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      “It's a BEA-utiful day for Blue Clawww BASEBALL!” The announcer's voice hummed over the loud speaker of the stadium.  The triple A team burst onto the sun soaked field with excitement that mirrored the stands as their names were called.

      “Today’s Starting Line Up:  your infielders are Red, James, Stretch and Topper. In the outfield we have Dan, Bingo, and Parker.  Pitcher and catcher, Hank & Poppy.  Your DH for the day, BUNKY Roberts!”

      Behind them trailed the rest of the roster, the staff and coaches.  Tucking his clipboard under his arm, Gary Taylor straightened his favorite worn in Blue Claw hat.  Today’s going to be a great game.
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        * * *

      

      Welcome to Red Bird, Maryland.  A picturesque town filled with charming shops, tree lined streets, and the love of all things baseball.  Soaked in sunshine and surrounded by rich history the quiet brick paved streets could be a Hallmark movie set.   From a timeless diner to the family owned coffee shop, you’ll love every minute of your stay.  Book your room at the gorgeous Tall Oak Inn B&B and check out Red Bird, today!

      

      
        
        Please note: Every book in this series is free of profanity, violence, or spice. Suitable for every age to enjoy and share.  Heartwarming and wholesome because everyone deserves a happily ever after.
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      Thankful for my forever loves & fellow baseball fans: Elizabeth & Mike.
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      Gary Taylor, Team Manager the gold plate read across the front of his wide dark brown desk.  His hand ran along the top aligning it with the edge of the glass covered desktop before lifting a metal picture frame. Their old team photo.  Probably the summer of ’85 if he had to guess.  So young and full of promise. There he was standing proudly next to John Mitchell and they had life by the horns.  “Huh,” he stifled a laugh setting the frame back down walking to the coffee pot.  Always on, it simmered yesterday’s brew on the hot plate.  “Eh, good enough,” he said to the empty office before taking a long second drink.

      His office phone rang out reminding him there was work to do.  “Gary Taylor, Blue Claw Manager?” He offered into the receiver knowing full well that wasn’t how he was supposed to answer the phone.  A memo went out recently expecting every single call to be answered with It’s a beautiful day for Blue Claw Baseball!  with as much enthusiasm and fanfare as possible.  Gary refused to say that.  “It wouldn’t hurt you to say it once,” his assistant Joan, offered after his complaint.  “Yeah…” Gary snarled his nose until it was wrinkled, “it would.”  And that, was that.  He’d answer anyone who called his office with his name and title like he did for the last twenty plus years.

      “Hey Gar,” Penny Mitchell smiled into the phone.  “How are ya?”

      Setting down his coffee cup he lowered himself into his worn leather chair for the conversation.  “Just livin’ the dream, Pen.  How’s the big city?”

      “Same as it was when we talked yesterday, Uncle Gar.” She laughed knowing that little ever changed in her personal life.  Professional was another story.  She worked in the General Managers’s office in Philadelphia and was constantly working on trades, swaps and replacements through the season for Red Bird.  “Your new AT should be arriving this afternoon.”

      “Good, good.” Twirling a pen through his fingers he waited to write on his notepad,  “what’s his name so I can properly introduce him to the team?”

      “Her name is Catherine Wheeler.”

      “HER?” He drew a line with his pen before setting it down.  “You’re sending me a female head athletic trainer?  Have you met this team?” He shook his head back and forth in disbelief.  “They are going to eat her alive!”

      “Come on, Gary.  Have some faith in them.  And in her. I’m very confident she can hold her own.  Besides, she’ll have you there to look out for her.”

      A frown crunched his face together creating wrinkles around his nose. “If you mean babysit, I’m not interested.”

