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IT HAPPENS EVERY TIME. Without fail, every single time. Every time Emma parks beside the encampment under the I-83 bridge, she gets choked up, has to pause and pull herself together before climbing out of her little blue Honda. And so it is today, a crisp Saturday morning in early spring, her son in the passenger seat, his mitt on his hand and orange Little League cap pulled low over his eyes. Usually she comes alone, but today she overslept and didn’t want Thomas to be late for his game, so she figured she’d bring him along as she delivers her weekly care package. 

Deep breath, and she calls him, hoping he has enough charge left on his phone this morning.

“Dad,” she says. “I’m here.”

“Where?”

“The usual spot. On the street.”

A minute later she sees him, walking with a hitch toward the car, the hood of his camouflage sweatshirt over his head. She feels a knot tighten in her gut. This is never easy. It’s why she waits on the street—the only time she went to the tent, saw his grimy sleeping bag, cardboard flooring, crushed cans of Coke and Bud Light, a milk crate full of his belongings, she broke into sobs.

She tells Thomas to wait, gets out, engine still running, and closes the door behind her—she doesn’t want Thomas to hear anything her dad might say. She opens the trunk, lifts out four white plastic grocery bags. This week she’s brought toothpaste, hand sanitizer, applesauce, pretzels, SpaghettiOs, bottled water. She drops the bags on the dirt curbside, then stretches out her back.

Her dad appears beside the car, eyeballs Thomas through the window.

“Who’s the little terrorist?” her dad asks.

“Don’t,” she scolds. “He’s your grandson, and I hate it when you say things like that.”

“I didn’t have no terrorist kids.”

“Stop it. His name is Thomas, and his dad’s parents came from Pakistan. Please call him Thomas.” She slams the trunk. “I’m tired of asking you that—please call him Thomas.”

He flips his hood off, rotates his head, squints eastward into the morning sun.

“Can you get the bags?” she asks. “My back is bothering me.”

“Yeah,” he says, and he bends down and gathers them, two in each hand.

“And what about your phone? Does it need charged?”

He gives her a befuddled look. 

“Your phone,” she says. “Is it in your pocket?”

He sets down two of the bags, pats the pocket of his baggy faded jeans.

“Yeah, I got it here.”

“Give it to me,” she says.  

He hands her the phone, and she sees only six percent power remaining. 

“Take those bags back to your tent, and I’ll wait here and charge your phone,” she says.

She opens her car door, reaches inside and plugs it into the dashboard charger. He lumbers off with the bags.

“How are you doing, buddy?” she asks Thomas.

“Okay.”

“We’ll go in about five minutes. Don’t worry, you’ll be there in time for warm-ups.”

She pushes the door closed, crosses her arms and leans back against the car. She heaves a sigh. So much to deal with. The I-83 traffic pulsates up above, and a spring breeze carries the skanky smell of the nearby trash bags piled on the curb. The sun tries to slide underneath the bridge, just a sliver of it angling onto the pavement.

Emma Muller-Farooq has been back home for nine months, and this is her life. After her mom died, after her marriage blew up, after she realized that she couldn’t afford to raise her son and work as an adjunct professor in New York, she decided to move back to Central Pennsylvania, look for an affordable apartment and a couple of new adjunct gigs, and make a go of it here. Closer to friends and relatives. Lower cost of living, and family friendly, supposedly. But really, what other choice did she have? Then she learned her dad, who’d always been hard-headed and insensitive, had descended into a mental abyss: He stopped going to work, quit paying his bills, lost touch with reality, and the house was gone to sheriff’s sale.

He reappears, plodding down the hard-dirt path from the tents. Emma pokes her head inside the car, checks the progress on the phone. Only 55 percent. 

“Let’s give it a few more minutes to charge,” she tells him.

“Give what a few more minutes?”

“Your phone. It’s charging in my car.”

He nods. Then there’s silence between them. Emma crosses her arms again. He picks at his ear.

“I’d really like to make a doctor appointment for you this week,” she says.

“I’m not going,” he says.

“He won’t bite.” She immediately regrets her tone—too cutting—but sometimes she can’t help herself.

“Don’t matter.”

“You’re so stubborn,” she huffs. “And you frustrate the hell out of me.”

She lowers her chin, sees a soiled Q-Tip beside her feet, kicks it aside.

He sticks his hands in his pockets. More silence between them.

They never did have much to talk about. Emma was always closer to her mom, who died during the early days of the pandemic. A nursing supervisor at Harrisburg Suburban Hospital, she was short and plucky, a lot like Emma, and she contracted the virus a year before her planned retirement. She’d married young, worked hard her whole life, and sometimes Emma wondered why she stuck by her father, who drove a beer truck for the biggest distributor in the Harrisburg area and who never seemed to do anything to make her life easier.

Her dad, Joe Muller, is third-generation Pennsylvanian. Pre-World War I people, before the locals developed much animus toward the German immigrants in their midst. His great-grandfather brought his construction skills to this little corner of the world and became a home builder. Built several homes in Cumberland Borough, Emma’s hometown, ten minutes west of Harrisburg, if you catch most of the lights, but that’s all his descendants know these days. Which exact homes, they’ve forgotten.

