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Chapter One




OPENING DAY AT WRIGLEY FIELD ISN’T ALWAYS APRIL 8. It’s not like Christmas or the Fourth of July, with their dependable calendar slots, the reassurance of a fixed number. So that it should fall on April 8 of this year—the first of Ryan Walsh’s uneven stint in high school—seems reason enough for her to be on a southbound ‘L’ train at the exact moment she should be taking her seat in science class. The day is beautiful, blindingly bright and faintly breezy, and the Chicago skyline looms a startling shade of silver in the distance. Ryan clutches her backpack as the train lurches from side to side, her forehead pressed against the thick plastic window.

A man in a Ryne Sandberg jersey wafts a foam finger in her direction, and even as she scoots farther toward the window, Ryan’s heart beats fast with excitement. There are college kids drinking sweet-flavored vodka drinks from plastic bottles, old men with sweat-stained blue caps, a group of boys trading blue and red markers to finish up a cardboard sign. At each stop, as they collect more fans, as the noise level grows, as they wind their way along Lake Michigan toward the center of it all, she feels it: the fluttery hope, the tentative promise. It is game day in Chicago, the first true day of spring. There is, before them all, a whole new season.

Ryan is not typically reckless in this way. She is, in fact, feeling slightly nauseated at the thought of her impulsive departure after third period. Across the packed train car, she thinks she spots a boy from her math class, the shock of white from a cast on his arm peeking through at elbow level in the crowd. But at the next stop, when the doors open and a new surge of people presses their way inside, he’s suddenly gone, and Ryan decides she’s only looking for a reason to feel guilty and to think of school.

“Next stop, Addison,” the conductor calls out, and the train erupts in wild cheering. Ryan tugs at the drawstrings of her hooded sweatshirt and smiles to herself.

This, after all, is where she feels closest to him. Not when she sits at what had once been his seat at the dinner table. Not when her mom unwittingly sings their song under her breath while she does the dishes. Not when she looks at her younger sister, whose eyes are his: gray-blue and swimming.

No, right here, with the stadium fast approaching and all the possibilities of these nine long innings laid bare: this is where it’s easiest to imagine her father still beside her.

She’d been just ten when he was killed in a rafting accident while on a trip to Colorado. Soon after, Mom sold their season tickets—two seats on the third base line, just eight rows back—to help save money while she looked for a job. Emily had always been too young anyway, and Mom was never interested much beyond the novelty of the festival-like atmosphere of Wrigley Field.

But the ivy-covered back wall is the background to most of Ryan’s memories of him. She can see his face most clearly when she thinks of him at the ballpark. It was here he’d taught her to keep score when she was only six, patiently helping her fill in the tiny diamond grids across her playbook, and it was here—however unknowingly—she’d begun to prepare herself for his absence. Where better to learn of heartbreak and loss than Wrigley Field? What better place to harden your heart?

At the games, he’d throw an arm across the back of her seat and lean in. “If the Cubs win,” he’d say, “I’ll give up chocolate for a whole week.”

“It has to be something more important than that,” Ryan would say accusingly, as if he didn’t care enough to negotiate with something better than candy.

“Not for this game,” he’d protest. “It’s not even our division.”
 She’d pull her blue cap down low and frown until he reconsidered.

“Okay, fine,” he’d say with a grin. “If the Cubs win, I’ll eat only vegetables for the rest of the week.”

“How about if they win, you have to give me five piggybacks a day?”

“Five a day?” he’d say, laughing. “You drive a hard bargain.”

“It’s for the good of the team,” she’d insist.

It was a dangerous bargaining tool, this team of theirs. There was always the chance they’d be left with nothing.

Since her dad died, Ryan has only been to three games. The first two with her mom and sister soon after the accident, where they got lost amid the thick crowds and the too-cheerful organ music. Ryan had barely been able to watch the game, instead working to split open peanut shells the way he’d taught her, but they felt dry and dusty in her mouth. Emily cried when someone in the row behind them spilled beer at their feet, and Mom held her close, looking out over the top of her head with a dazed expression, even when everyone else rose for the national anthem. They’d left at the top of the fourth inning, and on their second try a few games later, made it only to the bottom of the fifth. It was soon after that when Mom sold the tickets.

A year later, sitting with a friend and her parents at the third game, Ryan realized she’d forgotten how to keep score the way her dad taught her. She sat with her pencil poised over the scorecard and blinked back tears.

That was five years ago. She hasn’t been back since.

But today is different. Today is April 8.

