starting up the steps before Lisa
locked the car. Lisa made it to the room and found a playfully smug
Amy, waiting, arms folded and shoulder propped against the wall by
the door.

“What took you so long?”

Lisa slid the key card into the slot. She kicked the door shut
after they entered the room, already reaching for Amy. They tossed
their clothes on the floor, bounced on the bed, and giggled. Lisa
kissed Amy’s lips, then her neck, then her breasts, making her way
down until she reached her soft center. She took her time, relishing
in giving Amy pleasure and feeling her respond to each touch of her
lips and tongue. Lisa prolonged her assault until Amy grabbed hold
of her hair, tensed her legs, and cried out. Lisa kissed her way back
up her body until she lay next to Amy.

“This is where, if I smoked, I’d say I need a cigarette,” Amy
said between heavy breaths.

Lisa chuckled. They lay there for a few minutes, not speaking.
Amy glanced over at the clock.

“I really do need to get back. Reed calls at eleven on the dot for
bed check.”

“Okay.” Lisa tried not to let Amy hear her disappointment.

They got dressed. Amy pulled Lisa to her for another kiss
before they stepped out into the night air. Driving back, Amy talked
about the series they would be starting the next day with the
Phoenix Desert Dogs. Amy had sat down with Reed after the day’s
game to go over the pitchers she’d be facing.

“He likes that I always want to learn more,” Amy said.

Since her attention was out the side window, she couldn’t see
Lisa’s pleased expression. You have no idea how impressed he is
with you, Amy.

Lisa turned into the convenience store lot. Amy seemed more



78

at ease than she had the night before. No one was entering or
leaving the store when she stepped out of the car. She leaned down
to face Lisa.

“Guess I’ll see you tomorrow?”

“I’1l be there, doing my job,” Lisa said.

“Have a good night.”

“You, too.”

Lisa backed out and drove to the hotel. She thought about her
conversation with Frankie and making love to Amy. She was lonely
and homesick... and she didn’t even know why.



Chapter 14

The black earth of the farmlands below her told Lisa they were
close to Indiana.

She had taken the earliest flight out. The plane landed shortly
after eight, and she hurried to the restroom to change into her
sweats. With her overnight bag slung over her shoulder, she rushed
to the roundabout and hailed a taxi.

She leaned over the seat to address the driver and felt like she
was in a grade-B movie when she said, “As close as you can get me
to the TUPUI campus. There’s an extra twenty in it for you if you
get me there in ten minutes.” The only thing missing was, “And step
on it.”

The driver maneuvered around the interstate traffic in the short
distance to the campus. The barricades loomed up ahead and police
directed traffic.

“This is good,” she said and handed the money to the driver
before hopping out of the taxi. At least it was a beautiful fall day for
the Susan G. Komen Race, with temperatures in the mid-sixties. She
jogged over to the group of runners and walkers milling around in
the park across from the law school. She searched the crowd, trying
to find Frankie and the crew from the Watering Hole. Finally, she
spotted the bright purple T-shirts of the bar and hurried over.
Frankie was the only one wearing a pink T-shirt, signifying she was
a survivor.

“I don’t know, man. This is my first time.” Billie, one of the
other bartenders, was talking to another woman standing nearby.
She tugged one of the T-shirts over her black tank top. She was as
butch as they came. Burr haircut, no bra, usually dressed in tight
jeans with a noticeable bulge in the crotch, and cute as hell with
dimples and bright blue eyes.

After Billie pinned on her number, she raised her head and
grinned. “I’ll be damned. Lisa Collins is here,” she said in a loud
voice.
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Lisa was out of breath when she reached them. This better be a
leisurely walk, or I'm screwed.

Frankie seemed genuinely touched. Lisa didn’t know how
Frankie would react, but the instant she saw Frankie’s tears, she
knew she had made the right decision.

“You came,” Frankie said.

“I haven’t missed one since we became friends, and I sure as
hell wasn’t about to start now. I took the earliest flight from Phoenix
this morning.” Lisa set her shoulder bag on the ground.

Frankie embraced her. “You’ll never know how much this
means to me,” she whispered.

Lisa held her tight. “I’m glad I’'m here, Frankie.”

The race began, and the crowd surged forward. Lisa picked up
her bag again. The runners moved into the fast lane. Frankie, Lisa,
and the rest of the group moved over to the walkers’ lane.

“You went for your annual, didn’t you?” Lisa asked. Frankie
scheduled the exam around the race every year.

“Yes. Two weeks ago. Dr. Hodges says everything’s good. I
had my mammogram and got the results Wednesday.”

“And?” Lisa asked anxiously.

“It was clear.”

“Great, Frankie. God, that’s good to hear.”

The only sound was of their shoes slapping against the
pavement before Frankie spoke again.

“Amy doing all right?”

“Yeah, she is. She’s hitting the hell out of the ball and making
plays left and right on the field.”

Lisa felt Frankie’s stare.

“And you two?”

“We’re doing okay.” Lisa kept her eyes averted.

“Good.”

For the remainder of the walk, they trudged along, chatting
intermittently. Frankie waved and said hello to a few friends along
the way. They crossed the finish line and picked up cups of water
from the tables that lined the area.

“When do you go back?” Frankie asked after she finished her
water and tossed the crushed cup in a nearby trash can.

“My flight leaves at nine tonight. It was the latest one I could
get.”

Frankie’s face fell. “I thought you’d at least stay overnight.
We’re having a get-together at the bar around eight.”
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“I’'m sorry. I can’t make it. You have to get to the airport so
early now.” Lisa sensed Frankie’s disappointment by her body
language. “But I can come to the bar and visit with you before I go.”

Frankie perked up. “I’d love that. I can take you to the airport,
too.”

“No. Stay at the bar and visit with everyone.”
Frankie gave her the look that always ended their
disagreements. “You’re not paying for another taxi, and that’s it.”

“Alrighty then.”

“Sorry I have to get tough with you sometimes.”

“No, you’re not,” Lisa shot back.

Frankie patted her shoulder. “Not really. How about we drive
over to the bar now?”

“Do you mind if I get a quick shower?”

“Nope. You can take it at my house. Come to think of it, I
could stand to take one, t00.”

Fresh from their showers, they sat at one of the bar’s empty
tables.

“I still can’t believe you’re here,” Frankie said.

“I hope you know how much you mean to me.”

“You mean the world to me, too, Leese, but this is different.

This is so personal for me and to have you...” Frankie’s voice
faltered.

Lisa took her hand. “I wanted to be here for you.”

“Thank you.”

Lisa squeezed her hand before letting go and taking a drink of
her Coke.

“We didn’t get into it that much when we talked at the race, but
you said you and Amy are doing okay?”’

“Yeah.” Lisa wondered if her voice gave away her doubts.

“Do you want to talk about it?”’

Lisa stalled, wiping away the sweat trickling down her glass.

“Lisa?”

“She doesn’t want to be seen with me. After we... well, you
know.” Lisa couldn’t bring herself to say “make love.”

Frankie held up a hand. “You don’t have to say anymore. I get
it.”

“I drop her off at this convenience store so [’'m not seen taking
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her to her apartment.”

“And you agree with that arrangement?”

“No,” Lisa answered with exasperation. “It’s like we’re doing
something wrong. I enjoy being with her, but the other stuff kind of
gets in the way.”

“Can you see her side of it?”

“I can, but it doesn’t make it any easier.”

“No, I don’t guess it would,” Frankie said. “Hang in there.
You’ll be fine. I hope you know you can always talk to me.”

“I do. Thanks.”

The next few hours evaporated as she and Frankie caught up on
everything that had happened since she’d been gone. Lisa saw the
time on the illuminated Colts clock hanging behind the bar.

“Guess I gotta catch a plane.”

Frankie stood up with her. Lisa said her goodbyes to everyone
before they left. The drive to the airport was too short. This brief
visit home only made Lisa realize how much she’d miss Frankie in
the coming weeks.

There was a pattern to the remaining four weeks. Lisa attended
the games, sitting in the press box, chatting with Sarah. She’d head
to the clubhouse for interviews with the players and with Reed and
back to the press box to file her article.

Occasionally, she and Sarah would go out for a few beers.
Sarah never asked about her and Amy. The only time Amy’s name
came up was to critique her play on the field, and her skills were
improving with each game.

The Sunday before Amy’s last week, Lisa asked her if she’d
like to take a trip up to the Grand Canyon. It’d be a long drive
getting it done in one day, but Amy was enthusiastically in favor of
it.

Lisa picked her up at their usual spot. Amy was dressed
comfortably in worn jeans and a jeans jacket with holes in the
elbows. Lisa wore a pair of her favorite baggy jeans and an old,
faded IU sweatshirt. Driving to the canyon would take about four
hours. They left early in the morning so that they could spend at
least a couple of hours there before driving back to Mesa.

They talked for a while. A few miles down the highway,
Amy’s eyelids drooped, and she yawned.
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“Oh, hey, Aim. I keep forgetting you haven’t had a break in
games since April. You must be exhausted after these past five
weeks. Why don’t you rest until we get closer?”

“You don’t mind?”

“No, not at all.”

“Thanks,” Amy murmured, pushing her seat back and closing
her eyes.

Lisa glanced over at her. She’d heard the Reds would have
someone work with Amy during the winter months, but at least
there would be a break from the games.

The sunrise was gorgeous, streaming through the windows,
with pinks and purples spread across the sky. The colors bled into
the orange of the desert on either side of the highway. Lisa took a
deep breath and let it out slowly. She was glad Amy was asleep. It
was nice to have these quiet moments to enjoy God’s handiwork.

Lisa wanted the trip to the Grand Canyon to be special. They
wouldn’t see each other much in the coming months. Amy would be
in Florida working out, and Lisa would be in Indianapolis
freelancing for the paper. They’d definitely get together at some
point during the winter, but they wouldn’t be seeing each other
every day and sharing their evenings together.

Lisa drove into the mountains of Flagstaff, and Amy stirred
awake. Her nap seemed to have refreshed her and made her more
talkative. At first, she only talked in generalities, but then she
started opening up about the team. A few more of the guys had
begun talking to her over the course of the short season. Some were
still jerks, but she was learning that she could and would earn the
respect of the men who played baseball.

Amy fidgeted excitedly in her seat the closer they got to the
South Rim of the canyon. Lisa parked the car. Amy got out and
strode ahead of her, but Lisa didn’t mind. She enjoyed seeing Amy
act like a little kid in her anticipation.

Lisa caught up with her, standing directly behind the barricade
that overlooked the vast expanse before them. The expression on
Amy’s face was one of pure wonderment. The wind whipped up
from the canyon below and gently blew through their hair. Amy’s
eyes glistened in the sunlight.

“Thank you for suggesting this.” Amy shook her head. “I don’t
have the words to tell you how I feel.”

They gazed out at the canyon, saying nothing for several
minutes. Lisa stood close to Amy, close enough that their shoulders
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touched. She wanted to take Amy’s hand and hold it. Hold it tight.
The other couples strolling around the lookout gave her pause,
though.

They drove to some of the other lookouts, but Lisa made a
decision to forgo the long trip to the North Rim.

“Why don’t we head back?” she asked Amy. “That way you
can rest tonight before your last week of the season.”

“Oh, thanks. I could use the down time.”

On the drive back, Amy took Lisa’s hand. It was the touch that
Lisa had craved only a couple of hours earlier. It meant something,
but it mostly served to emphasize the difference between them in
showing affection.

Amy held Lisa’s hand until she fell back asleep. Lisa glanced
over at her. Her face was peaceful, and she appeared much younger
than her twenty-seven years. She stirred, murmured something, and
withdrew her hand. Lisa brushed a stray curl off her forehead.

It had been a good day.

“You’ll stay in touch, right? I can fly up to see you? I plan to
see my mom for Thanksgiving and Christmas, but could I see you
the week between Christmas and New Year’s at least?” Amy
sounded genuinely worried that once Lisa got on the plane to
Indianapolis, she’d never see her again.

“I’d love to have you to myself for that week. We’ll stay in
touch by phone, and you can let me know when you’ll be in town.”

They were standing in the concourse. Lisa gave Amy a hug,
but broke it off quickly.

“I’1l call you when I get to Indy,” Lisa said, starting for the
security area.

“I’ll be waiting to hear from you.” Amy stayed behind the
ropes, raising her hand toward Lisa. Lisa waved to her before
leaving for the gate.

On the flight, Lisa worked on her last article covering the Fall
League. She wrote a column about her own thoughts on Amy’s
experience, the progress she’d made, and the promise for her future.
She detailed how Amy had honed her skills and how much she’d
learned under Curt Reed’s tutelage. The Mesa Solar Sox finished
last in their division, but it didn’t matter. What mattered was that
Amy was ready for the next step. In Lisa’s last conversations with
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Reed, he assured her he had relayed this to the Reds management.

* ok ok

After the plane landed, Lisa called Frankie. She waited
patiently until Frankie’s black behemoth appeared around the corner
of the passenger pickup area. Lisa set her suitcase on the backseat
along with her laptop and carry-on bag. She stepped up into the cab.

“God, Leese,” Frankie said. “What’d you do? Lay out in the
sun the last month you were down there?”

Lisa didn’t realize how much sun she’d gotten until she saw the
contrast between her own darkened hands emerging from her jacket
and Frankie’s pale hands gripping the steering wheel.

“You know I worked like a son of a gun down there.”

“Yeah, but I’ve never seen you this dark before. And your
hair? It’s as light as I’ve ever seen it.”

Lisa flipped down the visor mirror. Okay, Frankie had a point.

“What? You didn’t believe me?” Frankie asked, lightly
punching Lisa’s arm.

Lisa playfully punched her back. “I did. I just didn’t notice it in
Phoenix.”

“How’d Amy’s last week go?” Frankie asked while pulling out
onto the interstate.

“It was good. She’ll skip Single-A and jump up to Double-A in
Chattanooga next spring. I can guarantee it.”

“I’m glad to hear she did well.”

Lisa studied Frankie’s face. It was beginning to hit her again
how much she’d missed her. The last four weeks was the longest
period she had been away from Frankie since they met.

Frankie glanced over at Lisa. “What? Did I grow another head
or something?”’

“No. I’'m glad to see you. Is that a bad thing?”

Frankie smiled. “No. It’s not. It’s good to see you, too, Leese.
I’ve missed you.”

“Missed you, too.”

They pulled up in front of Lisa’s apartment building. Lisa
hopped down. She reached in to grab her bags out of the back, and
Frankie stepped out of the truck to help.

“I can get this, Frankie.”

“I can help you take your stuff upstairs. No reason you should
be struggling with all of it.” Frankie waved her hand toward the
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truck before they entered the apartment building. “Is that safe where
it’s at?”

“You’ve got your blinkers on. You’ll be fine.”

After they stepped off the elevator, Frankie carried her luggage
into the apartment and set it by the bedroom door. Lisa put her
carry-on and laptop down on the couch. The apartment smelled
stale. Lisa cracked the windows for some fresh air despite the
temperature being only in the thirties outside.

She walked over to Frankie and gave her a hug. “Thanks again
for picking me up.”

“You’re welcome.” Frankie withdrew from the embrace. “I’d
better get to the bar and get things ready for tonight. It’s karaoke
night. You know how crazy that is.”

“Yeah.” Lisa walked her to the door. “If I'm up to it later after
resting, I’ll come over.”

“I hope you do. I know the gang will love to see you. Billie’s
working tonight with Stacy and has been bugging the hell out of me,
asking when you’d be back.” Frankie wagged her finger at Lisa
before leaving. “First, you get some rest, you hear?”

“Yes, ma’am.” Lisa shut and locked the door behind Frankie.
She shivered. She closed one of the windows, leaving the other open
a crack. She flipped on her laptop and read her column a few times,
making some small changes. After establishing wireless connection,
she logged onto the Internet and sent the article on to New York.
She included a note, thanking them again for giving her the
opportunity to cover Amy.

Lisa stretched and gazed longingly at the bedroom. She didn’t
even bother to take off her clothes. She threw off her shoes, curled
up on her bed, and pulled the comforter over her. Soon she fell into
a deep sleep.

It was seven-thirty when Lisa awoke, shivering. Cold, cold,
cold. She padded into the living room and shut the window. Leaving
it open had seemed like a good idea at the time.

She turned the heat up a couple of notches on her way to the
bathroom. After she took a hot shower, she dressed in a pair of old
jeans and a Colts sweatshirt. The November cold that greeted her
when she stepped outside caused her to zip her jacket even higher.
After the warm temperatures of Arizona, the cold cut right through
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her. On the short drive to the bar, a pang of excitement made her
stomach flutter. She was looking forward to seeing her friends
again.



Chapter 15

Lisa opened the door to the Watering Hole and immediately
ran into the karaoke crowd. She pushed her way to the bar, took the
only stool available, and draped her jacket across the back before
sitting down. She waited for Billie to make her way down to her.

Billie stuck out her hand, and Lisa took it in a buddy shake.

“Jesus, Lisa, it’s good to see you. And, man, Frankie said you
got a lot of sun, but damn, woman! You’re as dark as a Native
American.”

