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This book is for Teri Thompson



BEFORE THE SEASON . . .




ONE

It wasn’t as if Cassie Bennett were looking to make any new friends that summer.

She definitely wasn’t looking to lose any.

She ended up doing both.



DURING THE SEASON . . .




TWO

As weird as it sounded, sometimes Cassie felt as if managing the friends she had, in school and in sports, were like having a full-time job.

Cassie had her classmates at Walton Middle, where the school year had ended the previous Friday. She was about to have her softball teammates, as the All-Star League in their part of the state was about to begin.

Some of her classmates were teammates, but not all.

On top of all that, she had her best friends in the world, Jack Callahan and Teddy Madden, Gus Morales, and his twin sister, Angela. Though, Angela wasn’t around right now. She’d signed up for Walton’s Teen Abroad program, and was spending most of the next two months staying with a family in Barcelona to study art.

For now her friendship with Angela involved Skype and FaceTiming. Cassie spent a lot of their conversations offering to pay Angela to stop speaking Spanish as often as she did.

“I get it,” Cassie had said to her last night on Skype. “You’re not just having an adventure without me. You’re having it in your second language.”

“Technically,” Angela said, “and as much as I know you hate being corrected, Spanish is my first language.”

Her parents had been born in the Dominican Republic, and both Gus and Angela had spoken Spanish before they’d spoken English.

“All I know,” Cassie said, “is that now you’re annoying me in both languages.”

“De nada,” Angela said, smiling at Cassie through cyberspace, and from across the world, telling Cassie, “You’re welcome.”

“Cállate,” Cassie said.

Shut up.

She’d been saving that one.

Angela laughed, said they’d talk in a couple of days, and cut the connection.

Cassie knew she was lucky to have the friends she did. She was even smart enough to know by eighth grade that there was nothing more important—at least outside family—than being a good friend and being able to count on your friends, no matter what. She knew more about that than ever before because of the way her friendship had been tested during the previous basketball season, after Cassie had tried out for, and made, the boys’ town team, the Warriors. Gus hadn’t wanted her on the team at first, and for most of the season. He’d gotten mad at her, she’d gotten mad at him, and they’d both dug in. It had sometimes seemed as if they weren’t going to be able to work through all that, and that the friendship might really be gone. There were times when Cassie was sure she’d lost Gus for good. But they had made it through. They had worked it out, both on and off the court, as stubborn as she was and as stubborn as he was.

In the end, it was what friends did. They were able to figure things out even when one of them thought the other was being as dumb as a sock drawer.

But it seriously did feel like too much of a full-time job sometimes, having a lot of friends. Or just too much responsibility. If somebody texted you and you didn’t text them back right away, it could quickly turn into a thing. If one of her girlfriends posted a picture on Instagram and Cassie didn’t immediately slap a like on it, pretty soon that was a thing. Or if she wasn’t involved enough when there was a group chat.

All sorts of things could be things.

It made Cassie giggle sometimes when she thought of it that way, as if she were starring in a Dr. Seuss story.

But Cassie was smart enough to know that a lot of the pressure she was feeling was because of who she was. She was the best girl athlete her age in Walton, maybe any age, and because she’d just shown everybody in town that she could hold her own with the boys, it was as if people were watching her more closely than ever. It put even more pressure on her not to act as if she were big-timing her friends, almost as if there were one set of rules for her and another for everybody else.

She was trying to explain that to Jack and Teddy and Gus at lunch on Monday, at their favorite pizza place in Walton, Fierro’s.

“No question,” Teddy said. “It’s hard being you.”

“Cállate,” she said.

When you get a good thing, stay with it.

“Excuse me?” he said.

“It means ‘shut it’ in Spanish.”

Teddy grinned across the table at Jack and Gus. “Help me out here,” he said. “Don’t we talk about how hard it is being her?”

“I think she just manages by being so cool,” Gus said.

He was grinning too, but at Cassie.

She leaned forward across the table and gave him what they all called the Look. “Your sister isn’t around to protect you,” she said. “Keep that in mind.”

“You know,” Gus said, “that is an excellent point right there. Why don’t I cállate and finish my delicious slice.”

“I’m actually trying to make a serious point here,” Teddy said. “People wanted to hang with you before the basketball season. But now that you became the Mo’ne Davis of the boys’ team, you’re like a rock star.”