Emma checks the phone again, and now it’s at 85 percent, and she decides that’s enough for now. She unplugs it and hands it to her dad without saying anything about it.

“We have to go,” she says. “Don’t forget the van from the mission will be here Monday morning, so be sure to come out for coffee and donuts and anything else they have.”

“They’re good people,” he says. 

“Yeah, they are,” she says. “And remember, you have a grandson, and his name is Thomas, and he’s a good kid, too, a really sweet kid.”

***
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Her back aches. She’s sitting on those rickety bleachers watching the Astros rout the Cubs. This is the Cumberland Little League. Or, as far as Emma’s concerned, the grass-and-dirt arena where grown men and even certain women spend their afternoons and weekends hoping their boys turn into gladiators—or at least find a path to a college baseball scholarship. With its proximity to Harrisburg, Cumberland is home to many of the average folks who make the state run—the secretaries and maintenance and highway workers, plus the folks who operate the feed plants and other industries that supply the fruit farms down in Adams County and the cornfields out in Lancaster County. Sitting just west of the affluent inner suburb of Camp Hill, which is home to a tidy sum of lawyers and lobbyists, Cumberland is a town with an inferiority complex.

The Astros usually win—they are one helluva a Little League team. Unfortunately, Thomas is the weak link—he’ll never be a gladiator. He has two strikeouts again today, two innings in the outfield with no balls hit his way, which is a relief, in a way, because at least he didn’t have the chance to commit any errors. 

Thomas inherited Emma’s athletic ability—meaning, none. And probably his father’s too, though Emma doesn’t know exactly what athletic talents he might have. Clearly, she doesn’t know as much about him as she’d thought. She met Abid Farooq eleven years ago at the wedding of a college girlfriend. She was immediately smitten with his splendid green eyes and dark wavy hair. He was a digital marketing consultant from New York, smart and progressive, radiating self-confidence, a guy who knew the ways of the world and could navigate it with ease. But when it comes to judging guys, Emma tends to make some really bad errors.

Top of the sixth, last inning, and Thomas comes to bat once more, the Astros holding a 12-3 lead. Emma tries stretching her back, but it doesn’t do much good. It’s the curse of large breasts on a small frame: Double D, five-foot-three. If she could afford a reduction, or had time for one, she’d do it in a snap, but that’s not happening anytime soon.

She pats the pocket of her jeans. In her pocket is a miniature, corked bottle with gold glitter inside. Her friend Tracey, a childhood friend she reconnected with when she moved back home, gave it to her for good luck this semester, called it magic dust, after Emma told her about her semester from hell in the fall: She taught four classes of freshman composition at two different colleges, which meant the usual headaches with two different commutes, two different sets of expectations and everything else, plus all the usual crap like skipped classes, late papers, texting in class, and the mind-numbing repercussions of grading so many crummy papers, and then on top of everything else one kid turned in a plagiarized paper that was available for sale online, then claimed he had no idea because his friend was supposed to write it for him, and when Emma filed a plagiarism case, the dean supported the student, thought he deserved another chance. So yeah, Emma’s been carrying her magic dust in her pocket lately. 

Contact, she thinks, hopes, pleads. Just make contact. Bat on ball. Is it really that hard? It might be—what does she know? Even a little dribbler to an infielder would be fine, because at least it wouldn’t be a strikeout. And just then it happens: the ball dings off of Thomas’s bat, rolls slowly to the first baseman, who jogs forward, scoops it up and tags Thomas out as he’s sprinting for the bag.

“Yeah! Thomas!” Emma hollers, clapping above her head.

Confused looks come from the other moms in the stands.

After the game, Emma waits for Thomas at the car, her trusty little Honda, 160,000 miles and still going strong, the perfect car for an underemployed adjunct professor. The sun rests high in the sky, and the crispness in the air is gone. Emma feels warm in her gray Princeton sweatshirt. Thomas walks straight from the dugout to the car, black bat bag strapped across his back, his aluminum bat handle sticking out of the top. His jersey is untucked.

“Do you want something from the concession stand?” she asks.

“No.” He’s mopey.

“Good game,” she says, her tone deliberately upbeat.

He shrugs, takes off his bag and shovels it into the back seat.

“You had a nice hit at the end,” she says. Same upbeat tone.

“That wasn’t a hit,” he says. “That was an out. It’s only a hit if you get on base.”

“Oh.”

They get in the car, but she waits to start the engine. 

“Do you want to go out for lunch?” she asks, keys still cupped in her hand. “How about pizza?”

“I guess.” Still mopey.

“What’s wrong, honey?”

“Nothing.”

“Something’s wrong.” 

“I don’t know. Maybe.”

“The game?”

“No. Kind of. I don’t know.”

“Kind of?”

His shoulders droop, and he tilts his head toward the window, looking away from her. “What’s a towelhead?” he asks.

“A what?”

“Justin called me a towelhead.”

Emma’s jaw drops, her mind buckles.

“He said towelheads can’t play baseball,” Thomas says.