“You guys are so full of it. But believe me, I didn’t miss the
cold here.”

“Well, we sure as hell missed you.” Billie lowered her voice.
“Especially the boss. She’s been moping around here for the past
four weeks. She was okay when you first left, but the longer you
were gone, the more miserable she got.”

“Really?”

“What? Didn’t think she’d miss you?”

Lisa blushed. “No, it’s that...”

Billie poked her in the arm. “Didn’t mean to embarrass you
there, but she really did miss you. Hell, we all did.”

Billie left to take care of drink orders. Stacy stepped up to the
cash register to make some change.

“Hey, Stacy.”

She came down the bar to Lisa. “Welcome back. We missed
you around here.” She pointed in front of Lisa where her beer
normally would be. “Did Billie leave you dry?” Without even
waiting for an answer, she popped the lid on a cold Michelob. “It’s
on me.” Before she got too far away, she said, “I’'m glad you’re
back, but I’'m especially glad for Frankie.”

After a few minutes, someone lightly gripped Lisa’s shoulder
from behind. She swiveled to see Frankie.

“Whatcha so serious about?”” Frankie asked. “You’re sitting in
my bar drinking your favorite beer. You should at least act happy to
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be here.”

“I’m fine. Got my Michelob, and I’'m enjoying my friends.”

Frankie patted her on the back. “Good. You’re not paying for
any of those tonight, by the way. But don’t overdo it, because you
drove, right?” She waited for Lisa’s answer.

“Yes, I drove.”

“Good. Didn’t want to have to give you a lecture on your first
night back.”

“Frankie!” someone called.

Lisa recognized a woman from Frankie’s softball team
motioning her over to a table with her friends.

“It’s good to have you back, Leese.” Frankie squeezed Lisa’s
shoulder again before walking over to the table.

The music got louder in preparation for karaoke. Lisa waved at
Davey, the DJ, who was setting up his equipment.

“How you doing, Davey?” she asked when he came to stand
beside her.

“Oh, my God. It’s been so long since I’ve seen you in here on
karaoke night.” He gave her a hug and a kiss on the cheek.

She hugged him back and returned the kiss. “Good to see you,
too, sweetie.”

“You will sing tonight, right?”

“Well...”

“Come on, at least one song.”

“Maybe,” Lisa said reluctantly.

“Maybe, hell. I’ll get you up there.” Davey didn’t wait for her
response and went back to his equipment.

Lisa sat at the bar, content to nurse her beer and talk with Billie
when she had time. Frankie stepped behind Billie, lugging a crate of
liquor from downstairs.

“Do you need help with that, boss?” Billie asked.

“Nope. I’'m good.”

Billie turned back to Lisa. “Frankie filled me in on Amy and
her baseball. I tried to read your articles online but didn’t keep up
with all of them. She sounds like a hell of a player.” She mixed two
drink orders without missing a beat.

“She is. She’s going to make it, too.”

“She taking any shit from the guys on the team?” Billie asked.

“Some of them were assholes, but by the end of the season,
she’d made a couple of friends.”

With a disgusted look on her face, Billie swiped the bar in front
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of Lisa. “That sucks, you know? What difference does it make? Just
because she doesn’t have a dick.”

Lisa put on a serious face and saluted Billie with her beer.
“Good observation there, Billie.”

Billie’s expression quickly changed from anger to amusement.
“Why thank you. I’ve been known to have some intelligence.” Billie
leaned over the bar. “What about the two of you? Word got around
that you had a couple of dates with her while she was in Indy.”

“Word got around?”

“Hell, you can’t keep a secret around here, especially when
you’re seen dancing with her in this very bar. Did you two get
together any down in Arizona?”

Lisa again felt the heat rise from her neck up to her face.

“I take that as a yes.” Billie poked Lisa on the arm again. “So,
will we see her in Indy anytime soon?”

Lisa shifted uncomfortably on her stool and took another
swallow of beer.

“Oh, come on. You’ve met all the women I’ve dated since
you’ve known me.”

Lisa almost choked on her beer. She was about to say she
wouldn’t call what Billie did—sleeping with a woman for a couple
of weeks and then moving on to the next one—dating. But she
refrained.

Billie grinned. “I sure as shit know what’s going through that
mind of yours. You’re right, it may not be dating, but at least you
met them. I’d like to meet your woman.”

“Okay, okay. Lord, you’re like a lawyer sometimes with these
questions.”

“And?”

“She’s staying with me the week between Christmas and New
Year’s.”

As the words left Lisa’s mouth, Frankie abruptly stepped
around the bar and walked over to rejoin her softball buddies at their
table.

What’s up with that? Lisa turned to watch her retreating back.

“Sounds extremely interesting.”

“What?” She turned back to Billie.

“I said it sounds extremely interesting.”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“Don’t try to tell me you don’t know what to do with your time
while she’s here.”
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Lisa sighed. “Let’s drop it.”

“You sure? I can give you some pointers if you need them.”

“Billie...” Lisa gave her a cold stare.

Billie threw her hands up with her palms facing Lisa. “I was
only trying to be helpful.”

“You can be helpful by bringing me one more Mich.”

“Okay.”

Lisa took her time with the second beer.

Davey boomed over the loud speakers, “All right, everybody,
another fifteen minutes, and we’ll get started. Get your names and
song titles up to me, and we’ll put them in the order we receive
them. Songbooks are on every table. No excuses for not singing.”
Davey played some more music before adeptly singing the first
song of the night.

When he finished, he said, “And now, everybody, give it up for
my buddy, Lisa!”

Lisa jerked at the sound of her name.

“Lisa, come on up here,” Davey shouted.

Lisa was out of practice, but resigned herself to the task. She
made her way through the other couples packed in around the
tables.

“What do you want to sing tonight, sweetie?” Davey asked.

“I don’t know. You got me into this.”

“How about some Bob Seger? You always like to sing his
stuff.”

“All right.” A quick image shot through her mind of her
shooting pool with Frankie while listening to his Greatest Hits. She
thought Davey would pick out one of his fast tunes. Her stomach
did a flip flop when “We’ve Got Tonight” flashed across the big
plasma screen. She was about to ask him to change it, but the music
started before she had the chance.

At first, Lisa merely read the lyrics, making certain she hit all
the notes. She soon found she was putting everything she had into
the song, sounding as raspy as Seger did in the original recording.

Thunderous applause greeted her after she finished. Davey
took the mike. He kissed her on the cheek and hugged her. “That
was beautiful, honey.”

“Thanks.” She returned the kiss. Lisa pushed her way through
the crowd. The route she had taken to come up to sing was blocked.
She turned to wend her way around the edge of the floor. She was
stuck behind a group that wasn’t too intent on moving from where
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they were planted. She heard Frankie’s friends laughing. The group
of women parted to reveal Frankie staring at her. Lisa’s heart
skipped a beat. She felt like she was falling into Frankie’s dark
brown eyes.

Lisa stood there, lost in the moment.

“Excuse me! Do you mind moving?” a tall woman with a crew
cut shouted at her.

The way had cleared, except now she was the one blocking the
path for others to get past. “Oh, sure. Sorry.” She walked back to the
bar and picked up her jacket from the stool.

“Leaving?” Billie shouted over an off-key rendition of “Girls
Just Want to Have Fun.”

“Yeah.” Lisa started for the door, once more weaving her way
through the crowd.

“Have a good one,” Billie shouted again.

Lisa made it out to her car and leaned against the side. She took
a deep breath of cold air, trying to clear her mind. She didn’t know
how long she stood there, watching women enter and leave the bar.
She unclipped her cell phone from her jeans, flipped it open, and
punched in Amy’s number. Lisa checked her watch. It was ten,
maybe too late.

“Lisa? God, it’s good to hear from you.” Amy’s soft voice
came through loud and clear.

“Hey. I wanted to give you a call. I thought it was too late at
first, but now I remember. You’re still in Phoenix, huh?”

“Yeah. I’'m flying out tomorrow for Florida. They have me
staying at the Reds’ spring training camp. They even have me set up
for a studio apartment for the winter. I guess I won’t be alone. I’ve
found out there’ll be a few other players there who they want to
work with.”

Lisa was quiet on her end.

“Lisa? You there?”

“Yeah. I'm here.”

“You sound kind of funny.”

“I’m fine. I needed to hear your voice.”

“I’m glad you called.”

“I'm glad I did, too,” Lisa said. “Well, I’ll let you go. I'm
heading home to get some rest.”

“You’re not home now?”

“No. I came over to the Watering Hole for a few beers and to
catch up with my friends.”
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“I bet they’re glad to get you home.”

“Yeah. They are.”

There was another awkward silence.

“You’re sure you’re okay?” Amy asked.

“Yes. Just tired. Like I said, I’'m going home now.”

“Good. Sleep well, and I’ll call you tomorrow when I get into
Florida.”

“Have a safe flight.”

“Take care.”

“You, too.”

Lisa flipped her phone shut. As she started her car, snow began
to fall. The beams from her headlights illuminated the small flakes
drifting into view. What was she doing in Indianapolis watching
snowflakes when Amy was in Phoenix, soon to be headed for
Florida?



Chapter 16

Jack was happy to have Lisa back at the paper covering high
school sports, and he proved it by keeping her more than busy. She
still posted her occasional column for the website on Amy’s
progress in Florida.

Thanksgiving came and went with Lisa turning down Frankie’s
invitation to join her for dinner at her house. She asked Lisa every
year, and every year, Lisa begged off. Frankie’s family would be
there. It wasn’t that Lisa didn’t like her family, but it was painful for
her to see the interaction between everyone. It made her miss her
mother even more.

A few days before Christmas, as Lisa entered her apartment
and threw her keys on the table by the door, the phone rang.

“Hello?”

“Lisa, glad I caught you.”

“Oh, hey, Frankie. I just got in from covering a girls’
basketball game.”

It was quiet on the other end for a long moment.

“I know how the holidays are for you,” Frankie finally said.

Lisa’s throat tightened. It was like Thanksgiving. Christmas at
Frankie’s house was full of love and laughter and kids with happy
faces running around, not caring who they hugged. And like
Thanksgiving, it was something Lisa avoided.

“I think I know what you’re about to ask, but I’'m going to
hang out here,” Lisa said. “I might volunteer to cover the holiday
tourney. Jack always has trouble finding correspondents to work
this time of year.”

“It’s different this Christmas. I’ve asked the family to move the
celebration to Christmas Eve day. That way, you can come over for
a nice quiet dinner and visit that night.”

“Oh, um...”

“I’m not trying to put you on the spot, but I hate it that you’re
alone every year. You’ve never given me the reasons you can’t
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make it, but I think it’s because seeing me with my family makes
you feel really alone.”

Lisa didn’t respond.

“Am I right?” Frankie asked.

“Yeah.”

“At least think about it. No matter what you decide, I have the
evening free. I’ll leave it up to you if you want to come over. But
I’d really love to have you here.”

Lisa looked to the end table and fixed her gaze on a framed
photo of her mother and her. She was six at the time. Her mother
was bent over and had her arms draped around Lisa’s neck. She had
a big smile on her face, and Lisa was looking up at her, giggling.

Lisa blinked at the burning in her eyes and tried to stop the
tears before they started, but failed. “I’ll come over,” she said softly.

“Oh, I'm so glad.” Frankie sighed. “I’ll let you get off the
phone because I caught you just walking in.”

“Yeah. I struggled a little with the article tonight. Took me
longer than usual.”

“How does six-thirty or seven sound? We’ll have a nice dinner.
We’ll get a fire going, and we can shoot some pool, maybe even
watch a movie. Then we’ll exchange presents around midnight.”

“Seven’s good for me.”

“I’1l see you then.”

Lisa hung up the phone and picked up the photo. She wiped
away the tears rolling down her cheeks. No matter how many times
she thought she’d healed from the loss of her mother, something
would happen that brought it all back for her.

With shaking knees, she sat down, unable to keep the dark
memories of her past from flooding over her. Lisa had been working
in Ohio when she received the phone call. She feared something was
terribly wrong from the sound of her mother’s voice, but she
wouldn’t tell Lisa over the phone. She drove home trying to
convince herself that everything was fine, but the dread only
increased with each mile.

Her mother met her at the door. Lisa had almost collapsed
when she saw her stricken expression. Stage IV ovarian cancer. The
words echoed in her mind. In the end, when pain wracked her
mom’s body and she was incoherent with morphine, Lisa did the
hardest thing she’d ever done: she told her mother it was okay to go.

Lisa hugged the photo to her chest. “I guess I’ll never get over
it.” Each word nearly choked her.
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“Come on in, Lisa.”

Frankie, dressed in a red sweatshirt with Winnie the Pooh
wearing a Santa hat, greeted her at the door.

“Nice sweatshirt.” Lisa set her gift under the lit tree.

“It’s a gift from Andy, my youngest nephew.” Frankie peeked
out the door. “Looks like we’ve already gotten a couple of inches.”

“They said the snow should stop by midnight. Guess all the
people who love a white Christmas will be happy.”

“It’s nice, providing you don’t have to drive in it.” Frankie
hung up Lisa’s coat. She turned back to Lisa and pointed at her
chest. “You’re in the Christmas spirit, too.”

Lisa ran her fingers over the appliquéd Christmas tree on her
gray sweatshirt. “I figured you’d get a kick out of it.”

“It’s you.” Frankie gave Lisa a warm hug.

“Your tree’s beautiful, by the way.”

“It’s the only Martha Stewartsy thing I can do. Would you like
a beer or an eggnog?” Frankie took a step toward the kitchen and
stopped in midstride. “I’d say that look means eggnog is out.”

“Am I that obvious?”

“Just a tad.”

Lisa followed her into the kitchen, where Frankie stood in front
of an open refrigerator.

“What’ll it be? I have Bud, Coors, and some crap called
Michelob.”

“Hmm. I’ll take the crappy beer.”

Frankie grabbed a bottle and popped the lid before handing it
to Lisa. “How’d I know you’d say that?”

“Gee. Must be because you know me so well.” Lisa
exaggerated tilting her nose in the air and sniffed. “Whatever it is
you’re cooking smells delicious. Turkey?”

“We have the works tonight. Turkey, stuffing, mashed
potatoes, gravy. I could go on and on.” Frankie opened the oven
door and basted the turkey. “This is about done. In the meantime,
why don’t you go to the den and rack em up. We can get in a quick
game.”

“You’re right. It won’t take me long to beat you again.” Lisa
was almost to the den before she heard Frankie’s reply.

“You’re lucky I love you or you’d be on your way back home
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right about now.”

“Love you, too, sweet cakes.” Lisa racked the balls.

A couple of minutes later, Frankie joined her. “I’ll let you
break this time,” Frankie said.

“You’re making a big mistake.” Lisa rolled the cue ball back
and forth on the table.

“Just hit the damn thing.”

Lisa bent over and brought her cue back. The balls spread out
across the table. Two solids dropped into the far pockets. “That’d
make you stripes, not that it matters.”

Frankie took a swig from her Coors. She motioned with her
hand for Lisa to keep playing.

Lisa made a run until she had two solids left on the table.

“Finally,” Frankie huffed. She pointed with her cue to the
recliner in the corner of the den. “Go ahead and get comfy, ’cause
you’re not getting another chance.”

Frankie kept her word and ran the table. She called the eight
ball and knocked it in with ease.

“Ta-da!”

Lisa stood up and took long, slow steps, shuffling her feet
along the carpet. “Guess I gotta say congratulations.”

“Oh, now you sound like Eeyore.”

“What’s with this fascination with Pooh characters?”

“Trust me, when you’ve got eight nieces and nephews, you
catch on quick.”

The comment was meant to be lighthearted, but it struck Lisa
the wrong way. She blinked away unexpected tears.

“Damn. I’m sorry, Leese. I didn’t mean...”

“Please don’t apologize. You didn’t do anything wrong. It’s
that time of year for me, I guess. I’'m too sensitive.” Lisa stared at
her shoes.

Frankie moved closer to stand in front of her. She lifted Lisa’s
chin with a gentle touch.

“You feel whatever way you need to feel. You never have to
pretend around me.”

Lisa took comfort in Frankie’s words. “Thanks.”

“How about we have some turkey?” Frankie walked to the
kitchen.

Lisa lingered behind for a moment and then joined Frankie.
She helped her load up the dishes with food from the stove. They
worked in silence as they made several trips carrying the food into
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the dining room.

Lit tapered candles adorned the middle of the table. Fine china
that Lisa had never seen before was laid out, along with silverware
that caught the glow of the candlelight. A bottle of wine completed
the festive look. “I don’t know, Frankie, this is pretty Martha
Stewartsy, t00.”

“I guess,” Frankie said from the kitchen. “Think I can get on
her show?”

“Well...”

“Don’t answer that. I'm sitting closest to the carving knife.
You finished your beer, right?”

“Yeah.”

“Do you mind mixing beer with wine? I thought we’d have a
glass with dinner.”