Mo’ne Davis, they all knew, was the girl from Philadelphia who’d been the star pitcher on a boys’ baseball team that had made it all the way to the Little League World Series a few years ago.

“Wait,” Jack Callahan said. “You mean Cass wasn’t a rock star already?”

“I wasn’t trying to prove a point in basketball,” she said. “I just wanted to play point guard.”

“Yeah,” Teddy said, “go with that.” Then Jack and Gus were trying to make laughs sound like coughs, and Teddy was doing the same thing, and somehow Cassie, being Cassie, was able to give them all a withering glance at the same time.

“Maybe,” she said, “instead of managing all the friends I have in my life, I just could lose three right now.”

“You know that is a big old no-can-do,” Jack said. “We’re a team.”

They’d always called themselves the “Home Team.” And they had been through a lot together, over the past year or so. The rest of them had helped Jack through the death of his older brother, Brad, who’d died in a dirt-bike accident. They’d all helped Teddy get into shape and overcome obesity, and also deal with his divorced dad coming back into his life unannounced. Then all four of them had survived what had happened between Gus and Cassie during the basketball season. It really was a lot. But they were a team.

More important, they were friends.

“You know what they say in sports every time a coach or manager gets fired,” Teddy said. “You can’t fire the whole team.”

She leaned forward again and said, “Watch me, funny man.”

“You know,” Teddy said, and not for the first time, “that look doesn’t scare me nearly as much as it used to.”

“But it still scares you,” Jack said.

“Oh, totally,” Teddy said.

“You know what your problem is?” Cassie said. “You just have no idea what it’s like to be a girl, do you?”

Jack looked at Gus. “Is there really a good answer to that question?”

Gus, mouth full of pizza, slowly shook his head from side to side.

“Wait a second,” Jack said. “Aren’t you the one always telling us that girls are smarter and cooler than boys?”

“I am,” Cassie said. “Just not all girls. It’s just that sometimes they can act dumber than, well, boys.”

“Hey,” Teddy said. “We’re doing the best we can.”

“I know,” she said. “It’s kind of sad.”

“Here’s what I don’t get,” Jack said. “When you do have girls acting even dumber than guys, when they’re worrying about stuff you don’t worry about, why do you worry about that?”

Teddy, frowning, turned to Gus and said, “You know, I think I actually followed that.”

“When you’re a guy and a girl doesn’t talk to you, it might upset you, but you deal with it,” Cassie said. “But sometimes with other girls, you just can’t avoid the drama, even if it’s something as small as not talking or even not nodding to one of them when I pass them in the hall at school. Or if one of them or all of them has decided that I’ve spent too many days in a row sitting with you guys at lunch and not them. I mean, like, get over it!”

“I get it,” Jack said.

“Like I said,” she said, “it’s not all girls. Just a small group of them.”

“But they’re still your friends,” Jack said.

“And if they are, they shouldn’t have to worry about me being there for them if they need me.”

Gus said, “Heck, I know that better than anybody now, even if I had to find out the hard way.”

She leaned over and pinched the upper part of his arm.

“I hate when you do that,” Gus said.

“If you didn’t hate it,” she said, “what fun would it be to do that?”

She took a bite of her own slice of pizza, then washed it down with some water. Then she frowned and shook her head.

“You know that expression our parents are always using about not sweating the small stuff?” she said. “I think they should change it to not sweating the stupid stuff. Girls or boys.”

She had no way of knowing at lunch that day how much truly stupid stuff she was about to encounter.

She had absolutely no idea that she was about to learn more about friendship—and who her friends really were—than she ever had before.



THREE

Her name was Sarah, and right away Cassie knew there was something different about her. But that was before anybody saw her run down a ball in the outfield, or throw, or swing a bat.

“She’s special,” Cassie’s dad told her before softball tryouts began that night.

“Are you talking about special needs, Dad?” Cassie said. “We’ve had a bunch of special-needs kids at school.”

“Just special,” her dad said. “Think of her that way, same as her parents do. You’ll see.”

“How do you know?”

“I met her parents and Sarah at the field yesterday,” her dad said, “and worked her out a little bit, and tried to get to know her.”

“You didn’t tell me,” Cassie said.

