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Twenty years after the season that almost ended his career far too soon, Dillon Peterson stood before a crowd, still feeling as woozy and sick as he did that first at-bat. Only this time, being here in front of all these fans, troubled him. He had no business here on this stage, and knowing that made his legs weaken as he neared the podium. When he got there, he clung to the mahogany dais as if it were all that held him up, the weight of this moment as heavy as any in his life.

A sea of red and gray clothed fans unfolded down the green rolling lawn before him, many sitting in chairs the facility staff had provided. Others filled in the gaps between trees and vending trucks, anywhere standing room could be found. He barely heard their clapping, all the cheering, the whistles. Much like at the stadium, he blocked it out, trying to focus on the task at hand, though he still hadn’t figured that part out yet. Not fully anyway. He knew what he wanted to say but wasn’t sure how he was going to get there.

When he looked up from the podium, for a brief second he was transported back in time. To those childhood sandlot games, when he swung a bat that was way too big for him. How they used to argue over balls and strikes, whether a tag had been applied in time. Legging out a double and just making it to the bag. Diving for a liner and coming up with grass stains on his jeans; his mom always hated that. Watching a game with his father on their black and white TV, and trying to understand the nuances of the game. Then, to the near past, to the stadium, positioned behind home plate. Armored in his gear and waiting for the ball, ready to make a tag. All of it—the stadium, the cheers, the memories—dissipated as a single voice resonated in his head, one that had haunted him since the day he met Keisha Green.

You think you’re one of us, but you ain’t. You hear me? You ain’t no Ghost.

When Dizzy MacLean said those words, he had sucked all the joy out of baseball. Even now Dillon wondered if he had reacted any differently, would the outcome have changed at all?

A laugh invaded his thoughts.

Behind him sat several men, all of them being honored today, a bust of their faces hanging amongst prior inductees. Diz among them, he had been accepted into their fold as if nothing ever happened. Dillon didn’t blame them; likely none of them knew more than what they had overheard over the years. They wouldn’t know any more than any of the fans. No, the fact Diz sat there with his shit-eating grin, chatting about the good old days, that one was on Dillon. And it was a score he had longed to set straight from the beginning.

The way Diz laughed made Dillon’s stomach churn. He tried to focus on his speech.

“Umm. I... I have this...”

He dug into his pocket, found his speech and fumbled through the pages, trying to gather his thoughts. Though he had worked so hard on the speech, none of it made much sense now. And looking at the pages, he saw his fingers, his championship ring. Though big to begin with, it felt so much heavier. Much more so than his wedding ring.

His mouth like a desert, he cleared his throat. “Let me...”

A few in the crowd rustled, their impatience mounting. Why should he care? He didn’t even want to be here.

The words seemed to move as he read them.

“As a child, I loved this game. That’s what it is, too, just a game. From the moment a kid grabs a bat or a glove, the dream starts right there. All you want is to make it to the Bigs.”

A single tear welled in his eye. He wiped it away, overwhelmed, what he really wanted to say draining him. A quick glance to Christie gave him the strength he needed to continue. She had been his rock all along.

He steadied himself. “No. You know what? That’s not true. This is anything but a game. That was made apparent to me early on. This...business...it’s hell. Right from the start, from the moment you step onto that field for the first time.”

***
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Dillon unlaced his tennis shoes while thinking about their first Spring Training workout. A hard slap across his back roused him out of his thoughts.

“You believe this shit, Rook?” Diz’s fingers tightened around the rolled-up sports section in his hands. He smacked the newspaper against his empty palm. “Can’t believe they’re even considering this.”

Dillon tracked the veteran right fielder’s gaze and saw her standing in the manager’s office. Bobby Johns sat behind his desk, puffing on a stogie, talking out the side of his mouth. Dillon recognized her right away. They had come up through the system together, though he never played against her or heard much other than the occasional male bravado.

“I don’t know,” Dillon said, “They must see something.”

“What?” Diz looked offended by Dillon’s words. “Girls don’t belong in a man’s game?”

Dillon finished untying his other shoe. “You never know. She might be really good.”

Diz grimaced. “You sound like one of the nerds writing for this paper.” He slapped the paper into Dillon’s hand.

Dillon paged through, skimming an article about her. All he really cared about was her slash line, which wasn’t bad given she was on the shorter side and a woman, although he hated to think of it that way.

“Come on, Diz. She’s got good numbers.”

“What’re you homies talkin’ about.” Miguel Contrera’s smile indicated he already knew. “That chica over there?” He nodded toward the office.

“Yer damn right that’s what we’re talking about,” Diz said. “Ain’t no girl gonna play ball here.”

“I don’t know, man.” Miguel’s eyes glimmered. “Might be fun.” He grabbed his crotch and pulled at his junk.

“Nice.” Dillon shoved his shoes into his locker and withdrew his jersey, slipping it over his shoulders and buttoning up the front. “Real mature, guys.” He sat to put on his cleats.

“What the hell you talking about, Rook? She’s a threat to our jobs. One comes, then they all come. This ain’t good no matter how you slice and dice it.”

“Ah, hmm, maybe the Pendejo here is right, Dillon.” Miguel’s hand was still grabbing his cock.

Diz grinned and punched Miguel in the shoulder lightly. “Well, at least I got the moves to score with a girlie like that. You ain’t no Latino Casanova, you know? Besides, you pick yer nose so much, ain’t no girl ever gonna go for that.”

“Can’t help it,” Miguel said. “Got a nose so full of dirt from spending so much time behind the dish.” Miguel laughed and then nodded at Dillon. “Hey, you almost ready?”
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