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WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUTTHE ROOKIE AND JIM MORRIS'S INCREDIBLE TRUE STORY

“The story of his comeback … filled me with glee.”

—Boston Sunday Globe

“One of the most improbable baseball careers this side of Kevin Costner.”

—People

“Astonishing… . Morris's accomplishments [are] just as amazing as those of the Hall of Famers.”

—Austin American-Statesman

“Too unbelievable to be true.”

—ESPN

“He relates his amazing story with humility and charm.”

—BookPage

“Amazing.”

—USA Today

“You can't make this stuff up… . A fabulous baseball story and a fabulous story, period.”

—Booklist

“Inspiring … [an] incredible story about second chances.”

—Library Journal


To my wife, Lorri, who showed me the way when I didn't even know I was lost; and to the 1999 Reagan County High baseball team, who knew me better than I knew myself.

—Jim Morris

To my daughter, Maggie, who has big dreams and the heart to make them come true.

—Joel Engel

I OWE SPECIAL THANKS to several people: Sarah Burnes, my editor, who somehow turned me into a big-league author; Bill Phillips, who put me on the Little, Brown team; Ron Porterfield, who convinced me that I wasn't too old; Paul Harker, who kept me throwing; Roberto Hernandez, who helped me learn big-league baseball; and Steve Canter, my very own Jerry Maguire.

PREFACE

ONE of my favorite movie actors is Clint Eastwood. The characters he plays are men of few words.

Like me.

All my life I've been quiet. I don't start many conversations, and I answer most questions with a quick “Yes”or “No.”You'd know that if you ever had the bad luck to sit next to me at a dinner party. Really, I drive my wife crazy. She's always trying to get me to talk more.

The truth is that I don't think I have much to say, and I don't like to say anything just for the sake of talking. Believe me, it took a long time to accept the fact that people I've never met are interested in my story. Whenever a reporter pointed a notebook or camera in my direction, I checked to make sure that it was really me he wanted.

After nearly a year, I've figured out that it's not me, exactly, who touches people; it's what I represent: the possibility that dreams from long ago may still come true, even if they look lost forever.

That kind of hope is important to the human spirit, more important than I'd realized before I started meeting strangers who wanted only to shake my hand and tell me, “Good going.”I greeted the smiles of seventy-year-old men as they asked for my autograph, and I read the words of letter writers whom I'd inspired to chase an ancient dream. None of it had to do with baseball. These people were doctors and janitors, executives and retirees. What we shared were dreams from the heart as old as the heart itself. The only difference between us was that my wildest one had suddenly come true.

Why has this happened to me and not to someone else? I don't know. I do know, though, that this dream feels a thousand times more vivid now than it would have fifteen years ago, when I originally intended to live it. In those days, I was too immature to notice how few people are lucky enough to turn their childhood dreams into reality. I had to grow up first and learn to accommodate disappointment, like everyone else. Now, my whole life seems like a dream.

I've written my story as honestly as possible. Whenever I doubted my memory or it failed me, I drew on other people's memories to refresh my recollection. I also consulted documents and published articles and historical archives. The only things I've changed purposely are the names of a few ordinary people, when I thought that not naming them would be more polite.

In that regard, you may wonder why I chose to retell several moments from my childhood in which my parents may appear less than loving. My purpose in reporting these moments was not to shine an unkind spotlight on Mom and Dad; it was to explain the person I've become, because without knowing the full background, you may scratch your head over choices I've made. The truth is that I love my parents and forgive them for whatever they might have done wrong— just as they love and forgive me for nearly causing them a dozen heart attacks with my carelessness and daredevilry. They did their best, with each other and with me. I know what happens to you when your dreams break, but even with broken dreams they kept trying to do the right thing, fighting enemies they couldn't see and didn't understand. Some decisions they made were right and some weren't, but everything they did made me what I am. And for that I'm grateful to them.


CHAPTER ONE

THE FIRST THING you need to understand about West Texas is that even local video stores have announcement boards out front with messages like “Keep the Christ in Christmas.”

The second thing to understand is that, if Jesus Christ himself were to show up on a Friday night in the fall, he'd have to wangle a seat in the high school stadium and wait until the football game ended before declaring his arrival.