      “Keep an open mind. For me? Please?”  She played the uncle card.  She didn’t do it often, only when desperate times called for it.  She was fifteen before she knew they weren’t actually related.  Best friends with her dad, John from baseball days he was always around. Family barbecues, holidays and never missed one of her birthdays.  He and Aunt Chris were constants in her life.  When her mom and dad divorced she always looked forward to weekends with her dad and weekends at the ballpark with Uncle Gary.   When Chris passed away there was a hole in the family traditions for a while.  Slowly mending, they all met up at his daughter’s house across town, now.

      He sighed knowing that he’d do anything she asked.  “Oh, hey.  I saw your dad a few weeks back.  He seems like he’s doing well.”

      “He told me he went to a game.  He’s made a new friend this summer, too. Her name is Elva. Did he tell you about her?” She mentioned in a round about way hinting that Gary needed a date of his own.

      “Yep,” was all he added.

      “She sounds so nice. I’m so happy that he is happy.”

      He knew where this conversation was going and he wasn’t having any of it.  “I’ll talk to you later, Pen.” In his fifteen years as a widower he went on his fair share of blind dates.  Well meaning friends pushing him in different directions to meet their cousin, aunt, best friend from high school.  He just wasn’t interested. Chrissy was the love of his life and he was content living out his days on his own.  On his own terms.  No matter what.

      “Gary,” Joan’s voice called over the speaker, “the new AT is here. You should probably go introduce yourself.”

      “Yeah,” he took a deep breath.  “I guess I should.”  Stopping to look at himself in the mirror he took his ball cap off, smoothed down his cropped salt and pepper hair before putting the hat back on and tucking in anything that stuck out around his ears.

      He walked down the hallway with a purpose towards the therapy room, his hands swinging by his side, broad shoulders swaying back and forth.  Determined that this was a bad idea he better get it over with so they can find him another AT, asap.  He had two players nursing injuries and the sooner they found a permanent replacement for the head trainer that retired, the better off they’d all be.  “Horrible idea,” he muttered to himself as he swung the door open to the workout room and scanned around.  No one.  Huh.

      He walked past the state-of-the-art row machines and stationary bikes lined up neatly along the wall before finding himself in front of the head trainer’s office door.  Not bothering to knock he flung the door open expecting to find it empty, too.  Much to his surprise, he found a blonde woman.  Looking up casually from her laptop her eyes met his across the room. “Oh,” he said caught completely off guard.  Scanning the room he settled back on her face.  “So you’re her then?” He managed.

      Hmm, she studied him.  His light blue Blue Claw polo matched the color of his eyes.  “Her?”  She stood up and walked around her desk to extend her hand to shake, she was petite and slender, probably a runner he huffed.  “Guilty as charged, I guess.  And you are?”

      Standing up a little straighter he sucked in any hint of a gut making his shoulders more broad than before.  He took her hand and shook it as professionally as he could. “Gary Taylor.  Uh, team manager.”

      “It’s wonderful to meet you Gary.  I do hope it’s okay if I call you by your first name?  I’m Catherine.” Her brilliant smile instantly calmed him.

      “Yes, okay.” He answered forgetting the question, absolutely detesting small talk.  “Waste of time!” He’d complain to anyone willing to listen.    “Catherine.” He repeated. “Oh,” coming more to his senses, “yes, well nice to meet you. I understand you’ll be doing AT with the guys. Is this a temp job or…?” He looked around at her neat and tidy office that looked fully moved into and very well coordinated.   He thought Penny said she was arriving this afternoon.  Everything looked so… moved in, already.

      “Temporary?  Well, I hope not.  I guess that will all just depend, then, won’t it?”

      Shaking his head up and down he agreed, though to what he wasn’t sure.  His eyebrows furrowed into concentration. “What’s it going to depend on exactly?”

      She leaned her left hip onto the corner of the long desk shifting her weight from one foot to the other.  Bright turquoise orthopedic sneakers looked brand new against her black leggings and athletic top.  “How well you and I can get along, I suppose?” She batted her eyelashes at the muscular man standing opposite of her.  Was she flirting?  Not at work. She’d never do that.  She knew better. She was letting him know she was in charge.  Still, he was handsome, she couldn’t deny that.  He had a presence about him that commanded the room.  She liked that.

