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TY

The call came at 6:14 a.m., and Ty West answered it shirtless, one sock on, holding a protein shake he’d forgotten to drink.

“Pack a bag,” his Triple-A manager said. “You’re going up. Flight’s at nine.”

Ty stood in the middle of his apartment in Lehigh Valley — the one with the air mattress and the single fork — and waited for the punchline. It didn’t come.

“Up,” he repeated. “Up like—“

“Up like the big club, West. Hernandez hit the IL last night. They want you in center by first pitch. Don’t miss the flight.”

Click.

Ty looked at the protein shake. Looked at his one sock. Looked at the wall where he’d taped the lineup card from his first pro game four years ago, the paper gone soft and yellow at the corners.

Then he sat down on the air mattress, very carefully, and made a sound that wasn’t quite a laugh and wasn’t quite anything else.

Twenty-four years of swinging at things, and it was finally happening.

He called his parents from the airport. His mother cried. His father said, “Don’t waste it,” which was, by Roy West standards, practically a sonnet.

“I won’t,” Ty said.

“They send guys back down every day. You know that.”

“I know, Dad.”

“So produce. Day one. Don’t give ‘em a reason.”

Ty pressed the phone harder against his ear, like that might wring something else out of it — a good luck, son, an I’m proud of you already — but the well was the same depth it had always been.

“Boarding,” he lied, and hung up, and sat at the gate for another forty minutes with his knee bouncing hard enough to annoy a stranger two seats over.

* * *
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The clubhouse smelled like eucalyptus and money.

That was Ty’s first dumb thought, walking in with his duffel over his shoulder and his heart going like a bullpen phone. The carpet was thick. The lockers were cherrywood. There was a guy whose entire job appeared to be arranging bats by weight, and a spread table with three kinds of salmon, and a nameplate — an actual engraved nameplate — that read *WEST 19*.

He stood in front of it too long. Long enough that somebody noticed.

“You gonna marry it, or you gonna dress?”

Ty turned. The voice belonged to a guy folding himself onto the bench two stalls down — big through the shoulders in a way that made his practice shirt look personally victimized, forearms like something off a butcher’s diagram, jaw shadowed with stubble that had clearly never met a razor it respected. Mid-thirties. Catcher’s knees; Ty could tell by the way he sat down in stages, like a drawbridge.

Logan Price. Ty didn’t need the nameplate. He’d grown up watching this man frame pitches on television. He had, at fourteen, copied Logan Price’s batting stance for an entire summer, until his travel coach beat it out of him.

“Sorry,” Ty said. “First day.”

“I know.” Price didn’t look up from his glove, working oil into the pocket with two fingers, slow and methodical. “Hernandez’s knee. You’re the corresponding move.”

The corresponding move. Four years of bus rides reduced to a transaction line. Ty laughed because the alternative was worse. “That’s me.”

Price’s eyes came up then. Pale — gray or green depending on the light, Ty couldn’t decide — and they went over him once, top to bottom, with all the sentiment of a man reading a scouting report. Ty had been looked at plenty in his life. Coaches, scouts, girls in college bars, the occasional guy. He had never once felt as inventoried as he did in those two seconds.

“Skip’s got you eighth, playing center,” Price said, going back to the glove. “Vasquez is starting for them. He’ll throw you sliders away until you prove you won’t fish. So don’t fish.”

“I don’t fish.”

“Everybody fishes their first week.” He said it without heat, the way you’d say everybody pays taxes. “Try to keep it to a week.”

That was the whole conversation. Price got up — drawbridge in reverse — and walked off toward the training room, and Ty stood there holding his duffel and feeling like he’d just been simultaneously welcomed and weighed.

He found out later from Webb, the first baseman, that this was Price being friendly.

“He talked to you unprompted?” Webb whistled, low. “Day one? Kid, he didn’t learn my name till June.”

* * *
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The anthem took nine years. Ty stood on the line with his cap over his heart and forty-one thousand people stacked up into the lights above him and thought, very clearly: don’t throw up, don’t throw up, you grew up in a town smaller than section 134, don’t throw up.