When the train slows to a halt, the passengers shift restlessly until the doors open. Over their shoulders, Ryan can see the huge wall of the stadium rising up against a cloudless sky, and she draws in a breath. The air smells of that peculiar combination of hot dogs and springtime, leather mitts and freshly cut grass, and all of it blends into one scent, one thought, one thing: Dad.

“Opening Day programs,” a man in red calls out, waving the glossy booklets high in the air. “Cubs programs here!”

Ryan steps off the platform, swept toward the stadium along with the rest of the crowd, and just briefly, she closes her eyes. April 8 may not always be Opening Day, but it is always—without fail and without end—the anniversary of the day her father died. And this, she thinks, peering up at the pennants waving lazily in the spring breeze, is reason enough.

Ryan had woken this morning with a dull sense of loss, and when she rolled over to glance at her clock, she remembered and burrowed deeper beneath the covers. Five years ago on this day, she’d been pulled from her fourth-grade classroom and made to sit in the nurse’s office until her mom arrived, red-eyed and stunned with her three-year-old sister in tow, to tell her what she knew—that in the chaos of the Colorado River, on the trip her dad had been planning with his college buddies for years, the raft had overturned. Of the group, it had been her father who was tossed in the worst possible direction, where the water was quicker, the river bottom rockier. It was the school nurse who leaned in to clarify the message: “He’s gone, honey,” she said, and Ryan began to cry.

Sometimes, it seems she hasn’t stopped crying since.

This morning, when she came downstairs for breakfast, Emily was already sitting at the table singing to herself, her legs swinging from the chair as she picked at a blueberry muffin. Her younger sister loves dolls and horses, stickers and puppies, and is so far from what Ryan had been at eight—or ever—that she often has trouble believing they could have been raised in the same family.

Though in a way, they haven’t been.

Emily had been too young to remember Dad, and for that, Ryan can’t fault her. But her sister’s allegiance to Kevin makes Ryan feel like the last survivor of a long-lost era. Their stepfather is a nice enough lawyer who Mom met at the driving range when she decided to take golf lessons a couple years ago. At the real estate agency where she’d started working after Dad died, golf was apparently more than just a hobby. It was the common language. “It’s a sport that’s actually useful,” Mom said, looking pointedly at Ryan. “It’s good for business.”

Dad had been a sportswriter, and even he didn’t consider golf a real sport.

Kevin—wearer of ties, believer in rules, hater of baseball—had joined the family shortly afterward, and it is with him that Emily has grown up. Because of this, it’s impossible to blame her for not understanding that you don’t flip the television channel when the Cubs are on.

This morning, Ryan had looked on wearily from across the kitchen table as Emily folded and refolded a muffin wrapper like a study in origami. Twice, she opened her mouth to say something—to offer some small reminder of the day—but her sister was bright-eyed and ready for school, waiting for Kevin to drive her, waiting for Mom to kiss them good-bye, and Ryan didn’t have the heart to draw her into this awful anniversary, no matter how much she wished for someone to share in her sorrow. When Mom came downstairs, she would—as she did each year on this day—hug Ryan just a little bit tighter, linger just a moment longer when she kissed her forehead, smooth back the tangles of hair from her face. They would exchange watery smiles, and without having to say anything, without making any sort of fuss, they would sit down to a breakfast of slightly burned bacon and scrambled eggs—Dad’s favorite. Anything more to commemorate the day would be too difficult; anything less, heartless.

But today, Mom came down holding Kevin’s hand, the two of them hiding smiles and practically giggling. They stood before the table, Kevin adjusting his tie, Mom with a hand on the back of Emily’s chair.

“What’s going on?” Ryan asked, frowning. She sat Indian style on the kitchen chair, her arms tucked up inside her sweatshirt. Mom stooped down to place a hand on top of Emily’s, and behind her, Kevin shifted from one foot to the other, bobbing his head of thinning hair and grinning stupidly.

“We only just found out for sure,” she said. “I’m pregnant.”

Mom looked to them both, smiling hesitantly, until Emily squealed and hopped up from her chair, clapping her hands, and Mom’s smile broadened. She raised her eyes over Ryan’s shoulder to Kevin, and with that look—the flecks of light in her eyes, the faintest hint of joy—Ryan’s heart dropped. Of all days, she thought, as she pushed back from the table and pounded up the stairs to her room.

Later, when she heard the knock, Ryan simply tucked her face into her pillow and grunted. She looked up when the door creaked open, and Mom poked her head in.

“Mind if I join you?”

Ryan said nothing, but curled into a ball to make room at the foot of the bed.