Lisa picked up the bottle and checked out the label. She didn’t
know wine, but she could tell this one wasn’t cheap. “Wow. You’ve
gone all out here.”

Frankie came in with the dressing. “Only the best for my best
friend. Can you get the turkey and bring it in?”

Lisa stepped into the kitchen, picked up the platter of turkey,
and carefully put it by Frankie’s place setting.

“Take a seat and observe a master at work,” Frankie said. She
proceeded to slice each piece with ease.

“I’m duly impressed, Ms. Dunkin.”

“Why thank you.”

They passed the serving bowls back and forth between them.

“How about enjoying a fire and then watching a movie before
we open gifts? What about the Fellowship of the Ring? 1 know you
love that stuff.”

“You’re right. I haven’t seen it in a while, either,” Lisa said
with a mouthful of food. “God, this turkey’s out of this world. I'm
making a pig of myself here.”

“You eat all you want.”

Which Lisa did until she felt like her jeans would pop open if
she took another bite. She pushed away from the table. “That’s it for
me. ['m full.”

Frankie began clearing the table. Lisa started to help, and
Frankie shooed her away. “No. I’ve got this. Why don’t you pour us
another glass of that wine and get the fire going in the den?”

Lisa rubbed her belly. “You trust me with matches?”’

“I trust you with anything.” Frankie’s voice trailed behind her.
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Lisa poured the wine, carried it into the den, and set it on a
table. Now the fire. She made sure she arranged the logs the way
Frankie had showed her on earlier visits. After a few minutes, the
fire crackled to life. She stood there, transfixed by the flames, until
Frankie came up behind her.

“Here’s your wine.”

Lisa took the offered glass.

“I should’ve done this before dinner, but how about a toast?”
Frankie raised her glass.

Lisa held hers up to Frankie’s.

“To five years of friendship and many more years to come,”
Frankie said.

They clinked glasses and took sips of their wine. Lisa watched
the firelight dance across Frankie’s face. They stood there,
seemingly unwilling to move, the fire crackling and popping beside
them.

Frankie broke the silence. “How about that movie?”

“Sure.” Lisa sat down on the plush couch that faced the TV.
Frankie started the DVD player and joined Lisa. Lisa had seen the
movie three times, once at the movie theater and twice at Frankie’s
house. She still easily got lost in the fantasy world of J.R.R.
Tolkien.

Lisa felt sleep coming on at the two-hour mark of the movie.
She tried to fight it, but the wine and food were winning the battle.
She made the mistake of lying back against the cushion. That was
the last thing she remembered before succumbing to slumber.

* ok ok

Lisa stirred awake and tried to focus on the fire that had died
down to smoldering embers. She had moved in her sleep, and her
head now rested on Frankie’s shoulder. Frankie held Lisa against
her body. Lisa had draped her right arm around Frankie’s waist in a
protective embrace.

Lisa didn’t want to move, but Frankie stirred and jerked awake.
“Oh, Leese. I'm sorry. I fell asleep.” She yanked her arm off Lisa’s
shoulder.

Lisa sat up. “It’s okay. I did, too.” She was afraid to look at
Frankie, but took the chance.

Frankie glanced at her briefly before standing up. “Oh, wow,
it’s almost midnight. I can’t believe we were out that long.” She
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went to the fireplace, picked up two logs, and dropped them on the
fire. She pushed the poker around until the fire started going
stronger. “How about we open those gifts?”” Frankie kept her back
to Lisa.

Lisa went into the living room, picked up her gift to Frankie,
and found Frankie’s gift to her under the tree. Frankie was sitting on
the couch when Lisa reentered the den. She handed Frankie her gift
and sat down beside her.

“You first,” Frankie said.

“You tickle me every year. I always have to go first.”

“It’s a tradition then, and you know we can’t break with
tradition.”

Lisa ripped back the bright green and red paper to find her first
article for Minor League.com framed in beautiful dark wood. “I love
it, Frankie,” she said softly. “Thank you.”

“I know how you always act like it’s no big deal, but it is to
me.”

Lisa waited for Frankie to open her package. Frankie tore the
paper away. Her stunned look was just what Lisa had hoped the gift
might bring. It was a large framed watercolor of the Watering Hole.
Lisa had asked a local artist, who was also a friend, to paint it.

“Oh, Leese, I don’t know what to say. It’s beautiful.” Frankie
ran her fingers over the glass as if to touch the colors. She wiped
away her tears.

“I had that done months ago,” Lisa said. “You don’t know how
many times [ almost broke down and gave it to you early.”

“It’s the best Christmas present I’ve ever gotten. Thank you.”

Lisa tapped the glass of the picture frame. “Mine, too. Thank
you.” The chimes from the mantle clock rang out. “Listen. That
means it’s midnight. Merry Christmas, Frankie.”

“Merry Christmas, Leese.”

Lisa set her gift aside on the table. Frankie did the same and
held out her arms. Lisa fell into them for an embrace. Contentment
flowed gently over Lisa, and she relaxed her body in Frankie’s
arms. But something else stirred deep inside, something that hadn’t
been there before.

Desire.

She tensed up and felt Frankie do the same. They pulled apart.
Lisa searched for a reaction from Frankie, but Frankie jumped to her
feet. She walked to the window and pushed the curtain aside.

“There’s a lot more out there than they said we’d get, and it’s
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still coming down.”

Lisa stayed on the couch, struggling with her emotions. When
Frankie did face her again, her eyes offered no window into what
she was thinking.

Lisa stood up. “I’d better start for home.”

Frankie frowned. “There’s at least a good six inches out there.
It’s not letting up, and it’s blowing like hell. Why don’t you stay
here tonight?”

“I... I don’t know...”

“In the spare room,” Frankie hastily added. “Stay here tonight
in the spare room.”

Lisa hesitated, but she dreaded the drive home in her little
Toyota.

“Okay.”

“Good. I'll grab you an extra quilt and get you a nightshirt.”
Frankie left the den.

Lisa went to the window to watch the snow fall and tried
desperately to understand her feelings. She didn’t know how long
she stood like that until Frankie’s voice shook her from her reverie.

“Lisa?”

Lisa turned. Frankie stood at the entry to the hall.

“Your bed’s ready.”

“Let me go to the bathroom, and I’1l be right there.”

Lisa finished and found Frankie waiting for her in the spare
room. There was a nightshirt lying on the queen-size bed. It was an
oversized, long-sleeved Kentucky Wildcats T-shirt.

“Trying to be funny?” Lisa asked.

Frankie gave her an impish grin. “It’s all I got.”

“Yeah, right.”

Lisa stepped up to the bed and fingered the shirt.

“I’ll let you get to sleep.”

“Thanks.” Lisa waited for a response, but the door shut behind
Frankie with a soft click. Lisa stripped down to her panties and put
on the T-shirt. She switched off the bedside lamp and climbed under
the soft sheets and hand-stitched quilt.

She lay there with the covers tucked under her chin, staring at
the ceiling. Now she was wide awake.

“What the hell just happened?” she whispered.
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Lisa waited at the railing at the top of the stairs and scanned the
passengers until she saw a grinning Amy approaching her from the
concourse. Her flight arrived on time at 8:05 in the evening. Lisa
thought she had held her own tan until she saw Amy. Amy’s
bronzed skin was even darker than it had been in Arizona.

“Good to see you again,” Lisa said. She gave Amy a quick hug.

“Good to see you, too.”

They started downstairs to the baggage carousel. “Did you
bring much with you?”

“Nah. Only one suitcase and this carry-on.”

Silence hung between them while they waited for the suitcase
to make its appearance. They had talked frequently on the phone,
but it had been almost two months since they had last seen each
other.

“There it is.” Amy pointed at a red suitcase.

“Here, let me get it.” Lisa lifted it off the carousel... and nearly
broke her arm. That’s what she got for trying to be butch. “Damn,
Amy. What do you have in here?”

“Oh, it’s not that heavy.”

Lisa grunted. “If you say so.”

They walked to the garage. After they settled into the car, Amy
took Lisa’s hand and squeezed it. “I’ve missed you.”

Amy’s hand on top of hers felt different. And it wasn’t because
of the rough skin which was even more calloused since Lisa saw her
last. It was something else. “I’ve missed you, too.” But Lisa’s heart
wasn’t in it when she said the words.

On the drive to the apartment, Amy told Lisa about the training
in Florida.

“Bob Stoltz is the guy who’s been helping me with my hitting,
trying to get me to pull the ball more on inside pitches. He keeps
saying, ‘“You’ve got power there, Perry, don’t be shy in using it.””

Lisa smiled, hearing Amy’s imitation of what she assumed was
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Stoltz’s baritone voice.

“And Stan Kubler’s been working on getting my footwork
right at first base, mainly to know when to let the second baseman
take the grounder. He’s always telling me to get familiar with
whoever I’'m playing with and find out what their range is.”

They arrived at the apartment, and Lisa pulled into her
numbered slot. She jumped out of the car to grab Amy’s suitcase.
She set the luggage down just inside the apartment door. Amy
brought her hands to Lisa’s jacket zipper and tugged it down.

Okay, I wasn’t prepared for this.

Lisa let the jacket fall off her shoulders while Amy tore off her
own jacket.

Amy grabbed Lisa by the shoulders and pushed her onto the
couch. She greedily sought out Lisa’s lips and pushed her tongue
inside. Amy ran her hand under Lisa’s sweatshirt and cupped her
breast through her bra.

Amy unsnapped Lisa’s jeans and yanked the zipper down. She
pushed her hand into Lisa’s panties. Lisa tried to get lost in the
moment.

But she couldn’t.

She willed her body to respond and strained to reach orgasm.
The only thing she felt after she climaxed was relief.

“Want more?” Amy moved her fingers again, but Lisa stopped
her.

“No,” Lisa answered.

Amy withdrew her hand and lay beside Lisa, pulling Lisa
against her chest.

Lisa clung to Amy’s arm that was wrapped around her tightly.
Jumbled thoughts filled her mind. She never had a problem reaching
orgasm with Amy before, never had to try. Like the feel of Amy’s
hand on hers on the drive from the airport, something was different.

“What are you thinking?” Amy whispered against her hair.

Lisa flinched at the words.

“Hey, you okay?”

“Yes. I’m sorry I’'m a little quiet.”

“Tired? I know you’ve been working long nights at the paper.”

“Yeah. That’s probably it.”

A few minutes went by before Lisa disengaged from Amy’s
arms. She zipped up her jeans and caught Amy staring at her.

“You really want to be doing that?”” Amy asked.

Lisa ignored the comment and attempted to move the
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conversation on to something else. “I’ll fix you something to eat. I
bet you haven’t eaten in a while.”

Amy gave her a sheepish grin. “Come to think of it, [ haven’t.”

Lisa went into the kitchen. “You know the only thing I’'m good
at cooking, right?”

“Frozen pizza?” Amy asked from the living room.

“Funny.” Lisa opened the door to the refrigerator. “Breakfast.
I’m good at breakfast.”

Amy came up behind her and wrapped her arms around Lisa’s
waist, nuzzling her lips against Lisa’s neck. “I’d say you’re good at
breakfast... lunch... dinner... I could have you anytime.”

Lisa tensed at Amy’s touch and wondered if Amy felt it, too.
She gently lifted Amy’s arms away from her waist. “Hey, I need
both hands to do this. You go sit over there at the table and relax.”

Amy sighed. “You’re no fun.” She stretched. “I’d like to
freshen up some. Where’s your bathroom?”

“Right around the corner there,” Lisa said. “I’ll be fun here in a
minute when I have eggs, bacon, fried potatoes, and fresh toast on a
plate for you.” She yelled so Amy could hear her.

A few minutes later, Amy returned from the bathroom to sit at
the table. “I get it. You convinced me to be a good girl.”

“Why don’t you tell me more about Florida and how you’re
doing? Have they told you where you’re going in the spring?” Lisa
tried to keep her voice light. She turned down the flame under the
bacon.

Amy’s voice was full of enthusiasm. “They’re inviting me to
the Reds’ spring training camp, but then sending me on to
Chattanooga.”

“Good for you. I'm glad they’re giving you a chance to see big
league pitching before you move on to the Lookouts’ camp.”

“Guess what else? Curt Reed has been promoted to
Chattanooga. Can you believe it?”

Lisa remembered Reed’s words in Arizona about hoping the
Reds would move him up in the minors.

“I’'m glad for you. He’s a good manager.” And he was the
perfect manager to take care of any signs of trouble.

Lisa finished preparing Amy’s food and set the plate in front of
her. “I know you don’t eat like this often, and you need to stay in
shape. But tonight, you can have whatever you want.”

“What? Aren’t you joining me?”” Amy asked between bites.

“No. I ate earlier, and I have trouble keeping the weight off,
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especially in the winter.”

“I hope you know you’ve got a hot body, but if you need me to
show you again, I’d be glad to.”

Lisa blushed. “Stop. And eat.”

“You don’t have to twist my arm. You really can cook
breakfast.”

After Amy finished every morsel on her plate, they went back
into the living room to channel surf. Amy put her arm around Lisa,
and Lisa fought the urge to tense up again.

* ok ok

“Why don’t we go to bed?”

Lisa jerked awake. “Wh-what time is it?” she asked, rubbing
her eyes.

“Eleven-thirty.”

Lisa stood up. “I’'m going to take a quick shower before I do.”

“How about I join you?”

“If we do that, I’1l have to take two showers.” Lisa tried to play
down Amy’s question.

“All right, all right. You said you’re tired.”

Thank God. She finally took the hint.

They started for the bedroom. Amy stripped down to her bra
and panties. Before she took them off, Lisa went into the bathroom
and undressed there. She ran the water and tested it before stepping
into the shower. She tried to clear her mind while she bathed. After
she finished, Lisa entered the darkened bedroom. She grabbed a
nightshirt from the dresser and put it on.

She sat gingerly on the edge of the bed. Amy was snoring
softly. Lisa lay down, lightly touched Amy’s back, and found she
was wearing a nightshirt. Lisa didn’t have the energy or the
inclination to question why she felt only relief when her fingertips
brushed against the cotton.
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While Amy was in Indianapolis, Lisa tried to set aside her
personal life and focus on her job. Whenever she flashed back to
Amy making love to her that first night, she pushed the image out of
her mind.

Amy accompanied her to a girls’ basketball game one night. A
few teenagers straggled up the bleacher stairs and sat down in front
of them. One of them, an athletic-looking girl, came up to get
Amy’s autograph.

“What’s your name?” Amy asked the girl.

“Terri.”

Amy signed her name on the program.

“I want... want to.” The girl stopped and started. “I want to be
like you, Amy.”

“Yeah? Do you play softball or baseball?”’

“I fought the athletic director and the school board to get on the
boys’ baseball team.” The girl stood up straighter with the words.

“Good for you.” Amy handed the program and pen back to the
girl. “What’s your last name?”

“Montgomery.”

“Well, Terri Montgomery, I hope to see you featured on ESPN
in the future. Keep holding onto the dream.”

The girl blushed and mumbled her thanks. She stepped down in
the bleachers to sit with her friends. They scooted forward to talk to
her and giggled. A few minutes later, Terri turned back one last time
and smiled at Amy.

“You have people reading your articles, Lisa.” Amy gestured to
the girls. “There’s proof.”

“I guess so, huh?” The only thing that mattered to Lisa was that
Amy was getting recognition. She didn’t care where the readers got
their information, providing the story was accurate and well written.

The game ended. Amy remained in the bleachers while Lisa
visited the respective locker rooms. She got her typical quotes from
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the coaches and players. Lisa had attended high school with one of
the coaches and had played with her on the school’s softball team.

After completing her interview, Lisa and the coach chatted a
while about Amy and their own efforts to play on the boys’ baseball
team. Unlike Amy, they hadn’t gotten the chance to argue their case
with the school board. The athletic director shot it down before it
even got that far.

Lisa was lost in thought as she walked through the locker room
corridor, remembering things that she’d left in the past. She
reentered the gymnasium.

Amy lifted her long legs off the metal bleacher in front of her
and made her way down the steps. “What?” Amy asked when she
got to the floor. “You’re thinking about something.”

“The coach and I were talking about how we tried to make the
boys’ baseball team and weren’t allowed. I honestly had forgotten
about all that.” They started for the exit.

“I told you about the fight I had in getting them to go along
with it.”

“You’ll inspire a lot of girls around the country, Amy, even the
world. I don’t know if you realize the impact you’ll have,” Lisa said
as they reached the parking lot.

“I honestly haven’t even thought about all that. Having that girl
ask for my autograph made it hit home a little, but it won’t really
sink in until I’'m playing on that field.”

“It’ll happen, and I’'m not even sure you can prepare yourself
for it.” They were standing by Lisa’s car. “Why don’t I take you
back to the apartment while I file my story?”

“Can you drop me off at that bar you go to? I want to shoot
some pool. You can come down there when you’re done.”

“Okay.” Lisa hadn’t taken Amy to the Watering Hole since
she’d arrived. She’d left Frankie’s house early Christmas morning.
Since that day, she and Frankie hadn’t seen or talked to each other.
Lisa didn’t know if she was the only one who had felt the physical
attraction that night. She also didn’t know what she would do about
it.