Her dad grinned. “Must’ve slipped my mind.”

“Dad,” Cassie said, “nothing ever slips your mind.”

“Trust me,” he said. “You’re gonna be happy she’s on our team. You and the other girls are just going to have to give her a little room at first.”

Cassie was sure that nothing, not even a new girl, was going to change how happy she was to be back on a baseball field again. She loved soccer and loved basketball, girls’ or boys’ basketball. She had always loved competing. And loved to win, whatever the sport. There was just something about softball, whether she was pitching or hitting or playing shortstop, that she loved most of all.

But it was hard not to notice the new girl, who’d been standing alone in the outfield, glove on her left hand, from the moment she’d taken the field, waiting for batting practice to begin.

She hadn’t spoken to any of the other girls yet. As far as Cassie could tell, she hadn’t even looked at any of them. Cassie wasn’t watching her every minute, but when she did look out there, Sarah was simply staring down at the outfield grass.

Until the first ball was hit in her direction.

Lizzie Hartong, who’d been the third baseman on last year’s team, the Orioles, and was expected to play the same position this year, was the first batter of the night. Cassie’s dad was pitching to her.

“Heads up, everybody. Good hitter,” Chris Bennett yelled.

Cassie saw Sarah pick her head up then, still in the same spot in right-center field, saw her react to the ball coming off Lizzie’s bat like a rocket, Lizzie’s first big swing of the summer, the ball looking as if it were on its way toward the wall in left-center, or maybe over it.

Cassie, waiting to hit after Lizzie, watched Sarah take off to her right, covering an amazing amount of ground on her long legs even though she didn’t seem to be running her hardest, her eyes tracking the ball, focused only on that. But even with the great jump she’d gotten, Cassie thought there was no way she could outrun Lizzie’s ball.

But she did.

She didn’t put up her glove hand, reaching across her body, until the last possible second, maybe ten feet away from the Dunkin’ Donuts sign on the wall in left-center. She stretched across her body, and reached for the sky with her glove, made the backhand catch, stopped herself a few feet short of the wall, pivoted, and made a perfect throw to Allie Gordon at second base.

As soon as Sarah had made the throw, she ran back to the exact same spot in right-center, head back down.

Cassie felt her dad looking at her from the pitcher’s mound. He was smiling as he mouthed the words, Told you.

Cassie smiled back at him, and nodded.

They’d talk later, at home, about autism and about Asperger’s syndrome, the developmental disorder on the autism spectrum—the disorder with which Sarah Milligan had been born.

For now, though, on the field at Highland Park, Cassie understood what her father had meant when he’d called Sarah special.

•  •  •

She could hit, too.

And she could pitch.

She couldn’t pitch as fast, or as well, as Cassie Bennett could. But when Cassie’s dad went behind the plate and got into a catcher’s crouch and told Sarah to cut loose, Cassie saw the way the ball exploded out of her right hand, and how natural her windmill motion looked. Cassie heard the sound the softball made in her dad’s old catcher’s mitt.

“She’s weird, but she’s really good,” Kathleen Timmins, their left fielder last season, said to Cassie.

Cassie grinned. “Wait,” she said, “that sounds exactly like you.”

“Funny.”

“I’m sorry,” Cassie said. “I can’t help myself.”

“Is she really going to play on our team?” Nell Green said.

“You’ve been watching tryouts,” Cassie said to her. “What do you think?”

Kathleen said, “She doesn’t talk.”

Cassie said, “With the way our team talked last year, that’s probably a good thing. A blessing, even.”

They were halfway through tryouts. Everybody had batted by now and gone through some basic baserunning drills. Cassie’s dad and Allie’s dad were about to separate the outfielders from the infielders and have them all take the field. Cassie was a shortstop when she wasn’t pitching, but before the fielding drills began, she ran out to where Sarah was standing in right-center, alone. Cassie’s dad hadn’t told the other girls what he’d told Cassie, about giving Sarah room.

But the other outfielders were doing just that, almost as if they were afraid to approach her, like there was some sort of force field around her, less than an hour into the new season.

Cassie ran straight to where Sarah was standing, the exact same spot to which she returned every time after she had caught a fly ball during batting practice.

“I’m Cassie,” she said, and put out her hand.

