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Praise for The Prospects

“I finished this book with a heart full of joy, gratitude, and infield dirt. The Prospects is the kind of perfect sports romance that happens when a genuine love of the game meets stubborn human goodness. Tenacious, sexy, effervescent, doggedly hopeful, and endlessly charming, with characters to root hard for and an irresistible voice—I completely adored it.”

—CASEY MCQUISTON, author of Red, White & Royal Blue

“The queer romcom I’ve been waiting for! Gene is the short king of my dreams and Luis is the secret cinnamon roll I want to wrap in a warm hug! The Prospects is a love letter to baseball, the Pacific Northwest, and trans joy. I adored every second of it!”

—ALISON COCHRUN, author of The Charm Offensive

“A gorgeously written tale of queer joy and trans possibility, a heart-stealing romance and a loving tribute to the art of baseball—particularly the beauty, struggle, and camaraderie of the minor leagues. But what I love most of all about this book is how much it is a story about hope, how deeply comforted and at home I felt in both its honesty and its optimism. This is my favorite book—of this and any year.”

—ANITA KELLY, author of Love & Other Disasters

“KT Hoffman has written a thrillingly swoony and big-hearted love story between two baseball players whom you can’t help but root for, even as they root against each other. Gene’s love for baseball is infectious, despite the scrutiny he faces as the first openly trans player in professional baseball. In this way, The Prospects is a beautifully resonant appeal to a future where gay and trans people are celebrated, and even expected, in sports. Reading The Prospects, my heart beat fast, my feelings soared, and then I got tickets to a minor league game.”

—SABRINA IMBLER, author of How Far the Light Reaches

“Funny, tender, and hot, this book made me feel like I could dream bigger for myself. KT Hoffman’s debut is, pardon the sports analogy, a home run. If you liked Ted Lasso, you will love The Prospects.”

—JOHN PAUL BRAMMER, author of ¡Hola Papi!

“Everything I love about baseball is everything I love about KT Hoffman’s brilliant debut: endlessly hopeful, stomach-swoopingly dramatic, and so singular and special, you know you’re watching history being made. Gene and Luis felt so real to me that I’m in that dugout, I’m turning that play at second base, I’m in their homes and meeting their families, and their bright future spools on and on in front of my eyes. I fell in love with them as they fell in love with each other, and that experience felt like such a gift. The Prospects is the book I will reread every time I want to go back to a world where I feel safe, and loved, and where big-hearted underdogs can rule the world. I can’t even express how much I adore this beautiful, joyful book.”

—ALICIA THOMPSON, author of With Love, from Cold World

“This book is optimism and grit, dedication and unbridled joy. I fell in love with baseball, Gene and Luis, and the earnest beauty of KT Hoffman’s writing. … An absolute delight.”

—RACHEL LYNN SOLOMON, author of The Ex Talk
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For Glenn Burke, Lou Sullivan, & anyone
else who had to be the first. Thank you for
the worlds of dreaming & hoping &
wanting you made possible.




Author’s Note

This book is an optimistic one, in which the characters search for and cling to hope in all its many forms. It is also about a gay transgender man existing in the very cisgender, heterosexual space of men’s professional baseball. There are, accordingly, brief instances of verbal and systemic transphobia and homophobia, as well as references to the misogyny trans men often continue to face after we come out.

Please also know that, just as trans people use many different words to describe our bodies, for reasons as varied as the people those words describe, Gene chooses his because they are comfortable to him. They may not be the words every trans man would choose, but they are his.

Finally, this book contains brief depictions of panic attacks.




“The dream lives!”

—DAVE SIMS, announcing the return
of playoff baseball to the Pacific Northwest







PART ONE

Triple-A Beaverton
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1

APRIL

Current record: 0–0

Gene Ionescu has always loved every detail of baseball, but none quite so much as its near-complete indifference to the body. In few other sports can a five-foot, two-inch sprinter appear on the same roster as a six-foot, five-inch pitcher. Size—muscle, height, maybe a few extra inches of reach or long running legs—helps. But baseball also rewards the patient, the crafty, and, perhaps most of all, the optimistic.

It’s that hope, more than anything else, that makes Gene a good baseball player. He plays baseball because he is an optimist; he is an optimist because he has to be.

On April first, four days before a new season starts, in the most optimistic moment of the most optimistic sport, when every last thing feels possible, Gene sits on the floor of his apartment, wrestling with an Allen wrench.

Vince finds him like that, hunched over and cursing. “You’ve had five months of offseason to do this. Why the sudden burst of productivity?”

