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The Perfect Game

Arlington Aces, Book 3

Elley Arden
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Avon, Massachusetts





To women everywhere. 

We are strong. We are bold. We are unstoppable.





Chapter One

“Tuck’s been scratched.”

Aces Pitcher Pauly Byrne shut her locker with a decisive clang and turned to her coach, eyebrows raised. “What do you mean?”

“There’s been a catching change.”

That wasn’t what she wanted to hear thirty minutes before she took the mound in the last game to clinch the playoffs.

“Is he hurt?”

Coach Slater shook his head grimly, but all he said was, “He’s out for tonight.” He paused a beat, watching her evenly. “Pratt gets the start.”

“What? Skip, you know Pratt and I don’t—”

“You think I don’t know that?” The sweat on the middle-aged man’s brow glistened in the fluorescent lights. “With Tuck out and Sheldon hurt, I got no other option.”

“But, Skip, c’mon. There are scouts in the stands, and Pratt’s unreliable. Just last week, he showed up late, smelling like a brewery, and you said—”

“I know what I said.” He held up a hand to stop her. “Doesn’t matter. He’s all we got. Make it work, or we ain’t gonna make the playoffs”—his expression turned wry—“which means I’ll be out of a job and you’ll be back in Baltimore shucking crabs by this time next week.”

She’d never shucked a crab in her life, and she wasn’t interested in starting now. If the only thing standing between Pauly and a shot at an Independence League championship was throwing six innings to douchebro Ian Pratt, she could handle that. The question was, could he?

Pauly left the private dressing room the equipment manager had converted from an oversized broom closet three seasons ago, when she’d joined the Arlington Aces. Being the only woman in the Independence League had its perks. She gathered her thoughts, put on her game face, and headed for the clubhouse down the hall.

She stalked straight over to Pratt, ignoring the snorts of protest from some of the bare-assed rookies still getting changed. They didn’t have anything she hadn’t seen before.

“Pratt, a word.”

Her teammates turned. A few made goofy noises, suggesting Pratt was in trouble.

He glanced at her over the eagle tattoo on his left shoulder, with only a towel slung indecently low on his narrow hips. “Do I need to be dressed for this?”

“Doesn’t faze me either way.”

He shrugged, took his time pulling on his compression shorts, and finally dropped the towel and moved toward her like a burly, surly-faced snail.

“Let me guess. You talked to Coach.”

“Yep.” She dropped her fists to her hips. “You up for this?”

“I’m up for anything.” He grinned his cocky, self-proclaimed “chick-magnet” grin that only made Pauly clench her jaw. Then he stared her down stone cold. “The question is, are you?”

She narrowed her eyes. This wasn’t some kegger at the community college or a bonfire bender on the outskirts of Arlington. This was the last regular-season game. The last chance to clinch a playoff spot. The annual “Dads Day at the Ballpark,” which meant her father had made the trip all the way from Baltimore. And, there were scouts in the stands. “So help me God, Pratt, if you fuck this up, I’m going to—”

“I’m not going to fuck anything up.” His bright blue eyes turned icy. “How ’bout you just worry about putting the goddamn ball over the goddamn plate?”

She sucked in a breath and puffed out her chest. “Like last week, when I struck out seventeen batters and didn’t allow a single run? Oh, and I was named the Independence League Pitcher of the Week. Like that?”

Pratt lifted his chin and flared his nostrils.

Idiot.

“Hey, hey, hey, hey, hey.” Team Captain and first baseman Sam Sutter’s voice broke through, reminding her they had an audience. Twenty-two teammates glared and gaped at them. “Pratt, quit jerking her chain. Byrne, give him a chance.”

Pauly exhaled then smiled sweetly, her teeth grinding together so much it nearly hurt. “Just making sure we’re on the same page.”

Ian snorted, rolled his eyes, and lumbered back to his locker.

At this point, Pauly would settle for them being on the same chapter.