Then it was done and the crowd was roaring at nothing, at everything, and he ran out to center field in a big-league uniform with his name on the back, and for about ninety seconds, jogging across that impossible lawn, Tyler West was the happiest he had ever been in his life.

The ninety seconds did not last.

Vasquez threw him sliders away.

The first at-bat, Ty took two of them like a professional, got to 2-1, told himself fastball, he has to come in now — and Vasquez threw a third slider, and Ty fished. Reached across the plate like a man grabbing for a falling drink, rolled it over, weak grounder, out by a mile and a half. He ran it out hard because his father’s voice lived in his hamstrings, and trotted back past the dugout with his face on fire.

Price was catching that night. Of course he was. Price caught everything. And from the on-deck circle his second time up, Ty could see him back there behind the plate in his armor, vast and settled as a boulder, flicking signs, running the whole game off two fingers and a glare. The other team’s hitters kept stepping out, annoyed. Price had that effect, Ty would learn. He made the batter’s box feel like rented property.

Second at-bat, fifth inning. Slider away, slider away. Ty laid off both, heart pounding, 2-0, now, now he comes in — and Vasquez came in, finally, a fastball at the knees, the pitch Ty had murdered at three different levels of the minors, the pitch he’d been built in a backyard to hit.

He swung through it.

Just — missed it. Under it by a quarter inch, the kind of miss that doesn’t exist in Triple-A and is the entire conversation in the majors. Then he was 2-1 and pressing, and you know how that one ends. Slider. Fish. Strike three, swinging, at something that bounced.

Forty-one thousand people made a sound like the air going out of something.

The third thing — the thing that would play in his head on a loop until roughly four a.m. — happened in the seventh. Runner on second, one out, a lefty up who sliced a soft liner out toward center, the kind of in-between hop ball Ty had eaten alive his whole career. And maybe it was the lights, which were brighter than Triple-A lights, or the white shirts in the batter’s eye, or the simple fact that his brain had spent six innings screaming — but he broke back when he should have broken in. One step. One single wrong step, and the ball died on the grass in front of him, and the runner scored standing up, and the scoreboard said ERROR and then, mercifully, corrected itself to a hit that everyone in the park knew should have been caught.

Ty stood out there in the vast green nothing with his hands on his hips and understood, fully, in his body, what it meant to want to disappear in front of forty-one thousand witnesses.

When the inning ended he ran in past the mound and made the mistake of looking at the plate. Price had his mask shoved up on top of his head, sweat cutting lines through the dirt on his jaw, and he was looking back at Ty with those pale eyes — not angry, which would have been survivable. Assessing. Reading him like a scouting report again, and this time writing things down.

They lost 4–2. The run Ty let score was the difference, or close enough that the math didn’t comfort anybody.

* * *
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The clubhouse after a loss was a library with better lighting. Guys ate in silence, showered in silence, dressed in silence. Ty sat at his beautiful cherrywood stall in front of his engraved nameplate and stared at his spikes and ran the liner back for the fortieth time — break in, glove low, routine, routine — and didn’t realize he was doing the thing with his thumbnail, digging it into the pad of his finger, until it hurt.

His phone buzzed. His mother: a heart, a baseball, so proud you’re THERE!!

It buzzed again. His father: *Tough one. Tomorrow’s stats start fresh.*

Ty read it three times. There was a version of that text that was comfort. Roy West had not sent that version. Tomorrow’s stats. The ledger was already open. The ledger was always open; Ty had been born into the ledger, had learned to read off the back of it. Hit .400 and you got steak and his father telling the neighbors. Go oh-for-three and dinner was quiet and the drive home was film study.

Produce. Don’t give ‘em a reason.

He was so deep in it that he didn’t hear the footsteps, just felt the air change — a big body slowing as it passed behind him, the smell of soap and Icy Hot. Ty braced for nothing, for a pat on the shoulder, for the standard veteran-issue we’ve all been there, kid.

What he got, in a voice pitched low enough that it belonged to him alone, was:

“You press like that, you’ll never see a fastball.”

