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         Rusty Young blew the whistle as hard as he could. The shrill sound pierced the stillness of the night. It was so loud his own

         ears rang.

      


      “Foul on Perry!” Rusty shouted.


      “What?”


      The boys on the court stopped moving instantly. The tallest one stared at Rusty, his eyes cold and hard.


      “You hit Joey’s wrist when you stole the ball from him!” Rusty said. “I saw you!”


      He trotted forward across the asphalt of 

         the lighted outdoor court, took the ball from Perry, and handed it to Joey. “One shot,” he said.

      


      He felt Perry’s stinging glance. Perry always thought he could get away with anything. Probably because he handled the ball

         better than any of them and because he was the tallest.

      


      Rusty didn’t care. He’d call the fouls if he saw them, just like the referees did in the big games.


      Joey stepped to the free-throw line. One of the boys had repainted it just a few weeks ago.


      Joey held the ball close to his chest and looked long and hard at the basket. Players stood on each side of the free-throw

         lane, watching him. Rusty watched him, too. He couldn’t help smiling a little. Every time Joey tried a foul shot, his mouth

         hung wide open.

      


      

         Joey shot. The ball hit the backboard, bounced back, and fluttered through the net.

      


      “Nice shot!” somebody yelled.


      Joey’s mouth snapped shut like a trap, and he grinned.


      Jim Bush caught the ball as it dropped from the basket. He stepped near the fence at one side of the backboard and passed

         the ball to Perry. Perry dribbled it downcourt.

      


      Rusty followed him. For a split second, he found himself admiring Perry’s skillful ball handling. He saw that Cam Mullins

         was looking for a pass; he wanted to shout to Perry that Cam was wide open.

      


      Then he reminded himself to concentrate on monitoring the game. As referee, it was his job to be sure both sides were playing

         fairly, not to help one team score against the other. Still, he was disappointed when Perry drove for the hoop instead of

         passing to Cam. He could tell Cam was, too.

      


      

         More than anything, Rusty wanted to be on the court as a player. And he would have been, too, if it hadn’t been for something

         that had happened to him nine months ago.

      


      School had just started up again. Each afternoon, Rusty and his buddies met at the outdoor basketball court at the park for

         a four-on-four pickup game. Rusty was playing forward, as usual, with Joey and Cam at guard and Perry in the other forward

         slot.

      


      It was during a five-minute break that it happened. Rusty had been feeling odd all game, but suddenly he knew something wasn’t

         right. Unlike the other boys, whose breathing had returned to normal, Rusty couldn’t seem to catch his breath. The air was

         cooling as dusk fell, yet Rusty was sweating hard. But it wasn’t until someone handed him a bottle of water to drink 

         from — even though he wasn’t thirsty at all — that he noticed his hands were shaking uncontrollably.

      


      The last thing he remembered hearing before he passed out was Joey asking him if he was all right.


      He woke up in a hospital bed. His parents were at his side. Both looked as though they had been crying. Rusty was about to

         ask what was wrong when Dr. Leonard walked into the room, pulled a chair up in front of him, and looked him in the eye.

      


      “How’re you feeling, Rusty?” he asked.


      “Weird,” Rusty replied. “What’s going on?”


      Dr. Leonard took a deep breath. “Rusty, there’s just no way to tell you other than straight out. You have diabetes.”


      Rusty blinked. He’d heard that word before. He wasn’t sure what it meant. But he 

         could tell from his parents’ faces that it was something bad.

      


      The doctor tried to explain. “Diabetes is a common disease that affects many, many people, young and old. Basically diabetes

         is caused when a hormone called insulin doesn’t work right. When this happens, your body cannot correctly process the food

         you eat — especially sugary foods like candy and sweets — into energy.”

      


      Dr. Leonard looked solemnly at Rusty. “When your body has too much or too little insulin in it, you have a very bad reaction.

         That’s what happened to you, Rusty; you lost consciousness on the basketball court because you had too much insulin in your

         system. The good news is, now that we have a diagnosis, you should never have to go through an experience like that again.

      


      “The bad news is that there is no cure for 

         diabetes. However, it can be controlled by regulating your diet, checking your blood sugar level, and taking insulin shots every day. I know it sounds

         scary, but most people diagnosed with diabetes live very normal lives. Once you learn how the routine works, you should have

         no problem.”

      


      And that was that.


      Now, months later, Rusty was used to the routine. He had learned what he could and couldn’t eat, and how to monitor any changes

         in how he felt. He knew he had to carry a packet of candy with him at all times and that he should pop a piece in his mouth

         if he started to feel bad. Just in case, he wore a medical alert tag on a chain around his neck to let people know he was

         a diabetic.

      


      But one thing he couldn’t face learning was how to give himself insulin shots. He 

         knew he couldn’t depend on his parents to do it for him forever; besides, it was clear it wasn’t easy for them to do, either.

         His mother still took a deep breath before she stuck the needle into his arm.

      


      But he just didn’t feel ready to do it himself. Not yet.


      There were other problems, too. The way his friends treated him at first, for example — as if he would break if they even

         touched him! The pitying look on his teachers’ faces when he told them wasn’t much better. Fortunately, as the first weeks

         went by, nearly everyone started treating him normally again.

      


      But not everything was all right. Except for not giving himself shots, Rusty felt pretty much in control of his disease. But

         his mother had forbidden him to play basketball.

      


      

         “I just don’t know what that amount of exercise will do to you,” she had said. “What if you had another insulin reaction on

         the court? I don’t think I could go through that again.”

      


      Rusty didn’t give up, though. Eventually his parents had agreed that he could act as referee at the pickup games. Depending

         on how that went, they’d talk again about his playing.

      


      So now, instead of pulling off his shirt to join the “skins” team, Rusty jogged slowly up and down the sidelines, watching

         for fouls — and spotting opportunities for strong offensive plays he was sure he wouldn’t have missed if he had been playing.
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         Rusty watched Perry dribble toward the basket. Cam Mullins was guarding Perry closely. Quick as a wink, Perry dribbled past

         him and broke for the basket. He went up, bounced the ball against the backboard, and scored two points.

      


      The ball dropped to the asphalt, and Rusty caught it on the bounce. He tossed it to a boy waiting to take it out. Then he

         saw a movement in the shadows and paused to get a better look.

      


      A man was leaning against the doorway of 

         the fenced-in court. Rusty recognized him in an instant, although he had never spoken to him. His name was Alec Daws. His

         father had recently purchased the grocery store in Cannerville. They were still a little like strangers.

      


      Alec stepped onto the court. A wide grin spread across his face.


      “Keep playing,” he said. “Don’t stop because of me.”


      As usual, Rusty was struck by how tall Alec was. He even towered over Perry, who was almost five feet ten! Then his gaze fell

         upon Alec Daws’s left hand.

      


      For the first time, Rusty noticed that Alec was missing two fingers. But before he had a chance to react to that discovery,

         Perry called to him to get the game going again.

      


      The boys played awhile longer. Rusty blew the whistle a couple of times when he 

         thought a foul had been made. Both times the boys on whom Rusty made the call yelled at him. And both times Rusty’s face turned

         red.

      


      “Here, Alec,” he said at last, holding the ball out toward the tall onlooker. “You ref.”


      “No. You’re doing all right,” said Alec Daws.


      “Good idea!” Perry Webb exclaimed. “Come on, Alec! Ref for us!”


      Alec Daws smiled, shrugged, and accepted the ball from Rusty.
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