Unfortunately, history wasn’t on their side. Pratt’s framing technique sucked compared to Mason’s, and his pickoff moves were about as accurate as her screwball thrown blindfolded. The one and only time he’d caught for her during a game last season, she’d walked four batters, thanks to borderline calls, and ended up belly down on the mound to avoid being drilled by his failed pickoff attempt.

An hour later, out on the field, she was horrified to find they weren’t even reading the same book.

“Did you even look at the scouting report?” she asked from behind her glove, concealing her frustration over a 2-1 score and loaded bases from the eyes of the crowd.

“Fuck the report.” Ian stopped short of the mound. “You’re shaking off everything I call.”

“Because you don’t know what you’re calling!” Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Coach climbing the dugout steps. She didn’t need him coming out here and ripping her a new one. Worse, she didn’t need to get pulled from the game in the second inning with scouts in the stands. She could do this. She could recover.

Pauly glanced at Coach and held him off with a nod.

“I know I’m not calling low and inside when the guy’s babying his right flank.” Pratt leaned in closer, smirking. “Your precious report didn’t say anything about an injury. Did it?”

No. But Pratt didn’t have a medical degree either. She trusted the scouting report a heck of a lot more than she trusted him. Especially since he’d just attempted to pickoff the runner on third. Who does that? Yadier Molina, that was who, and Pratt wasn’t fit to shine Molina’s cleats. She growled into her mitt.

“Relax,” he said, all cheesy grin and easy charm now, laying a conciliatory hand on her shoulder. “Don’t take it so seriously.”

God, he really was an idiot. She shrugged him off, practically snarling. “This is not a game, Pratt!”

His brows rose. “Last time I checked, it was.”

“Yeah, well, not for me.” Not if she ever wanted to make it out of indie ball and into the minor leagues.

“Let’s go.” The umpire loomed over Pratt’s shoulder. “Time’s up.”

“I’m sticking with the report,” she said.

“Of course, you are.” Pratt backpedaled toward home plate, getting in one last shot. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

• • •

After the game, Pauly sat at a high-top table in the middle of Foley’s Bar and Grill throwing eye-daggers at the back of Pratt’s head. “I can’t pitch to that asshole.”

Five minutes ago, Pratt had moved from the pool tables to the bar, where he tossed back a beer and flirted with the bartender.

“You just did,” her father said.

“Yeah, and my ERA suffered.”

“But you won the game, and you’re playoff bound.”

Ed Byrne popped a cheese-smothered tater tot into his mouth like winning was all that mattered, but Pauly knew better. Her father had invested almost half his life in making her a female baseball phenom, working multiple jobs to support her dream of making it to the MLB. Win or no win, she hated that she’d given up four runs with scouts in the stands.

“Maybe Mason’ll be back for playoffs,” she said hopefully. “Maybe it was a false positive.”

“Do you really believe that?”

“It’s possible.”

“It’s also possible he’s fallen off the wagon again and he’s not going to be back at all, which means Pratt is your catcher, and you’ve got to deal.”

She growled.

“Don’t sweat this, P. You’re a good enough pitcher to get the job done no matter what the circumstances are. And think of it this way: You only have to tolerate him for—what? Ten more games max, if you make it to the championship. You’ll throw—what? Four games. More like two or three if the rotation is strong. Put your game face on, and ride this season out. If you’re lucky, you’ll win a championship. If you fall short, you’ve still got next season.”

But after that, she was shit out of luck. At 25, she only had one more year of playing eligibility in the Independence League. One more year to win the championship that had been eluding her for almost four seasons. One more year to turn the head of a minor-league scout.

Reaching across her plate of un-sauced chicken wings, she snatched a tater tot off the edge of her father’s plate. “Sometimes it feels like I’m running out of time.”

“Because you are,” he said thoughtfully. “I know it’s not something we like to talk about, but maybe it’s time.” He leveled her with a sympathetic but serious look. “What happens after baseball, P?”

