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TO NOLAN,

MY GREATEST ADVENTURE
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IT WAS THE FIRST DAY of summer vacation.

Mom called it the Summer of Girls.

My nine-month-old sister, Ava, called it, “Wah, Wah, WAAAAAH!”

And I called it the Summer without Dad.

But the truth was, no matter what you called it, this summer was going to stink.

How could it not, when I was trapped in a car, eight hours into a journey that was taking me far away from my friends, and a week ago we said good-bye to Dad as he started a year deployment overseas in a place thousands of miles away?

Save ME PLZ!!!!! I texted to my best friend, Maddie.

Come back PLZ!!!!! she texted back, and I wished I could.

We crossed the Indiana border and passed a giant sign that proclaimed Ohio THE HEART OF IT ALL. Mom beeped the horn three times. I sunk down in my seat to avoid the confused looks of the people in the cars next to us.

“Please, stop that,” I told her, but my protests didn’t matter. Mom beeped every time we entered a new state.

“How else am I going to announce to everyone that we’ve arrived?” she asked.

Ava thought it was hilarious, cooing each time Mom laid on the horn. I, on the other hand, wanted to disappear, from embarrassment. Especially when we’d crossed from Illinois into Indiana and Mom’s horn had startled the guy to the right of us. He’d shaken his fist and mouthed some words Ava was definitely not old enough to learn.

“Are we there yet?” I asked for what was probably the fiftieth time that day.

“Not much longer,” Mom said, which was the reply she gave me every time I checked. I had a feeling that if I had asked her the same question shortly after we’d pulled out of the driveway, she would’ve still said that it wouldn’t take much longer.

I opened my mouth and let out a huge yawn. “This drive stinks,” I announced, but no one bothered to answer, so I rested my head against the window and watched the world fly by.

We usually took a plane to Grandma’s house, but this year we took the minivan. Mom thought driving would be an adventure that would help us bond. “Picture it,” she’d said when she’d told me the news. I’d been lying on a folding chair in the backyard, soaking in the first day of warm weather and dreaming about the last day of sixth grade. “It’ll be the three of us girls and the open road. We’ll have so much fun!”

I’d told Mom I’d give it a chance, but I wasn’t convinced this would be as “fun” as she believed it would be. So far my summer had consisted of nothing but endless fields, with the occasional farmhouse and cows. I was so bored that at one point I tried to count the yellow lines on the road, which didn’t work, because Mom always went over the speed limit and it was all a blur.

We drove on, and another half hour ticked by, and then fifteen more minutes. I watched the world slip past outside the car window as we moved further and further away from our house and closer and closer to Grandma’s. Mom pulled off the highway, and we began to take side roads. I was one more winding road away from getting carsick when Mom pointed out the window.

“Gabby, look, we’re getting close. There’s LaMarca’s Farm.” One of my favorite sites to spot on the way to Grandma’s house came into view. It was a two-story-tall corn statue that stood at the entrance of the biggest farm in the area.

I’d never been so happy to see a giant ear of corn. It meant we’d made it. Buildings and streets began to look familiar, and I felt a tiny flutter of excitement. We’d visited enough times in the summer that it kind of felt like my home away from home.

“Coneheads has orange swirl ice cream today!” Mom announced as we passed a small building painted with rainbow colors whose sign had a face with a cone on the top of its head like a hat. It was one of our favorite places to go when we visited Grandma, and who could blame us? Their chocolate chunk mint ice cream was the best I’d ever had.

We drove through the tiny downtown with a bunch of stores and restaurants, and passed under a giant banner stretched across the street that advertised the Corn Festival. It had a countdown box announcing that there were sixty-one days until the annual event. Mom and Dad always made sure to time our yearly visit so we could go. It was a weeklong celebration with games, carnival food, rides, concerts, a beauty pageant, and most important, the championship game for the summer league softball and baseball teams. It was such a fun week. Everyone was in a great mood as they celebrated their biggest crop . . . corn! Mom said this year would be even more of a big deal because it was the fiftieth anniversary of the festival, so the town planned to waste no expense to make it as grand as possible.

We left the main stretch of town and passed the recreation center, which was full of kids at the pool. But I didn’t care about the pool; it was the baseball field I was interested in. I watched a group of boys around my age playing a game, and I imagined myself on the pitcher’s mound. Mom had promised me I could join the softball team here, and I couldn’t wait to get out on the field and throw the ball around. But my good feelings evaporated quickly as I thought about how Dad wouldn’t be able to watch me play this summer.