“I didn’t forget,” Mom said, resting a hand on Ryan’s ankle. She tilted her head thoughtfully. “I think, in a way, he’d be happy about it, actually. A new beginning on a day like today. It’s just the kind of thing he’d find meaning in if he were here.”

“If he were here,” Ryan said, staring fiercely out the window, “this wouldn’t have happened.”

They sat quietly on the bed together, the sounds from the cars outside rising up through the half-open window. Ryan waited for Mom to say something more—to suggest they go downstairs for bacon and eggs, or to tell her she’ll never love anyone more than Dad, not Kevin and not even this new baby—but they both remained silent.

Finally, Ryan eyed her stomach. “When’s it due?”

“October,” Mom said, placing a hand on her belly, obviously pleased by the question. Ryan shrugged, watching the Cubs flag on her closet door flutter in the breeze from the window. It wasn’t as if she’d have anything else to do in October.





Chapter Two




RYAN DOESN’T CONSIDER HERSELF A TOMBOY, A WORD that makes her think of the girls in her grade who sit together at lunch, broad and bulky, with long ponytails hanging heavy down their backs. Tomboys are jocks. Tomboys are fierce. Girls like Ryan—small and lost and not particularly athletic—shrink toward the wall when they pass.

But the sad fact is that she isn’t anything else either. She’s not popular, and she doesn’t get good grades. She’s not involved with any extracurricular activities, and she doesn’t take part in after-school clubs. Most often, Ryan finds herself drifting through hallways filled with kids her own age who seem years ahead of her in every way. In a school composed of cliques that rotate and shift and absorb and repel one another like molecules in a science experiment, she’s left to fend for herself the best she can. Ryan watches her classmates as if from a great distance, observing their march through high school, the certainty in their movements, the subtle confidence that propels them.

It hasn’t always been this way. She hasn’t always been so alone. After Dad died, her two best friends—Sydney and Kate—had, in all their ten-year-old wisdom, gathered around her. They let her win at board games, handed over the best parts of their lunches, and waved away the cookies she offered in return. They invited her over after school and spoke in soft voices, and when they laughed, it was only briefly, until they all remembered and huddled solemnly together around the swing set in Sydney’s backyard. In the afternoons, they’d troop through the ravines that crisscrossed the neighborhood, picking their way along ribbonlike streams, their voices carrying in the deepness of the leaf-covered trenches, making sure no one fell behind.

It wasn’t until later that they began to grow in separate directions—which is not at all the same thing as growing apart. That would come with time, but at first, it was a simple matter of Ryan falling out of step.

Shortly after her father’s death, in an effort to reestablish normalcy, Mom took Ryan to meet the other two girls and their mothers downtown for an outing that had been planned well before the accident. Just before tea time, they gathered in the lobby of a fancy hotel, and Ryan was startled to see her friends dressed alike in little pleated skirts and shoes that clicked on the marble floors. The other moms arched their eyebrows at Ryan’s ensemble: a pair of tattered shorts and sneakers. It hadn’t occurred to her to dress up, and Mom—still reeling from the accident—had herself barely managed to shed the bathrobe covered in Emily’s cereal that had lately become a uniform of sorts. Embarrassed, Ryan shifted from foot to foot, avoiding her friends’ eyes. After a moment, Mom opened her purse, and Ryan reached up and removed the Cubs hat her father had given her, stuffing it into the leather bag beside a tube of lipstick and a brush.

That same baseball cap now sits perched high on a closet shelf, where it reminds her again and again of what she can’t possibly forget. It feels to Ryan that no matter how she tries to move forward, a part of her will forever be ten years old. And it seems entirely possible that she will never escape that moment in the nurse’s office, crying into her mom’s sweater, drowning in a way, and gripping the edges of the rough blue cap as if it might be the very thing to save her life.

This afternoon, in the frenzied blocks surrounding Wrigley Field, the crowds walk just a bit more cautiously and the vendors glance furtively toward the ballpark, each feeling the pressure of the new season. This year is different from all the others. In a history worthy of the most woeful tragedies, nothing has been so dreaded as the start of the 100th season since the Chicago Cubs last won a World Series pennant.

It’s not that people aren’t hopeful, because hope is everything to a Cubs fan. But the years have wound by like the ticking of a clock, and it seems this 100th season must be a year like no other, decidedly hyperbolic, marked by either great success or miserable failure. The fans are sure of this. It is only a matter of time until they find out which.