Her mouth hangs open. She clamps her keys inside her fist. Her chest swells, outrage rising up in her like a mushroom cloud.  

“Justin—the coach’s son? He said that?” 

He nods reluctantly, turns to look at her. “Don’t do anything about it.”

“Oh, believe me, I’m doing something about it.”

She pops out of the car, strides across the parking lot to the Ford F-150, red with tinted windows, parked in the shade under the big tree in the back corner. Scott Bass, six-feet-tall and beer-bellied, is loading a bag of baseball gear into the pickup’s bed.

“Excuse me,” she says. “Coach?”

“Yeah?” He bangs the door of the bed shut with two beefy hands, turns her way. His orange cap is tilted upward on his large, sweaty forehead. “Uh, huh.”

“I’m Emma Muller-Farooq, Thomas’s mom.” Her eyes burn into him. “We need to have a word.”

“Why is that?”

She squares her shoulders, takes a collect-yourself breath. “I just heard something very disturbing. I mean, very disturbing.”

“What might that be?” He wipes his brow with the back of his hand.

“Thomas just told me—” She pauses and gulps. “He just told me Justin called him a towelhead.”

“Kids say things,” he says. 

“Yes, they do, and sometimes they say things they shouldn’t say. That’s my point here.”

“I’ll have a word with him. I’ll tell him about being politically correct.” He pulls his keys out of the pocket of his baggy cargo shorts.

“Um,” she says, with a double blink of her eyes. “I think it’s about more than being politically correct. That’s a derogatory term, just like the N-word.”

Maybe that caught his attention.

“Yeah, like I said, I’ll talk to him.” He steps past her, toward the front of the pickup.

“I’m just curious,” she says. “Where does a boy that age learn a word like that?”

“I don’t know.”

“Do you use it at home?”

He stops, one hand on the door handle. With a half-turn of his head, he looks at her from the corner of his eye.

“Listen, I’m just coaching baseball here,” he says. “I don’t have to answer questions about our home life.”

“In that case,” she says, “is there a league president or someone I can talk to about this? Because I think it’s pretty serious.”

“Yeah,” he says, opening the pickup door. “His name is on the Web site. Do whatever you want.”
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MONDAY MORNING, and the sun is warming the playground. Sweatshirts and windbreakers are strewn along the fence. It’s the beginning of fourth-grade recess, and Buchanan Elementary’s three fourth-grade classes have combined under the not-so-watchful eye of two teacher’s aides. Some kids run and shriek, some climb onto the jungle gym, some form groups and start heated debates over who picks teams and who’s it.

Thomas’s group plays tag. Danielle Fossberger stands at the center of the group, about to take charge, but there’s a dispute over whether it’s her turn to pick who’s it. Ryan Webster alleges that Danielle picked last week, so it’s his turn today. Ashley Clay claims she didn’t pick last week, either, so it’s her turn today because Ryan picked after her the previous week. Thomas hasn’t picked in weeks, but it doesn’t matter to him, so he lets the other kids hash it out. Finally Danielle steps aside, concedes to Ashley, who tells Ryan he can pick tomorrow.

At the basketball hoop, a small faction of kids breaks away from the team-picking process. Justin Bass leads them, marching across the pavement after spotting Thomas Farooq.

Ashley points at Michael Baxter: He’s it. The rest of the group scatters. Thomas turns and bumps smack into Justin.

“You’re a snitch,” Justin says.

“Nuh uh,” Thomas says. 

Michael Baxter notices that Thomas has stopped, an easy prey. He whacks Thomas on the shoulder. “You’re it,” Michael announces, and runs off.

Thomas rotates his head and watches Michael dash away, then turns back to Justin. His shoulders sag.

“I got in trouble because of you,” Justin says, chest out.

Across the playground, the two aides, one middle-aged woman and another thirty-something woman, are engrossed in conversation.

“I told my mom not to say anything,” Thomas says.

Ashley, Danielle, Michael, Ryan and the other kids playing tag slow to a jog, circle back toward Thomas. “You’re it,” Michael reminds him.

Thomas’s eyes dart back and forth, between Justin and Michael.

“You’re still a snitch,” Justin says. He steps forward, into Thomas’s face.

The other basketball players have abandoned team picking, have followed Justin, and they’ve formed a semi-circle behind him. The tag players start to rally behind Thomas. “Why aren’t you playing?” Ashley asks.

Justin shoves Thomas, who staggers back two steps, then regains his balance. He feels a jolt of righteous anger, then lunges at Justin, fists flailing. Justin falls under his weight, and they collapse onto the pavement together as the boys and girls around them shout a medley of surprise, outrage, and encouragement. 

The aides see the scrum. They run toward it, both of them yelling, “Stop it! Stop it!”

Thomas keeps swinging wildly, and Justin covers his face, blocking his punches with his forearms. One of Thomas’s punches grazes Justin’s arm and smacks into the pavement, and he stops, screams in pain, and Justin wraps his arms around him, wrestles him face-down into the ground. 