In West Texas, high school football and religion are often the strongest links between small towns lying hundreds of miles apart. As you drive down two-lane highways that cut through scrub-brush landscapes littered with deer carcasses and the cars that hit them,your car radio is likely to pull in only two stations, country and religious—and both are likely to broadcast high school football games.

That's how it's been since before my father, Jim Morris, grew up in Brownwood during the era of black-and-white television. A city of about 19,000, Brownwood is in an area of West Central Texas where much of the country's pecan crop comes from. If you're there at the right time of year, when all the pecan trees are blooming, it's something to see. But pecans didn't put Brownwood on the map. Football did.

Even for Texas, the town's devotion to its Brownwood High School Lions is extraordinary. I can't imagine the people of South Bend, for instance, showering Notre Dame heroes with more affection than Brownwood residents and merchants do their home team. They treat football players like celebrities. You're lucky to be a great athlete in Brownwood, and even luckier to be a great athlete from another town whose father is suddenly offered a better job in Brownwood. Everyone wants to play for the Lions.

Yet my dad—who was big, strong, fast, smart, and had an arm like a rocket launcher—chose not to play, turning his back on a chance to be Brownwood's maximum BMOC, the starting quarterback. Glory, at least, if not a college scholarship, could have been his. But the new coach hired by the school board before Dad's junior year, 1960, came with a reputation for discipline. And Dad was allergic to discipline. Maybe he was trying to be nothing like his father, who epitomized selfdiscipline. Or maybe Dad modeled himself after James Dean and that whole Hollywood motorcycle-jacket culture. Whatever the reason, Dad preferred to drink, smoke, and chase girls—he was the rebel in search of a party. There'd be time for none of that if he had to practice football five days a week, four hours a day. Many people tried, but no one could sway him—not his father, not the coach. It didn't even matter that pretty cheerleaders favored football players, because his good looks, smooth talking, and come-on smile made him popular enough with other girls.

As it turned out, the new coach brought home Brownwood's first state championship trophy that first season. Grateful, the citizens of Brownwood tagged him with a nickname—“God”—though they whispered it.

Dad had missed playing on a championship team but felt no regret. To him, the world was filled with too many people who thought they were God. He couldn't wait to get out of Brownwood, where his mother was secretary at Central Methodist Church and his father spent his waking hours either volunteering at the church or running his menswear store the way Brownwood's coach ran his football team. College? Not for Dad, not if he couldn't major in Pabst Blue Ribbon. No, what Dad wanted after high school was adventure. To see the world, and be paid for it.

He joined the navy.

When she was younger, Olline Ketchum liked to brag about her deep Texas roots. Way back on her mother's side was Sam Bostick, who helped capture Santa Anna after the battle of San Jacinto. On the other side was Black Jack Ketchum, the notorious train robber who shouted to witnesses at his hanging, “I'll be in hell, boys, before you start breakfast.”Ollie, as everyone called her, used to wink and say that she had a little of both men in her. As her son, I know she does.

At eighteen, she was lissome and blond and stood five feet ten, with striking blue eyes and flawless alabaster skin. I've seen snapshots from back then and have to believe that, if she'd lived in New York, some photographer would have spotted her sitting on a soda fountain stool and put her on magazine covers. But she'd grown up in San Saba, Texas, population two thousand something, and had graduated high school without a clue about what path to follow. So she took her mother's advice and went to Brownwood for the summer to study cosmetology, renting a room with a shared kitchen and bath from the landlady next door. To her, Brownwood was the big city and offered bigcity fun. And she was on her own.

It was the summer of 1962, the summer of Telstar and Diet-Rite Cola and the Houston Astros. One hot night when she should have been studying, Ollie freshened her makeup and put on something pretty. Running out to her car, she considered which hangout to visit first, Lion's Drive-In or the Dairy Maid on Coggin Avenue. A few minutes later she pulled into the Dairy Maid parking lot.

She spotted him, standing next to his car while talking to someone, the same moment he saw her. Wearing a tight T-shirt, he was tall, with broad shoulders and powerful arms. His wavy black hair was cut in a flattop. As he walked her way, she felt her face flush.

“Hey,”he said.

“Hey yourself,”she said.

He smiled as he folded his arms above her car window, and Ollie knew it was going to be hard to mind her mother's one and only sex-education lesson: “Keep your dress down and your panties up.”