Lisa dropped Amy off at the bar and drove on to the newspaper
office. She entered the sports room, found a free computer at an
empty desk, and inputted her stats. She blocked out the
conversations of the other sportswriters working around her and
typed her article rapidly. After she proofed the copy, she saved the
article and said goodnight to Jack in his office before leaving.
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Lisa walked through the Watering Hole door and searched for
Amy. She was at a pool table, playing a game with Stacy.

“Hey, Lisa. Your usual?” Billie asked.

“You got it.”

Before Lisa could ask, Billie said, “Frankie’s in the office
going over receipts.”

Lisa took a drink from her beer.

“And your woman’s over at the pool tables kicking Stacy’s
ass,” Billie said. “The only reason 1 know this is because Stacy
keeps yelling, “You’re such a bitch.””

They laughed.

“Lisa,” Amy shouted, “please come over here and tell Stacy
I’'m not a bitch.”

As Lisa neared their table, she said, “Stacy, Amy’s not a bitch
unless she’s kicking your ass in pool.”

“Hey.” Amy playfully shoved Lisa.

Lisa took off her jacket, grabbed a cue, and chalked it. “Who
am I playing? Whoever won the last game?”’

“That’d be me,” Amy said. “But why don’t you and Stacy
play?”

“You up for another ass-kicking, Stacy?”

“Bring it on, Collins.”

“Bring it on? You actually said ‘bring it on’?” Lisa strutted
around the table to break.

Lisa and Stacy played a spirited game as Stacy and Amy
talked. Stacy paid more attention to Amy than to her game,
occasionally flipping her dark hair off her shoulders. Was she
flirting with Amy?

They finished the game with Lisa coming out on top.

“Up for another?” Lisa asked Amy.

“No, I’'m ready to call it a night.”

Stacy looked disappointed.

Lisa and Amy went to the bar. Lisa was pulling on her jacket
when Frankie stepped out of her office.

“Frankie, I don’t know if I ever formally introduced you to
Amy.” Lisa turned to Amy. “Amy Perry, this is my best friend,
Frankie Dunkin. She’s the owner of Frankie’s Watering Hole.”

Frankie offered her hand. “Nice to finally meet you, Amy. You
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have no idea what it means to me and my friends to have you do
what you’re doing.” She held onto Amy’s hand, but Frankie’s smile
seemed forced.

“Thanks. Having Lisa’s support has meant the world to me.”

“Lisa’s a very special person.” Frankie’s dark eyes focused on
Lisa and not on Amy.

Lisa broke away from Frankie’s gaze and noticed that Amy
was staring at Frankie.

“You guys are coming here New Year’s Eve, right?” Billie
asked.

“I don’t know,” Lisa said. “I had planned for us to celebrate at
my apartment.”

Amy took Lisa’s hand. “Oh, come on. It’ll be fun. I'm flying
back down to Sarasota on Monday and would like to have a special
night with you before I leave. I even brought some dress clothes.”

Lisa felt a pang of guilt after seeing the hopeful look on Amy’s
face. “I guess we’ll be here.”

“Good,” Billie said. “Right, boss?”

“Right. Well, I need to get back to the receipts. Amy, nice to
meet you. Good luck the rest of the way if I don’t get a chance to
talk to you again.”

“Thanks. Will we see you Saturday night?”

“I’1l be here, but I’1l be busy making sure everything’s running
smoothly. We’ll have dinners going and special drinks.”

“Hell, Frankie, you make it sound sooo exciting,” Billie said.

Frankie glared at Billie. “Sometimes you’re such an ass.”

Lisa caught Amy’s eyes darting back and forth between Lisa
and Frankie. There was an uncomfortable pause.

Lisa cleared her throat. “I think we’ll be leaving now. Have a
good night.” Lisa and Amy neared the door.

“You, too,” Billie said. “And don’t do anything I wouldn’t do,
which pretty much means you two will have a hell of a night.”

Lisa stiffened her back at the comment. They walked out the
door.
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Lisa and Amy entered the Watering Hole at nine on New
Year’s Eve. The place was packed. Lisa guided them to their
reserved table. They had decided they wouldn’t have dinner there,
only drinks, and would dance until midnight.

They each wore white tux shirts, black jackets, and black
slacks. Amy received quite a few stares as they made their way to
their table. Lisa could understand why. She was quite handsome
with her tan even more pronounced against the white of her shirt.

Lisa looked for Frankie after they took their seats, but didn’t
see her.

“Want to dance?” Amy asked.

“Yeah. That’d be nice.”

It was a fast dance. Lisa moved to the music with Amy. They
waved at Stacy who was dancing with a blonde. Lisa kept her
attention on the bar and on the office door, but still no Frankie.

They danced to a few more songs that ran together in a mix
before Lisa decided she needed a break.

Stacy walked over to them. “Hi, you two.”

“Hey,” Amy said.

“Hi, Stacy. What happened to your date?” Lisa asked. The
blonde had moved on to someone else.

“Oh, Cheryl? She’s a friend. She called to ask if I'd be coming.
I told her it wouldn’t be too cool if I didn’t come since I work here.”

“Speaking of which...” Lisa was about to question the working
arrangements for the evening.

“Billie and I are taking turns at the bar. We’ve asked everyone
to go up there to get their drinks. We knew how many would be
here based on the reservations.”

Lisa turned to Amy. “Why don’t you and Stacy dance a while?
I’ll grab us some beers.”

Amy and Stacy went back out on the floor when another fast
song started.
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Approaching the bar, Lisa got a better view of Billie’s attire.
She was wearing a white tuxedo jacket. Instead of a regular tie, she
had on a black T-shirt with a painted-on white bow tie and sewn-on
sequined buttons.

“You’re stylin’, girl.” Lisa shouted over the music.

Billie finished pouring a beer from the tap. She set the glass
down on the bar where a brunette scooped it up. “You like?”” She
put her hands on her hips and did a spin.

“Smooth. You’re too damn smooth.”

“What can I get you?”

“A Foster’s and a Michelob.”

Billie popped the lid on Lisa’s Michelob and poured the
Foster’s in a glass.

“Thanks,” Lisa said while taking the beer. She glanced over to
see Amy and Stacy still on the dance floor. She waited until Billie
walked down to her again after mixing a couple of drinks. “Where’s
Frankie?”

“She was in earlier, but she had a headache. Said she’d try to
get back by ten.”

Lisa checked the time on the clock behind the bar. It was nine-
thirty. She brought the beers to their table, and Amy came over from
the dance floor.

“Thanks for the beer,” Amy said.

“You’re welcome.”

“Where’s Frankie?”

“Billie said she’d be in around ten.”

Something behind Lisa drew Amy’s attention. “Oh, she’s
here.”

Lisa turned around to see Frankie walk through the front door.
Lisa’s heart skipped a beat at Frankie’s appearance. She was
wearing a full tux—black jacket, black slacks with satin stripes
down the sides, a white tux shirt with cuff-links, and a black bow
tie. She had gelled and spiked her salt-and-pepper hair.

Frankie waved at them, but to Lisa’s disappointment, she
didn’t come over. She instead went to the bar where she had a few
words with Billie and then disappeared downstairs.

“Wow,” Amy shouted. “She looks sharp.”

Lisa said nothing, but stared at the basement door.

“Let’s finish our beers and do some more dancing,” Amy said.

Lisa didn’t reply.

“Lisa?”
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“Sure.” Lisa took her by the hand, and they stepped onto the
dance floor again. Lisa noticed Frankie emerging from the basement
carrying a case. She went behind the bar and restocked the liquor.
Frankie took over filling drink orders, and Billie left to join a table
of her friends.

“Do you want to go talk to her?” Amy yelled into Lisa’s ear.

Lisa jerked at the question.

“I don’t know. She seems busy.”

“Go on over. I’m sure she has time for you.”

Lisa thought she heard sarcasm behind Amy’s words. Lisa
ignored it and left for the bar. Amy danced toward Stacy and
Cheryl.

Lisa waited for Frankie to approach her.

Frankie tilted her chin up at Lisa. “What do you need?” she
asked.

“I wanted to tell you Happy New Year and... and... that you
look fucking hot tonight.” Lisa knew her face was bright red. Oh,
my God. Did I just say that?

“Th-thanks, Leese. You look damn good yourself. Happy New
Year.”

Someone yelled from the end of the bar and interrupted the
moment. Frankie left to take the drink order.

With the surge of customers, Billie rejoined Frankie to help.
When Frankie started to put the bottle back on the shelf, she
bumped into Billie. The bottle slipped out of her hand and shattered
across the floor.

“Damn it!” Frankie leaned over and started picking up the
glass.

Lisa hurriedly stepped behind the bar to help.

“Hey, you guys, don’t do that,” Billie said. “Let me get a
broom before you cut yourself.”

“Shit!” Frankie held up her hand. Blood dripped from her
index finger. “Shit!”

Lisa snatched up a towel by the sink and wrapped it around
Frankie’s finger. “Come on. Let’s go to your office so I can check
this out.”

“Lisa, it’s a cut. It’s not even that big.”

“Stop arguing, and let’s go.”

Frankie relented, and they moved toward the office. “Get a
mop to clean that up,” Frankie said over her shoulder.

“Got it covered, boss.” Billie brought a mop out from the back
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room. The overwhelming odor of ammonia overtook the strong
smell of whiskey from the shattered bottle.

“Where’s your first-aid kit?” Lisa asked, following Frankie
into the office.

“Over there on the back shelf.” Frankie sat down behind the
desk.

Lisa opened the tin box. It held a small bottle of peroxide and
some bandages. “Let me see.”

“This really is no big deal.” Frankie squirmed in her chair.

“Damn it, Frankie, give me your hand.”

Frankie stuck out her hand for Lisa to inspect. Lisa gently
unwrapped the towel. The bleeding had slowed, but there was a
gash in the top part of Frankie’s index finger. Lisa opened the bottle
of peroxide.

“Put your hand over the wastebasket.”

Frankie dutifully obeyed.

Lisa poured the peroxide on the cut. Frankie jerked, but Lisa
kept hold of her hand.

“Damn, that stings.”

“Don’t be a baby. It’ll help keep the infection out.” The
peroxide dried and the bleeding stopped. Lisa fumbled with a Band-
Aid strip before freeing the bandage. She held onto Frankie’s hand
while carefully wrapping the Band-Aid around the cut.

“Here. Let me kiss it to make it all better,” Lisa said with a
smile. She brought Frankie’s finger to her mouth and gently kissed
the Band-Aid. She raised her eyes, and her heart jumped to her
throat. Frankie was staring at her. Hard. Lisa’s smile slowly faded,
and she pulled her mouth away. She kept hold of Frankie’s hand,
but she could see that her own hands were trembling.

The office door swung open.

“Hey, boss, I was checking... oh, sorry.” Billie stood in the
doorway, her attention shifting from Lisa to Frankie. “Wanted to
make sure you’re okay.”

Frankie shook free from Lisa’s hands. “I’m fine. Like I said,
it’s only a cut. It wasn’t worth all this fuss.” She stood up, and Lisa
joined her. Frankie brushed past her and Billie, who was still in the
doorway.

Lisa felt Billie staring at her. She found her voice. “You know
how she is. Never wants anyone to baby her.” She quickly left the
office. She rejoined Amy at their table.

“How’s she doing?” Amy asked.
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“What?”

“Frankie. I heard the bottle crash and saw she cut her hand.”

“Oh that. She’s fine. The cut’s just a little one.” She avoided
meeting Amy’s eyes.

Around eleven-thirty, they took to the dance floor again. Some
slow songs filtered in between the techno music. Amy pulled Lisa
close. Lisa allowed her body to press against Amy’s, but didn’t
really feel the contact. She wished she could ask Frankie to dance to
this music. Lisa could no longer see the bar. They spun back around,
but Frankie’s back was to her.

Lisa and Amy danced until almost midnight. Then everyone
stopped to watch the big screen TV, tuned to the channel covering
the ball falling in Times Square.

“Five... four... three... two... one... Happy New Year!”
everyone yelled.

Amy touched her lips to Lisa’s for a kiss. Lisa kissed her, but
without passion.

After a few more dances, Lisa was ready to go. She forced
herself to refrain from searching for Frankie again before they left
the bar.

Amy pulled off Lisa’s jacket and undid the top two buttons of
her shirt.

Lisa took hold of her hands. “Do you mind if we go to bed?
I’'m really tired.” She couldn’t let Amy make love to her, just as she
couldn’t make love to Amy. Things had changed, and Lisa couldn’t
go back.

“What is it?” Amy asked with one hand on her hip.

“What?”

“You. What’s wrong? You’ve been acting strange since I got
here. And what’s with Frankie?”

“I don’t know what you mean.” Lisa’s face felt like it was on
fire.

“You guys can’t keep your eyes off each other.”

Lisa was about to protest, but knew she had no excuses. “I’'m
not sure what’s going on.”

“Have you and she...”

“What? No, no, we haven’t. For all I know, this is only me.”

“Trust me, Lisa, the way she looks at you is more than just as a
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friend. There’s a lot more to it. And you? You’ve never looked at
me the way you look at her.”

“I’'m sorry. I never meant for this to happen. But since I’ve
been away, I didn’t realize how much I missed her. I didn’t realize
how much I...” Lisa swallowed. “I love her.”

Amy’s shoulders slumped and tears welled in her eyes. “At
least you’re honest now,” she said hoarsely.

“I was honest before. This is all new to me. I never meant to
hurt you. Never.”

“And here 1 thought we’d be together while I'm in
Chattanooga.”

“I’1l be there, Amy. That hasn’t changed.”

“That’s where you’re wrong. Everything has changed.” Amy
stalked off to the bedroom.

Lisa followed her.

“I’m going to take an earlier flight back to Florida,” Amy said,
haphazardly tossing clothes into her suitcase.

Lisa knew she should protest, but she also knew Amy was
right. Lisa walked to the living room and fell onto the couch. She
drew in a deep breath. She sat in the dark, waiting half an hour
before going to the bedroom. The lights were off, and Amy was in
bed, her back to the door. Lisa silently undressed, put on her
nightshirt, and lay on the other side of Amy, careful not to let their
bodies touch.

God, what a difference a couple of months made.



Chapter 20

Amy and Lisa stood outside the security area at the airport.
Amy wouldn’t meet Lisa’s eyes.

“I want to be there for you,” Lisa said. “I’ll be working, but
you’ll still have my support.”

“I need to get back to Florida and sort through all of this. Let’s
not talk about it now. We’ll talk when you come down to Sarasota.”

Amy’s flight was announced for boarding. Amy lifted up her
chin to acknowledge the call. “That’s me.”

They stood there uneasily. Finally, Lisa took a step toward
Amy and gave her a quick, but tense hug. After Amy passed
through security, she picked up her carry-on bag from the conveyor
belt. She didn’t turn around to acknowledge Lisa. Soon, she was
obscured by others hurrying to their gates.

On her drive back to town, thoughts cascaded through Lisa’s
mind. She rubbed her forehead, trying to will her worries away. She
didn’t even remember exiting [-70 onto city streets and was
oblivious as to how slow she was going.

A car full of teenage boys passed her. “Get it off the road,
grandma!” one of the kids yelled out the window.

Lisa did just that. She pulled into an empty parking lot of an
office building and sat there in the silence of her car.

k ok %k

Over the next couple of weeks, Lisa deduced that Frankie was
avoiding her. Lisa would go to the Watering Hole only to have
Frankie leave on an errand. Lisa called her, but would get her voice
mail. She would pop over to Frankie’s house, but Frankie wouldn’t
be there.

Lisa had a Thursday night off from covering the boys’ and
girls’ high school basketball tourneys. She dropped by the Watering
Hole to see if she could catch Frankie working.
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She opened the door, and the typical, blaring music throbbed
under her feet when she entered the bar. Billie was working
frantically filling drink orders, her forehead glistening in sweat. Lisa
scanned the bar and saw that Billie was alone. “Billie!”

Billie hurried over to Lisa. “Shit, man. Stacy’s sick with the flu
and couldn’t make it tonight. Is there any way you can—"

Before she could finish, Lisa said, “I can work tonight. ’'m not
covering anything for the paper.”

“Oh, thank God. You’'re a lifesaver.”

“Where’s Frankie?”

“She went downstairs to bring up more vodka. It’s been crazy
tonight.”

“I’11 go to the office and change.”

Frankie was a stickler for employees to wear matching denim
shirts with the Watering Hole logo, an embroidered image of a
woman with a fishing pole, pulling a rainbow-colored fish from a
pond. Lisa opened the door to the office and found the cardboard
box where the shirts were stored. She had taken off her shirt and
was standing there in her bra when Frankie walked in.

Frankie jumped back. “Oh, Lisa, I'm sorry. I didn’t know you
were in...” Her voice trailed off as her gaze dropped to Lisa’s
breasts. Her face reddened.

“I... uh... I need to get some register tape,” Frankie stuttered.
She walked to the file cabinet and opened the drawer, but kept her
face turned away from Lisa.