The younger aide arrives, grabs Justin by the back of his collar with both hands, pulls at it, and he rolls off of Thomas. The middle-aged aide arrives next, clamps both hands onto Thomas’s shoulders. She orders him to get up, and he slowly climbs to his feet, the fingers of his sore hand folded into his other hand.

Justin wiggles free from the younger aide’s grasp, pops onto his feet, and the aide scoots between him and Thomas, hunched like a linebacker. 

“I didn’t do anything,” Justin pleads. Snot is smeared across his mouth and chin.

“Yes, he did,” Thomas says.

“We saw exactly what both of you were doing,” the aide says.

***
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Emma gets the call from the school secretary as she’s sitting at a red light on Route 230, less than a mile from Penn State-Harrisburg. It’s 10:40 a.m., and she has an 11 o’clock class, Rhetoric and Composition, her first of two Monday-Wednesday classes.

“I’ll be there in twenty minutes,” Emma says.

She pulls off the road, into a CVS parking lot, scrolls her contact list for the English Department secretary, Carole Brady. But before she taps the call button, she hesitates. How many times has she cancelled this class already? At least three times, maybe four—once when she was sick, and once when Thomas was sick, or was it twice when he was sick? And then once for a mental health day, of course. Surprising she hasn’t taken more of those. But as it is, this could be the fifth. Not good.

But what choice does she have? Just cancel the damned class.

So she does, but not without asking Carole for a favor: “Do you have to mention this to anyone? I mean, anyone else in the department?”

“Technically, I’m supposed to,” Carole says. “I’m supposed to notify the chair. But don’t worry, I have a busy day, too, so she’ll understand if I forget.”

“Thank you sooo much,” Emma says. “You have my vote for secretary of the year.”

“Is that a thing?” Carole asks.

“I don’t think so.”

“What about your 12:30 class?” Carole asks.

“Oh, shit,” Emma says. “I don’t know.”

“It’s up to you.”

“Yeah, cancel that, too.”

Emma spins the car around, heads back to Buchanan Elementary.

***
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This school always feels strange, foreign, like a spaceship that’s landed in her backyard. It’s a new school, built five years ago to consolidate three aging elementary buildings, which were squat, red-brick buildings with dark, narrow hallways and asbestos in the basement. This one also feels too big for an elementary school. It has an airy rotunda with a wrap-around staircase, tall windows that allow in natural light, a gym and performing arts center which are bigger than those at some high schools, and a long, covered driveway out front for bus drop-offs. Emma parks there, right out front.

She lugs her travel coffee mug with her, en route to the principal’s office, even though there are only a couple of sips left in it. She didn’t sleep well, so she needs every sip. She received a late-night email reply from the Little League president, who didn’t seem to take her complaint very seriously. Though he promised to talk to the coach, he also seemed to downplay the slur: “I also realize that boys will be boys,” he wrote.

Principal Eric Sounders is a tall, sandy-haired guy wearing a black tie loosely knotted under a baggy gray sweater. Fortyish, with lanky arms and a belly pouch his sweater doesn’t quite cover. Emma’s heard people talk about him, and she found it odd the way they refer to him only by his last name—not Eric Sounders, not Mr. Sounders, not Principal Sounders. Just Sounders. Now that she’s met him, she gets it; his appearance doesn’t command enough respect for anything else.

Sounders apologizes for keeping Emma waiting in a chair outside his office, even though she only had to wait a minute or two.

“I’m happy to meet with you in person,” he says when he sits down behind his desk. “But we could have handled this over the phone.”

“I’d rather discuss this in person,” Emma says. She holds onto her coffee mug but drops her purse on the floor, settles into one of two seats across from his desk, and the empty chair beside her leaves her feeling inadequate. It’s a chair meant for spouses, and she has none. Just her, here alone, handling this alone.

Sounders lays out the facts, as reported by the two aides and his follow-up interviews with each boy: Thomas and Justin were on the ground fighting during recess, Thomas claims Justin called him a snitch and pushed him, Justin denies it and claims Thomas started punching him over a team-picking dispute.

“Figures,” Emma snorts.

“What figures?” Sounders asks.

“That he’d deny it. There’s backstory here, you know.”

He folds his hands on top of his desk pad. Long fingers, gnawed fingernails—and no wedding ring. That leaves Emma wondering, because he’s rumored to have a high school boy who’s often in trouble, has been expelled and is in cyber school. The Sounders rumor is one of the few hometown rumors Emma’s heard since she moved back.

Maybe that also explains why his office feels so empty. No visible personal effects, none hanging on the walls, no degrees or awards or family portraits. There is one framed photo on the desk, but Emma can’t see who’s in it. On a bookshelf behind the desk is a plant that looks half-dead. Emma almost feels sorry for Sounders—a man with nothing to be proud of.

“Yes, backstory,” he says. “There often is.”

“Justin called Thomas a towelhead yesterday at a baseball game.”

He winces. “Thomas didn’t tell me that. Could that be why Justin called him a snitch?”

“No doubt. I reported it to the coach, who’s Justin’s dad.”

“I see.”