The Cubs have had successes, of course, since 1908. There was a World Series appearance in 1945, a winning streak in 1969, a sliver of hope in 1984, a heart-stopping run in 2003, and the briefest glimpse of October 2007. But all of these had ended in much the same way, with disappointments so great that over the past hundred years, they’ve snowballed into a sense of sheer despair. Since 1908, the Cubs have been cursed by a billy goat, embarrassed by their crosstown rivals, plagued by whispers of greatness and potential unrealized.

In the past century, glory has found a home elsewhere. Since their last showing in 1945, every other long-established team has won a World Series. Their closest allies in campaigns of loss, the Red Sox and White Sox—both also hapless in their own ways—have wiped their slates clean with wins in 2004 and 2005 that erased the years since 1918 and 1917 respectively. In Chicago, the Bulls have made their run, and the Bears have done their shuffle. Wrigley Field, once home to the greatest team in baseball and witness to Babe Ruth’s called shot, has begun to crumble. Words like “eventually” and “next year” have become mantras.

It is without a doubt a demoralizing business being a Cubs fan.

But even so, the fans wait. They hope. They wish.

And none more than Ryan Walsh, who works her way clockwise around the stadium, overwhelmed after being away for so long. It’s one thing to follow the team from afar, running a finger down the television schedule, checking the score on the radio, setting timers and recordings, reading newspapers. But here beneath the red marquee, the huge expanse of Wrigley Field bearing down on her, she’s reminded of what it is to miss something. She hadn’t realized just how much a part of her this was: the bleacher seats and the press boxes, the men selling T-shirts and hot dogs and beer.

Today, she feels particularly stuck: her family is moving forward without her, adding new members and forgetting about the old. Her friends, too, have changed. She’s been on the outs with them since the start of school, for no other reason, it seems, than her lack of enthusiasm for passing notes and sharing gossip. This new terrain—the cold and endless maze of her high school—still feels every bit as foreboding as it had eight months ago, and she has little to show for the past year besides a newfound propensity for making herself invisible.

And so she is here on her own.

Getting a ticket for opening day—even in the bleachers, where the sun beats down hard and the fans grow rowdier with each inning—is practically impossible. Even days, weeks, months ahead it would have been difficult, but on game day, there’s no chance. Even so, winding her way across Clark Street, Ryan feels a simple satisfaction in having made it down here at all.

She pauses at the corner of Addison and looks back. Above the stadium and past the waving flags, the jagged rooftops are crowded with people getting ready for the game. Up the street, the bars are filled with fans who have been drinking since early morning, the crowds flowing out onto the street in front of Murphy’s Bleachers and The Cubby Bear. Everywhere, there is blue and red, floating Cs and pinstripes.

A man in an old Sammy Sosa jersey clicks his tongue at her, and Ryan feels a small burst of panic, but he only motions at her with a ticket. “Left field,” he says in a low voice. “One seat.”

She takes a step closer. “How much?”

“Hundred bucks.”

“No way,” she says, shaking her head. “How high up?”

“There’re no bad seats in Wrigley,” he grunts. “Everyone knows that.”

“Forget it,” Ryan says, turning around. But she’s only a few yards away when she stops to look wistfully at the entrance, where the ticket people are handing out free baseballs at the turnstiles. Shoving her hands in her pockets as if she might miraculously come up with the money, she remembers the check her mom gave her yesterday for the spring field trip to the amusement park. Ryan had forgotten to bring home the form with the details, so it’s still blank. She fumbles through her bag and slips it out from the pages of a book, then turns back to the guy, though when she does, she sees the boy from her math class—the one with the broken arm she thought she’d seen on the ‘L’—bargaining for the ticket from beneath the brim of a worn blue Cubs hat.

She stares, blanking on his name. He’d joined their class just a month ago—the only sophomore in freshman precalculus—and Ryan remembers thinking how hard it must be to come into a school at the very end of the year. She’s not sure whether his old school was further behind in the curriculum or whether he’s simply bad at the subject, but either way, Ryan knows she’s in no position to judge. If she doesn’t improve her own math grade soon, she could very well share a similar fate next year.

Though she can’t remember speaking with him other than to once borrow a pencil, he’s the kind of guy you can’t help assuming is nice: tall and skinny, with pale freckles and round eyes. He’s been wearing the cast the whole time, and like every other kid in school to whom Ryan pays only passing interest, she’s come to think of him only in terms of this detail—Broken Arm Kid, Cast Boy, That Guy with the Sling—though admittedly, he seems to have already fared better than she with their classmates.

“One-twenty?” she hears him groan. “Seriously?”

“Not a bad seat in the house,” the scalper says, grinning.