Lisa fumbled with the shirt, dropped it, bent over to get it, and
stood up.

Frankie closed the file drawer, turned, and ran right into Lisa,
pinning her against the wall.

They stood there with their bodies pressed together in the
cramped space. Lisa held the shirt to her chest like a security
blanket. Frankie’s body tightened against hers, and a surge of desire
throbbed between Lisa’s legs.

Oh, my God. This is real, and it’s not going away. She tried to
gauge Frankie’s reaction.

Frankie pulled away. She hesitated, made a move toward Lisa,
then quickly took a step back. It happened so fast, Lisa almost
didn’t catch it.

“I’d better get back out there with this.” Frankie waved the
cash register tape in her hand.

Lisa stepped forward. “Frankie.”
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Frankie started for the door with a pained expression on her
face.

“Frankie, wait,” Lisa said to her back, but Frankie didn’t stop.

Lisa stood there with the shirt in her hands, her chest moving
up and down with each deep breath she took. She put her arms
through the sleeves of the denim shirt and deliberately buttoned it,
trying to clear her mind and slow her breathing before she reentered
the bar.

She pushed the door open. Frankie and Billie were taking the
drink orders shouted their way, but Frankie’s back was to the office.
Lisa asked Billie where to take the four drinks that sat on the bar.

“It’s that table back there,” Billie shouted and pointed to four
women in the corner.

Lisa put the drinks on a tray and hurried over to the table.
“Here you go, ladies.”

“You’re new here, aren’t you, love?” one of the women asked,
leering at Lisa.

“No. I only fill in when they need help. One of the bartenders
is out sick tonight.”

“Honey, you can bring these to me all night long so I can watch
your tight little ass on the way back to the bar.” The cute brunette
jiggled her drink in the air, causing it to splash onto the table.

Lisa blushed.

The bleached blonde at the table patted Lisa’s arm. “Don’t pay
Molly any mind. She’s just drunk and horny.” The crowd at the
table burst out laughing.

Lisa hurried away and bussed a nearby table. Although she was
busy, her mind was on Frankie. Everything came back to her like
frames in a movie. I'm so damn clueless.

“Hey! Hey!” A thin woman with dark curly hair grabbed Lisa’s
arm.

Lisa jerked.

“Didn’t you hear me?”” The woman scowled at Lisa.

“I’'m sor—"

“Don’t be sorry. We need four more Miller Lites.” The woman
went back to talking to her friends.

Lisa carried the tray up to the bar. “Four Miller Lites.” Billie
hurriedly popped the lids on the four beers and plopped them on the
tray.

Lisa stared down at Frankie at the end of the bar. Look at me,
Lisa silently pleaded. Turn around and look at me. As though
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Frankie had heard her, she turned and faced Lisa.

Lisa didn’t hear the music. She didn’t hear the din of the room.
She didn’t hear anything. She felt she was seeing Frankie—really
seeing Frankie—for the first time.

“Yo. The beers are there on your tray, man.”

Lisa didn’t move.

“Lisa!”

Lisa finally realized Billie was yelling at her. “Sorry.” She
picked up the tray and took the beers to the women.

Davey sang his first song of the night. The next singer
followed. The music blared through the speakers and seeped into
her brain. The edge of a headache that had plagued her earlier
blossomed into a full-blown migraine. But she didn’t want to leave
Frankie and Billie to handle the crowd at the Watering Hole alone.
Billie joined her, taking orders on the floor while Frankie stayed
behind the bar.

Lisa lost count of how many trips she made back and forth to
the bar. She also lost count of how many times her butt had been
pinched and smacked while she passed by the tables full of women.
Given the pain she was in, if another woman touched her, Lisa was
going to slap her upside the head.

Lisa gave Frankie the drink orders, but Frankie wouldn’t meet
her gaze. She mixed the drinks, poured the beers from the tap, or
popped the lids on the bottles, all without looking her in the eye.

Lisa came to the bar with a tray full of empty glasses to fill
another drink order. She plunked the tray down, causing the glasses
to crash into each other. She rested her elbow on the bar and rubbed
her forehead.

“Leese, are you okay?” Frankie asked with a furrowed brow.
She placed more drinks on Lisa’s tray.

“Mostly.”

“One of your headaches?”

Lisa nodded and winced at the pain shooting through her
temple.

“Why don’t you go home?”

“No. I can’t leave you guys tonight.”

“Lisa...”

“I need to deliver these drinks. These women are vicious
tonight.” She walked away before Frankie could argue with her.
Thinking about Frankie and her feelings only added to the pain in
her head. What it was doing to her heart would have to wait until
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she could sort it all out.

Thankfully, Frankie announced last call. Lisa picked up the
final orders and took them to the tables. She had gotten decent tips
for the night. Some of the women had tucked the bills into Lisa’s
front jeans pockets, allowing their fingers to roam freely. Lisa had
glared at them and quickly stepped away.

The bar emptied out at one. Clearing the tables, she vaguely
wondered if any of these women had day jobs.

She took another tray full of glasses up to the bar. Frankie was
there to take it from her. Their fingers touched in the transfer of the
tray. Despite the pain throbbing in Lisa’s temples, she couldn’t
ignore the warmth that coursed through her body at the touch.
Frankie dumped the glasses in the sink and came back to Lisa.

“Go home. Please.”

“Okay.” Lisa wasn’t going to argue anymore. She stumbled on
her way to the office to get her jacket when another pain shot over
her left eye.

Frankie must have noticed. “I’ll follow you home to make sure
you’re okay.”

“You don’t have to, Frankie.”

“This is where 1 say don’t argue with me. And this is much
more serious than a damn cut finger.”

Lisa’s head and body hurt too much to object.

“Billie, I’ll be right back after I make sure Lisa gets home.”

“No problem, boss.” Billie was emptying ashtrays and wiping
down tables.

Light snow greeted them upon stepping outside. Lisa took in a
deep breath to try to ease the pain. Frankie followed her to the
apartment. Lisa adjusted her rearview mirror to deflect the truck’s
headlights behind her. She stepped out of her car and told Frankie,
“I can make it into the apartment from here.”

Frankie stared at her.

Lisa held her hand up in the way of an apology for even
suggesting such a thing. After the ride up in the elevator, Frankie
followed Lisa into her living room.

“Really, I'm all right. I...” Another sharp pain pierced Lisa’s
skull like a knife. The familiar, lurching sensation slammed into the
pit of her stomach. She sprinted to the bathroom and made it to the
toilet right before she threw up. She stayed on her knees for a long
time until the nausea subsided. Since she hadn’t eaten anything
since lunch, there wasn’t much to come up. But it didn’t help the
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queasiness in her stomach. She gagged a few more times.

She moaned, leaning onto her forearm, and feeling the cold
porcelain under her fingers that gripped the commode. Eventually,
her stomach quieted down enough for her to attempt standing up.

“You all right?” Frankie’s muffled voice came through the
closed door.

“Yeah.” Lisa’s throat was burning. She ran cold water at the
sink, brushed her teeth, splashed her face a few times, and toweled
off. She took one of her prescription pills for migraines. She
downed the pill quickly with water, trying to avoid the nausea
again.

Lisa came out of the bathroom. Frankie had already pulled
back the covers on the bed. She hadn’t switched on the lamp by the
bed, but the streetlight reflecting off the snow outside the window
cast a soft white glow in the room. Lisa turned off the bathroom
light and got to the bed.

“Come on, Leese, let me help you out of your clothes,” Frankie
said gently, holding out her hand.

Those words would have been so welcome to Lisa at any other
time, but tonight, Frankie was only there to nurse her.

Lisa sat down on the edge of the bed and fumbled with the top
buttons of the denim shirt.

“Just unbutton it enough to slip it off,” Frankie said. After Lisa
undid the top two buttons, Frankie tugged the shirt off, and their
eyes met. Frankie slowly rose up.

“Frankie.” Lisa tried to stand, but stayed seated when a wave of
dizziness washed over her.

“Easy.”

Frankie spoke the word with such kindness that it brought Lisa
to tears. She took hold of Frankie’s hand. “We need to talk,” she
whispered.

Frankie squeezed her hand. “Yes, we do, but right now you
need to sleep.”

“But...”

“Shh.” Frankie gently pushed her back on the bed. She slipped
Lisa’s jeans off her without speaking and brought the covers up to
her chin. “I’ll let you take care of the rest later.” She left the bed for
a moment.

The throbbing pulsed through Lisa’s temples, and she prayed
that the medicine would kick in soon. She heard Frankie beside her
again and felt a cool, wet cloth over her eyes.
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“This should help some. Try to sleep. I'll stay with you
tonight.”

Lisa lifted the washcloth. “You will?”

“Yes. I’ll call Billie and ask her to close.” Frankie put the cloth
back over Lisa’s eyes. “Now rest.”

The pain eased with the coolness of the wet cloth and the
knowledge that Frankie was staying. “Thank you, Frankie.” The last
sound Lisa heard was of the door creaking shut.



Chapter 21

Sunlight filtered through the slats of the shades in Lisa’s
bedroom. She woke up with her head buried beneath a pillow. She
tossed the pillow aside, propped herself up on her elbows, and
squinted at the bright light, slowly taking it in. The covers were
twisted tightly around her legs. Trying to untangle them, she quickly
became frustrated. She reached down and yanked them off with one
swift tug.

The last time she woke up like this, she was hung over from a
rowdy night of drinking. She lay back on the bed, stretched, and
attempted to focus on the digital numbers of the bedside clock.
Jesus. Ten-thirty.

She remembered that Frankie had told her she was staying
overnight. She picked up her jeans and the Watering Hole staff shirt
from where they lay folded neatly on a chair in the corner. She went
to the bathroom and then slipped into her clothes before entering the
living room. Frankie was on the couch, her elbow against the arm
with her chin on her fist, apparently lost in thought.

Frankie finally looked up. “How are you feeling this morning?”’

Lisa sat down on the couch beside her. “Better. Thanks for
taking care of me last night and for staying.”

“You don’t need to thank me.”

Lisa took a deep breath. “Frankie, I need to tell you how I've
been feeling. About us.”

“You don’t need to, Leese. I know you’re with Amy.”

Lisa was startled at how forcefully Frankie said the words.
“No, I’'m not. Things pretty much ended between us the night before
she left. I'm hoping she and I can still be friends, but I know Amy
needs some time to think things over. And...” Lisa stopped. “God,
I’m babbling. I’'m sorry.”

She took Frankie’s hand.

“When I went down to Arizona, I didn’t know exactly where
things were going with Amy. I didn’t know until I was there that
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we’d start a relationship.” She waited for Frankie’s reaction, but
Frankie offered none. “And I also didn’t know how much I’d miss
you when I was there. | came back here, and in the two months that
I hadn’t seen Amy, it made me realize how much I...” Lisa
swallowed. “How much I love you, Frankie. I’ve always loved you,
but this is different. | know now that I’'m in love with you.”

Frankie took a few seconds before she spoke. “I don’t know
how to tell you this.” Her lower lip trembled. “Since my break-up
with Sherri and my mastectomy, I haven’t dated a lot of women.”
She gave a harsh laugh. “I’ve been on a lot of first dates. The truth
is that I’ve been afraid of intimacy.”

“Frankie.”

“No, let me finish.” Frankie jumped to her feet and went to the
window. She kept her back to Lisa. “Sherri promised me over and
over how she’d be there for me during the surgery and the recovery
afterward, through the chemo. Through everything. She said how
much she loved me.” Frankie took in a shaky breath. “I found out
later she was seeing a friend of ours. It was after the surgery when I
started chemo.” Frankie spun around to face Lisa. “I should have
known. When she saw the scar...” Frankie’s voice broke.

Lisa hurried over to her. “I’m so sorry.” She took Frankie into
her arms, and held her while her shoulders shook with sobs. “I’m so
sorry, Frankie.”

Frankie let Lisa hold her for a while, but then ended the
embrace. “The look on Sherri’s face...” Lisa saw the pain that
Frankie tried to conceal from everyone around her. “It was disgust.
She was disgusted. She tried to hide it, but it was obvious what she
really thought. It wasn’t long after that she started seeing Mel. She
moved out during my first round of treatment.”

Lisa had never hit someone else in anger, but at that exact
moment, she wanted to hurt Sherri.

She lifted her hand to Frankie’s cheeks and gently wiped away
her tears. Frankie leaned her face against Lisa’s palm for a moment.
Lisa edged closer, but Frankie broke away.

“I can’t, Lisa.” The same anguish returned to Frankie’s face
that Lisa had seen in her office the night before. “I love you. I fell in
love with you not long after we met. But [ was afraid to tell you.”

“Oh, Frankie.”

“It was never an age thing for me. Never. It was this.” Frankie
put her hand on her chest. “How could you possibly love me? How
could you possibly want to make love to me?” Frankie struggled
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with her breath, her cries becoming more ragged. “And when you
started seeing Amy, I knew then there wasn’t a chance.”

“Oh, God.” Lisa again took a step toward Frankie.

“No,” Frankie cried. “Can’t you see? Can’t you see what I’'m
trying to tell you?”

This time, Lisa wouldn’t let Frankie stop her. She stepped
forward until she was within inches of Frankie and took her face in
her hands. “I love you. I love everything about you. Everything. Do
you understand?”

Frankie still seemed doubtful. Lisa wanted to erase the doubt,
but wasn’t sure how. So, she did what felt natural. She pressed her
lips to Frankie’s and kissed her gently. Lisa slowly pulled away and
caressed Frankie’s face.

“What about the intimacy?” Frankie whispered. “You’re saying
this now, but you don’t know how you’ll feel later.”

Lisa kissed her again, and Frankie relaxed against her body.

“What 1 do know is I’ve been a fool these past five years.
You’re my best friend. We’ve already worked through the hard
stuff. A lot of couples never have what we already share. Do you
know that? I’'m ready to love you in every way I can with
everything I am. But if we need to take this slow, we will. I can wait
on the physical part.”

Frankie didn’t seem as uncertain now. Then her face clouded
over. “What about Amy? She needs you. This won’t be easy for
her.”

“I know it won’t be. I’'ll do my best to be there for her, but as
her friend. I’1l talk with her when I go down to Florida. Don’t worry
about that.” She ran her fingertips over Frankie’s cheek. “I know
I’ve always loved you. But now I’ve fallen in love with you. And I
can’t go back. I don’t want to go back.” Her voice broke. “Please,
please don’t ask me to.”

Frankie pulled Lisa close, and they shared another tender kiss.
Frankie smiled. “I won’t.”

The night before Lisa was to leave for Sarasota, Frankie came
over and visited with her while she packed. Lisa placed her clothes
in her suitcase, but stopped when she saw Frankie’s sad expression.
Lisa knelt between Frankie’s legs and leaned her elbows on
Frankie’s knees.



126

“Do you know how much I’ll miss you?” Lisa asked as she
looked up to meet Frankie’s dark brown eyes glistening with tears.

“I think so.”

“I’m not going back to Amy. You do know that, don’t you?”

Frankie nodded slightly.

Lisa ran her hand across Frankie’s thigh. “I love you. I told you
I can’t go back to just being your friend, and I meant it. [ want to
show you how much I love you, but I’ll wait until you’re ready. |
want to spend the rest of my life with you, as your best friend and
your lover.” She kissed Frankie. “I’m not Sherri.”

Frankie grabbed Lisa and held her tight. “I’m sorry. It’s that...”

“I know. You don’t need to explain.” Lisa squeezed Frankie’s
shoulders.

In the morning, Frankie took Lisa to the airport. She drove up
to the passenger drop-off and helped Lisa get her luggage out of the
truck. She held Lisa for a lengthy embrace. “Call me when you get
there. I love you.”

God, that was so good to hear. “Love you, too, Frankie.” Lisa
reluctantly withdrew from Frankie’s arms and pushed through the
automatic doors. She turned one last time to catch a glimpse of
Frankie still standing by her truck and then started for the counter to
get her boarding pass.

The bright Florida sun felt good on Lisa’s skin. She stood
curbside at the airport, waiting for the shuttle to take her to her
rental car. She slipped her sunglasses on and was glad she had
dressed lightly in a short-sleeved cotton shirt and khakis.

Lisa felt someone staring at her. There was a tan blonde in
shorts and a T-shirt peering at Lisa over the top of her magazine.
Their eyes met briefly. The blonde quickly went back to reading.
Lisa couldn’t resist a half smile. Must be the local lesbian greeting
committee. She flipped her cell phone open, dialed Frankie’s
number, and left a message when it clicked over to voice mail.

The shuttle dropped her off to pick up her rental. She drove to
the hotel to check in, knowing she couldn’t make it to the ballpark
in time to catch the day’s practice session. She slipped on some
shorts and a tank top and stretched out in a poolside lounge chair.
While the sun baked down on her, she replayed in her mind all that
had happened in the past few days. She drifted into that dream state
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when all the images from the day somehow swirled into one before
she succumbed to sleep.

She awakened at six-thirty and tried Amy’s cell number.