He was in the navy, he said, and would be going back to San Diego in a couple of days. San Diego? She'd always wanted to see it. Yeah, it's a great town, he said, but he'd be shipping out on a submarine— would be gone most of a year, to who-knows-where. That sounded pretty good to her.

His name was Jim Morris, and soon they had a date for the following night.

Over the next six months, Jim and Ollie carried on a torrid romance—in letters. He wrote to her in San Saba from ports far away, describing what he saw, complaining about his superiors, and telling her about his dreams. He had the same easy way with words on paper as he did in person. When he came back on Christmas leave, he drove the two hours south from Brownwood every day. And in April, his next time home, Ollie got pregnant.

She knew it in May, since she was never late. After seeing a doctor, she called Jim in San Diego.

“Oh, good,”he said when she told him. “It's what I wanted.”

“It is?”she asked, thinking that the last thing he would want was to be saddled with a family. It hadn't been high on her list.

They were married in early July, on a miserably hot day, at the minister's house, with only a few family members and friends as witnesses. Jim needed to be back in San Diego in five days to catch a sub for parts unknown.

Nineteen years old and seven months pregnant, Ollie rode a Continental Trailways bus to California in November. She set up a furnished apartment near the naval base and waited for Jim to come back and for the baby to be born.

I arrived in January, weighing in at ten pounds. My size may have made it tough on my mother, but it saved my life when the naval hospital took thirty-six hours to diagnose my pneumonia. Treatment required putting me in isolation for ten days and left me with weak lungs and asthma.

It was 1964, and the Beatles were one month shy of Ed Sullivan. By the time they had the top five songs that summer, we'd already left San Diego and moved up to Vallejo, in Northern California, so my father could attend nuclear sub school. When that didn't work out, we were sent elsewhere, and then elsewhere, and then elsewhere.

At seven months old I made my first cross-country journey, from California to Key West, Florida, in my parents’new gray Volkswagen Bug that they'd bought with the money earned for Dad's re-up. Shipping their belongings ahead, they'd placed me on a pallet of cotton blankets that covered the hard vinyl backseat, and expected me to lie contentedly for five days. Somewhere outside of Phoenix, I stood up for the first time. Neither of them heard me, not with the noise that came from squeezing seventy out of that little engine and the 110-degree wind whipping through the open windows. As I prepared to launch myself through the space between the bucket seats, Dad noticed me in the rearview mirror and shouted to Mom. First she grabbed me and held me on her lap, then she reached down to consult her worn copy of Dr. Spock. Apparently, I'd just skipped five months of normal development.

By late that night, we'd nearly made it to Balmorhea, Texas, as forsaken a part of America as exists. Dad exited the interstate, hoping to find some Cokes and candy bars. Nothing was open. The only light came from the single traffic signal on the town's main drag. Mom checked that I was still sleeping. When she turned forward, the car was suddenly bathed in blue light, thousands of watts’worth. They had to shield their eyes. Dad commented that they must have stumbled onto an airport runway, and he put the car in reverse, but the light continued to blanket them no matter which direction or how fast they drove. They felt terrified.

Then it was over. The next thing Mom and Dad remember—and they're both clear on this—is driving fifteen miles an hour on a pitch-black country road, thirty miles east of where they'd begun, and feeling as though they'd just awakened from a trance. Dad checked his watch. Two hours had passed. “What happened?”they asked at the same moment.

Being too young at the time, I have no idea whether this incident actually occurred. What makes it meaningful for me is not the possibility that my parents had a close encounter; it's that this was one of the few things they consistently agreed on. In their twenty-three years of marriage, they were so much more often at each other's throats than united that I enjoyed seeing them defend themselves and each other against accusations of being crazy or drinking or taking drugs every time they told family or friends what happened that night. These were about the only times I really considered them husband and wife, and I was sorry when they finally stopped telling people the story.

Our first apartment in Key West was the tiny upstairs unit of a converted house owned by an elderly lady who lived downstairs with her grown son. The clapboard building had no air conditioning, only a small oscillating fan that didn't do much. Mom, who wasn't used to the humidity that made the late summer heat so much more intense, fanned herself and missed Texas. A week after we moved in, Hurricane Hilda struck.