“So I’m dealing with a lot here,” Emma says. The empty chair catches her attention again. It’s burgundy leather, no armrests, matches the chair she’s sitting in, looks like it’s spent a few decades here in the principal’s office. She feels like the chair is staring at her, judging her, and she resents that damned chair. She wishes she could pick it up and move it back against the wall, but that would be too weird at a time like this.

Sounders scratches behind his ear, with a look on his face that suggests he’s thinking about something.

“I should mention something to you,” he says. “It might be something you’re interested in. Our district is working on a diversity plan. It’s happening at the school board level, and I’m sitting on the committee, and you might want to be involved, provide some input. I think everyone welcomes parental input.”

“Yes, um, yes,” she says, surprised at the sudden turn in their conversation. Maybe she has an ally here? She takes a sip of cold coffee, her mind thrumming, and she doesn’t know what else to say.

“Good,” he says, picking up a pen. “I’ll make a note of it.”

“I’m an educator, too, you know. I teach English at Cumberland College and Penn State-Harrisburg.”

“Perfect.”

“Not so perfect,” she says. “I’m an adjunct. But still, I just wanted to point out my qualifications.”

“Certainly.” He sets down the pen, a back-to-business look on his face. “As for today’s incident, our policy calls for a suspension. But because this is Thomas’s first, we can do an in-school suspension.”

“But he didn’t start it,” Emma says, and she realizes she sounds like a schoolgirl, but there’ve been too many twists in her day and this conversation to control her tone any better. “And remember the backstory I just told you about.”

Sounders scratches behind his ear again, this time looking flustered. “Yes, I understand, but he was still involved in the fight.”

“What happens to Justin?”

“I talked to his parents by phone, and we’re handling his situation according to policy.”

“So you won’t tell me.”

He folds his hands again. “We’re handling everything according to school policy.”

“Where is Thomas now?”

“He’s back in class. He seemed to have calmed down after I talked to him, so I think he’s going to be fine. He also saw our school nurse, because he hit his hand on the ground during the incident, but his hand is fine, too.”

She lifts her coffee mug to her lips, starts to take another sip, but decides against it—too cold, too yucky, and not doing her much good anyway. She looks at that damned empty chair again. Sounders looks at the round clock on the wall.

“He’ll be going to lunch soon,” Sounders says. “I’ll check in and make sure everything’s okay.”

“Can I take him out to lunch? Or take him home?”

He gives a little nod. “You may take him home, but considering that he seemed fine, I really think reintegrating him in the school environment would be best. Kids are surprisingly resilient.”

“Unlike adults, you mean?”

He lets out a chuckle. “Maybe so.”

“Okay, then,” Emma says, releasing a sigh, picking up her purse. “I guess my work here is done.”

“I’ll be in touch,” Sounders says. “And I will get you the contact info for the diversity plan.”

Emma stands up. “Goodbye,” she says under her breath to the empty chair. “I hope we never meet again.”

Sounders tilts his head, baffled. Apparently she didn’t say it far enough under her breath.

“I was talking to the chair,” Emma says. “I didn’t mean you.”

***
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Maybe she should have listened to Thomas, Saturday in the car, when he pleaded with her not to tell anyone. He knew something like this would happen. He knew more than her about how kids treat each other, maybe even a little something about life, how the stakes are raised. But of course, he’s a smart kid, from smart parents—Emma herself was valedictorian at Cumberland Area Senior High (or CASH, as the well-worn acronym goes) and earned a tuition-free ticket to Princeton. So much promise, and she always worked hard, too, did things the right way, but somehow the right things didn’t happen to her. No, her life wasn’t supposed to turn out like this, low on sleep, cancelling classes at her low-pay adjunct job to go sit in the principal’s office, no man in her life, except her dad at the encampment, constantly worried about her only son’s place in this world, and now, wondering what she’s going to say to him when he comes home after a fight with a racist bully. 

Should she apologize?

No, no, don’t think like that. This isn’t your fault. Don’t blame yourself.

She tosses her purse into the passenger seat of her Honda, sits in the driver seat waiting to start the car, and she feels her shoulders wilt, the weight of those large breasts tugging on her back again, the weight of the world squashing her, and she breaks down and cries.
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CUMBERLAND COLLEGE SITS on the southwestern edge of Cumberland Borough, a little college built by the Lutherans in the late 1700s before the town grew to support the state Capitol and the farms to the south and west. On mornings like this, a breezy Tuesday in spring, it smells bad. When the winds blow a certain way, they pick up the scents from the farms outside of town, and the place smells like cow manure. 

Today, the winds blow that way. Even in class, the manure smell lingers in Emma’s nostrils.

She has just returned graded papers to her 11 a.m. composition class, and thank God she was able to do that, with all the crap going on in her life right now. Her next class, her 2 p.m. class, will have to wait, because their papers are still jammed in her teaching bag, ungraded. As are two packs of papers from her Monday-Wednesday classes at Penn State-Harrisburg.

The room clears out, about half of the students paired up and chatting affably, the rest with heads down, checking their phones as they mosey out the door. Except Madeline Garvanitis. She’s standing in front of the instructor’s desk, both hands on her paper. She’s a small, thin girl, about Emma’s height, with pink streaks in her hair. She has a question.