“I don’t know,” she said, forcing the tot down her throat and reaching for another. From where she sat, there wasn’t life after baseball. At least, not a life she wanted to live. What would that even look like? Teaching history? That’s what her degree was in. Just thinking about that felt like giving up on herself and her dreams, ticking clock or not.

“I was poking around the Holymount site the other day.” Her father’s voice sounded tight, and he paused for a drink of soda before continuing. “There was a job posting for a pitching coach.”

Pauly stopped the second tot just short of her mouth as she let her father’s words sink in. “You think I should apply?”

“I think you should think about it.” He stared at her long and hard, stirring up a sense of dread inside her. “P, I believe in you. I’ve supported you every step of the way. Emotionally. Financially. You name it. But I’m getting old, and I’m tired. Your mother and I are really looking forward to the day when you can stand on your own two feet. You know what I mean?” He frowned. “Please, don’t take that the wrong way.”

Her exhale was shaky. “I know what you mean.” Making $1,000 a month, six months a year, playing indie ball in Pennsylvania and giving pitching lessons back home in Baltimore during the off-season wasn’t enough for her to be self-sufficient. The most she’d ever filed for income tax was $8,500 one year. That’s why her parents still worked multiple jobs when they should’ve been slowing down and considering their retirements.

“I still believe you might get a shot at the minors, but we can’t ignore the fact that less than 4 percent get their contracts purchased. We can’t ignore history, either.” He frowned. “Four seasons ago, we never imagined you’d still be in Arlington, but here we are.”

“Because I haven’t won a championship yet. If I win, they aren’t going to be able to brush me off as a novelty.”

“So win.” He flashed his pearly whites. “But just in case the minor leagues still don’t come a-knocking, give a thought to what happens after baseball.” He smiled and nudged her elbow. “Being the first woman baseball coach in NCAA history wouldn’t be too shabby, either.”

No. But if her alma mater was looking for a pitching coach now, didn’t it stand to reason they would want the coach to start next season? The idea of hanging up her cleats at all, let alone a season early, made her feel sick.

Pauly set the tater tot on her plate and looked at her hands, folded in her lap. They were clammy and sore. Probably from clenching her mitt and strangling the ball during today’s outing. If she kept on giving up four runs a game, no minor-league team was going to be interested anyway.

She exhaled and forced herself to consider everything her father had been saying. “Even if I was interested in the Holymount position, I’ve only ever coached kids.”

“Playing experience counts. You’d be coming in hot off the field, which would make you more relevant than a lot of applicants. And if you end this season with a championship, that’ll round out your resume.”

She shifted her line of sight and glared at the back of Pratt’s head again. His blond hair pointed and curled every which way but flat. And his laugh. Too loud. Too long. Put on. She wanted to smack him upside the head and tell him to get some control.

“Not if, Dad. When. I want that championship so bad I can taste it.” She didn’t take her eyes off Pratt. “I just don’t want to pitch to that asshole.”

“But you will. You’ll find a way. Because you’re Pauly Byrne, and that’s what you do.” Pride infiltrated his grin. “You found a way to become the first woman pitcher to win a high school baseball championship, the first to play NCAA baseball, the first to win an NCAA baseball championship, and you’re the only woman currently playing in the Independence League. You did it all despite your gender and the color of your skin. Need I say more?”

She smiled, secure in the confidence her father had in her. “Nope. I got the message loud and clear.”

“Good. Now, go talk to your catcher and fix whatever’s broken between you.”

“I’d rather kill him.”

“Wouldn’t you rather win a championship?”

“I can do both.”

Her father chuckled. “You’ll enjoy the championship much more if you’re not celebrating in jail.”

“Good point.”

She looked at Pratt again. She wasn’t going to let anyone stand in her way of winning a championship, especially when she believed winning was the one thing she could do to get a minor-league team to take a chance on her. If she had to throw to Pratt to win, so be it. Somehow, she would make it work.

And if it didn’t work, she knew the perfect little mound of dirt where she could hide his body.