Before hitting Louisiana and killing dozens, Hilda terrorized the Keys. All the naval wives and children were taken to the base and safeguarded in barracks while the men put out to sea in a sub for the duration.

When the crisis was over, Mom announced that she hated Key West. Dad asked her what she expected him to do about it. “The navy owns me,”he said.

My parents were twenty-year-old kids who'd been drawn together by sex and had to marry because of it. That's the way it was done in 1963. The moment they conceived me, they forfeited the right to take their time deciding whether to spend their lives together. With their mistake growing every day, they felt trapped as much by what they were learning about each other as by circumstances. It seemed a blessing when Dad's assignment sent him to sea for several months. As soon as he left, Mom and I drove to San Saba for a long visit with her mother.

Grandma Frances was excited to see her only child's only child, and had bought a closetful of toy tanks, cars, and guns—the usual stuff you gave toddler boys. What Mom had forgotten to tell her is that I only played with balls. I loved balls of all kinds, big, medium, and small. Give me a ball and I would roll it, throw it (left-handed), bounce it, kick it, and catch it for hours; give me a toy dinosaur and I'd toss it aside, crying for a ball.

Mom or Grandma would take me to the playground, where I could play with other toddlers in the sand or on the jungle gym and ladders. But I preferred to chase a ball through the grass. The idea that this ball might be attached to a particular game with rules, like the ones being played elsewhere in the park, didn't compute. Nothing could have been more fun than exploring the physics of soft, round objects. That's why the older kids playing ragtag football and soccer couldn't hold my interest. They didn't seem to be having any more fun doing that with each other than my ball and I were having by ourselves.

Then one day, when the weather was warmer, a group of twelve-year-olds began playing a new game. For some reason, I stopped and watched.

They stood apart from each other, wearing leather gloves. One kid threw the ball at another, who swung a stick of smooth wood and struck the ball, which then flew in the air and was either caught or run after; meanwhile, either one, two, or three kids ran in a giant square. No matter what happened, the ball remained the center of attention.

There are moments and then there are moments. Most of them pass unremembered. Some become snapshots that form a kind of narrative. A very few stick in your brain and change your destiny. This happened to be one of those moments. With no conscious effort on my part, my brain just seemed to chisel this particular moment into something permanent.

Then Mom gave me the vocabulary to name it: Those kids, she said, were playing baseball.

I said I wanted to play, too.

By that afternoon she'd bought me a Wiffle baseball and bat. Hour after hour I insisted that she lob the ball for me to hit, or stand with the bat and let me try to sneak a fastball past her. But moms have their limits. So I learned to play by myself, throwing a rubber ball against the steps, catching it, and throwing it again. The constant thwack on concrete must have seemed like a Chinese water torture to everybody else. I assume that's why she bought me the Larry Sherry Pitchback—a large, rectangular frame attached to elastic netting that allows you to play catch with yourself. Silently.

All the activity accelerated my eye-hand-foot coordination. At a year and a half, I could do what athletic fiveand six-year-olds did. If I'd had the same relative level of manual dexterity, I might have spent my days assembling models or taking apart and reassembling transistor radios. But I had no interest in anything else, not games, not models, not toy soldiers, not books, not even other kids—unless they played ball with me. And they didn't. I was too young for the kids who were good enough—they wouldn't be caught dead playing with a little squirt—and too good for the kids my own age, who could barely throw forward, let alone straight.

Dad's sub brought him back to Key West, and he was assigned shore duty. We moved into another clapboard house, this time on the bottom floor. (Good thing, too, because one day when no one was looking I managed to open the screen and fall out the window. It was the first of many accidents, and about the only one that didn't send me to the hospital. A few weeks later I swallowed a bottle of aspirin and had to be rushed there. Mom had been bleaching her hair at the time and of course didn't have time to wash the bleach out until the doctors assured her I'd be okay.) Having been gone so long, Dad was surprised by my skill level. First he watched me play, then he joined me. It wasn't a game as much as a tutoring lesson. He showed me the right way or a better way to do everything. I happily soaked it up, not yet knowing that there would always be a better way.

On the Christmas right before my third birthday, Dad called me into the front yard, where he proudly stood beside a two-and-a-half-foot-tall, green and orange battery-powered truck. “Watch this,”he said, pushing the button. The truck began to roll forward, its oversized tires and powerful little motor taking it easily over every molehill and mound in its path. “Isn't that great?”