“Well, I meant to do it in November, but my brain finally decided to recognize a deadline today, and I’m trying to make the most of it,” Gene says. He gestures to the bookshelf he’s been working on for the last hour. “Except I can’t figure out why this screw doesn’t fit. What if I just throw the whole thing away and embrace minimalism?”

Vince drops onto Gene’s couch, picks up the IKEA instruction manual, and sets his feet on the dented, partially unpacked cardboard box Gene uses as an ottoman. A moment later, he jangles the bag of hardware in Gene’s direction. “Because you’re using the wrong screws. You need the short ones, and a Phillips-head,” he says.

Probably not the kind of assistance IKEA envisioned when its cartoon directions told Gene not to assemble heavy furniture alone, but it works.

Last spring, when he was assigned to start the season with the Beaverton Beavers—the Triple-A minor league team for the Portland Lumberjacks—an unfamiliar number texted him less than an hour after the rosters were announced.

This is Vince Altman. I play for Beaverton. Would love to have you over for coffee, get to know you!

“Love” had actually been a heart emoji, but what endeared Vince to Gene from the start, what surprised and impressed him, was the introduction. As if any self-respecting baseball player could fail to recognize the name of Portland’s former golden boy.

A day later, the Vince Altman told Gene over coffee in his kitchen that he had a husband—with whom he lived and about whom the entire team, and very nearly no one else, knew. He became the first, and thus far only, queer man currently in baseball to welcome Gene to their small, often lonely club.

A season and a small lifetime later, Gene rents the one-bedroom, gable-roofed attic of Vince’s house in the hills of Southwest Portland. If someone had told Gene when he signed his contract that former Cy Young–winning pitcher Vince Altman would become his best friend, that he would let Gene stay in his house for free—that he was gay-married, no less—Gene would never have believed them.

But, Cy Young Award and all, the guy can be a pain in the ass.

“So. You excited to play your boyfriend next week?” Vince asks.

Gene pushes the bookshelf off his lap and flops, perhaps a little more dramatically than the situation calls for, onto his back. “You can’t be mean to me on my birthday.”

“Like fuck I can’t.”

Gene already has to see Luis Estrada twenty-four times a season, which is twenty-four more times than he’d prefer. He doesn’t get why they have to talk about him, too. Because Luis Estrada is not Gene’s boyfriend, not even close. He’s the thorn in Gene’s side, the popcorn kernel stuck between his teeth, the crack in his ass—and still somehow the blandest man alive.

Every time Beaverton plays his team, Luis makes some absurd catch, always when Gene is at the plate. Luis never even reacts to it. Just tosses the ball back to the pitcher like nothing happened. Plus, Luis won last year’s minor league Gold Glove over Gene, then didn’t even bother showing up to the ceremony, and Gene has always been a rather impressive grudge-holder.

But before those twenty-four games, before the Gold Glove and the absurd catches and barely justified grudges, Luis and Gene shared a baseball diamond for one strange, sublime season of college ball. It was the abrupt end to their time as teammates that then begot the sharp-jointed discomfort that makes itself known between them now, every time their schedules collide.

Of course, Vince ignores all those details in favor of latching onto one offhand, year-old comment about Luis’s perfect hair that he can’t even prove Gene made.

(Gene stands by said comment. But still.)

“I would rather,” Gene starts; Vince groans, and Gene talks right over it, “wear the Beavers’ mascot costume to my ex-boyfriend’s wedding—”

“—than spend even one minute with Luis Estrada,” Vince finishes. He considers, then admits, “That was a pretty good one.”

It’s becoming something of a series. Other entries have included: I would rather clip your dogs’ toenails during an earthquake, I would rather ask the clubby to make the post-game spread vegetarian-friendly, and I would rather get stuck next to the bathroom on the roadie bus all the way to Albuquerque.

The point is, he’d rather open the season against basically any other team, any other opposing shortstop. But such is life, and such is Gene’s luck. They’ll play Luis twenty-four times, and Gene will avoid him as much as possible. It’s not like Luis Estrada has ever sought out friendly small talk anyway.

“All the more motivation to open the season with a win,” Gene says. “So, what did you get me for my birthday?”

“Oh, was that today?” Vince says, feigning surprise. “Shit, I didn’t get you anything.”

“Perfect! Then you can finish this shelf for me while I go raid your fridge.”

“You should stay up here,” Vince says, nonchalant only in the most practiced sense of the word.

Gene narrows his eyes. “What’s happening downstairs?”

“Nothing,” Vince lies.

As if on cue, another set of footsteps comes up the stairs separating Gene’s apartment from the rest of the house. Jack—taller than his already-tall husband, a certified bear, and handsome in the most comforting of ways—pops his head into Gene’s apartment.