• • •

Ian Pratt smiled at the pilsner glass sliding toward him. The quality Belgian wheat ale reminded him of liquid sunshine, and there was nothing he liked better than a cold beer on a hot day, except maybe drinking the cold beer at Foley’s after winning his first ball game as a starting catcher.

“Praaatt!” Sanchez rolled by the bar with his hand raised.

Ian slapped the hell out of it. “’Sup, Sexy?” It was a point of pride that Ian had bestowed nicknames on every member of his team. Sexy Sanchez. Super Sutter. Crazy Carlyle.

“We pulled that one out of our asses,” Sanchez said. “You and Byrne had me worried there for a minute.”

Ian’s grin faltered. He’d given a nickname to everyone except her. After three and a half seasons of her ball-busting, holier-than-thou, my-way-or-the-highway attitude, he’d made it a habit not to talk to or about Pauly Byrne. Until today, when he didn’t have a choice.

Sanchez grabbed a fresh beer off the bar, flashing his pearly whites at the bartender, Mandy, and then he folded into the crowd, probably heading back to the pool tables. Ian would be following real soon.

“To my first start with the Aces,” Ian said, returning his attention to his father, who was sitting beside him, belly up to the bar. Ian lifted his pilsner glass and tapped it against his dad’s tumbler of whiskey. “Glad you crawled outta that dark house and into the light to see it.”

Ray Pratt grunted and raised his drink to his mouth. He’d looked older lately. Sickly, even, although there was nothing technically wrong with him. He rarely laughed anymore. Not that he’d ever been a jolly man, but a few drinks used to at least relax the lines around his lips and eyes. Getting old sucked. And Ian was going to fight that serious shit every step of the way.

“Hey, Ugly! Pace yourself.”

Ian wasn’t the only Ace to hand out nicknames. He grinned at Giovanni Caceres, who rolled through the bar with the team owner’s sister, Helen Anne Reed, on his arm.

“Don’t you worry about my pace,” Ian said. “Unless you’re trying to keep up with me.”

Helen Anne shook her head wildly as they passed. “He’ll be passing on that little trip to your hunting camp, too,” she said sweetly.

Caceres looked meek and in love, and Ian felt sorry for the sap. “I didn’t want him there anyway,” he said, only half teasing.

Choosing a woman over his hunting camp? That wouldn’t happen to Ian until hell froze over. No matter how pretty she may be.

Speaking of women . . . Down the bar, next to his dad, a fun-looking pair tried to get Mandy’s attention. The redhead noticed Ian, and she smiled. He smiled back to be polite. Then, he caught Mandy’s attention and bought the ladies their first round.

“You’re having a good day,” his dad said, sounding as flat as usual.

“I’m having a great day.” How else would you describe clinching a divisional playoff spot and having three days off before you had to be on the field again? “You know what would make this day even better? If you’d come up to camp with me and the guys for a little fun.”

Ray grunted. “Ain’t got time for that.”

“Whaddya mean you ain’t got time? You’re self-employed. Put the closed sign in the garage window and come fishin’ with your son for a few days.”

“If I don’t work, I don’t get paid.”

That hadn’t seemed to bother the guy—who’d been a mechanic only when he’d felt like it—for the last twenty years.

“Seriously?” When his father didn’t volunteer more, Ian added, “Suit yourself. That’s where I’ll be.” With a few cases of Corona and enough pork rinds to cover three squares a day.

Ray winced on a mouthful of whiskey. Ian couldn’t remember his dad ever having trouble swallowing hard liquor. If Ian had ever been the kind of guy who liked to get into serious conversations with people, he would’ve asked if everything was okay. Instead, he straightened on his stool and smiled at Mandy. “What are you doing this weekend?”

She rolled her eyes. “Moving out of Dan’s place and finding somewhere else to crash before Bella’s dad drops her off.”