Cassie couldn’t tell whether Sarah looked startled or just plain frightened at first. But she finally put out her own right hand, just the way you would if you were afraid you might be touching a hot plate.

She didn’t look at Cassie as she did, staring past her, like she was fixed on some spot in the infield.

“Sarah,” she said.

“That was some catch you made at the start of tryouts,” Cassie said.

She was looking right at Sarah. Sarah was still looking in the direction of home plate, or maybe downtown Walton.

Sarah didn’t respond, just kept shifting her weight from one foot to the other.

Cassie wasn’t giving up.

“How long have you been playing?” she said.

“I never played,” she said.

Then she was running again, not after a ball in the air this time, just running toward first base, then past first base. Cassie was afraid she might be running right off the field, like she might be thinking about running all the way home. But when she got to the bench, she suddenly sat at the end of it, head still down, alone.

Cassie wasn’t sure if she understood. No, she was sure she didn’t understand Sarah, at least not yet, and maybe not ever. But it wasn’t as if Sarah didn’t want to be around other people. It just seemed that she didn’t know how to act when she was.

She didn’t want to be alone. But didn’t know how not to be.



FOUR

When they got home, Cassie’s dad told her as much as he said he knew about Asperger’s, at least for now.

“You remember back in fifth grade,” Chris Bennett said to his daughter, “that boy Peter Rizzo, who had autism?”

“Peter didn’t speak at all,” Cassie said. “But the thing I remember best is how smart he was, especially in math. I used to wish I was nearly as good at math as he was.”

They were in the living room. Cassie’s mom was out to dinner with Jack’s mom, and Teddy’s.

“I was trying to explain to you before,” her dad said, “about the autism spectrum. The higher you are on it, the better able you are to function in school, or really in the world.”

Cassie had only had a couple of classes with Peter Rizzo that year, before he and his family had moved to Texas. Something else she remembered about him—when he’d get frustrated with something in class, even in math, he would just suddenly get up and leave the classroom. And she remembered how frustrated that had made her feel. She’d felt as if there ought to be something she could do to help him, or reach him, make him feel more accepted. Or safe, even. She would try to sit with him sometimes at lunch, because she felt bad when she saw him eating alone, but even that was awkward, because she felt as if she were talking to herself.

One day she’d come home from school, nearly in tears, and said to her mom, “Why can’t I fix this?”

And her mom had said, “Because this isn’t something you or anybody else can fix. It’s who Peter is. And he doesn’t think he needs fixing. His normal just happens to be different from yours.”

Cassie’s dad told her now that Sarah had only played basketball before this, starting with a Special Olympics Unified Sports team, on which some of the players were mentally challenged and some weren’t. According to Cassie’s dad, it was Sarah’s being on that team originally, back in the sixth grade, and turning out to be as gifted an athlete as she was, that had helped her coaches realize that she had far more social skills than they’d originally thought.

“By last year,” Chris Bennett said, “she was the star of a team that went all the way to the Special Olympics World Games. And she’d gotten so good at basketball, she was the one partnering with more challenged kids, the way she’d been partnered herself when she’d started playing ball.”

“But that means she had to talk to them,” Cassie said. “You saw what happened tonight when I tried to talk to her. It was like I’d chased her away.”

“Her parents say it takes time for her to feel safe when she gets thrown into a new situation,” her dad said. “Now she’s living in a new town, meeting new people, playing a new sport. It’s going to take time, and a lot of effort, mostly on our part.”

It turned out that there were no softball teams in Special Olympics for girls her age. But her dad, just from playing in the yard with her, and then taking her to a local field, had come to see how much she loved softball, and how good she might be at it.

“Really good,” Cassie said. “Mad good.”

Their seventh-grade team, the Orioles, also coached by Cassie’s dad, had gone undefeated and had won every tournament in the state that a girls’ softball team could win. And they all knew that this summer the stakes were even higher for them. If they could win their All-Star League, they qualified for a New England tournament that would be shown on NESN, the Red Sox television network, with the championship game at Fenway Park on a weekend in August when the Red Sox were on the road. It wasn’t the Little League World Series. But it would do.

The teams that were good enough would get their chance to play at Fenway, and get their chance to play on television. Yeah, that kind of spotlight would do, all of them getting their chance to shine. It was the biggest reason why Walton Baseball had asked Cassie’s dad to come back and coach one more season, even though he’d sworn he was retiring last year.