“Yeah?”

Okay, I deserved that tone of voice. “Can we talk?” There was
a long pause. “Amy?”

“Yeah, I guess. Come on over.” Amy gave her directions from
the hotel to her apartment.

With trepidation, Lisa knocked on the door.

Amy, dressed in a Cincinnati Reds T-shirt and baggy gray
shorts, opened it and stared at her, then moved aside to allow Lisa to
enter. “Have a seat,” Amy said and joined her on the couch.

There was a long, clumsy silence. Then they both talked at
once.

“Amy, I’'m sorry—"

“I know you didn’t—"

“You go first,” Amy said.

“I’'m sorry I’ve hurt you. I didn’t see this thing with Frankie
coming. | was away from her those weeks, and when I got back, it
hit me.”

“I won’t lie to you, Lisa, it does hurt. It’ll take some getting
used to this new you and me now.” Amy’s eyes were wet with
unshed tears. “But you and Frankie? I suspect you’ve had these
feelings long before I entered the picture. I guess it takes someone
else to come into our lives to help us realize where our heart was all
along.” She stared at her feet. “I only wish it’d been me.”

“I know it isn’t the same, but I’ll still be in Chattanooga to
support you anyway I can. Don’t doubt that, Amy.” Lisa patted her
leg for encouragement.

“I’1l try not to.”

“How are things going here so far?”

“Hang on while I recover from the whiplash,” Amy said with a
grin.

“What?”

“From the change in subject.”

“Oh, well...”

“Baseball. You’re right. Baseball’s a safe thing to talk about.
Since I got here, I’ve learned more about the fundamentals than I
thought was possible. I learned a lot during the winter down here,
but this is even more intense. Most of the guys are assholes. Only
difference between here and Arizona is some of them are assholes
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with money.” She gave a sarcastic laugh.

“I’'m sorry I missed the first few practice sessions. I had to
finish covering the girls’ basketball tourney this last weekend.”

“They haven’t let me slack off any, that’s for sure. Murphy told
me [’ll be batting sixth while I’'m here. It’s a good spot for me in the
line-up. Not too much pressure, and I can get some RBIs.”

“I’m glad the Reds did the right thing and hired Max Murphy.”

“Yeah, he’s a good manager.”

They talked until almost ten, finishing off a couple of Cokes as
they caught up on things. Amy stretched and yawned.

“I think that’s my cue to leave,” Lisa said. She stood and Amy
accompanied her to the door. Before Lisa put her hand on the
doorknob, Amy spoke.

“Frankie’s a lucky woman.”

Lisa’s throat tightened at the comment. “I’m the lucky one. 1
have her as my partner, but I hope I still have you as my friend.”
She waited a couple of heartbeats for Amy’s answer.

“Like I said. It’1l take some getting used to, but we can give it a

try.”
“That’s all that I ask.” Lisa stepped out into the warm air. “I’ll
catch you tomorrow at the ballpark.”
Lisa took a couple of steps.
“Hey, Lisa?”
Lisa stopped and turned.
“Thanks for being honest with me.”
“You deserve it.”
Amy quietly shut the door.

Lisa entered her hotel room, feeling her cell phone vibrate at
her side. Frankie’s name registered in the display.

“Hey.” She fell back onto the mattress and grabbed another
pillow to prop herself up.

“Sorry I didn’t answer earlier. Today’s supply day here. We
had some mix-ups on our orders and what the guy brought us.”

“It’s good to hear from you. [ miss you already.”

“Miss you, too.” Frankie didn’t say anything for a few seconds.
“Did you get to talk to Amy?”

Lisa could hear the worry in her voice. “Yeah, we talked.”

“How’d it go?”
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“It wasn’t easy, not that I really expected it to be.”

“How does she feel about us?”

“Not exactly doing backflips over that bit of news.”

Frankie chuckled. “No, I guess not, huh?”

“Uhh... no.”

“But she understands she has your friendship and support?”

“Absolutely.”

“As long as she knows it’s only friendship.” There was a slight
edge to Frankie’s voice.

“Trust me, she knows.”

There was silence on Frankie’s end.

“You do trust me, don’t you, Frankie?”

“It’s not you I’'m worried about,” Frankie answered.

“It’ll be okay. Like she said to me, it’ll take some getting used
to.” Lisa tried to stifle a yawn.

“You should get to bed. You’ve had a long, tough day.”

“You’re right about that.” Lisa stretched out her legs. “I’'m
going to strip down and climb under these sheets. I’1l be home soon
enough. I can’t wait to take you in my arms and kiss you again.”

“Me, too. They’ll give you a break before she starts the season,
right?”

“I’ve already talked to Sean. He knows I'm taking a couple of
weeks off before Amy reports to Chattanooga. I won’t need to be
there until the first game.”

“Good. I didn’t want to have to fly to New York and have a
little discussion with your baby editors.”

Lisa laughed. “I could see you doing that, too. God, I love you.
You’re so good for me.”

“We’re good for each other.”

Lisa yawned again.

“We really do need to get off the phone,” Frankie said. “Sweet
dreams.”

“If you’re in them, they’ll be sweet enough for me.” At first,
Lisa thought she had lost her signal when there wasn’t a response.
“Frankie?”

“You know just what to say,” Frankie said in a throaty whisper.

Lisa swallowed to stave off the tears. “I love you.”

“Love you, t00.”



130

Lisa stepped onto the field with the other reporters and waved
at Max. He was beaming like a kid with a shiny new bicycle.

“How the hell are ya, Lisa?”

“Max, it’s good to see you. I was thrilled when I heard you
were named skipper for this team.”

“Thanks. Got my work cut out for me, but I wouldn’t want to
be anywhere else. I’'m ready to manage this group, but I’ll have to
make some tough decisions in the coming weeks. That’s the part of
the job I don’t like.”

“How do you see this year going?” She watched the team warm
up. Amy was tossing a ball with a player who was maybe in his
early twenties. A few players from the Indians roster were on the
field, but not many veterans. The Reds were definitely in a
rebuilding year.

“What do you think?” Max asked, gesturing to his team.
“Don’t you agree we’ll be a bit on the young side?”

A stray ball dribbled to Lisa’s feet. She tossed it back to the
second baseman while continuing to listen to Max.

“But I’ve worked with a lot of these kids. They know me, and 1
know them. That’ll help.” He nodded in Amy’s direction. “Guess
you’re here for her.”

“Yeah, there’s just a little interest.” Lisa motioned to the other
reporters.

“She worked on a lot of stuff with the guys down here over the
winter, and she hasn’t let up since camp broke last week. She’s
impressed the hell out of me. I don’t know if it’s because she’s a
woman about to make history or because she loves the work. It’s
probably a little of both.”

“I think you’re right. How do you see her abilities?”

“You know, I saw her play in Indianapolis. She was good, but
was it just one great night? Then I kept track of how she did in
Arizona and went to some games. [ also checked with the coaches to
see how she did this winter.” He shifted his attention to Amy and
then turned back to Lisa. “Seeing her in practice this past week or
s0?” He shook his head. “She’s got it all. The good thing is Amy
knows she’ll be sent down to Chattanooga’s camp in a couple of
weeks, and she understands the reasons. It’s one less trip inside my
office to break the bad news. The really good news is next time I see
her, it’ll be in the Show. It may not be until September, but I know
she’ll make it this year.”

“Listen, I’ll let you get back to work. I’ll be here until Amy’s
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sent to Chattanooga’s camp.”

“Enjoy the sun and the games. I’'m always around to talk.”

“Thanks, Murph. Again, I’'m glad the Reds finally got smart
and hired you.” She stuck out her hand.

Murphy grasped it in a firm handshake. “Thanks, Lisa.”

“Good luck.”

Max rejoined his coaches. Lisa watched Amy work out.
Someone called to her from behind.

“Hey, Collins.” Sarah approached her.

“Swift, we have to quit meeting like this.”

Sarah laughed and then gestured toward Amy. “She keeps
moving up, huh?”

“She doesn’t give them much choice.”

“How was your winter?” Sarah asked.

“Technically, it’s still winter.”

“Oh, shut up. You know what I mean.”

“It was good. Yours?”

“You’re a piece of work, you know that?”

Lisa folded her arms across her chest. “I’ve been told that from
time to time.”

The team was practicing the fundamentals, hitting the cutoff,
perfecting the rundown, and bunting. Lisa and Sarah talked about
baseball in general and who they felt would be tough that year,
including the pitching and hitting strengths of each major league
team.

The afternoon ended, and they made plans to get together for
lunch the next day. One more practice session remained before the
first game of spring training. Lisa wondered who was more anxious
to see Amy hit against major league pitchers, she or Murphy and the
rest of the Reds organization.



Chapter 22

Lisa sat down next to Sarah in the press box. She couldn’t
suppress her pride in seeing Amy, dressed in a full Reds uniform,
trot out to first for warm-ups with the infielders. Without the Solar
Sox hat from the Arizona Fall League, she looked that much more
like a big league ballplayer. The red hat with the white “C” stitched
on the front polished off the image perfectly.

The Reds scored two runs against the Marlins starter in the
bottom of the third. The Marlins scored twice in the top of the sixth
to tie it. Amy came up in the bottom of the sixth, hitless in her first
two at-bats. She had struck out and grounded out to the first
baseman. There was a runner on second with no outs. Would Amy
go for the hit or play fundamental baseball and move the runner to
third?

The Marlins reliever threw the first two pitches for strikes on
the inside corner of the plate. Amy glanced back at the umpire on
the last call, but she didn’t argue. She stepped out of the box,
unsnapped and snapped her batting gloves and settled back in. The
next pitch was a high fastball off the outside part of the plate, a clear
ball. But Amy adjusted her swing and hit it deep between the first
and second baseman. The second baseman quickly recovered and
threw her out at first, but the runner moved over to third on the play.
A sacrifice fly would score him.

Max slapped Amy on the back when she came down the
dugout steps. Only a couple of her teammates came over and gave
her high fives, and they weren’t veterans on the team. She was 0-
for-3, but accomplished what she needed to do to get the runner in
with less than two outs. The next batter hit a deep sacrifice fly to
score the runner from third.

The score remained 3-2 in the bottom of the eighth. Amy came
to bat again, this time with runners on second and third. The count
was 2-0 after two inside pitches. The next pitch was on the outside
corner of the plate. Amy went with the pitch and lined it down the

132
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first baseline. It barely hooked foul. She trotted back toward the
plate, took the bat from the batboy, and stepped back in. The pitcher
toed the rubber, checked the runners, reared back, and fired a high
and tight fastball aimed right at her head. She fell away from the
pitch and landed flat on her back. The pitcher stepped off the mound
and stared in at Amy while he rubbed up the baseball. She stood,
dusted herself off, and got right back into the batter’s box.

His next pitch was a slow curve on the outside part of the plate.
Amy went with it and lined the ball just out of the reach of the
leaping first baseman down the right field line, scoring both runners.
She slid into second well ahead of the tag from the second baseman.
She got to her feet and dusted herself off again. The pitcher stepped
behind the mound to retrieve the rosin bag, bouncing it up and down
on his pitching hand. He glared at Amy. Amy slapped her hands
together, causing little puffs of dirt to fly up, and glared right back
at him.

“Guess knocking her down wasn’t too smart,” Sarah said.

“Nope.”

The game ended with the Reds on top 5-2. Lisa followed the
rest of the reporters down the steps. At times, it felt like a parade: up
to the press box, down to the clubhouse, and back to the press box
again. She interviewed Max and a few of the players about the game
and their impressions of Amy. Max was happy. Most of the players
Lisa interviewed expressed indifference.

Lisa stood with the group of reporters surrounding Amy. She
asked her about giving up a chance for a hit in order to move the
runner to third.

“That’s part of winning baseball.” Amy pointed at another
reporter for the next question.

The days flew by like they often did when Lisa covered the
game she loved. Two weeks later, the Reds announced that Amy
would report to Chattanooga’s camp.

Lisa called her and asked if she could take her to dinner. Amy
hesitated, but agreed.

The waiter handed them their menus. “This is on me tonight,”
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Lisa said.

“No argument from me. [’m not exactly rolling in money.”

“Yet.” Lisa checked out her menu.

Amy stared at her for a long moment. “It’s good to know you
still believe in me.”

“Of course I believe in you. You’re that damn good.”

They talked about baseball. Amy settled back into the booth
and munched on the peanuts the waiter had placed on their table.
She told Lisa what Murphy and the coaches had asked her to work
on in Chattanooga.

“They want me to pull the ball unless the situation calls for me
to hit the other way or if the ball’s on the outer half of the plate.
They have a lot of confidence in my power. Or at least they’re
confident I’1l hit a hell of a lot of doubles.”

“I agree with them. I saw that power with that 300-foot fly ball
you hit in the first practice I attended. We all know that doubles
eventually lead to homers, right? It’s the progression of a good
hitter.” Lisa reached over and grabbed a handful of peanuts. “And
you’re the very definition of a good hitter.”

Amy smiled. “Thanks.”

The waiter arrived with their meals, and conversation shifted to
other topics. After they finished dinner, Lisa drove Amy back to her
apartment. They pulled into the complex and talked a while in
Lisa’s parked car.

“I guess I’d better get in and pack my stuff,” Amy said. “I'm
leaving in the morning with a few of the guys. After camp breaks,
I’m flying back home to pick up my car for the summer.”

“Then I’ll see you on April fifth, the day before your opening
game in Chattanooga.”

Amy chewed on her lower lip and didn’t make any move
toward leaving the car.

Lisa took Amy’s hand. “You’ll be fine, Amy. I told you before,
you shouldn’t ever doubt that.”

The light cast by the streetlamp captured the worry in Amy’s
eyes. “You think so?”” Her voice was shaky.

Lisa squeezed her hand. “I know so.” She tried to convey her
reassurance in her touch.

“I’1l see you in a couple of weeks, right?”

“Right.”

Amy leaned across the gearshift to hug Lisa before getting out.
Lisa lowered her head to be able to see Amy, who held on to the
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open door. “Take care, Amy.”

“You, too.”

Lisa waited until Amy made it safely into her apartment and
then started the drive back to her hotel. She thought about the past
months and all that had happened to Amy, to Frankie, and to her.
Mainly, her thoughts drifted back home and to a certain bar owner.

* ok ok

Lisa spotted Frankie across the security ropes at the airport.
She was hopping up to peer above the passengers’ heads. Lisa
cleared the security area, and Frankie greeted her with one of her
bear hugs.

“It’s good to have you home. I’ve missed you so much,”
Frankie said.

“Missed you, too.”

“How’s Amy doing?” Frankie asked after releasing her and
helping with her bags.

Lisa shot a glance over at her.

“What?” Frankie asked.

“I know Amy isn’t necessarily one of your favorite topics.”

“I can wish her well in baseball, even if I don’t wish her well
where you’re concerned.”

Lisa playfully bumped shoulders with Frankie.

As they crossed the walkway to the parking garage, they
dodged the shuttles darting in to pick up passengers. They act like
they’re on a mission from God, Lisa thought while stepping into the
safety of Frankie’s truck.

“You really have two whole weeks here before you go to
Tennessee?” Frankie asked. “I know I keep asking, but I don’t trust
your baby editors sometimes.”

“Yes. The whole two weeks.”

“Good.” Frankie tapped her thumb on the steering wheel.
“Hey, do you want to come over for dinner tonight? I’m taking off
early from the bar.”

“You never take off early.”

“I do now that you’re here.”

A warm tingle ran through Lisa’s body.

“I’d love to come over. Do I need to bring anything?”

“Nope. I already know what I’'m fixing. How does spaghetti
and meatballs sound?”
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“Like I’ll be having seconds.”

* ok ok

They arrived in front of the apartment building and jumped
down from the truck cab at the same time.

“I can get my luggage myself,” Lisa said.

“I swear if you tell me that one more time when I drop you off,
ri...”

“You’ll what?”

“I’ll show you when we get upstairs.”

After stepping off the elevator, Frankie picked up Lisa’s
suitcase, and Lisa carried her laptop case. She unlocked the door,
and Frankie took the suitcase to the bedroom. Lisa set the laptop
down on the table and flipped through the mail she had retrieved on
her way through the lobby. She looked up again to find Frankie
leaning against the hallway wall, arms folded, staring at her intently.

“Something wrong?” Lisa asked.

“I told you I’d show you when we got up here.” Frankie came
to the table and took the mail from Lisa’s hands. She brushed her
lips against Lisa’s and dipped her tongue into her mouth.

Lisa pushed her tongue against Frankie’s. She put her hand to
the back of Frankie’s neck and tugged her even closer. She moaned
as desire coursed through her body. The kiss lasted for a while
longer before Frankie drew away.

Lisa tried to catch her breath. “God, Frankie, you can kiss.”

Frankie pecked her cheek and playfully tapped Lisa’s nose
with her index finger.

“That’s because you’re kissing the right woman.” Frankie
backed up toward the door. “Dinner tonight’s at six.”

“I’ll be there.”