Ian frowned. He knew Dan from high school, and the guy had had a temper even way back then. Getting out was good for Mandy, but Ian didn’t like the idea of her scrambling for a place to stay when her little girl was coming to town. “You know what? Here.” He grabbed his key ring from his pocket and wrestled his condo key free. “I’m gonna be gone for three days. Crash at my place. That’ll give you some breathing room.”

“I couldn’t.”

“You can. Think about how much fun Bella will have playing Mario Cart on a sixty-inch screen.” He smiled and nudged the key closer. “Plus, I got a freezer full of Klondikes.”

She exhaled, closed her hand around the key, and said, “Thank you, Ian. Three days. I’ll pay you rent or something.”

“No need. Save your money for the new place.”

She smiled, pocketed the key, and patted his hand before moving down the bar to wait on someone else.

Beside him, Ian’s dad sniffed. “Better think twice before gettin’ involved with somebody who’s got a kid.”

“She’s just a friend.”

“That’s what you say about all of ’em.”

Ian chuckled. “This time I mean it.”

“Is this seat taken?”

Ian set his glass down and looked at the open barstool beside him. Joe Morley, a local guy about his dad’s age, stood waiting for an invitation.

“Waiting there for you,” Ray said.

Joe nodded and slid onto the stool, bumping Ian with his elbow in the process. “How you guys doin’?”

“Never better,” Ian said. “Aces are headed to the postseason.”

“Good for you, man. Hopefully I’ll make it to a game.” Joe ordered a Budweiser from Mandy and then folded his hands atop the bar. “So, Ray, you’re just the man I wanted to see. Are you still interested in selling the Thunderbird?”

Ian laughed. Of all the stupid things . . . “Whoever told you he’s selling the T-bird has a few screws loose.”

Ray leaned forward and said, “I told him.”

Ian looked at his father, who wouldn’t look at him.

“If you’re selling, I’m buying,” Joe said.

“He’s not selling,” Ian said, trying to maintain his good-natured composure stuck in the middle of this idiotic conversation.

Ray leaned forward again, bypassing Ian. “Let’s talk about this another time, Joe.”

What the hell? Ian polished off his beer and pushed his glass forward for a third.

“Okay, but don’t go selling it to somebody else before you talk to me. I’m serious.” Joe slid a business card across the bar in front of Ian. “I’ll pay top dollar.”

Ray agreed.

For fifteen minutes, Ian seethed and weathered small talk while Joe babied his only Budweiser. When the guy finally got up and left the bar, Ian turned to his dad. “You love that car. Why would you even think about selling it?”

“Your mother loved that car.”

“Exactly.”

Tooling around town in the T-bird with the top down when his mother had been home on leave was one of Ian’s favorite memories. The idea of Joe—or anyone else—behind the wheel of that car, made him sick.

“You’re not selling,” Ian said again, laughing, because this had to be a joke.

“My name’s on the deed. I’ll do as I please.” Ray wiped a hand across his mouth. “I need the money more than I need the car.”

“For what?” Ian suspected blackjack or the racetrack had something to do with it.

Ray shot the rest of his whiskey and set his keys on the bar to pull out his wallet. “I’m behind on some bills.”

Ian stared at the gold 1965 Thunderbird key. “Dad, if you need help, you know you can come to me. Right?”

Indie ball paid squat, but landscaping in the off-season kept Ian in the black. He wasn’t rich, but he wasn’t hard up either. He could manage to slip his dad a hundo a month to help pay off his debts.

Ray shook his head and slid off the stool. “I don’t need your help. I need you to quit poking around in my business. You hear me? Go on and have fun. That’s what you should be doing.” He grabbed his keys off the bar and added, “I’m going home to nap.”

Ian didn’t usually need a push toward fun, but as he watched his father leave the bar, worry crowded out the party instinct. And that wouldn’t do. So he polished off his beer and raised a finger to catch Mandy’s attention. Something stronger would right his mood before he headed back to the pool tables. A high-ABV bock maybe? Or a bourbon with a chaser of stout.