“Yes, Madeline?” Emma says.

“Is this right?” Madeline asks, a quiver in her voice.

“Is what right?”

“The grade.”

“Let me see it,” Emma says.

Madeline hands her the paper, and Emma looks it over. On the back is written B+.

“Yeah, that’s right,” Emma says, and gives the paper back.

Madeline’s eyes are wide, disbelieving. “I’ve never received a B before.”

“It’s not a B. It’s a B-plus,” Emma says.

“But I’ve never received a B before.”

“You’re forgetting the plus,” Emma says. “Don’t forget the plus part.”

“I just don’t understand,” Madeline sputters.

“Let me see it,” Emma says, sticking out her hand. Madeline hands the paper back, and Emma looks it over again.

It’s a four-page paper, and Emma spots several grammar errors, plus a fragment and some clunky phrasing, all marked in Emma’s purple pen.

“It’s not a bad paper,” Emma says. “But there are some grammar and phrasing issues that I noted for you. Did you see my notes?”

“Yeah, but I’m in the Honors Program.” She twirls a strand of pink hair.

“One B-plus on one paper isn’t going to jeopardize your Honors status.”

“I guess.”

Think like a mom, Emma tells herself. Moments like this, Emma tries to remember that every one of her students has parents—or at least one parent, like Thomas—who consider that student the most important being in the world. She wishes she could remember that more often, because when she stops to think about it, she’s deeply aware of how special each of these kids are to someone back home. But in the midst of the daily grind, all of her responsibilities, the single-mom thing, worrying about Thomas, jobs at two colleges, paying the bills on that lousy adjunct pay, all those papers to grade, and all those little hassles, the constant need to remind those students to stay off their phones in class and keep their buds out of their ears, thinking like a mom for every kid is damned near impossible.

“Let me tell you something,” Emma says, and she hopes her tone is soothing enough. “And I hope this is helpful, I really do—there are worse things in life than a B-plus. Much worse.”

***
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Lunch, the Hornet’s Nest. It’s the campus deli, named after the campus mascot, and Emma prefers it to the cafeteria, because the salad bar is better and she can grab her own small table without having to interact with any students. Who may or may not be conspiring to buy a paper or brooding over a B-plus.

Emma sits down with her small salad, just a dollop of ranch dressing, her usual, at a table along the wall. She knows it should be a working lunch, because she has all of those papers yet to grade, but she decides against it, leaves the papers in her bag. She just needs a breather.

At the table in front of her is a tall guy in a green pullover, with a hornet on the chest and Cumberland Baseball stitched underneath. He’s sitting with a short, stocky guy, also in a green pullover, whose back is to Emma. The tall guy looks about forty, maybe mid-forties, has thick chestnut hair with gray streaks above the ears. Cleanly shaven, a nice face. He’s attractive.

But more importantly, Cumberland Baseball. 

“Excuse me,” Emma says. “Do you mind if I join you?”

The tall guy is in mid-chew, a sandwich, and he shrugs and glances at his lunch partner for approval. “Sure,” he says.

It’s a four-seat table, and the short guy, whose pullover says Cumberland Wrestling, slides over so Emma can have the seat along the aisle.

“Thank you so much,” Emma says, dumping her purse and teaching bag on the floor beside their table. She grabs her salad and slides into the aisle seat. 

They do introductions: The tall guy is the head baseball coach, Myles Halprin, and the short guy is the head wrestling coach, Pat McKay.

“Look,” Emma says, casting an apologetic look toward Pat, then zeroing in on Myles. “Here’s my dilemma. It’s this baseball thing.”

“Yes, baseball certainly is a thing,” Myles says. “Would you call it a thing, Pat?”

“It’s a thing.”

“Did you say you teach English?” Myles asks Emma. His face brightens: He’s enjoying giving her a little teasing.

“Very funny, yes.” She stabs a bite of salad with her fork.

“I’m sorry,” Myles says, turning serious. “We shouldn’t poke fun at the faculty. We need their support, especially when our athletes are in their class.”

Pat nods agreeably.

“I do have two wrestlers in class,” Emma says.

“How are they doing?” Pat asks, chomping on a chicken wing.

“Not well.”

A knowing look crosses Pat’s face, and he finishes his wing.

“What about baseball players?” Myles asks, lifting his sandwich.

Emma notices that he’s not wearing a wedding ring. “I don’t think I have any.”

“So then,” Myles says. “What about this whole baseball thing? Why is it such a dilemma?”

“My son loves it. He plays Little League, but he’s not very good.”

“How old is he?”

“Nine.”

“What positions does he play?”

“Outfield, mostly.”

“Right,” Myles says knowingly, takes his last bite of sandwich.

Emma’s phone buzzes. She reaches into her purse for it, recognizes the number. It’s Buchanan Elementary.

“I better take this,” she tells the coaches. She gets up from the table, finds a spot in the back by an empty table, covers her mouth with her free hand as she answers.

It’s Eric Sounders.

“Is something wrong?” Emma asks.