Lisa tried to slow down her breathing after Frankie left. She
opened her laptop and punched the power button. As she waited for
it to power up, she ran her fingertips across her lips. When she
started writing her article about Amy’s promotion to Chattanooga,
she couldn’t keep her mind on what she wanted to say.

Dinner with Frankie seemed much more interesting than
baseball.
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The door swung open, and Lisa handed Frankie a bottle of
wine.

“You didn’t need to bring anything.”

“] wanted to, and I remembered the wine from Christmas Eve.”

Frankie flipped the bottle around and checked the label. “You
sure did. This was too much.”

“I wanted to do something special, and I knew you liked it.”

Frankie gave her a quick kiss. “It’s perfect. I’ll shut up now
and say thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

Frankie walked toward the kitchen. “Take off your coat and
make yourself at home. Dinner’s almost ready.”

Lisa hung her coat in the closet.

Frankie hollered from the kitchen. “Why don’t you get a fire
going since it’s freezing outside?”

“You got that right,” Lisa said while entering the den. “I left
temperatures in the low eighties for this shit.”

“All the more reason for a fire.”

Lisa started the fire and stoked it with the poker until she heard
Frankie’s call from the kitchen.

“Dinner’s ready!”

Lisa stepped into the kitchen and lifted the lid off the pan that
held the thick sauce. “Smells wonderful.”

“You’ve had my spaghetti and meatballs lots of times.”

“Yeah, but I can still say the sauce smells wonderful. I'm
beyond hungry.”

“Then get yourself in there, sit down, pour us some wine, and
I’ll bring you your dinner.”

“You don’t have to tell me twice.”

Lisa opened the wine and poured two glasses. Frankie had
changed the seating arrangement to make it more intimate. Frankie’s
chair was at the head of the table, but Lisa was to her left rather than
at the opposite end. As they had done on Christmas Eve, lit tapered
candlesticks adorned the center.

Frankie brought the food out. “Don’t be shy. Eat all you want.”

“I’d like to make a toast first,” Lisa said. She picked up her
glass, and Frankie raised hers. “This time, let’s toast to starting a
new chapter of a long and lasting relationship, one full of love and
laughter.” Lisa held her glass up higher. “To my life partner.”

Frankie blinked away her tears as she clinked glasses with Lisa.

Over dinner, they talked about work. They also discussed how



138

often they could get together while Lisa was in Chattanooga. They
decided it’d be easier for Frankie to travel down to Tennessee on
occasion. There would rarely be a break in the Lookouts schedule
long enough for Lisa to make it home.

Frankie stood, and Lisa picked up her plate to help her clear the
table.

“No. You go rack ’em up, and let me do this. I’ll be there in a
few.”

Lisa took a step toward the den.

“Take the wine in there, and we’ll finish it,” Frankie said.

Lisa picked up the bottle and carried her glass with her. After
pouring another full glass, she set the bottle down. She took a long
drink before moving to the pool table. Frankie came in shortly after
Lisa had racked the balls.

“Time to give you another lesson in how to win at pool.”
Frankie chalked her cue and leaned over to break.

“How was it decided that you get to break?”

Frankie stared up at her. “I fixed dinner.”

“Ah. I see. Proceed then.” Lisa took another sip of wine.

Frankie hit the cue ball and scattered the balls. A stripe
dropped in.

“Might as well chill out over there and savor your wine.”

“Just play, Ms. Dunkin.”

By the time Frankie missed a shot, Lisa had nearly polished off
the rest of the bottle. She didn’t realize how tipsy she was until she
bent over the table for her first shot.

“Damn, what kind of wine is that again?”

“It’s not the wine, Lisa. It’s how fast you drink it.”

“Now you tell me.” Lisa drew her cue back and muffed her
first shot.

Frankie jumped to her feet. “Well, hell, if I’d known that all it
took was a little wine to knock you off your game, I’d have plied
you with it long ago.”

Lisa saluted her with her glass before draining the rest of the
wine.

Frankie finished the game in less than two minutes. She bit her
lip, motioning toward the couch. “Do you maybe want to sit down
now?”

“I’'m fine.” Lisa was unsuccessful in her attempt to put her cue
in a slot.

Frankie stepped behind her and took it from her hand.
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“Allow me, m’lady.”

Lisa teetered to the couch, and Frankie followed. Lisa leaned
her head against the cushion.

“You all right?”

“Yeah. Let me get my bearings here for a minute.” Lisa swung
her head toward Frankie. “I want you to know [’m not drunk.”

“Whatever you say.”

“Seriously. Don’t go telling the gang at the Watering Hole that
Lisa Collins got schnockered on wine. I’d never hear the end of it.
Besides, I’'m fine.”

“Right.”

“Are you patronizing me?”

“No.”

“’Cause it sounds like you are.”

“Never.”

“Good. I'm glad we’ve got that settled.”

Frankie’s body shook beside her, causing the cushion of the
couch to move with each tremble.

“Oh, go ahead, Frankie. I know you’re trying to hold it in.”

Frankie laughed raucously. “You’re so cute on wine, do you
know that?”

Lisa turned to face her. “I hope you know you can’t have your
way with me just because I’'m a tiny bit tipsy.”

Frankie’s laughter faded.

“Because...”

“Yes?” Frankie asked, staring at Lisa’s mouth.

Lisa scooted closer and kissed Frankie. “Because you could
have your way with me regardless.”

Frankie pushed her onto her back, captured her lips, and thrust
her tongue against Lisa’s. The more the kiss intensified, the more
Lisa’s desire built. She tore her mouth away in a rush. “Make love
to me, Frankie,” she whispered.

Frankie stood up and took hold of Lisa’s hand, leading her to
her bedroom. It was dark, but there was enough moonlight
streaming through the window for Lisa to see Frankie’s face. Lisa
brushed her short hair back with her fingertips and then slowly
undressed.

Frankie drew nearer. She lightly ran her fingers along Lisa’s
shoulders, down her arms, and along her sides. Lisa shivered when
Frankie’s hands trailed up her stomach to stop below her breasts.

Frankie gently cupped each breast and gazed into Lisa’s eyes.
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The love that Lisa had always seen there had deepened into
something more. These were the eyes of her lover now. Frankie
brought her mouth to Lisa’s and pushed her tongue inside.

Lisa groaned and became weak in the knees. Frankie reached
behind her and threw the covers back, then lay Lisa down on the
bed. Frankie pressed her body against Lisa’s, but Lisa wanted more.
She gripped Frankie’s arms and gazed at her with a longing she
couldn’t hide.

“Please, Frankie. Please let me feel you against me. All of
you.”

Frankie’s arms tensed under Lisa’s fingers, and her face
instantly grew troubled. She moved to the side of the bed, but not
before Lisa could see the tears that Frankie tried to hide. Lisa sat up
and ran her hand back and forth across Frankie’s back.

“I’m sorry,” Lisa said. “I shouldn’t have.”

“You have every right to.”

“No. No, I don’t. I told you I could wait, but here I’'m asking
you to do exactly what I said I wouldn’t.”

Lisa brushed away a tear that trickled down Frankie’s cheek.

“I wish I could take this pain away,” Lisa whispered. “But
know I love you. Nothing will ever change that. Nothing.” Lisa lay
down on the bed again. She held out her hand. “Come here and lie
beside me.”

Frankie took Lisa’s hand and lay back. It was quiet in the room
for a long while before Lisa broke the silence.

“Touch me.”

Frankie rolled onto her side and brought her hand to Lisa’s
breast. Lisa pushed herself against Frankie’s fingers. Lisa was
throbbing.

“Touch me, Frankie,” she said again. She took Frankie’s hand
and pushed it lower into her wetness. Lisa’s whole body trembled.

“Oh, Leese.” Frankie kept her hand still at first.

“God, the way you feel inside me is so wonderful,” Lisa said in
a shaky voice.

Frankie moved her fingers slowly. Lisa pushed her hips up to
meet her and got lost in Frankie’s tender touch. She cried out, the
pleasure mounting and rushing through every nerve of her body.
They kissed, and their tongues met, causing Lisa to moan. She ran
her fingernails down Frankie’s back and tensed her legs until she
climaxed.

Frankie took Lisa into her arms and lightly stroked Lisa’s hair.
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“You okay?” Frankie whispered.

“I’m perfect.” She patted Frankie’s stomach. “And you’re
perfect.”

“Glad you think so.” Frankie kissed the top of Lisa’s head.

“Oh, I know so.” Lisa rose up on her elbow to face Frankie. “I
love you.”

Frankie brushed the back of her hand against Lisa’s cheek.
“Love you, too, Leese.”

Lisa lay down again in Frankie’s arms. She snuggled even
closer and sighed.



Chapter 23

Over the next two weeks, Lisa spent almost every night with
Frankie, usually at Frankie’s house. Some nights Frankie made love
to her. Other nights, they were content to sleep in each other’s arms.

On the Wednesday before Lisa was to leave for Chattanooga,
she covered her last high school game and filed her article at the
Gazette. She met with the correspondent who would take over her
Indians beat for Minor League.com and discussed the team. She said
her goodbyes to Jack before driving home to her apartment to get a
jump on packing.

Lisa checked the time. She had told Frankie she’d drop by the
bar and would stay overnight at her house. After a quick shower,
Lisa put on a red IU sweatshirt and faded blue jeans. The weather
was nice enough that she could walk to the bar, but she decided
against it, remembering Frankie’s frequent lectures about walking
alone at night. She drove to the Watering Hole at ten and
encountered a large crowd when she entered the bar. She
maneuvered around the women.

Lisa searched for Frankie, but didn’t see her. She took a seat on
an empty stool.

“What it’ll be, chief?” Billie asked, placing a napkin in front
her.

“A Coke.”

Billie brought her the soft drink.

“What’s with the crowd?” Lisa asked.

“It’s dollar well night. Frankie’s trying something new. Hey, I
keep meaning to ask you. How’s Amy?”

“Playing the hell out of the game like I thought she would.
She’ll be moving up,” Lisa said, sipping her drink.

“And the two of you?”

Lisa hesitated. No one at the bar knew about Frankie and Lisa
yet, but she could at least tell the truth about Amy. “I told her I
thought we should just be good friends.”
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“Really?”

“Yeah, and I’m hoping that’s what we’ll be.”

Lisa turned away from Billie and scanned the bar.

Billie pointed toward the office. “She’s in there.”

Lisa entered to find Frankie doing paperwork.

“Busy?” Lisa asked.

“Never too busy for you,” Frankie said.

Lisa bent down to kiss her on the cheek.

“Mmm. You smell good.” Frankie nuzzled her nose into the
nape of Lisa’s neck. “I’m glad you could make it tonight. I know
things have been hectic for you at the paper.”

“This place is my refuge.” Lisa took a seat in the chair in front
of the desk and stretched out her legs. “You’re my refuge.”

Frankie looked up from her paperwork and smiled warmly. “I
feel the same way.”

“If I recall the last time I was in here, I got nervous as hell
when you came in and caught me in my bra.”

“You weren’t the only nervous person in the room.”

There was a knock at the door.

“Yeah?” Frankie shouted.

Stacy popped in. “Frankie, I need—" She stopped. “Oh, hi,
Lisa. Didn’t see you come in.”

“Hi, Stacy.”

“What’d you need?” Frankie asked.

“Some Smirnoff from downstairs. I don’t have my keys.”

Frankie moved toward the door, but said to Lisa, “You can stay
in here a while if you want.”

Lisa stood. “Nah. I’ll take my little Coke out front.” The music
was definitely louder when Lisa reentered the bar. She took her seat
again and nodded at a couple of her friends.

A cute, long-haired blonde sat down at the stool beside Lisa
that had just emptied.

“I think she’s coming right back,” Lisa said, motioning to the
drink of the woman who had been seated there.

“Oh well.” The blonde flipped her hair off her shoulders. “Can
I buy you a drink?”

“No, thanks. I’ve got a Coke.” Lisa held up the glass.

“How about I buy you one of those?” The woman moved
closer.

“No, thanks.” Lisa said staring straight ahead. Then she felt a
hand on her knee, slowly making its way up to her crotch. Lisa
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pushed the hand away. “And no to that, too.” She glared at the
blonde.

“Okay, okay, sheesh.” The woman left and stood at the edge of
the dance area.

Frankie had come back upstairs with the liquor and put it under
the bar. “Not into blondes, huh?”’ she asked with amusement.

“That pisses me off. I hate it when someone assumes that
because you’re sitting alone, you’re ready and available for
whatever they’ve got in mind.”

“Really? I never would’ve guessed from your reaction.”

“Besides, I’'m only interested in one woman.”

Billie passed by and jerked to a stop. She glanced at Lisa and
then Frankie.

“What?” Frankie asked.

Billie grinned, making her dimples even more pronounced.
“Nothing, boss, nothing.” She poured a beer on tap. She made her
way to the other end of the bar, but cast another glance their way.

“Guess our secret’s out,” Frankie said.

“Is that a bad thing?”

Frankie smiled. “No.”

Frankie got busy again, mixing drinks, and bringing up more
beer and liquor when needed. It was getting late, and Lisa was
anxious to have Frankie to herself.

Lisa’s ears prickled with the opening notes of Sugarland’s
“Just Might Make Me Believe.” She searched for Frankie. She was
on the floor, talking to a friend at one of the tables. Lisa jumped
down from her stool and made her way over.

She tapped Frankie on the shoulder. Lisa ignored her startled
look and took Frankie’s hand to lead her out onto the dance floor.
Lisa drew Frankie close and swayed to the music. It was a perfect
song about believing in your love. When the chorus drifted down
from the speakers, Lisa leaned back to see Frankie’s face.

“I believe in you,” she whispered.

The music stopped. Lisa gave Frankie a gentle kiss. She pulled
out of the embrace to find everyone around them staring. Then the
bar erupted in cheers and wild clapping.

Lisa blushed, but enjoyed the acknowledgment. Frankie was
red faced, but grinning.

“It’s about damn time!” Stacy shouted from back by the tables.

“Yeah! What took you so long, boss?” Billie called from the
bar.
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Lisa gave Frankie another quick kiss.

Frankie then waved her hand in the air. “Now that everybody’s
had their fun, you can go back to whatever you were doing.”

They meandered around the couples to end up in front of the
bar.

“Aren’t we full of surprises tonight?” Frankie asked.

“I hope I can surprise you for many years to come.”

“I’ll hold you to that.” Frankie gave her a quick peck on the
cheek. “You ready to get out of here?”

“You can leave?”

“It is my bar, Lisa.”

Lisa hit her on the arm. “I kinda knew that.”

“Let me tell Billie she can close tonight.”

* ok ok

Lisa followed Frankie to her house. “I’'m going to take a
shower,” Frankie said when they entered. “You tired?”

“Yeah, I'm a little beat.”

“Let’s go to bed then.”

Lisa undressed and took out her boxers and T-shirt from her
drawer in Frankie’s dresser. She lay back on the pillow, thinking
about how Frankie was comfortable now wearing a nightshirt to
bed. But they had gone no further with the intimacy. She heard the
water shut off. She sat up to watch Frankie come in, drying her hair.
She had on an oversized, short-sleeved, Kentucky Wildcats T-shirt.

“I don’t know how you started following that team in the heart
of Hoosier country,” Lisa said.

“I told you. My parents were from Kentucky. It’s in our
blood.”

“Right.”

“What’s the problem?”

“You do it to irritate me.”

Frankie made a show of acting as though she were giving it a
lot of thought. “Maybe.”

Lisa threw Frankie’s pillow at her.

“Hey!” Frankie picked up the pillow and came over to the side
of the bed.

“You’re adorable, you know,” Lisa said. “You’re so cute with
your hair all mussed up like that.”

“Why, thank you.”
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“You’re quite welcome.”

“Do you think we sound like the Disney characters, Chip and
Dale?”

Lisa laughed. “Probably, and we probably annoy the hell out of
people, too.”

Frankie placed her pillow next to Lisa’s and smoothed out the
pillowcase.

Lisa reached over and intertwined her fingers with Frankie’s.
“Do you know how happy I am?”

Frankie took in a deep breath. “Me, too.”

They stared at each other for a long time.

Lisa’s heart throbbed loudly in her ears. She moved across the
bed to sit in front of Frankie. She held her hands lightly at Frankie’s
sides, her gaze never wavering. Lisa stood up and took Frankie’s
face in her hands. She gently kissed her forehead, her cheeks, and
her mouth. When Frankie’s eyes fluttered opened again, they were
wet with tears.

“I love you so much,” Lisa said in a hoarse whisper.

Frankie didn’t answer. She stepped away from Lisa, turned her
back to her, and pulled off her nightshirt. She crossed her arms in
front of her chest and bowed her head. Lisa could see her shoulders
shaking with sobs.

Lisa undressed and stood behind Frankie to press her body
against hers. She brought her arms around Frankie’s waist and
enfolded her in an embrace. She kissed Frankie’s shoulders, bent
down to lay her head against Frankie’s neck, and held her tight.

Frankie turned to face Lisa with her arms still folded across her
chest. She stood there for a long moment before slowly dropping
them.