      “Right.” His eyes began melting into hers.  Pools of deep blue, like the ocean was swirling in her eyes.  “Oh, well,”  he shrugged not picking up on any of her cues.  “we’ll just have to see, I guess.” Looking around the put together room one more time he took a deep breath, she certainly looked like she was there to stay.  “I could at least show you around if you’d like?”

      “Wonderful!”
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      Walking down the dimly lit back hallway he pointed to different doors.  “This’s the staff lounge.  There’s a soda machine in there and a sofa.  Oh and a coffee pot that probably hasn’t been cleaned since 1990.” He cringed at the details he chose to share.  Why bring up the coffee pot?  Small talk wasn’t his strong suit and he knew it.

      “Noted,” she giggled trying to cut the tension.  “How long have you been here, Gary?” She asked knowing it must be a while. He walked the halls like they were home.

      “Wow, uh… twenty?  No, twenty-five years?”

      She smiled attentively. “Very impressive.”

      Stopping in front of a double door he took a deep breath. “And this is the meeting room. The team should be waiting for us for our weekly briefing.”

      “Great,” she clutched a stack of papers in her hand ready to go.  The sooner they got the first meeting over with the sooner she could get to work. She knew it was always an adjustment when a new trainer arrived and each had their own way of doing things.  Cat hoped for the best.  “Maybe I can make some good connections there,” she answered positively when Penny Mitchell gave her the assignment.  She knew she was a good trainer.  Always focused and driven.  She also knew that first impressions were everything.  She wasn’t sure how things were going to work with the manager after he stomped into her office with his chest all puffed up.  But, she was willing to overlook it.  After moving around for the last few months filling in where she was needed, she hoped this could be a final destination.  A club to settle into.

      Asking more for himself than her, he double checked with, “ready?”

      She nodded in agreement not sure why he was so hesitant to open the door.  “Okay,” he pushed,  holding it open from the side to let her walk in first and find a seat.  He looked around at all the men. Some sitting nicely, others sprawled out across their rolling desk chairs around the large oval table.  “This is the team.” Before he started to introduce any of them he sternly eyed them mentally reprimanding each and every one.

      “In front we have our pitcher and team captain, Hank.”  A chiseled jawline raised to the front of the room, his eyes lifting from his cellphone screen before nodding his head in acknowledgment.   “At third: Stretch, second, James and catcher, Poppy,” he pointed in succession down the side of the table as they each raised a hand at their name as if they were participating in roll call.  Without stopping Gary continued. “Outfield we have Dan, Bingo and Parker.  Top, our short stop who desperately needs a haircut.” The guys chuckled at his thin insult breaking the introductions for a minute.  “And then way in the back our first baseman, Red and designated hitter, Bunky.”  Bunky held up his hand while lowering his head in a mischievous smile.  “Behave.” Gary instructed.

      “Us?”  Bunky squirmed in his seat, his messy honey colored mullet peaking out from the back of his hat.  “What’d we do already?”

      “It’s what you’re about to do,” he chuckled to keep it lighthearted before glancing at Catherine to give her the floor.

      Smiling at the exchange she stood up, “thanks Gary.”  She paced the front of the room to better see each player.  “My name is Catherine Wheeler and I’m excited to be here as your AT this season.  I bring a lot of experience to this position and I’m glad to be part of your team.  I know there’s a list of ongoing treatments already that I’ll be continuing, of course.  I’d also like to meet with each of you privately to see if there’s anything else we can do to help you be the best version of yourself, personally and as a Blue Claw player.”  Looking around the room she scanned their faces, “because injury or not, the happiest, best in shape players make the best teams.”

      “So, le’ me get this right,” Red rubbed the sides of his stubbled chin and started laughing before he even finished his sentence, “we each get like a mini date with you?  I mean, you’re a little out of my age range, but…” he paused for dramatic effect, “I’ll make an exception.”  A bunch of the guys in the corner with him all started snickering at his ridiculousness while Hank shot him a look from the front.

