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The Softball Girl
      Seth Sawyers

I was working at a little twice-a-week, covering the big airport and 
also hair-salon openings, when one day the sports editor asked if I 
wanted to play softball. I had little else to do on Wednesday nights, 
and so I said yes. I saw right away that we weren’t any good but I found 
that my arm had held up pretty well and so they had me hit leadoff and 
play left, where all the fly balls went. Every Wednesday night that sum-
mer, we played on a rundown field behind an ancient mental hospital. 
I chased down flies and knocked out my share of base hits. I’ve never 
been what you’d call a fast runner, but on that team, I had wheels, as 
my brothers would say. I was twenty-five.

The centerfielder was the facilities guy. The pitcher ran the circula-
tion department. Our shortstop was the city editor. And the catcher 
was a girl. She was willowy, pretty, silly, and she had no business being 
on that diamond. She was unable to catch a softball. The advertising 
guys teased her, sometimes brutally, but I think she mostly liked the 
attention. She wore black Chuck Taylor sneakers and had trouble mak-
ing the bat hit the ball. She was nineteen and chewed bubble gum and 
smiled a lot. Her name was Brandy.

I had a lot of free time that summer. Things had recently ended 



138 RT 15.1 
Fall 2013

with a difficult, stubborn girl who didn’t eat meat. I was drinking a 
lot of homemade beer in the back yard of a house I shared with a guy 
fifteen years older than me. We shot things with his pellet rifle. We 
ate the little yellow tomatoes from the vines and the rats ate the ones 
that fell to the ground. The summer went on. I looked forward to 
Wednesdays. We’d win one and then lose two. I’d stay afterwards and, 
straddling the bench, drink exactly two Coors Lights before taking the 
highway home.

Then, at the start of August, I was accepted into a graduate program. 
I resigned from the newspaper but stayed on for a few weeks. Softball 
kept going. We made it to the playoffs, which was a small miracle, but 
lost the first game, which was predictable. After that last game, I shook 
hands with the newsroom guys, the circulation guys, even advertising, 
and, later, as I walked across the diamond, toward my car and toward 
some other life of books in a southern city I did not know, there was 
a tap—not soft—on my shoulder. I turned, and there was Brandy, the 
girl who couldn’t catch, standing very close to me, smiling.

“Hey,” she said.
“Brandy, hey,” I said.
“I just wanted to say that I’ll miss you,” she said. She popped her 

chewing gum.
“I’ll miss you, too,” I said, because I knew I was supposed to, but I 

also had a spark somewhere inside me that said I really would miss her.
She held out her hand. I took it in mine. Inside was a small piece 

of paper. She’d written her phone number on it. Her handwriting was 
big and loopy. I remembered, then, a moment from the game we’d 
just played. I’d hit a hard double to left-center. Then our first baseman 
poked a single to right. As I coasted into home, feeling strong and 
light, I looked up and there stood Brandy, behind the backstop, fingers 
curled around the links in the fence, watching me.

“So you should call,” she said.
This wasn’t a brand-new situation for me, but it had been a while. 

“I feel like I should tell you that I’m leaving town in a few days,” I said. 
“For good.”

“All the more reason to call,” she said.
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She hugged me, and her body against mine, just our sweaty T-shirts 
in between, felt good, felt like hugging a woman should, for she was 
suddenly, certainly, a woman. We let go of each other and then she ran 
back to the bench, all elbows and Chuck Taylors, and just like that she 
was a girl again.

I debated it on the ride home but, late that night, I called. The 
next day, I took her to a place on University Parkway. I had a square of 
some kind of lasagna. She had something with black beans. Outside, 
in the heat, leaning against my car, I kissed her. Her lip gloss tasted like 
sweetened berries. I noticed her tattoos—a star, the kind you’ll see on 
Amish barns—on the inside of each of her wrists.

“What about those? Got a story?” I asked.
She shrugged. “They’re pretty.”
We went to my place. My roommate, sitting in the little back yard, 

reading the newspaper, nodded as the girl walked past, and then smiled 
at me. I closed the bedroom door and turned up the air conditioning. 
She was a music girl: Radiohead, The Smiths, Joy Division, Weezer. 
Stickers covered the back of her little Nissan. I put on a CD. She sang 
along. I sat on the floor, my back against the bed. She straddled me. We 
kissed for a long time. She was good at it. I remembered I’d be leaving 
in a few days. I gently pushed her away. I lit two of her cigarettes, put 
one between her lips. Her lip gloss was almost gone by then. My own 
lips were buzzing.

“What’s the matter?” she asked.
“I don’t usually do this.”
“Do what?”
“You know. Do it and run.”
She stared at me. She smiled, crossed her arms in front of her chest. 

“But I know you want to fuck me.”
I’d been thinking: girl. But now she was a woman again, or perhaps 

only a strong imitation of one. But definitely not a girl anymore.
I swallowed. “I do, yes.”
She took a long drag on her cigarette. “How about this,” she said. 

“We take all our clothes off.”
“Yeah.”
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“And get into your bed, under the sheets.”
“Right.”
“And we do that for, like, forty-five seconds,” she said. “No touch-

ing. And we’ll see what happens?”
She was pale, smooth, with deeply pink lips, blue eyes, blonde 

hair to her shoulders. Curves, softness. I wanted to. But I couldn’t. I 
couldn’t turn off my brain and just let my body take over. I thought I’d 
be hurting her. I wasn’t sure what. I was all crossed wires, all competing 
impulses, all urgency, all red everything. She left, and that night, I tried 
to read, but couldn’t do that, either. I stayed up very late and didn’t fall 
asleep until I’d smoked all of my roommate’s cigarettes. 