The car turned down Grandma’s street, and the empty feeling deep in my stomach became worse. Usually when we turned onto her street with the rental car my parents would get at the airport, Dad would drive super-slowly on purpose, which made me crazy, because all I wanted to do was race out of the car and jump into her pool. It was the best part of her house. I’d begged Mom and Dad for years to get a pool like Grandma has, but there was no budging them, so I made sure to get lots of swimming time in when we visited.

Today was different, though. Mom didn’t drive slowly. She didn’t remember the joke Dad would play, and for the millionth time that day, I wished he was here. I couldn’t help thinking about him. How could I not? Mom said that I needed to keep my mind busy with other things so I wouldn’t miss him as much, but that wasn’t working at all. For either of us. I’d caught her a few times staring off into space with a sad look in her eyes, and I was pretty sure it was because she was thinking about Dad.

“I know this is hard on you; it’s hard on all of us,” she’d say. “But this summer will be good. I need help with Ava, and you’ll be so busy making new friends that you won’t even notice your dad is away.”

But she was wrong. I’d never forget that he wasn’t with us. It’d been a week since we’d said good-bye to him, and we hadn’t heard from him yet. Mom said that as soon as he was able to, he’d contact us, but waiting was the worst ever, because I had no idea if he was okay or not. I didn’t say any of this to Mom, though, because I needed to be strong for her so she wouldn’t get upset. Dad had told me to try to do that, and I wanted to make him proud.

I wiped my hands on my shorts and gripped the handle of the door. Even if Dad wasn’t here, I couldn’t break tradition. I was ready to get out of this car and jump into the pool. It was a ritual Dad and I had followed for years. We’d wear our bathing suits under our clothes, and before we even brought our bags into the house, the two of us would go for our first swim together. Mom and Grandma would sit on the porch with glasses of lemonade full of ice cubes, while Dad and I raced each other in the pool. We’d swim until our fingers were wrinkled like raisins and Mom told Dad to get out so he could start grilling. Even then, the two of us would eat at the picnic table in our bathing suits, not showering and changing until the sun had dipped deep down behind the trees.

Mom beeped the horn one last time as she pulled into the driveway, and I was out the door before she even turned off the car.

“I’ll bring my suitcase in later,” I shouted, and ran away before she could protest. I pulled my shirt off over my head and wadded it into a ball. I ran around the side of the house, wiggled out of my shorts, and threw them onto the back deck.

I held my hands out and spun around, breathing in the familiar scent of fresh-cut grass and chlorine from the pool. As much as I didn’t want to come here for the whole summer, it felt good to be back, and maybe, just maybe, things wouldn’t be so bad.

I thought about what Dad would want me to do, took a few steps backward, and then ran forward and, with a giant cheer, did a cannonball into the pool. Summer had officially begun! When I surfaced, I swam to the other side by myself, pretending Dad was right alongside me.
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IT WAS TOO COLD OUTSIDE to stay in the pool like we would in the hot July sun. I swam for about ten minutes before my ears hurt when I wasn’t underwater and goose bumps spotted my skin. I jumped out and ran to Grandma, who sat with Mom and Ava at the patio table. Grandma looked the same, with her white hair curled around her face and her blue eyes shining through her red-rimmed glasses, which she says she wears to add a little bit of sass to her wardrobe. She was familiar, and familiar felt good right now.

I gave her a big giant wet hug. That’s the great thing about Grandma; she didn’t even care that I soaked her. She wrapped her arms around me and hugged right back.

“I’m glad you’re here, kiddo,” she whispered. “Life couldn’t be better now that I have you for the whole summer.”

I nodded and took a deep breath. Grandma’s recognizable scent of oranges and something spicy filled my nose. At least some things were still the same.

After a few moments together, I stepped away from her and we laughed at the big spot of water that was now all over the front of her.

“I’m going to change into warmer clothes.” I grabbed the towel she had set out on the chair and walked through the patio doors that led to the family room. The walls were covered with pictures of Mom when she was younger, most of her in the silly frilly pageant dresses she used to wear when she competed. She looked the same as she did back then, tan with a bright white smile and strawberry-blond hair that curled slightly on the ends. The only difference was that Mom now had wrinkles around her eyes and mouth. She was still pretty, and I could see why she’d won tons of pageants. Along with the pictures of her, Grandma had added a bunch of our family. Dad’s face smiled back at me from a picture of the four of us we took after Ava was born, and my heart ached for a moment as I wished he were here.