      “Right.” She glanced at Gary waiting for him to step in and save her.  When she caught him laughing along with them she nodded her head up and down.  “Okay.  Just so we are all clear, here.” Her hands came together in front of her tapping her pointer fingers together as she paced.  “I am not now, nor would I ever date a ball player.  So you can toss whatever fantasies you have out of your pretty little heads, got it?” She continued without waiting for any responses. “Second, I may be a few years older than most of you but I promise I could run circles around you in the gym and on the field, so don’t push me.”

      A  giant smile crossed Gary’s face.  Wow.  She was feisty.  Just like Penny said, she could hold her own.  He liked that.  Standing up he knew he had to say something to the team.  “Al’right guys.  I know it’s going to be a little different with Miss Catherine here at the helm but she wouldn’t be here if she wasn’t extremely qualified. So let’s be respectful and give her the dignity that she deserves.  She isn’t here to date any of you.  Who would want to, anyway?” He chuckled hoping to get their attention. “Let’s keep it professional as always.” He started to sit down but stood back up, “and Red?  You can apologize to your new AT formally during your own meeting, got it? And get a razor.”

      “Yes sir,” he answered before looking at Catherine. “I’m sorry, ma’am.”

      “Water under the bridge.” Clasping her hands together she smiled, “I think that’s enough for now. You can pick up your individual workout sheets and schedule from the stack at the door.  Let’s make it a great day, guys.”

      Gary watched as each paused to shake her hand and formally introduce themselves on the way out.  When he became manager he felt like a dad to the guys, now he felt more like a grandpa.

      “Nice to meet you, ma’am.” Hank held his hand out to shake hers.

      “Pitcher, right?” She questioned making sure she was correct.  Even though she studied the roster she knew she’d forget some of them initially.

      “Yes ma’am. If you need anything, please don’t hesitate to contact me. I’m kind of a pro keeping this ragtag bunch together.  They won’t give you any problems they’re just a lot of talk.” He shook his head back and forth, “all bark, no bite.”

      “Well, I hope so,” she laughed at his saying. “Thank you, Hank.”

      Gary nodded proudly.  Hank was a great captain. He was great at rallying the boys together and heading up the bullpen.  It wasn’t a question of if he’d get called up for good, but when.  He would be sorely missed in Red Bird.

      The team slowly worked their way out the door, each stopping to greet Catherine and welcome her to the team following suit after Hank. When the last one walked out Gary turned to their newest employee. “I’m sorry for that. I don’t think they meant to be disrespectful.  They just have a bad sense of humor. And you know how boys will be boys?”

      “Don’t worry about it.  This isn’t my first ball club.” She gathered up her papers. “And I have two boys of my own, so, I know how they are.”

      “Yeah? How old are they?” His question surprised himself.

      Stopping in her tracks she was shocked at the personal question too.  Gary seemed like a no nonsense kind of guy. “Twenty-five and Twenty-seven.  Do you have any kids?”

      “A girl and boy.  Thirty-three and Thirty-five, now.”  He thought in his mind.  “Time goes by fast, doesn’t it?” His brows raised giving a thoughtful look.

      Her hand gently patted his forearm, “it absolutely does.  It’s been very nice to meet you Gary.” She smiled before turning out of the room to get back to work.

      Watching her walk away he couldn’t help but smile back. “You too, Catherine.” He called after her.

      Turning around mid-step, blonde hair cascade over her shoulder, “you can call me Cat.  That’s what my friends use.”  Flashing another smile that made her blue eyes sparkle she turned again down the hall toward her office.

      Watching her walk away his lips repeated “Cat” in a near whisper to himself before shaking his head back and forth.  Taking a deep breath, he tried to process what just happened.  He had the feeling this wasn’t just temporary.

      Joan stopped him as he walked through his own front office.  “Are you okay?”