Cassie’s dad told her he’d been reading up on Asperger’s since Sarah’s mom and dad had called and asked to meet with him. Not only did her parents want Sarah to play softball, but they planned on enrolling her at Walton Middle in the fall.

“I’m not trying to give you the same crash course on Asperger’s I’m giving myself,” Cassie’s dad said. “But the thing that can be most difficult for these kids is what we think of as normal social interaction.”

“Like just complimenting her on a good play in the outfield,” she said.

“Like that.”

He said it wasn’t going to be the last time that Sarah might panic and run away, and she might not even stop at the bench next time. Or she might lose her temper, because her parents said she could fly off the handle, sometimes for reasons that only she understood. Or she could get fixed on routines, like standing in the same spot in the outfield.

“She didn’t make much eye contact tonight, Dad.”

“And she might not. And there might be things that make no sense to you. Her parents said that even though loud noises bother her, she can get loud sometimes.”

“Sounds like a process,” Cassie said.

“And a challenge for you,” her dad said. “But who’s more up for challenges than you are?”

“You got me there,” she said, and bumped him some fist.

“Listen,” he said, “this whole thing is gonna be a work in progress, for me included. For all of us. But I’m gonna need your help to make it work.”

“Just tell me how.”

“With some of the other girls,” he said. “The ones who, let’s face it, aren’t always as aware about stuff as you are. I mean, I know a lot of people think you’re stuck on yourself—”

“Hey,” Cassie said. “I thought we were bonding here.”

He laughed. “But I know better, because I know my daughter. And her heart. It’s why I know you can take the lead on this.”

“Sounds like you’re setting the bar kind of high for me, Dad.”

He smiled. It was the kind of smile that had always felt to Cassie like his arms around her. “Almost as high as you set it for yourself.”

They sat in silence for a moment, the only sound in the room the ticking of their antique grandfather clock, actually given to them by Cassie’s grandfather.

“I promise this will be worth it,” her dad said.

Then he added, “Win or lose.”

Cassie felt herself smiling. “I know,” she said. “So she’s going to make the team, then?”

Chris Bennett laughed again, even louder than before.

“She made it when she caught that ball,” he said.

•  •  •

When they were finished, Cassie went upstairs and got out her laptop and read up on Asperger’s syndrome herself, starting with the Autism Speaks website. She was trying to understand about the autism spectrum, telling herself to think of it as a scale and not a spectrum. But what was pretty clear to her was some of the behavior you could expect from somebody with Asperger’s, some of the awkward mannerisms, some of the things her dad had mentioned and some he hadn’t.

There was one thing that jumped out at her and actually made her smile, though she knew none of this was funny:

“One-sided conversations.”

When she called Jack and told him about that one, he said, “One-sided conversations? That sounds like half the kids we know. Heck, probably more than half.”

Cassie said, “There was also this thing about kids with Asperger’s sometimes being obsessed with unusual topics.”

Jack said, “That sounds like your whole team.”

“But honestly?” she said. “This is no joke. Kathleen and Nell? You know what they’re really obsessed with? Being good enough this season to get on television. No lie, Jack. They think that if they can do that, they’ll be halfway to being Kardashians.”

Jack wanted to know more about Sarah, what she’d been like at practice. Cassie told him about her standing in one place, and no eye contact, and running away when Cassie had tried to talk to her. But then Cassie told him about the catch she’d made, and how she’d turned and thrown the ball back in, even though she’d never played in a real softball game in her life, like she just instinctively knew that was the right thing to do. And then Cassie told him about what Sarah had been like when it was her turn to bat, how nervous she’d looked at the start, as if she’d known that everybody was watching her, how she’d swung and missed badly on the first few pitches Cassie’s dad had thrown to her.

After that, though, she’d proceeded to hit a line drive over third base, another one over first, hit a ball off the wall in right-center, and nearly took Chris Bennett’s head off with a shot right back up the middle.

“So she can really play?” Jack said.

“Yeah,” Cassie said.

“Did she pitch?”

“Oh yeah,” Cassie said.

“As fast as you?”

Cassie said, “I’m not going to dignify that with a response.”

“I don’t know what I was thinking,” Jack said.