Dad's face beamed with the expectation that mine would beam too. And what boy's wouldn't have? What boy wouldn't love this truck?

Only one.

I looked at it and ran off screaming, in search of a ball. Dumbfounded, Dad stayed outside and played with the truck for a while before putting it back in its box. Poor Dad.

A few months later, Grandma Frances came for her first visit and brought me a gift. Not a toy this time, it was a junior baseball uniform—cap, shirt, and pants, all of which said “Little Slugger”on them—along with a tiny glove, a soft baseball with red laces painted on, and a tiny bat.

I didn't understand the point of a uniform, since I'd never seen a real team wear one, but I put it on anyway and begged Mom to play with me. She took me outside and agreed to pitch. The first one came and I connected. The ball soared far over her head. She cheered as she ran to get it, and when she came back I insisted on pitching to her. Struck her out. Fastball.

From then on the ball, glove, and bat became parts of my anatomy. I took them everywhere, begging people to let me hit or pitch. When they got bored, and they always did, I'd toss the ball up fungo-style and whack it, then run to retrieve it and hit it back the other way. Sometimes I pitched myself small rocks or bottle caps—whatever was on the ground. When darkness or weather forced me inside, I stood in the living room and practiced throwing the ball up and catching it in my mitt, over and over, hundreds of times, trying to see how close I could come to the ceiling without hitting it. In bed, I'd lie on my back and continue in the dark.

Nobody asked me, when I was three, what I wanted to be when I grew up. If someone had, I would've said I wanted to play baseball. I didn't even know you could actually get paid to do it.


CHAPTER TWO

MOM ONCE ADDED UP the amount of time she and Dad actually spent in each other's company during their marriage. The total didn't come out to much more than six or seven years out of twentythree.

Calculations like that come naturally to military dependents. As a boy I once figured out that I'd spent more time in my mother's womb than in some of the places we lived. Most navy brats could say the same. The ones I became friends with in a dozen different places never complained about their situation. We accepted the fact that moving often—sometimes on a day's notice—was a fact of life. I didn't know that civilian kids lived differently until I was in high school.

By then I'd noticed that the military is not the most sensible career for a man who hates discipline, and I'd begun to believe that some of our moves had less to do with the navy than with my father's temperament. On talent and intelligence alone, Dad should have risen quickly through the ranks and retired with a lot of bars on his shoulder. He even had the political smarts. What he didn't have was the gracious disposition to use them. He wouldn't say “Yes, sir”when he had something else in mind, and couldn't suffer fools in silence. As many times as he'd get promoted, he'd be busted back again. What saved him from a few stints in the brig for insubordination were his wits and gift of gab.

It took a toll on Dad, having to suck up. He knew it, too, but traveling around the world in a submarine was a better way to support his family than working in his father's clothing store. When he was home—on shore leave or pulling shore duty—I could see the unhappiness on his face. And in his actions. He expected me to say “Yes, sir”and “No, sir”and not much more, and if I broke a rule on his long unwritten list, the price was high. Maybe it's because I was his namesake— “Jimmy,”everyone called me—and he considered me his second chance to do it right. One day at lunch he said I'd stuffed my mouth too full of Mom's tuna fish sandwiches, then squeezed my cheeks to prove his point. The tuna shot out all over him. That time, I was lucky; he sent me to my room for the day. Some months later he saw me fooling with a box of billiard balls and poked me in the belly with a pool cue. I struggled for an hour to breathe.

When Dad was home I played outside as long as possible, and indoors I tried to keep out of his way by hiding in my room. Otherwise I ran the risk of saying something wrong or of saying nothing at all or of looking at someone the wrong way. Almost any offense could bring a beating with the big wooden bristle brush he used to clean his uniforms.

I breathed a little easier when Dad wasn't there, but Mom could step in as hanging judge herself. I remember leaving a milk carton out on the counter one day and her pouring the contents over my head before smacking me with a curtain rod.

In my mind, I deserved only one of the beatings I got, for shooting a hole in the floor with a loaded pistol Dad kept around the house.

Moving every year or so taught me to adapt quickly to new situations. It also kept me from making friends the way most people do when they're young; friends you grow up and grow old with; friends you may not talk to for a year or two and then when you do it's as familiar as ever; friends who vow to die for you. It takes time to develop friends like that. And it also takes the belief that you'll have the time.