Mandy folded her tatted arms on the bar and leaned in. “What can I getcha? On the house.” She patted her pocket where his condo key now rested.

Free beer was sweet, but his head just wasn’t in the right place. “How much do you think a 1965 Thunderbird is worth?”

She laughed. “Hell if I know. It’s definitely more than I have.”

“Me too,” he said thoughtfully.

“You lookin’ to buy a car?”

“Something like that.”

“My girlfriend, Tami, works at the credit union. I can get you the loan officer’s name if that’ll help.”

Ian smiled, knowing that wasn’t going to help one bit.

“I know something that could help,” said a familiar female voice behind him, and Ian shortened his neck like a turtle to guard his jugular.

“Gimme your strongest draught,” he said to Mandy, before he turned to face Pauly Byrne.

Her long black hair frizzed out through the hole in her baseball cap, but that was the only thing about her that wasn’t under strict control. Flawless, dark skin added to the intensity. Even her gray eyes pierced through him like they could burn him alive.

“So now you’re interested in helping me?” Because it would’ve been nice for her to have attempted to work with him during the game, instead of sending him back to the plate using an impressive array of murderous looks, one of which was wrinkling into place right now.

“I’m trying to get past today.” Her words were slow and deliberate, like everything else she did. Three and a half seasons on the same team, and he’d gotten to know at least that. That and the painfully obvious fact she thought he sucked at catching.

He wondered if she ever thought about their very first bullpen, when he’d tried to break the ice by treating her like any other teammate in need of some constructive criticism.

“Don’t slouch after a bad pitch,” was all he’d said. Why tip off batters to her frustration, letting them know they’d gotten into her head?

“I just won an NCAA championship,” she’d said snottily. “I think I know what I’m doing.”

The way she’d looked at him, like he was a waste of a roster spot, some townie without her baseball pedigree . . . Fuck that. He’d pulled back immediately, but he’d ended up mentioning the slouch to Coach Slater when Coach had asked for Ian’s opinion on the bullpen. Of course, when Coach Slater brought up the slouch a few weeks later, Byrne had acted like it was valuable information she was hearing for the first time.

Yeah. She wasn’t the only one trying to get past something.

“Well, I’m trying to enjoy today,” he said. “We won. Remember?”

Overhead, the television flickered teasers for the 11:00 news and, as if on cue, a shot of Pauly on the mound with a ticker running across the bottom proclaiming, “Female Phenom Clinches Playoff Slot for Aces.”

He swallowed an acerbic comment and swatted her forearm with the back of his hand before he pointed at the TV. “See? You’re the only one in this whole damn town focusing on the negative.”

She stood stock-still, patiently watching the silent newscast. A closed-mouth look he couldn’t decipher registered on her face. Meanwhile, with his foot propped on the barstool rung, his leg bounced like mad.

“I’m not being negative,” she said, her tone matter-of-fact. “I’m being critical. Of myself. I thought you of all people could appreciate that.” When she looked at him, challenge flashed in her steely eyes.

Oh yeah, she remembered that bullpen as well as he did.

“Listen. Not to change the subject,” she said with a barely discernable eye roll. “But I overheard you say you want to buy a car, and I know how you can get some extra cash.”

It was a reminder his father was trying to sell the T-bird. For all Ian knew, Ray was discussing the sale with Joe right now.

He glanced over his shoulder at the people crowding the bar but didn’t see his father or Joe. Still, that didn’t put his mind at ease. “Fine. I’ll play along. How can I make some extra cash?” he asked, mostly because he was curious about her endgame.

“If we win a championship, you’ll get five grand.”

“You’re going to pay me five grand if we win?”

“No, but the Reeds will.” When he didn’t react, she added, “It’s in our contracts.”

Huh. He’d forgotten about that. He was pretty sure five thousand dollars wasn’t enough to buy the Thunderbird—or keep his dad from selling it—but it was a start. “Thanks for the information,” he said.