Then, pacing among my stacks of stuffed cardboard boxes, two 
days before I drove south in my Jetta with the bad shocks, I called her 
again, at the newspaper. When I asked for the advertising department, 
I hoped it was Brandy who’d pick up, and not someone else. She did.

“I’m surprised to hear from you,” she said.
“I’m an idiot. Come over tonight?”
I changed the sheets. I dusted. I had two tumblers of red wine 

ready, on top of one of the boxes. I took her clothes off, piece by piece. 
It had been a while, but I forced myself to move slowly. She was a 
bowl of cream, a sweating glass of ice water, a mug of something warm 
placed between two cold and stiff hands. Our bodies—her curves, my 
angles—fit together. We were in my bed. There was a single sheet over 
us. The light in the room was the color of flan, though I’d never eaten 
flan, nor known what it was. Then, I would not have noticed the light 
at all. But I notice it now.

It didn’t work. We were young. Our bodies were younger, espe-
cially hers. It was a mechanical thing. She felt bad about it. I hushed 
her. She got dressed, and left, and that flan light faded to a yellow 
streetlight and in two days I went away to school, and I didn’t think of 
her, not much. I read and stayed up late and was lonely. Verizon shut 
off my phone. I bought gasoline a gallon at a time. I was living the life 
of a certain kind of martyr, I thought, a martyr for my highest self. I 
was all striving. I lost weight.
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But I did think of her, mostly at night, and when I came back for 
Christmas, I called her up. She’d moved in with some girls, into a big, 
ramshackle row house. I saw her through the front window before I 
rang the bell. She’d changed, along with the seasons. Her hair was lon-
ger, and now jet-black. She was fixing it, in the hallway mirror. I rang 
the bell. She answered. I kissed her neck. I couldn’t help myself. I kissed 
the other side of her neck. She closed the door, took my hand, and led 
me downstairs.

Maybe I should have called much sooner. Maybe our real moment 
had passed. Whatever my sin, she forgave me, with her body. This time, 
things worked as they should. But her bedroom was cold, and our feet 
were cold and there we were. Her little blanket wasn’t big enough for 
both of us. The music she’d picked sounded vaguely angry. Later, I paid 
for to-go sushi and that pushed my credit card to its limit and, back at 
her place, when I went to the bathroom, her roommate ate all the best 
pieces. We watched a movie and then it was time to go. I asked if she’d 
spend the night with me, at my friend’s house where I was crashing. 
She shook her head no. On her front porch, both of us wrapped up in 
thickly black coats, she said she was crazy about me. And I knew that, 
but already I was gone again, back inside my books and my little apart-
ment in the south and in a few days I really was gone, back to being 
that martyr who ate tuna out of cans, who had no room for nineteen 
years old, who was not as smart as he thought he was. Maybe, by then, 
she was twenty. I went back, and there were two options: do a thing or 
don’t. Call her or don’t. I chose not to, and it doesn’t get any easier than 
that. I just didn’t call.

And that’s where the girl who played softball but poorly would 
have stayed except that, three years later, I walked into a strip club. 
I was five months out of graduate school, still a martyr in my secret 
insides but pulling down my first real paycheck in years, buying not 
only my own beers but my friends’, too. I was leaning in, shouting into 
the bartender’s ear. It was very loud. There was a tap on my shoulder. 
I turned and there were bikini-covered breasts twelve inches from my 
face. I looked up, and it was a face I recalled. It was a stripper, it oc-
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curred to me, and that was why she was wearing a bikini. There was 
glitter, lots of eye makeup.

Just as her name was forming in that space behind my eyes, a sec-
ond before the name made its way to my tongue, she said, “It’s Brandy. 
Well, here, it’s Brittany, actually.”

“Brandy, yes, hello,” I said. I tried to stand up straight. She was 
taller. I looked down. She was wearing the kind of very high heels that 
strippers wear. She was not a girl anymore.

“I’m engaged now,” she said. She held up her left hand. On her 
finger was a ring and on that ring was a large stone. Another girl—a 
tall black girl in a white dress—pulled her away. Brandy waved, but 
she wasn’t smiling. I stood against the back wall. My friends wanted to 
know the story. I told them just enough. There was high-fiving, but I 
wasn’t a part of that.

And then the strip-club announcer said, “Let’s hear it for Brittany,” 
and then she was up. She’d picked an indie-rock song. She did one 
pass, strutting, stamping her long legs into the stage floor. She had 
muscles. Her legs were all long shadows and sheen and shine. By the 
second pass, her top was off. She was impressive. She stopped at the 
pole, and turned to face the mirror. She’d gotten wings tattooed onto 
her shoulder blades. And there were other tattoos. There may have 
been piercings. The men holding dollar bills stared at her. I stared. We 
all did. You’re supposed to. Then I looked up and saw that she was star-
ing only at me. It was not a kind stare, not a forgiving stare. There was 
a string connecting her eyes to mine, and that string was taut, and it 
was made of something glittery, and cold. She danced aggressively, and 
looked as if she’d been doing that kind of dancing for quite some time, 
and she was skilled at eliciting dollar bills from men.

She never took her eyes from mine. Not even when she raised the 
strap on her bikini bottom so that some guy could slide a wrinkled 
single against the inside of her thigh. Not even when she pressed her 
breasts together to hold onto a ten. She stared at me through the en-
tirety of that song, which was only three minutes long but could have 
been ten minutes, or thirty seconds, strutting and kneeling and thrust-
ing and snapping.
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Eventually, of course, that bikini bottom came off, but it was me 
who was the naked one. And then the announcer came on again and 
said, “Let’s give it up for Brittany. That’s right. Show your love for Brit-
tany,” and I was still the naked one.