      “Why wouldn’t I be?” His eyebrows rose to his usual serious expression.

      “I don’t know. You just look almost… happy?” She dared to say not sure how he’d take it.

      Instead of a normal sarcastic comeback he started laughing.  “You know what?” He turned back before ducking into his office, “I almost am?”  Before he closed his door he stuck his head out, “let’s make it a great day, Joanie.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Three


          

        

      

    

    
      Catherine pulled herself out of bed at four a.m. for her normal run time.  Early morning was her favorite time of day.  Before the rush and before the busyness that consumed everyone. The moment when life was still. On her drive into Red Bird from Philadelphia she couldn’t resist imagining the quiet mornings they must enjoy here.  Far from the city she’d been staying in for a few months, this charming little town had everything she wanted.  The Bed and Breakfast Penny set up for her was darling!  The Tall Oak Inn was owned by two sisters who she instantly adored.  Complete opposites, Beatrice was sweet and bubbly and Agnes was sassy and sarcastic.  Cat fell in love with both of them the minute they met.  They reminded her of her own Gram and auntie from so many years ago. Comforting and nostalgic.  The Inn itself was gorgeous.  An old colonial home with a wide wrap around porch covered in pots of flowers and surrounded by shade trees taller than the roof.  The original fence, a short black iron on top of weathered brick separated the historic Main Street from the expansive property.  The tall back yard gate had delicate detailing and a large bolt that locked out the rest of the world.  It felt like a fairytale.

      Cat felt right at home there.  Her bedroom was small but tidy.  With all the comforts she needed.  Anything else she required was very quickly found for her by the ever attentive Beatrice who was normally found baking from scratch in the open kitchen.

      Tip toeing down the creaky wooden stairs of the B&B she was careful not to wake any other guests or her hosts.  She stepped onto the front porch and filled her lungs with air. Humidity from the day before lingered in the perfume filled breeze, light and sweet the fresh smell of honeysuckle tickled her nose. Mmmm she sniffed in. It smelled heavenly. 

      To her surprise she found Agnes sitting on the front porch nestled in with a cup and a book. Cat’s phone buzzed breaking the silence.  Her third backup alarm just in case she snoozed through the other two was reminding her to seize the day.  Might as well turn off the fourth, she giggled sliding the toggle over and making sure everything was off. Turn back on for tomorrow? Her phone prompted. “Sure,” she smiled as if the device would talk back. Pushing her phone into her slim side pocket of her shorts she zipped the top closed and immediately started stretching out. Pulling her foot behind her as far as she could she loosened her muscles. Then she bent forward reaching down as far as she could go.

      “Impressive,” she heard Agnes’ voice from the porch.  “I’m pretty sure I’d break myself if I tried that.  Or I’d get stuck there. Good morning,” the curly gray-haired host smiled, “you are the early bird today, aren’t you?”

      Flashing a sleepy smile she said, “I could say the same to you. You beat me to it, didn’t you?”

      Taking a sip of her tea she sighed, “I’m up this early every day.”

      “Me too,” Catherine winked as she stretched her calve muscles.  Smiling at her hostess she thought about sitting to chat but decided to save that for another morning.  Catherine popped in her ear buds and set off down Main Street as waking birds sung around her.   Turning off the tree flanked road she took the scenic route filled with house after house each more charming than the last.  Each lined up in a row as she ran down the quiet Maple Street she couldn’t help but be struck by the small town feel. American flags hung off porch posts alongside Blue Claw Baseball banners.  Each house sleeping and dimly lit she imagined everyone growing up there and never leaving. It seemed like that type of town.  And honestly, she pondered, it seems nice enough to stay in.  A fairytale happily ever after town. After living all over she relished getting to stay in a small town that reminded her of her own childhood.  Red Bird was exactly that.  I bet Christmas is gorgeous here, she continued to imagine the town all decorated.  Lost in thought she ran almost literally into a man walking a short little dog.
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