He was itching to get back to his care-free normal, but Pauly didn’t leave. She stood there beside him in a baggy sweatshirt and jeans that looked low-key enough, but her expression was stone-cold sober. “Pratt . . . ” She climbed onto the empty stool beside him. “If we want to win a championship, we’re going to have to work on our relationship.”

He made a sour face. “I didn’t know we had a relationship.” In fact, he’d been trying damn hard for the last three and a half seasons to not have anything to do with her at all.

“We don’t, and that’s the problem.” She leaned closer, staring at him so intently, the right side of his face heated. “We don’t have to be friends, but we need to respect each other as teammates.”

Wasn’t that the kicker? If he’d cared one bit about working on their relationship, he would’ve called her out for being a hypocrite. Instead, he winked at Mandy as she slid him a beer, an extra-dark bock by the looks of it.

Pauly made a disgusted sound in the back of her throat. “I don’t know how you drink as much as you do. And during the season! Can he get a water too?”

Ian shook off Mandy, but she’d already turned her back on them. “I don’t want a water,” he said.

“You’ll thank me later.”

“I won’t.”

“See? No respect.” She clasped her hands together on the bar and exhaled. “We have three days off, Pratt. That’s three days to get our shit together.”

He ignored her and drank his beer.

“We need to spend some time together,” she said.

God, he couldn’t think of anything he wanted to do less. “Ooh. Sorry. I’m leaving town for a few days.”

Her face twisted, and the expression was a cross between heartbroken and straight pissed. “Why am I not surprised? Of course, you’re leaving town. Better than staying here and trying to work out the kinks.”

His kinks. He was the one with the kinks. That was how she saw it. No way in hell was he going to skip three days at camp to stay in Arlington and suffer through seventy-two hours of Pauly Byrne telling him what to do and how to do it.

“Byrne,” he said, smiling like he meant it. “Relax. You’ll pitch better next time. We don’t need to do anything drastic like go around joined at the hip.”

“You don’t get to tell me to relax, Pratt. Not when you’re the problem. I want to win this championship. Don’t you?”

An hour ago, he would’ve been noncommittal, but the bonus money may have changed things. With five grand in his pocket, he could help his dad—whether Ray wanted the help or not. Ian drank again. He held the maple-tinged liquid in his mouth and breathed until he could smell the syrup.

Pauly slapped her palms on the bar and growled. “This is exactly what’s wrong with us. We don’t communicate. We need to learn to communicate if we want to win.”

“You’re the one who chased me off the mound.” He shook two fingers in front of her face. “Twice.”

Before she could respond, Sanchez leaned against the bar on the other side of Ian. “The fucking service sucks back there. Mandy,” he called, shaking his empty glass. “Can you help a brother out?”

Byrne exhaled.

“Hey,” Sanchez said, smiling past Ian to Pauly. “You guys strategizing?”

“Something like that,” Ian said, to which Pauly grunted her disgust.

Sanchez must’ve caught on to her sour mood, because he looked at her a beat longer, and then said, “You know what Ace needs? A little man-camp madness.”

Ian sucked in a breath and made a face that said, Shut your mouth.

Byrne saw it. “What’s man-camp madness?”

Ian shook his head.

Sanchez’s lips kept flapping. “Whenever we have a day off, we head up to Pratt’s camp and blow off some steam.”

“Really?” Pauly looked back and forth between them. “It’s a team thing?”

Ian couldn’t read the expression on her face. “Sort of. But It’s probably not your thing. Lots of beer. Lots of fishing.”

She kept her stormy eyes trained on him. “And that’s where you’re going this weekend?”

“Yep.”

“You should come,” Sanchez said, and then he escaped with a smile and his beer.

Ian wanted to clobber him. “You don’t have to come.”

“Oh, I’m coming,” she said sharply. “We have a championship to win.”

Great. Camp was his happy place. But after three days straight with Pauly Byrne, he wasn’t sure what it would be.
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