Lisa took a step toward her. Then she lowered her gaze to
Frankie’s chest and trailed her eyes from Frankie’s left breast to the
flat area with a light pink, horizontal scar. She was close enough
now that she could feel Frankie’s breath against her skin. She
touched her lips to Frankie’s cheeks, kissing away her tears. She
sought out Frankie’s mouth. Frankie was tentative at first, but the
kiss quickly deepened.

Lisa tenderly brushed the back of her hand across the scar.
Frankie flinched, but Lisa continued to caress her. She kissed
Frankie’s neck and planted light kisses down her chest until she
reached the scar. Lisa traced the length of it with her lips, feeling
Frankie tremble and grip her shoulders.
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Lisa rose up and touched her lips to Frankie’s again. She
waited for Frankie to open her mouth, and their tongues met. She
gently pushed Frankie onto the bed and lay on top of her.

Lisa trailed her lips down Frankie’s chest and kissed the scar.
“I love you,” she whispered against her skin. Frankie raised her
hips, and Lisa helped take off her panties. Lisa dipped her hand
below and into her softness. She entered Frankie and brought her
lips again to the scar. Lisa took her time, relishing the feel of
Frankie surrounding her fingers. They moved in perfect rhythm
until Frankie soared to her orgasm. Lisa kissed her way up Frankie’s
chest until her face was inches from Frankie’s.

Lisa’s tears fell softly to join the ones streaming down
Frankie’s cheeks. “I love you, Frankie,” she said again.

“Oh, Leese,” Frankie sobbed.

Lisa held Frankie as she buried her face into Lisa’s chest. Lisa
rocked her, kissing her hair. “I love you.” She repeated the three
words until Frankie’s cries subsided, and she relaxed in her arms.
Lisa felt a peace embrace them that was almost holy. She breathed
in and let it flow through her.

“I love you, too, Leese,” Frankie whispered in the stillness of
the room.



Chapter 24

April fifth dawned. Lisa had already packed everything she
needed for her five-month stay in Chattanooga. Frankie was up
before the alarm to fix Lisa breakfast.

As Lisa showered, she thought about the past few nights she’d
shared with Frankie. They had made love every night since
Wednesday, and each time, it deepened the bond between them. It
also made Lisa realize how much she’d miss her.

She dried off, dressed, and entered the kitchen. Frankie was
taking bacon out of the skillet.

“You didn’t need to do all this.” Lisa stood behind Frankie and
put her arms around her waist.

“I wanted to.” Frankie’s voice quivered.

“Hey.” Lisa gently turned Frankie to face her. She tilted her
chin up and saw Frankie was crying. “Oh, honey.” Lisa kissed her
and drew her close. “I know this’ll be rough, but we agreed that
you’d come down to see me, right?”

“But it won’t be the same,” Frankie said into Lisa’s shoulder.

Lisa held her tighter. “I know.”

Frankie pulled out of her arms. “How about you at least have
one good meal before you take off? I know you won’t eat right
while you’re there.” She brushed past Lisa with the bacon.

Lisa followed her into the dining room where they ate in
silence. She tried to keep her emotions in check before glancing
over at Frankie, only to find her wiping away tears, which brought
Lisa to tears herself. She stood up and brought Frankie to her feet.
Frankie fell into her arms, and they clung to one another for several
moments.

Frankie took Lisa’s face in her hands and kissed her deeply.
She wiped away Lisa’s tears. “God, we’re a mess, huh?”

“I guess so0.” Lisa sniffed. She stared at Frankie as though it
were the last time she’d ever see her. “Love you.”

“Love you, too.” They kissed again.
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“I’d better get out of here if I want to miss the Nashville
traffic.” Lisa hoisted her laptop case onto her shoulder. Frankie
reached for her suitcase. Lisa grabbed hold of her hand to stop her.
“No. I want to say our goodbyes here. I can’t take you standing
there in the driveway while I leave.”

Lisa held her tight one last time before picking up the suitcase
and leaving the house. She didn’t turn back after getting into the car.
She drove toward the interstate, brushing the rest of her tears away
to clear her blurry vision.

The Appalachians surrounded her as she made the steep
descent into Chattanooga. It was two-thirty, and she’d made good
time. She took the first turnoff into the city, stopped in an empty
parking lot, and read the directions again to the condominium
complex. After a few more turns, she was there.

She carried everything into the one-bedroom condo. Though
small, it had all the essentials she needed for the summer:
completely furnished, with a full kitchen and washer and dryer. She
took in the living room decor. Granted, some of the furniture wasn’t
to Lisa’s taste, but she couldn’t complain. She cracked a few
windows to let in some fresh air.

She slumped onto the couch and propped her feet up on the
coffee table. She took her cell phone off her belt and called Frankie,
leaving a message that she’d arrived safely. Afterward, she found
Amy’s number on her contact list and hit the button.

“Lisa?” a tired voice said.

“Hi. You sound beat.”

“I got settled into my apartment today. I never knew unpacking
could be such fun.”

“You’re further along than I am. My suitcase is staring at me
from the doorway where I left it.”

“Hope you enjoy it as much as I did.”

“Do you maybe want to have dinner?”

There was a slight hesitation before Amy answered. “Can 1
come over there?”

“Sure. Were you able to bring your car like you wanted to?”

“Yeah. The drive took me a couple of days, but I’'m here, and
so’s my ten-year-old Mazda.”

Lisa told Amy the name of her condominium complex and
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gave her the address.

“I’ll log onto the Internet and get directions on my laptop.”

“You really are at home, huh?”

“They pretty much told me that I’ll be here for the summer. |
figured I’d be ready for the long haul.”

“I’'m glad you can get directions off the net, because I have no
idea how to tell you to get here.”

“I’1l be there in a few minutes. You want me to grab us a pizza
on the way over?”

“Yeah. I didn’t realize until just this minute how hungry [ am.”

Lisa unpacked her clothes and put them into the drawers in the
bedroom. She heard a knock at the front door, opened it, and Amy
stepped in. Lisa shut the door behind her. Amy set the pizza on the
nearby dining room table.

“I don’t exactly know how to act,” Amy said. “I’ve got to get
used to this friendship-only thing.” She shoved her hands in her
jeans pockets.

“Why don’t we take it one day at a time?”

Amy moved forward, wrenched her hands from her pockets,
and gave Lisa a brief hug. “Gee, that went well, huh?”

“It’11 get better,” Lisa assured her.

“I am glad you’re here.”

“Me, too. Let’s sit at the table while you tell me how the rest of
spring training went for you at the Chattanooga camp.”

Amy sat down as if she had the weight of the world on her
shoulders. She stared at the pizza box, seemingly searching for
answers inside the closed cardboard container. “It’ll be hell, just like
I thought.”

Lisa sat down across from her. “What happened?”

“It’s the same silent treatment I got in Arizona, except these
guys are even more resentful. It was me and six other guys from the
Reds farm system on that team in Mesa. All the other players were
from around the majors. These guys? I’'m competing against every
one of them for a spot on the Indianapolis Indians or Reds roster.
It’s much more personal.”

“Have they done anything to you?” Lisa waited, hoping the
answer was no, but afraid it would be yes.

“No, only the usual silence and glares.”

Lisa relaxed, relieved by Amy’s response. She was glad it
hadn’t gotten out of hand. She hoped it never would. One thing she
was certain of. If Curt Reed ever found out about anyone harassing
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Amy, he’d address the situation head-on.

“You haven’t made any friends yet?” Lisa asked.

“Nope.” Amy flipped open the lid to the pizza box and took out
a slice. She tore off a bite, swiping away the tomato sauce from the
corner of her mouth with the back of her hand.

“It’ll happen when you least expect it.” Lisa hoped she
sounded more convincing than she felt.

“You really think so?”

“Yes, I do.” Lisa held her gaze, willing Amy to believe her.

“Okay,” Amy said with a sigh.

They discussed the team and Reed’s expectations of Amy. She
would bat third and would be the everyday first baseman.

“Curt said, ‘Perry, if you’re not ready for this and you plan on
slacking off any, then tell me right now. Because if you aren’t
ready, I’'m not wasting my time on you.”” Amy imitated his
Mississippi drawl to perfection. She bit into another piece of pizza.
“That guy’s always on my ass.”

“He has a lot of respect for your talent, Amy.”

“Can’t tell it from the way he acts.”

They finished the pizza and talked for another hour. Amy
stretched and yawned. “I’'m bushed and need to get back.”

They stood. Amy gave Lisa another hug. This one was warmer.

“I’1l catch you tomorrow at the ballpark. I can’t wait to see you
in a Chattanooga Lookouts uni.” Lisa walked Amy to the door.

“They’re kind of cool.” Amy stood outside the condo. “Wish
me luck.”

“You’ll be fine. No doubt about it.”

Lisa waited until Amy was in her car and the red taillights had
disappeared onto the street in front of the condo. After cleaning off
the dining room table, she went to the bedroom to strip the bed.
While she waited for the sheets to dry, she checked her e-mail and
sports news on the Internet.

She didn’t realize how stiff and sore she was until she stood
and stretched. It seemed every joint in her body popped in protest.
She headed to the shower and let the hot water ease away her aches.

She made up the bed and crawled under the covers. Once
again, she picked up her cell phone from the bedside table to dial
Frankie’s number, pleased when Frankie answered on the first ring.

* ok ok
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The Lookouts’ home opener was a day game, and the afternoon
was a scorcher. Attendance at games was light anyway, but a
workday drew an even sparser crowd. Lisa estimated the ballpark,
which held a little over 6,000, wasn’t even a third full.

Sarah weaved her way down press row to sit on the chair next
to Lisa.

“Can’t I ever get rid of you, Collins? Do you have to follow me
everywhere?” Sarah plugged her laptop into the nearby outlet.

“Quit being paranoid, Swift. It’s mere coincidence.”

“You’re too funny.” The sound of the ball popping into Amy’s
glove could be heard up in the press box. Sarah cocked her head
toward the other reporters who sat to the right of them. “We’ve got
a few more heavy hitters here now.”

“I guess everyone figured out this story wasn’t going away.”

Sarah nudged Lisa with her elbow. “But we knew, huh?”

“Yes, we did.” Lisa lowered her voice. “Then again, we’re not
sexist pricks.”

Sarah’s guffaws caught the attention of the other reporters.
“You’re good to have around. Do you know that?”

“So I’ve been told,” Lisa said with a straight face.

Roberto Sanchez, the Lookouts pitcher, fired the first pitch to
the plate. Using his wicked slider, he struck out the lead-off batter
on three straight pitches. Lisa had followed Sanchez’s progress
throughout the Reds farm system. He was pegged to be in
Indianapolis by next spring, if not this season. Along with the slider,
he had a sharp breaking curve that kept hitters off balance.
According to the radar gun readout on the scoreboard, his fastball
consistently hit the low nineties and occasionally ninety-five. The
Huntsville Stars failed to get anything going in the top half of the
inning.

The first two Lookouts batters were retired before Amy’s first
at-bat. The public address announcer boomed out her name, and she
strode to the plate.

When he announced her name, most of the small crowd
cheered. Two men, however, stood up behind the Huntsville dugout,
and because there weren’t many fans in the stands, their shouts
carried easily up to the open press box.

“Hey! Why don’t you go back to wherever you came from, you
big lezzie,” one of them yelled. His gut hung over his low-riding
jeans, and he splashed what Lisa assumed was beer in the air as he
shouted.
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His skinny buddy joined in. “Yeah, you big lezzie. Why don’t
you go back to your kind? Go back to your dyke friends.”

Lisa flinched with each word. If Lisa could hear them in the
press box, Amy most certainly heard their insults. But Amy didn’t
even look their way. Instead, she took a couple of practice swings
and scuffed her front foot in the batter’s box before stepping in.

The first pitch was a curve ball on the outside corner of the
plate that dropped in for a strike.

“Yeah, baby! How do you like that, lezbo?” Beer Belly
shouted.

Amy didn’t leave the box, but instead took another practice
swing through the strike zone, waiting for the next pitch. It was a
fastball on the inside half of the plate. Amy did what the coaches
had been asking her to do all winter. She pulled the ball into the left
field corner. It hit directly below the yellow line on the outfield
fence that signified a home run. The left fielder, who had been
playing straightaway, ran over to retrieve it and fired it back into the
second baseman, but Amy was already there with a stand-up double.

The two men sat in their seats with their arms folded.

Yeah, screw you, assholes. Out of the corner of her eye, Lisa
caught Sarah clenching and unclenching her teeth.

The next batter flied out to deep right. Amy stayed out on the
field by first base, but no one brought out her hat or glove. She
trotted to the dugout. One of the coaches handed them to her at the
top of the steps.

The Huntsville Stars crossed the plate with a home run in the
top of the third. The Lookouts’ half of the inning started with a pop
out to the second baseman. The next batter walked, and the second-
place hitter grounded a single into right field.

Amy strode to the plate. The two hecklers instantly came to
their feet.

“Hey! Wouldn’t you rather be getting some pussy?” Beer Belly
shouted.

“Yeah! Go on home, cunt,” Skinny Buddy yelled.

Amy was in the batter’s box, but with the last comment, Lisa
saw her back stiffen, and she stepped out. She leaned the bat against
her legs, unsnapping and snapping her batting gloves. Lisa noticed
that even the home plate umpire’s attention was drawn to where the
hecklers were seated.

Amy stepped back in and swung at the first pitch thrown to her.
It was a terrible pitch, low and clearly out of the strike zone. Amy
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made it worse by trying to pull the ball. She barely got wood on it,
and it dribbled along the third baseline. Because it was a slow roller,
the catcher’s only play was to first. Amy hustled down the line. Her
foot hit the bag an instant before the ball got there.

The first base umpire saw it differently. He emphatically threw
up his right hand in a clenched fist signaling an out. Amy raised her
hands, palms up, pleading with the umpire. She wasn’t alone. John
Rodriguez, the first base coach argued the call.

Reed was out of the dugout like a shot. “What the hell was that,
Ron?” Lisa could hear him shouting. “Are you fucking blind?”

The first base umpire kept shaking his head, walking away
from Reed. Reed stayed out on the field a few more minutes,
kicking the dirt and getting in a few more parting shots before going
back into the dugout.

Amy left the field and stomped into the dugout. She shoved her
batting helmet into the slot and stripped off her batting gloves. She
paced back and forth in front of the bench before sitting at the far
end. None of her teammates had congratulated her on her hustle,
and no one sat next to her on the bench. Reed walked down and
smacked her on the leg before taking his place at the other end of
the dugout.

Lisa heard some shouting again in the area above the
Huntsville dugout. The two hecklers were arguing with three
security guards who were escorting them out of the ballpark. The
fans who sat nearby the men stood and clapped as the security
guards passed them. One man patted a guard on the back.
Apparently, it was okay to shout out homosexual slurs, but using
vulgarities had gotten them tossed from the stadium.

The game ended with a loss for the Lookouts, 3-1. Sarah and
Lisa joined the rest of the reporters in the clubhouse. Again, the club
chose to have Amy’s locker in with the rest of the players’.

Amy removed her hat. Her brown curls hung in wet ringlets
around her face. Her uniform was dirt-stained from diving for a ball
in the sixth inning. She finished the day 1-for-4. It should have been
2-for-4, but the box score wouldn’t reflect this.

“How was it, getting the first game in Double-A under your
belt?”” one reporter asked.

“It’s good. I'm ready to get going for the rest of the season
now.” Amy grabbed a towel from her locker and wiped down her
face.

“Were you safe at first, Amy?” Sarah asked.
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“If the umpire called me out, [ was out.”

Lisa liked her answer. Spoken like a true pro.

“Amy, did you hear any of the insults shouted your way from
those two fans in the first and third innings?” another reporter
asked.

Amy brought the towel to her face again for a long moment.
She lifted it and gave the reporter a cool look. “I heard them,” she
said in a level tone.

“Do you have any comment?”’

Amy stood mute, rooted to the spot. The reporter tried
following up, but Lisa quickly broke in. “You seemed to be
concentrating on pulling the ball for your hit that almost made it out
of here, right?” It wasn’t even a true question, but it was an out for
Amy.

Amy’s green eyes softened.

“Yeah. I’ll go with the pitch and try pulling it if it’s inside on
me like that. Curt wants to see me hit for some power.”

She took a few more questions. The reporters dispersed to talk
with other players and with Reed. Lisa had enough quotes to finish
the article she’d started during the game. She made her way to the
press box with her notebook in hand. Sarah was already there. The
other reporters hadn’t arrived yet from the clubhouse.

Lisa sat down beside Sarah who typed away on her laptop. “Do
you think that’s the way it’ll be every game for her?” Sarah asked,
not looking up from her computer.

Lisa set her notebook on the desk beside her laptop and opened
up her article. “I don’t know.”

Sarah stopped typing. “I’m sorry. I can’t imagine what that was
like for you, considering your relationship.”

“We’re not dating anymore,” Lisa said. “But we’ve remained
friends. And you’re right. | hate hearing that crap being shouted at
any lesbian, but since we’re f