“Strong, steady, strike,” I whispered. It was the phrase Dad would say to himself back when he played ball, a mantra I copied when I pitched.

I hurried past the pictures and went upstairs to the room I always stayed in. But my suitcase wasn’t there. Ava’s duffel bag with the ladybug print sat on the bed.

Grandma came up behind me. “Not what you expected, right?”

“Mom put my suitcase in the wrong room.”

“Your mom and I thought it would be a good idea to put Ava in the room next to her. That way Mom can get to her easily at night.”

“But I always have this room.” I tried not to show her how upset I was. I loved this room, with its tiny window that looked out over the pool. The ceiling slanted down, so if you were tall like Dad, you had to duck when you walked over there. I used to pretend it was my hiding spot, since I was the only one short enough to fit.

“We thought it would be fun for you to stay in your mom’s old room,” Grandma said, leading me down the hallway. She opened the door, and sure enough, my suitcase sat on the bed as if I had already agreed to the switch and there was no reason I’d have a problem with it.

“Thanks,” I mumbled, not wanting to seem like a baby for getting upset about where I stayed, even though I most certainly was.

“Come down when you’re changed; I want to hear all about what you’ve been up to this year.”

I nodded, and when Grandma closed the door, I fell back onto the bed, even though my swimsuit was still damp and I’d probably get the sheets wet. I looked around the room, at the ceiling that didn’t slope down, a vanity with a mirror that had lights all around it, butterfly drawings taped to the wall, and Mom’s old pageant sashes and crowns on a bookshelf. I thought of my own room back home, covered with pictures of my favorite baseball players and the medals I’d won in softball. Both of our rooms might be filled with awards, but Mom and I couldn’t be more different.

“So what do you think?” Mom asked, coming through the door. “It’s going to be great staying in my old room, isn’t it?”

She was so excited, I didn’t have the heart to tell her how disappointed I was.

“It’s great.” I played with my bathing suit strap.

“I love that you’re sleeping in the same room I slept in when I was your age. But guess what the best part is?” Mom asked.

“What?” I asked.

“Check out what’s in the closet!” Mom pulled some plastic bags out and laid them on the bed. “My old pageant dresses!”

I groaned like I always did when she talked about her beauty queen days, but she ignored me like she always did and pulled one out. It was glittery and poufy and something I’d never ever be caught dead wearing.

“What is that dreadful thing? Quick, kill it before it attacks us!” I yelled, and fell onto the bed dramatically.

Mom put the dress up to her and twirled around the room. “Oh, be quiet. It’s beautiful. I remember how I couldn’t wait to wear it. And now that we’re here for the whole summer—” Mom started, but I interrupted, because you didn’t have to be a genius to know where she was going with this.

“Not going to happen,” I said. I imagined myself in one of her dresses, and almost laughed out loud. I wasn’t exactly what you’d call beauty pageant material. I’d look ridiculous in it, with my brown hair that I always wore back in a ponytail, perpetually skinned knees, and the arm muscles I have from pitching. I stood up and dug around in my suitcase, then pulled out one of my old softball T-shirts. “This is the only thing you’re going to find me in, so don’t get any ideas about me putting on one of your old dresses.”

“Are you sure?” Mom asked, and pulled a dress out of the closet that was even worse than the first. It was hot pink, satin, and had giant shoulder pads guaranteed to make me resemble a linebacker.

I was used to her trying to convince me to wear her dresses. In her eyes, they were amazing because she was a real-life beauty queen. As in, Mom had won in all three age groups in the Miss Popcorn pageant during the Corn Festival. She’s the only girl to have ever won the Triple Crown. She’s a regular celebrity in town, and part of the reason we planned our yearly visit during the festival was so Mom could relive the past.

“You know, just because you like to wear T-shirts doesn’t mean you can’t ever wear a dress from time to time,” she said, but I shook my head.

“The only thing I want to put on is a softball uniform,” I told her. “I need to focus on my pitching. I promised Dad I’d pitch in the Corn Festival championship and help our team win.”

Mom might have won all the crowns, but it was Dad’s trophies I loved. Just like Mom was famous all over town for the pageant, Dad was legendary in town for baseball. He’d taught me everything about the game. The two of us would spend hours in the yard practicing pitching. We’d been doing that for as long as I could remember. And now that he was serving overseas, my goal for the summer was to pitch in the championship game like he did when he was my age. It might sound silly, but I felt like if I was able to do this for him, he’d come home safely.