My best friend was sports. I leaned on sports as much as real friends lean on each other. Being shy, my heart pounded as we drove into each new town. Then I'd see a playground. I knew all I had to do was get in a game, and within an hour my best friend would win me ten new buddies. That's how it works for boys. If you're good, everyone wants to know you. And if you're really good, everyone likes you.

I wasn't quite four when we left Key West for San Pedro, California, a hilly port town south of Los Angeles, and moved into navy housing on a hill near the army base. I made friends with some kids who lived down the block. They were a little older but accepted me because I could play better than they could. Everything we did became some sort of competition to see who could hit farther or run faster or jump higher. One day we stopped in a vacant lot and had a rock-throwing contest, aiming for the “No Trespassing”sign from about fifty feet. I won. Next we decided to hit the “T” in trespassing. I was the first with a bull's-eye. Then we aimed at the bird perched on a wire about sixty feet away and thirty feet up. No one thought any of us would come close. But on my first throw, a palm-size boulder wiped the bird off the wire with a thud that was more horrible for being nearly silent. As the bird dropped to the ground, I felt sick. One of the boys began crying. Then I did, too, and ran home, and got a whipping.

Mom was pregnant then, ready to burst, with my brother Kael. From my five-year-old perspective, her pregnancy made no sense. I'd lie in bed and hear my parents shout at each other that they'd married only because of me. So why were they having another baby?

Everyone in Texas had warned Mom that the marriage would never work out. They'd advised her to stay in a home for unwed mothers until I was born, then give me up for adoption and move on with her life. But Mom was as pigheaded at twenty-four as she had been hopeful at nineteen. She and Dad were going to stay married and work through their problems. The right thing to do was not have a lonely, spoiled, only child.

As it would turn out, Mom and Dad ended up having two only children, one athletic, the other artistic. When Kael was born in May of 1969, I wanted him to hurry up and grow, so he could play with me. But then I saw that all he did was eat, sleep, poop, and cry. By the time he was old enough to play with me, he didn't want to and I didn't want him to. We were too different, and from where I stood Mom and Dad seemed to like him better. Our lives intersected only by accident or edict. When Mom left me in charge of Kael, I'd get in trouble if he did something wrong. I saw him as one more excuse for a whipping; to him, I was the jackbooted tyrant.

In a six-month period we moved from San Pedro to San Francisco, back to San Pedro, and back to San Francisco, where we were quartered at the Presidio,San Francisco's army installation. Outside its borders, with antiwar protests erupting across the bay in Berkeley and San Francisco itself becoming Peace Central, the army and navy were seen as equal enemies. But within the Presidio, soldiers and sailors still hated each other. Dad said that a sailor at an army base was like a bastard at a family reunion. He thought the only reason he never got jumped was that he always wore his diver's jacket with the patches, letting them know he wasn't some gutless swabbie. If they believed he trained SEAL team members or had some other hard-ass duty, there was no need to tell them he was recservices director on the Treasure Island navy base in San Francisco Bay, in charge of the swimming pool and billiards hall.

After a year we were sent to Waukegan, a town about an hour north of Chicago, on Lake Michigan. We were there just long enough to hate snow before Dad was reassigned to Key West, where we moved onto the naval base. The air was hot and thick and heavy, and you never stopped sweating. I loved it.

Three years had passed since we'd left, and everything looked different. I was now seven years old, and more shy than ever. For the first couple of days I rode my bike around the base, exploring. My exploration stopped the moment I happened upon a baseball diamond where eleven- and twelve-year-olds were playing. Pedaling like a pinwheel in a hurricane, I rode home to get my mitt, then raced back and watched from behind the right field fence, hoping that they'd notice me way down there and ask me to play. But they had about as much interest in me as I did in Kael. I couldn't figure out how to get in the game.

My answer came with a foul ball that rolled near my feet. I picked it up and rifled it toward the catcher—230 feet away. It reached him on the fly with plenty to spare. You could hear the ball smack his mitt. Every player immediately turned to see who'd thrown the ball so far. They saw a little squirt whose mitt was bigger than he was. After a few seconds one of the guys on the batting team yelled out, “Hey, kid. Wannaplay?”