He signs, “Hello, Gene,” the same as he does every time they see each other. Jack has a hearing aid on each side, but he doesn’t always wear them, and prefers signing regardless. To sign Gene’s name, he forms each of his hands into the letter G and swipes them in two arcs at the corners of his mouth. A G and a smile, a sign name he gave Gene early after meeting him.

“Hey, Jack,” Gene signs back—the letter J, his pinky tracing the shape of the letter in the air in a curl around his chin, an alteration of the sign for “beard,” like the auburn one Jack has. “What’s happening downstairs?”

Gene says the second part out loud as he signs it, careful to face Jack when he does. Jack knows Gene well enough to lip-read okay when Gene speaks, but he’s explained that it’s harder than signing. So Gene practices his signing with Vince sometimes, on the bus and in their hotel room. Gene is still nowhere near fluent—it’s easier to understand Jack’s hands than to form the right words with his own—but he’s amazed how much easier it comes to him now than it did a year ago.

Jack raises his eyebrows. “Did you tell him?” he signs at Vince, his hands lovingly accusatory.

“I said nothing,” Vince answers.

“We’re done setting up,” Jack signs, with a hand wave and a shoulder shrug that, in concert, sort of imply Oh well, what’re you going to do, my husband can’t keep a secret to save his life.

“We?” Gene asks.

Jack raises his eyebrows. Aloud, he says, “Did he really not tell you about the party?”

“You guys threw me a party?”

Vince throws up his hands. “I told you I didn’t tell him!” It comes out half-laugh, half-exasperation. “And you gave me the hard job. You know I can’t keep a secret.”

“But you also can’t make cake,” Jack counters.

Gene drags himself up off the ground. “There’s cake?”

He always means to make himself one, but his birthday gets consumed by anticipation of and preparation for baseball season’s onset every year—all the things he spent the offseason delaying—and he never ends up with enough time. He can’t remember the last birthday he even managed a box mix.

“Don’t get too excited,” Vince says. “It’s just cheesecake.”

He might wink at Jack when he says this, but Gene can’t be entirely sure. Vince ushers Gene down the hall, toward the stairwell. The wide-planked, age-smoothed hardwoods groan underfoot, the rhythm familiar and comfortable.

The Altman house is almost as historic as they come in Portland, which is to say, it’s from the early 1900s. It’s still newer than anywhere Gene lived back in Brooklyn. When the season ended and he could have gone back to spend the fall in New York with his dad and the rest of their family, he instead stayed here to settle further into his life in this city, this house.

Gene likes Oregon’s stubborn green, the offseason spent on damp hiking trails; he likes the slick outdoor stairs that lead up to his apartment door and the chipped-paint porch outside it. He likes the runs he takes around the neighborhood, the topographical map of sidewalk cracks he has memorized. Contrary to the popular opinion of his teammates—most of whom go home to other states or other countries after the season’s last out is made—Gene likes the unrelenting rainy season most of all. The sounds it makes against his warped windows, the patterns the water leaves in his arm hair, the puddles that consume the streets for weeks at a time, and the games it delays.

During baseball season, each day plays out to the soundtrack of Gene’s preset alarm reminders to do all the basic things—wake up, make his bed, eat something before he has his morning coffee. But he doesn’t need an alarm to remember to leave the windows open, whenever he can and sometimes even when he shouldn’t, or to walk the quarter-mile to the grocery store for the goat cheese he forgot when he went there last. He does not need a reminder to make dinner with the Altmans—Vince’s help mostly coming in the shape of taste-testing—every Tuesday and Friday, or to take his meandering run on Sunday mornings, the one that trails him along the Willamette River waterfront.

In the last year, his life has developed dozens of the kinds of oddities you only collect in a place you’ve made your home.

When he thunders down the Altmans’ stairs—his stairs, too—two at a time and into the kitchen, it really does feel like that. Like home, strange and perfect. Eight or so of their teammates circle around the kitchen island, the last thing he sees before he is engulfed in the triple embrace of The Kyles. He hasn’t seen Kyle Clark, Kyle Nguyen, and Kyle Rivera since last season, but the team’s sturdy, steady outfielders are as sturdy and steady as they’ve always been, their chests broad under their matching XL, XL, and XL T-shirts.

“Happy birthday, Nes,” they say, a chorus of three separate accents—Queens, Atlanta, and Caracas, respectively.

“Thanks, guys,” Gene tries to say, before Kyle Nguyen hefts him over a shoulder and carries him into the adjoining dining room to a clamor of indiscriminate shouts from their team. From Kyle’s shoulder, Gene gives their manager an upside-down wave as she falls into step with her players.