“Dad would be so proud of you,” Mom said. “And you’re right. If you want to focus on softball, then that’s what you should do.”

“Thanks,” I told her, so glad to have a Mom who supported me no matter what it was I wanted to do. She might not understand why Dad and I loved playing ball so much, but she always cheered me on in the stands at my games. She did this thing where she could put two fingers into her mouth and produce a whistle so shrill, I was pretty sure people the next town over could hear.

But as she put the dresses back into the closet, she lingered over them for a little longer. She was still dreaming about seeing me in one of those dresses, but that was one dream she was going to strike out on.
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AFTER MOM LEFT, I CLOSED the closet door, which I had a feeling she’d left open just in case it might persuade me to do the pageant, and I changed into some dry clothes. I dug through my suitcase and pulled out the hat Dad had given me the day he left.

You’d think the day your dad was deployed overseas would be a big event. He deserved a parade that marched by the front of our house with people cheering. A marching band should have played and the crowd should have held up giant signs with his name on it. Because after all, he was leaving his family to fight for the freedom of everyone else’s families.

But the morning Dad left wasn’t anything like that. We had to get up at the crack of dawn, so early that the moon was still faint in the sky, and instead of having a family breakfast, Mom drove through the drive-through at McDonald’s and Ava cried the whole way to the military base.

We checked in with security and pulled up to a plain brown building. There were lights on inside and a few cars parked in the lot, but no one was around, and I wished again for a giant send-off. We climbed out of the car but didn’t go inside. We huddled together in the cold early-morning chill and tried to pretend Dad wasn’t leaving us for a year.

When it was time for him to say good-bye, he kneeled down so he was on my level, and I tried my hardest to be brave, which didn’t work well because I was crying.

“I’m going to miss you, Curveball,” he said, using his nickname for me. It was my best pitch, the one Dad said I threw better than him. I wanted to tell him how much I’d miss him too, but all I could do was nod and keep back my sobs. I needed to be strong for everyone.

He reached into his bag and pulled out his faded baseball hat from college. It was his prized possession; he’d worn it all four years when he was their star pitcher. He’d had minor league scouts watching him, and Mom said he would have played with the pros if he hadn’t enlisted after 9/11.

“I thought you could keep this safe for me,” he said. He placed it on my head and stepped back to take a look.

I reached up to touch it. “For real?”

“It’s the perfect fit,” he said. “And when I come home, you can tell me all about the strikes you pitched.”

Dad wrapped his arms around me and hugged so hard, I thought I might pop. But I didn’t care, because once he let go, it would be time to say good-bye for real.

“I’m going to miss you like crazy,” I whispered.

“Same here, Curveball. I’ll be thinking of you every minute of every day.”

Ava let out a high-pitched wail and reached her pudgy little arms toward Dad.

“I haven’t forgotten about you,” Dad said, and took my sister into his arms. “You better make sure you don’t grow any new teeth or start talking until I get back. I can’t miss out on all the important stuff.”

She giggled as he tickled her under her chin.

Dad picked up his bag, and his mood turned serious. “I’m going to miss my girls like crazy.”

He kissed each one of us and then headed to the building’s front door. He waved before going through and disappearing.

I still missed him today as ferociously as I had the day he said good-bye. I stood in front of Mom’s fancy light-up mirror and put Dad’s hat on. I stared at myself and promised that I’d do whatever I had to in order to make sure I pitched in the championship game.
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I HAD TO WAIT THREE days before I could officially become a member of the city of Chester’s softball team.

Three whole days!

It might not sound like a lot to most people, but because I hadn’t played since last summer, those days felt like the longest of my life. I was itching to get back on the field and throw some strikes to make Dad proud. And finally I’d be able to do exactly that. Today was the rec center’s summer program information day. You were able to pick up your uniform, schedule, and roster. I couldn’t wait to see what color my team shirt was. I hoped it was something cool like turquoise. Last year we were gray with white lettering—super-boring and not fun at all.

I was not a morning person, but today I woke up before Grandma had even started to brew the stinky coffee she makes, which had a smell that filled the house. My early wake-up was a pretty big accomplishment, especially since most mornings Mom had to yell at me multiple times and threaten to douse me with cold water to get me out of bed.