Ty’s head came up. Logan Price stood there in a half-zipped hoodie with his bag over his shoulder, looking down at him with that unhurried, unblinking attention, like Ty was a pitch sequence he was deciding how to call.

“Excuse me?”

“Seventh inning. You broke back on a ball you’ve caught ten thousand times.” Price’s voice never rose. It didn’t need to; it was built like the rest of him, low and load-bearing. “That wasn’t your legs. Your legs are fine. I watched you run a 4.1 down the line on a rollover groundout nobody’s beating out, in a four-run game. That’s not a guy who’s slow.” He shifted his bag. “That’s a guy who’s scared.”

The word went into Ty like a thumb into a bruise. He opened his mouth to say something — I’m not scared, it was the lights, I had it and lost it — and what came out instead, God help him, was nothing at all. Because Price was right, and they both knew it, and lying to those particular eyes felt like a worse idea than silence.

Price watched him not-answer. Something moved at the corner of his mouth — not a smile, more like the geological precursor to one.

“Vasquez threw you nine pitches tonight,” he said. “Seven sliders. You fished at three. You know what he threw the last guy who laid off that pitch for a full series?”

Ty shook his head.

“Fastballs. Middle.” Price turned to go, then paused, and delivered the rest over his shoulder, almost bored, like he was reading a grocery list: “You’ve got the swing. I watched the tape from Lehigh before you got here. The swing’s not your problem. Your problem is you walk up there like you’re asking permission.”

And he left. Just like that — out the double doors, drawbridge gait and all, leaving Ty sitting at his stall with his heart doing something complicated and his skin feeling two sizes too small.

I watched the tape from Lehigh before you got here.

Logan Price — thirteen-year veteran, four-time All-Star, the man whose stance Ty had stolen at fourteen — had watched his tape. Had clocked his sprint speed on a meaningless groundout. Had counted the sliders.

It should have felt like surveillance. It felt — and Ty would not be examining this feeling tonight, thank you, he had enough problems — it felt like being seen. Like someone had finally bothered to read the whole report instead of the stat line. Nobody in twenty-four years had ever once looked at Tyler West and separated the swing from the scared. His own father had never managed it.

Three sentences of brutal honesty from a stranger, and Ty’s chest was doing the thing it did when a coach he respected said attaboy. Worse than that thing. A hotter, lower cousin of that thing.

“Get a grip,” he muttered to his spikes, and went to shower.

* * *
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He didn’t sleep, obviously.

The hotel the team had him in until he found a place was nicer than anywhere he’d ever lived, and he lay in the middle of an acre of mattress at 2 a.m. watching the liner die on the grass over and over on the backs of his eyelids. Break in. Glove low. Routine. He got up at one point and stood in front of the mirror and took his stance, checked his load, his hands, like the answer was hiding somewhere in the reflection.

You walk up there like you’re asking permission.

He dropped his hands. Stared at himself.

His phone said 2:47 when he finally put it on the nightstand, and the last thing he looked at — he’d deny this under oath — was a highlight someone had posted years ago: Price, blocking a fifty-eight-footer with a man on third, ninth inning, then throwing behind the runner to end the game. The comments were all some version of the same joke. Imagine being dumb enough to test this man.

Imagine, Ty thought, being good enough that he says your name.

He fell asleep on that thought and dreamed, mortifyingly, about batting practice.

* * *
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He was the first one in the clubhouse the next afternoon. He’d planned it that way — get in early, get treatment, watch tape, show whoever was keeping the ledger that the kid worked. He had his routine all mapped: cage at 2:30, early outfield work at 3:15, be the most prepared man in the building.

The lineup card was already posted on the corkboard by the food spread, printed in Skip’s blocky font.

Ty read it top to bottom. Then again, slower, the way you reread a text that’s bad news, hoping the words rearrange.

Decker — the other rookie, the second-rounder with the gel in his hair and the .302 average, the one who’d shaken Ty’s hand yesterday like he was taking his coat — was in center, batting seventh.

Ty read the card a third time, all the way down through the pitcher’s spot, as if maybe they’d invented a tenth position overnight and stashed him there.

His name wasn’t on it.