“Hey, Baker,” he says.

“Nes. How are the drills going?”

“Good, I think,” Gene says. He’s bulked up a little since last September. By his standards, at least, the months of effort translating mostly to a bit of extra arm muscle and shoulders more defined than he has ever seen on himself. Still, nothing Gene does will ever make him look like the other guys on the team. He has found a comfortable niche as the teammate small enough to lift into the air, fireman-style, after a good, solid win.

In his grandest fantasies, Gene gets to just settle in and enjoy that niche this season—none of the constant change and scrutiny that have defined his career so far. He’s made his way up to the highest level of the minor leagues with respectable speed, yes, but as the first trans man to get his name sewn out in patches across the back of a professional baseball jersey, Gene has no expectations of breaking into the majors. The career that he has—even if it pays like shit, runs him ragged, isn’t the career of anyone’s dreams—is still a fucking miracle for a guy like Gene.

“You gonna hit us some homers this year?” Baker teases, like she can hear him overthinking it.

Gene has never hit a home run as a professional baseball player. “Of course,” he says anyway.

Kyle Nguyen deposits him in front of the dining room table. Baker gives Gene’s baseball cap a jostle, somewhat noogie-adjacent. “Good,” she says.

On the table, the cheesecake sits on a glass cake stand. Gene takes in the clumsy chocolate lettering, the crooked line of its homemade crust, and he forgets to worry about the things he’s procrastinated on all offseason, about how he probably still won’t hit any homers this year, about the five additional pounds he didn’t manage to add, about the money, or his probable footnote of a career.

Today, it doesn’t matter.

Today, his team has laid out one of his jerseys, facedown like a tablecloth, across the table’s dinged-up wood grain. His name, IONESCU, arcs across the fabric, an open parenthesis around the cake stand. In rich Beaverton green and goldenrod yellow, with the Lumberjacks logo of their parent organization sewn into the sleeve, this jersey is home. He has to resist the urge to trace the even stitch of the hems, the letter patches, marveling at their existence.

“You guys are saps,” Gene says. Like he doesn’t love it.

Kyle Rivera, armed with a sizable knife and an even larger grin, says, “You know it, big guy.” He sticks the knife into the center of the cheesecake and starts to slice a piece before Vince protests.

“We haven’t even done ‘Happy Birthday,’ you jackasses. Wait thirty more seconds,” he says. They leave the knife there, teetering halfway through the soft wall of cream cheese and sugar, as if someone had attempted a quick cake murder before getting distracted.

Baker whips a lighter out of her backpack, the little handheld kind in vivid red. Someone turns off the dining room lights, and, as the flames ease their way down the candles’ wicks, Gene’s teammates sing, off-key and up-tempo. They press in behind him, jostle his shoulders, knock his glasses crooked, take his hat off to mess with his hair, ping-pong him a few inches in each direction like their collective little brother.

When they shout in the general vicinity of the final note, Baker’s voice rings through the noise. “Make a wish before Kyle shoves his whole face into this thing.”

Gene doesn’t make wishes on his birthday. It feels like inviting cosmic jokes into his life, to ask for all the quiet things he wants most—on April Fool’s, of all days. But his team is here. Maybe only because he stole thirty-seven bases for them last season, or because he hit over .400 in September. In the moment, it doesn’t matter why they showed up for him. It matters that they did.

So he closes his eyes and lets a wish form. For the team, not for himself:

To get Beaverton to the playoffs. To do whatever I can to help get us there.

He blows, and the smell of smoke mixes with the tangy-sweet, graham cracker–based promise of his favorite homemade dessert.

“Dude,” someone’s voice interrupts. “Did y’all see this shit?”

Gene opens his eyes to find the Kyles crowded around one phone, Vince pulling his own cell out of his back pocket. Wordlessly, Vince holds it out to Gene, a push notification unopened on his screen.

Gene’s hand doesn’t shake when he takes the phone, but maybe it should.

A notification from The Athletic joins the one from the Major League Baseball app, then the Oregonian, all notifying Vince of breaking baseball news. Gene squints at the headlines, stacked up, and wills them to say anything but what they do.

PORTLAND LUMBERJACKS ACQUIRE CATCHER ERNIE GONZALES & SHORTSTOP LUIS ESTRADA FROM ARIZONA, and PORTLAND SENDS PITCHING HAUL TO ARIZONA FOR PROSPECTS GONZALES & ESTRADA, and GONZALES & ESTRADA HEADED TO PDX IN LAST-MINUTE BLOCKBUSTER.

The knife, having finally lost its balance, slides slowly out of the cheesecake until its handle hits the serving plate with a weak thud.
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