“No, not that I’m aware of,” Sounders says, yet he sounds nervous. “I’m calling with a little invitation, of sorts.”

“Oh.”

“I’m having coffee this weekend with Gayle Brungard. She’s the board member who’s chairing our Diversity Committee. Would you like to join us?”

“I think so, yes.”

“It’s just a casual little chat, touching base about things. No need to dress up or anything.” The last line comes off as a clumsy attempt at humor. 

“I haven’t had the chance to put much thought into anything yet, to be honest.”

“That’s fine,” Sounders says. “I’ll introduce you to her, and you can get a sense of some of the things the committee is working on. She’s easy to get along with.”

“Okay, great.”

“How’s three o’clock Sunday at Java Hut?”

“It’s a date,” Emma says, and then cringes. She didn’t say that, did she? Yep, face it, she did. “Sorry, that’s not, um, not what I meant.”

“It’s okay,” Sounders says. “I’ll try to grab a booth when I get there, so you won’t have to worry about any spats with any chairs.”

“Very funny.”

Dingbat. That’s probably his opinion of her, she thinks as they say goodbye. Two conversations with him, two peculiar moments, and now he’s started teasing her. But how does one advertise their academic credentials during the fickle developments of daily life? Not easy. Oh, well, he clearly has his own issues, so what’s it matter, as long as he’s nice about things. Mental note: Wear your Princeton sweatshirt on Sunday. 

Back at the coaches’ table, Myles and Pat have finished their lunches and pushed their plates aside. Pat yawns.

“Everything okay?” Myles asks.

“Yes, I think. I don’t know, but probably. Or just maybe. Who knows, but probably.”

“Glad to hear it,” Myles says.

“I’m dealing with a lot crap these days,” Emma says, digging back into her salad.

“Including this whole baseball thing,” Myles says.

“Yes,” Emma says, mid-chew. “Exactly.”

“Bring your son to one of our games on Saturday,” Myles says. “We have a double-header at home, and I’ll show him around the dugout afterward, introduce him to some of the guys. He should like that, and maybe it will give him a little boost of confidence.”

“Really?” Emma says. “Okay, yeah, sure. What time?”

“First game is at eleven o’clock, and the second game usually starts by two.”

Not a date, Emma tells herself. Do not tell this guy it’s a date. Do. Not.

“It’s a, uh...it’s a deal.”

***
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At home, Taco Tuesday. Thomas loves it. Emma, not so much, but she makes her tacos with ground chicken, so they’re healthier that way. Then there’s that heavy taco smell, which tends to hang in their apartment, so she burns sweet-scented candles in the kitchen.

They’ve rented one half of a green-sided twin home on the east side of town, 451 Cedar Street, half a block from the train tracks. It’s okay. Could use some updates—newer carpet, nicer kitchen counters, a fresh coat of paint on the front porch—but it’s big and spacey and has a fenced-in backyard. On Thomas’s bedroom window, as well as the window to the extra bedroom, a faded sticker informs firefighters of decades past that there are children inside. Too bad, though, the landlord doesn’t mow the yard regularly; the other half of the twin has been vacant since she moved in, so he clearly doesn’t invest much money or effort in the property. 

Thomas crunches on his first taco, spills shredded lettuce in front of him, leaves a saucy stain above his lip. Emma sits down at their little kitchen table with two tacos on her plate.

“I want to ask you something,” she says. “It’s about baseball.”

“Yeah?”

She hands him a napkin, but he doesn’t use it. 

“After all of this stuff with Justin,” Emma says, “do you want to ask for a trade?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Trades don’t happen in our league.” He bites back into his taco, avoiding eye contact with his mom.

“I’ve heard of trades. They’re a thing in baseball, right?”

He finishes his bite of taco, rolls his eyes. “Yeah, but not in our league.” 

Emma rubs her eyes with her fingertips. They’ve been irritated lately, her contacts bothering her more than usual. Seems like everything is bothering her more than usual. That little bottle of magic dust isn’t helping anything.

“I think a trade might be a good idea,” Emma says. “I could ask the league president about it, although he doesn’t seem to take me very seriously.”

“No, mom.”

“Okay.” That’s it, she thinks. Don’t push it. Remember what happened the last time she pushed someone’s buttons against his will—the fight at school. So let it go; she asked, she tried. Maybe that’s all you should do sometimes.
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FOUR
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THAT ADORABLE LITTLE BLOND English professor isn’t in the stands for Game One. Myles must have scanned the stands a half-dozen times looking for her, and he would have seen her, because there’s only the one set of stands, right behind home plate, and they’re never packed because the games only attract a smattering of parents and girlfriends. The Hornets capture the first game, a 3-2 nailbiter over Elizabethtown College, and that leaves Myles satisfied, at least. He’s a .500 coach, doesn’t aspire to be anything more. Know your limits, he believes. Never aim too high or push too hard, because you’ll only have to live with the bruising burden of disappointment. 