Then he said, “If she’s as good as you say she is, then it should be no problem with the other girls, because she’ll just make your team better, right?”

“I just want everybody on the team to be nice to her.”

“Because she’s a good player, or because she’s a good person?” Jack said.

Cassie paused, because it was such a good question.

“Hopefully both,” she said.

“Listen, Cass,” Jack said, “it’s going to be like everything else. They’ll take their lead from you, like they do on the field. Because they know they have no chance to make it near Fenway without you.”

“You’re probably right.”

“I’m calling Teddy and Gus and telling them you told me I was right about something.”

“I said ‘probably.’ ”

“You’re probably overthinking this,” he said.

“Okay, what do you think about this—or overthink—is it going to work out?”

“Honestly? I have no clue. And no matter what you do, and how easy you try to make things for her, you can only play your own game. You can’t play hers.”

“Who says?” Cassie Bennett said.



FIVE

Sarah made the team.

All of the girls from last year’s team made it too, at least the ones who still lived in Walton. Two had moved away. But the best players were still around, Brooke behind the plate, Lizzie at third base, Allie at second, same as when they’d gone undefeated. Nell was still in right field, Kathleen in left. Greta Zahn had played center last season and had thought she was going to play center this season. But Cassie was sure that was going to change now that Sarah Milligan was on the team, which was going to be called the Red Sox. Sarah was a better fielder than Greta, a better batter. A better everything.

When they had their first practice after the team was set, the Tuesday after tryouts and four days before the season would officially begin, Sarah still didn’t seem to be more comfortable with her new teammates. It didn’t stop her, though, from making another spectacular catch during batting practice, this one on a ball that Brooke had hit, Sarah coming in on a sinking line drive and making a sliding, backhand play.

“She’s like a one-girl highlight film,” Cassie said to Greta.

They were both waiting to hit.

“Anybody can make plays in practice,” Greta said.

Greta was tall and blond. She was fast and had surprising power for someone as skinny as she was. But just from one tryout and the start of practice tonight, anybody could see she wasn’t the ballplayer that Sarah Milligan was, whether this was Sarah’s first time on a team or not.

“I have this feeling,” Cassie said to Greta, “that she’s going to be one of those players who does what my dad says we’re supposed to do: practices like she plays.”

“It sounds like you’re cool with her creepiness,” Greta said.

Cassie turned to her, leaning on her bat.

“Gonna give you a heads-up, Zahn,” Cassie said, smiling but not meaning it. “I wouldn’t let our coach—my dad—hear you calling Sarah creepy.”

“Would you feel better if I called her weird?”

“Not so much.”

“So you’re telling me you don’t think it’s going to be weird having her around?”

Cassie had always managed to get along with Greta, who was probably the smartest kid, boy or girl, in their grade at Walton Middle. But having known her since kindergarten, Cassie also knew that Greta was never going to get an A in being kind.

Cassie gave Greta her biggest smile now and said, “We’ve only known her for two days. What I think would be weird is not giving her a chance to fit in.”

And she walked up to the plate to get her swings.

Even though they’d only spent two days around Sarah, they all could see by now how much she liked routine. Really liked routine. It wasn’t just that she was always in the same spot in the outfield. When Sarah did speak to Cassie’s dad, she wanted to know what the batting order was for batting practice, exactly when she’d be hitting, who was going before her and who was going afterward. She always placed her bat bag in the exact same spot where she’d left it during tryouts, underneath their bench, at the end closest to home plate.

When they’d watched her place it there tonight, Kathleen had said, “She’s like a softball neat freak.”

“Wade Boggs, who used to play for the real Red Sox, ate chicken at the same time before every game,” Cassie said. “And he’s in the Baseball Hall of Fame.”

This was before they’d all taken the field. Sarah had been sitting at the end of the bench, by herself, where the bat bag was.

“Look at her,” Kathleen said, at least keeping her voice low. “It’s like she’s on the team and not on the team at the same time.”

“C’mon, Kath,” Cassie said. “You’ve seen her play. You don’t think she’s gonna help us?”

“I didn’t know we needed help.”

“You can always get better,” Cassie said. “Do you know who Kevin Durant is?”

“No.”

“Never mind,” Cassie said.

“I just don’t want anything to get in our way this season,” Kathleen said. “Or anybody.”
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