One game. One night in the major leagues, and he was already on the bench.

Behind him, the clubhouse doors swung open, and he heard the unhurried, uneven footsteps of a catcher’s knees coming up the carpet — and he had exactly four seconds to decide what his face was going to do.
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Chapter 2
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TY

He decided his face was going to do professional.

“Morning,” Ty said to the room in general, peeling away from the lineup card like it was just a thing on a wall and not a public execution of his name. He went to his stall. He unpacked his bag. He did all of it with his spine straight, because somewhere behind him Logan Price was crossing the clubhouse on those drawbridge knees, and Ty would have rather eaten his own batting gloves than let the man see him flinch twice in twelve hours.

“West.” Skip’s voice, from the office doorway. “Got a second.”

The manager’s office smelled like coffee and Tiger Balm. Skip didn’t sit, so Ty didn’t either.

“You saw the card.”

“Yes, sir.”

“It’s one game. You’re not in the doghouse, you’re in the league. There’s a difference, even when it feels the same.” Skip scratched his jaw. “Vasquez chewed you up. Tonight’s guy is worse for your swing. I’m not feeding you to two lefties in a row in your first week — I’m letting you breathe. So tonight you sit, you watch, and you learn something.” A pause, and then, like it was an afterthought and absolutely was not: “Sit next to Price. He’s resting. He likes to talk during games, and God doesn’t hand out that kind of tuition for free.”

He likes to talk during games was not a sentence anyone who’d met Logan Price would construct on their own. Ty filed that away.

“Yes, sir.”

“And West.” Skip finally looked up, and his face did something almost kind. “Everybody’s first week is a car accident. Mine was in 1989 and I still dream about it. Go eat something.”

* * *
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Decker found him at the spread, naturally. Decker had a sense for it, Ty was learning — some dorsal fin instinct for blood in the water.

“Heard you’re getting the Price seminar tonight.” Decker built a plate like a man who’d never once been benched: piled, confident, careless. Up close he was all white teeth and product, handsome the way a real estate sign is handsome. “Lucky. He didn’t say four words to me in spring training.”

“Maybe you didn’t fish enough,” Ty said.

Decker laughed, delighted, and pointed a fork at him. “Funny. You’re funny. That’ll be good for the bench — keep the guys loose while I’m running down balls in your center field.” He said it light, all banter, grin wide enough to plausibly deny everything underneath it. “No offense.”

“None taken,” Ty said, and meant it about as much as Decker did.

* * *
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The thing nobody tells you about the bench is that the game is louder there. In center field the sound came at Ty as weather — a wall of crowd, far away. In the dugout it was specific. Spikes on concrete. The bullpen phone. Skip’s sunflower seeds. The home-plate ump’s strike call, a short bark, close enough to touch.

And Logan Price, settling onto the bench rail beside him in the top of the first like a building deciding to sit down.

He didn’t say hello. He said, “What’s the first pitch?”

Ty blinked. “What?”

“Romero’s up there for them. Big league at-bat number one for the kid hitting leadoff for us. What’s Romero throw him, pitch one?” Price’s eyes never left the field. He had a paper cup of coffee that looked doll-sized in his hand. “You’re in the big leagues, West. There’s a quiz.”

Ty looked out at Romero — tall righty, low slot, the scouting report he’d skimmed on the plane swimming up at him in fragments. “Sinker?”

“Asking or telling?”

“...Sinker.”

Romero threw a sinker. The leadoff man rolled it to short, exactly like he was supposed to, and Price made a low sound that wasn’t praise and wasn’t disgust. “Sinker,” he agreed. “Now tell me why.”

And that was the night. That was the whole night.

Inning by inning, Price took the game apart in front of him like a man field-stripping a rifle — every piece laid out, named, wiped down, put back. He talked through pitch sequences before they happened and grunted when he was right, which was a frankly disturbing percentage of the time. He pointed out the shortstop cheating two steps on a 2-2 count, the third-base coach’s live sign buried in a string of dummy touches, the way their cleanup hitter’s back foot opened a half inch early on anything hard inside — “watch it, watch his heel, there, there, that man will not touch a good fastball in tonight and their catcher hasn’t figured it out yet, which is why we’re gonna win.”