That’s exactly what happened to him, his own baseball career. He was a hard-throwing lefthander in the Phillies system, got his call-up to the majors at age 25, but never threw a single pitch in the big leagues. Because he didn’t know his limits. In his very first practice after his late-August call-up, after a whole summer of throwing heaters in the minors, he pushed himself too hard, determined to prove himself and hit 100 mph on the radar gun, and felt a pop in his elbow. Then came surgery and another year in the minors, but he was never the same pitcher again. So he came home to his alma mater, Cumberland College, where Myles had once broken just about every pitching record in the books and been named back-to-back conference player of the year, and where the baseball coach was nearing retirement. One year as his assistant and Myles was hired as head coach. Ever since, his record has hovered barely above .500.

So for Game Two, his main goal is to spot that cute English professor in the stands.

Second inning, he sees her, top corner, on the home side, leaning back against the grandstand fence. Her hair is up in a clip and she’s wearing jeans and a pink windbreaker, and the boy beside her is—her son? He doesn’t look like her. Olive-skinned, dark hair poking out from underneath his orange baseball cap. Could he be adopted? Wait, no, her last name: What was it? An unusual name, hyphenated, but she wasn’t wearing a ring. He’s certain of that, even though he can’t remember her name. Doesn’t matter. The boy’s her son; that’s what she said—her son was struggling in Little League.

After the second inning, as the Cumberland fielders grab their hats and gloves and the click-clack sound of spikes fills the dugout, Myles strolls over to the stands, hands stuffed in the front pocket of his green Hornets hoodie. The sun is out, there’s a slight chill in the air, and only the faint smell of manure wafts across campus.

“Glad you could make it,” he says, looking up at them.

“We’re glad you invited us,” Emma says. “Sorry we’re late.”

“You’re not late. Plenty of baseball left.”

Emma introduces Thomas as her son.

“I hear you’re a big baseball fan,” Myles says.

Thomas smiles and nods.

“Stick around,” Myles says. “And come down to the gate behind the dugout after the game. I’ll show you around.”

Another smile and nod from Thomas.

“Thank you so much,” Emma says. 

Cumberland loses Game Two 9-1, and the click-clack of spikes fills the dugout as Myles heads to the gate behind the dugout. Emma and Thomas are waiting there, and Myles opens the gate, offers a hand to Thomas, and they exchange a limp handshake. Myles turns back toward the dugout, and with a wave of his hand he encourages them to follow.

Emma pats Thomas on the back, says, “Go ahead.” He follows Myles, she follows Thomas. Seeing the two of them in front of her like that, Emma realizes just how tall Myles is. Even taller than she thought. At least a foot taller than her.

“Guys, this is Thomas,” Myles says to the dugout full of ballplayers. “He’s a recruit, wants to play here someday.”

“Actually, I was thinking Ivy League,” Emma says to no one in particular. “But whatever.”

A couple of ballplayers offer Thomas a fist bump. The rest finish packing their gear, and they trickle onto the field for cleanup duty. They grab rakes and pull tarps and scatter across the infield; some head out to the bullpen.

Emma recognizes one of the players, Shayne Kline, one of the last guys to zip up his gear. He was in her class in the fall, barely passed. He looks her way, sheepishly, and says, “Hey, professor.”

“Hey, Shayne,” she says.

“Hey, Lantini,” Myles says to one of the ballplayers. “Why don’t you take Thomas with you, show him how to put the bases away.”

“Got it,” Lantini says. 

“I don’t know who does it in your league,” Myles tells Thomas, “but in college, the ballplayers have to take care of the field. It’s one of their duties.”

“Our coaches do it,” Thomas says.

“Not here,” Myles says.

“Let’s go, buddy,” Lantini says to Thomas, and they jog out to the infield together.

Myles plops himself onto the dugout bench, tells Emma to have a seat, too. She does, and they’re alone in the dugout. She fiddles with the zipper on her windbreaker, slides it down, then back up.

“I wish I could get my students to work like this,” she says. “You’ll have to tell me what your secret is.” 

“Easy,” Myles says as he leans back and crosses those long legs of his. “I control their playing time.”

She chuckles. “I had Shayne in class last fall.”

“And how did that go?”

“Not well. I’m a little surprised he’s allowed to play.”

“He’s lucky,” Myles says. “He avoided academic probation by the skin of his teeth, but he’s doing better this semester.”

“That’s good.”

“Overall, we have a good team G.P.A.,” Myles says. “Nearly 3.0. Some of the guys make Dean’s List every semester, like Lantini. He’s an engineering major, really smart. But we always have a few guys that drag us down and need a kick in the ass.”

“Next time I have a baseball player in class,” Emma says, “I’m telling him I know his coach. And maybe I’ll mention something about his coach’s willingness to kick him in the ass.”

“Go for it,” he says. “Whatever it takes.”

Emma watches as Thomas and Lantini each lug a base to a shed at the end of the dugout. Myles uncrosses his legs. She slides down the zipper on her windbreaker.

“And by the way,” she says, “thank you for pairing Thomas up with the guy on the Dean’s List.” 

“I always ask Lantini to show my best recruits around.”

She grins, and she’s surprised how comfortable and happy she feels here—in a freakin’ baseball dugout. She leans against the backrest. Her back feels good today, thank God.
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