I pulled my hair into a ponytail and put on my lucky knee-high socks—the red-and-blue-striped ones, Cleveland Indians colors. I wore the socks all the time now. So much, in fact, that the right foot had a tiny hole where my pinkie toe stuck out. But I’d never get rid of them. They were the pair I’d had on last summer when I’d struck out five hitters in a row. Dad had watched in the stands and cheered so loudly that even the parents who had been there for the other team couldn’t help but smile at how happy he was for me.

I found Mom getting Ava ready for a bath.

“Can’t you do that later?” I asked, because I couldn’t wait any longer.

“I’ll be quick,” Mom said as she put bubbles into the tub, but that wasn’t true. Ava loved baths and always pitched a fit when it was time to get out. She’d stay in the water all day if she could.

“What if I picked up my team’s information by myself ?” I asked. The field was close enough to Grandma’s house that I could ride my bike. “I’ve ridden there before with Dad to practice pitching.”

“That doesn’t seem safe,” Mom said.

“Please,” I begged. “You know how important this is to me.”

And she did. While Mom would love for me to be interested in frilly dresses and beauty pageants, she understood how important softball was to me. And she especially understood how important softball this summer was. She knew about the promise I’d made to Dad to pitch in the championship game, and while she might not have understood my obsession with the game, I knew she’d do whatever she could to help make sure I got to pitch.

“You have to cross Benson Avenue.”

“I’m going into seventh grade. I can handle it. I’ll be super-duper-careful and make sure I use the crosswalk and traffic light when I get to Benson.”

“Okay, okay, go ahead, but call me if you need me. And make sure you’re back in an hour.”

“I will! Thanks!” I rushed out of the house as fast as possible in case she changed her mind.

Before I climbed onto my bike, I sent a quick text to Maddie:

2day is the day! Picking up uniform and getting team schedule!!!!

Woo-hoo! They R lucky to have you! she sent back, and it felt like she was right there with me, cheering me on.

I rode to the park with a big grin on my face. I probably looked like an idiot, but I didn’t care. I was on my way to play ball, and it felt amazing. One of the hardest parts about coming here this summer was that I left my team behind. Most of us had played together since we were seven, and the thought of a whole season without them was awful. Maddie and our shortstop, Coleen, cried when I told the team the news, which made me cry all over again. Maddie was the catcher, and when the two of us played together, it was next to impossible for a batter to get a hit. Our team called us the Dynamic Duo, and just the thought of breaking us up had made me feel awful.

Dad had been able to see how down I was, and had said it might be good to play with new people and see what I could learn from them. I hoped he was right, because at the moment all I felt was sweaty palms at the idea of meeting a whole bunch of strangers who had probably been teammates forever.

There were already a few long lines of parents and kids outside the rec center, so I left my bike against the trees and stood behind one of the groups waiting in front of the tables.

“Is this where you get your baseball information?” I asked two boys around my age who were having an intense argument about the new third baseman for the Pittsburgh Pirates.

“Yeah,” one of them said. “But you’re supposed to be over there.”

He motioned to the line to the left of him. I raised my eyebrow, a bit skeptical. They had separate lines for boys and girls? And while the boys in this line wore sneakers and shorts, the girls in the other line seemed out of place. They were dressed in skirts and sundresses, and not one of them had sneakers on. One girl even wore heels, and another had her phone out and fixed her lip gloss using the screen. They weren’t exactly sporting the athletic look, but I guess if you were here to pick up your uniform, then you didn’t need to dress the part.

“Okay, thanks.” I moved to that line. A girl with long blond hair that looked like she’d spent all morning curling it turned and studied me, as if sizing me up. She had on a short ruffled skirt, and her nails were painted bright pink. They were perfect, and I had no idea how she didn’t mess them up playing ball. I thought of my own short nails with the polish flaking off.

I grinned and stuck out my hand. Might as well try to make friends, right? “Hi, I’m Gabby.”

“Jessa,” the girl said in an annoyed voice, as if she expected me to already know that. She ignored my outstretched hand and tilted her head to study me. I tried not to squirm, but I felt an awful lot like one of those worms we had to dissect in biology. “I haven’t seen you before. Are you new?”

“I’m here for the summer,” I told her. When she continued to stare at me as if something was wrong, I tried to explain. “My dad is deployed overseas, and we’re staying with my grandma so my mom can have some help with my baby sister.”

“Interesting . . . ,” she said, but it wasn’t in a nice way, more like she was mad at me for being here.

I thought about my team back home and how we wouldn’t act like this with someone new. They sure did things differently around here.
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