He talked the way other men breathed — low, constant, economical — and at some point in the fourth inning Ty realized he had stopped watching the game entirely and was just watching it through Price. The field had reorganized itself. What had been twenty-seven outs of chaos his whole life was, from this seat, beside this man, a legible thing. A language. Price spoke it natively and was — for reasons Ty could not begin to work out — translating.

“Why are you telling me all this?” Ty asked in the fifth, before he could stop himself.

Price turned his head, just slightly. Up close his eyes were definitively gray, with a strange pale ring around them, and they were not warm, exactly. But they were entirely, unnervingly on him — the whole searchlight of the man’s attention swung around and parked. Twelve hours ago Ty had thought being inventoried by this man was uncomfortable. It turned out being inventoried was nothing. Being studied was the thing.

“Because Hernandez is thirty-three with a knee full of gravel,” Price said. “And you’re the corresponding move.” He looked back at the field. “And because you listen. You’d be amazed how rare that is. I’ve been giving this seminar for thirteen years; most guys nod and go back to their phones.” A beat. “You haven’t checked yours since the anthem.”

Ty hadn’t even noticed. His phone was in his jacket in the tunnel, and it had not once occurred to him to want it. There was something heating up under his sternum at you listen and he chose, again, not to examine it, which was getting to be a full-time job.

“Quiz,” Price said. “Two outs, man on first, our pitcher’s thrown sixteen straight fastballs to lefties. Their guy up there knows that. What do I call?”

“Seventeen,” Ty said. “He’s looking off-speed now because he thinks you think it’s time to flip.”

Price was silent for a second. On the field, their catcher called fastball. The hitter, sitting soft, watched it go by like it was someone else’s mail. Strike three. Inning over.

“Huh,” Price said. Just that. And then, as the team came jogging in around them, quieter, almost to himself: “Maybe you’re not a total project.”

It should not have landed the way it landed. It was barely a compliment; it was a compliment with a double negative load-bearing in the middle of it. But Price’s voice had dropped to that register that seemed to be for Ty alone, and Ty’s whole body lit up like a stadium, every light bank at once, boom, boom, boom, and he had to look hard at the bat rack and think about his grandmother’s church until his pulse came down.

It’s been one day, he told himself. You cannot be like this.

In the seventh, the thing happened.

Their starter hung a breaking ball, the other team’s three-hitter put it in the second deck, and the dugout went flat and sour the way dugouts do. Ty, on reflex — four years of minor league benches, of performing engagement for coaches who were always watching — popped up to the rail and clapped and chirped encouragement out at the field, c’mon, kid, shake it off, next pitch — and felt, more than saw, Price’s eyes come over to him.

“Sit down,” Price said, not unkindly.

Ty sat.

“Who was that for?”

“What?”

“The cheerleading.” Price spat a sunflower shell into his cup with surgical precision. “Garrett’s sixty feet away with a crowd screaming, he can’t hear you. Skip’s not grading hustle points off the bench. So who was the show for?”

Ty opened his mouth. Closed it. The honest answer was so automatic and so old that he’d never once stood outside it before this exact moment: for whoever’s keeping the ledger. There’s always a ledger. If you can’t produce, perform; if you can’t perform, at least look like the right kind of guy —

“You flinch,” Price said, into his silence. He said it the way he’d said sinker. A read. A fact. “Every time something happens in this park, your first move is to check whose face you need to fix it on. You did it last night after the liner — looked at me before you looked at the ball. You did it this morning at the lineup card. You’re doing it right now.” He turned that gray searchlight on Ty full beam, and his voice went down to the private register, and it was not soft, but it was direct, aimed, a fastball middle-middle: “Knock it off. You’re not here by accident. Forty guys in that draft room watched your tape and picked you, and a front office that doesn’t gamble called you up, and I’ve watched eleven center fielders come through this organization and your first step — when your head’s not in the way — is better than nine of ‘em. Nobody up here needs the show. Stop flinching and just 
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