Do birds fly?

I jumped on my bike and raced toward first base.

“How old are you?”one of the guys asked me.

“Seven.”

“Seven?! Hey, Pete, you hear that? He's seven. Man, I've never seen anyone throw the ball all the way home from there. You're up after Gary there.”

I was in the game.

And from then on I was never out of it. We played all the time, and I played more than everybody else. I was usually the first one out there in the morning and the least anxious to go home at dark. I couldn't hit as well as these guys who were four and five years older, at least not right away. But I could do everything else as well or better, and if I saw a pitcher trying to take it easy on me, I backed out of the batter's box and shouted at him, “What're you, afraid of me?”That set him right.

Everybody called the field we played on The Diamond. It was actually a huge side yard attached to the house belonging to a naval officer named Carl, who had permanent shore duty. When he'd moved into that house the field had been overgrown and unkempt, full of rocks. Just for love of the game, he'd manicured it into a real baseball diamond, like Kevin Costner did in Field of Dreams, except there were no lights. Carl built it and people came. Everybody on the island—military and civilian—felt welcome to use it anytime. Carl insisted. You could see his pleasure in watching us play. He even umpired our games after work and seemed just as disappointed as we were when the sun set.

“Someday I'm gonna put lights in,”he said, “so we can keep on all night.”

School started in the fall. On the first day I sat quietly in class, waiting for recess—waiting to make friends from among the sea of faces I didn't recognize; all of them too young to play on The Diamond. At the bell, everyone rushed outside. But there were no balls handed out, no ballgames to be played. Instead, kids ran around and challenged each other to races. That was okay, too. I knew I was faster than any of them. Except, as it turned out, Tania.

A tall, thin, black girl wearing a dress, Tania moved like a cheetah. Or did it just seem that way because she was beating other girls?

I learned the hard truth when she beat me, too. But how? Nobody my age had ever beaten me in anything. And especially not a girl.

The other kids were amazed that I finished as close to her as I did. Some of the boys acted as though I'd won.

“Wow,”they said, “you're fast.”

I had friends.

At lunch and after school, when the playground director brought out the equipment, I showed them what else I could do. Everybody knew my name. I was the first-grader who played on The Diamond.

But I couldn't forget Tania. I challenged her every day, lost every day, and wouldn't stop trying. It had nothing to do with her being a girl. It had to do with a voice in my head screaming that I should never be second best—the same voice that shouted whenever my father watched me play, or coached me how to play better, which he did whenever he watched me play.

Six months passed, then a year. Key West began to seem like home. We lived in a small house with an enclosed backyard thirty yards from the ocean. With Dad on shore duty, we looked like families I watched on TV—the Bradys and the Bunkers, mixed together like mismatched socks. Mom worked for the phone company and Kael learned to walk in day care.

What made the house a home—even more than Dad sitting in his chair every night—was the aging, dysplastic, black-and-tan German shepherd he bought for us. You could see from looking in his eyes that Nick had a human soul. I never felt safer than when I tucked myself up next to him on the floor, and he was never happier than when he was with me. Mom trusted me to go in the ocean alone if Nick came swimming with me. If Kael left his toys in the yard, Nick brought them in at night. For a long time the big mystery was why he sometimes smelled like fish. Then a neighbor said he'd seen a dog that looked a lot like Nick at the water's edge. He'd watched the dog swim in the surf, chase birds, and dig in the sand before trotting back to our backyard fence and jumping over it. The next morning we pretended to leave but instead sneaked back in a circle to see Nick jumping over the fence and heading for the ocean. What a great dog. He knew his fur would dry in the heat and salty breeze by the time we came home every night.

Month after month I worried a little less about moving, even when other kids came and went with their fathers’orders. I began to relax. It seemed that maybe our number wouldn't be called this time.

So the news that we were moving again hit hard. Then Dad said we had to leave Nick behind because we were moving to Connecticut, where the cold murders dogs with hip dysplasia. He promised we'd get another dog, but I wasn't consoled. Watching Nick's new owner lead him away was like lopping off my throwing arm.

We'd spent nearly two years in Key West. In that time I'd befriended dozens of kids in class and played with three dozen more on The Diamond, but the person I remember most vividly is Tania. I never beat her in a race.
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