“Wait,” Ryan says, approaching them, and the boy looks surprised to see her.

“You’re in my math class,” he says, adjusting his cap.

She nods. “I’m Ryan.”

“Hey,” he says. “I’m Nick.”

The scalper rolls his eyes. “And I’m Don,” he says. “Do you want the goddamn seat or not?”

Ryan turns to Nick. “What if we split it?” she asks. “Then we could switch off every couple innings or something.”

He shoves a hand into his pocket and emerges with a handful of crumpled bills. “I’m not sure I have enough,” he says, suddenly animated. He digs around in his backpack, his broken arm held awkwardly out from his body, his other hand pawing through the bag, a look of fixed determination on his face. The scalper curses at them impatiently under his breath.

“Here,” Nick says triumphantly, holding up a few extra bills.

“You don’t take checks, do you?” Ryan asks, turning to the scalper, but she finds he’s moved several feet away, where he’s handing over the ticket to a man in a business suit, who tucks it into his pocket and walks off toward the entrance. The scalper, shuffling a stack of bills, lifts his shoulders when he sees them watching, then heads off too. Ryan’s eyes drift over toward Waveland Avenue, the outfield wall where the neighborhood kids gather to listen to the crowd and try to catch home runs or long fouls that may make it up and over to the street. And so—with nothing more to be done—they begin to walk over together, as if that had been the plan all along.




Chapter Three



DAD LOVED TO TELL THE STORY OF HIS FIRST DATE with Mom—a Saturday game against the Mets—where he’d had to explain to her the difference between a ball and a strike. According to him, she’d sat patiently beside him through the whole game, laughing over beers and telling stories between innings, and when he asked her out again, she’d been thrilled. But when she learned that his intention for the second date—and the third and the fourth—was another ball game, she nearly ended it right then. She never fully grasped the game, and even more, his sorry love affair with the team.

“How can you love something so much when they let you down so often?” she asked as they watched the Cubs invent new and heartbreaking ways of losing.

“They’ll shape up soon,” he said. “Just wait till next year.”

Though she never came to love it as he did, she did learn to live with his obsession. She didn’t mind when he named the dog Addison and the cat Clark—dubbed for the cross streets where the ballpark sits—though she did draw the line when Ryan was born, using her maiden name for their first daughter. Dad used to tease that they’d named her after Ryne Sandberg—his favorite Cubs player—but Mom messed up on the spelling.

But Ryan’s favorite story was of the day he asked her mom to marry him at Wrigley Field. He’d made a sort of reverse bargain, he told her. “As long as she said yes,” he explained, “it was okay if the Cubs lost.”

“And did they?” Ryan asked.

“Nope,” he said with a small smile. “Everyone won that night.”

The score is already one to nothing—just two outs into the game—by the time Ryan and Nick make their way around to the back of the stadium. Naturally, the Cubs are losing to the Cardinals, which is particularly painful given the long rivalry between the two teams. Though they don’t have the same sort of grudge matches as the East Coast clubs—nothing like the contention between Yankees and Red Sox—Ryan had been brought up to hate everything about the Cards: the stupid mascot, the red of their caps, the fans from St. Louis.

Generally speaking, of course, the Cubs don’t need such rivalries. They always seem to do just fine beating themselves.

But it’s only the start of the season, and there’s still room for optimism in Wrigleyville, where the residents of the neighborhood are out in their yards with coolers and lawn chairs, their radios tuned in to hear the play-by-play from beyond the ivy-leafed back wall. A group of boys is tossing around a dirty baseball, their ears cocked toward the stadium in case someone should hit a home run. T-shirt and souvenir vendors are lined up across the street, waving stuffed teddy bears and authentic jerseys.

Ryan and Nick settle onto the curb—suddenly shy now that they’ve found a place to sit—and listen to the hollow sounds of the game drifting over the wall on breezes from the nearby lake. Nick leans forward on his elbows, propping his chin up with his broken arm, and Ryan winces.

“Doesn’t that hurt?” she asks. “How’d you do it?”

He looks out across the street with clear green eyes, crinkling his nose. “I’m getting it off pretty soon,” he says, as if that explains everything.

The block is noisy—kids shouting, airplanes overhead, radios blasting, the uneven cheers from inside—yet the quiet between them feels somehow louder than all of this. Ryan wonders if she should ask him why he’s cutting class, what drove him down to Wrigley today without a ticket when he should be in school, but she knows he could be asking the same of her, and she’s suddenly grateful for the silence. She gets the impression that he might feel the same way—lost for words that don’t include math class or school in general—and so she clears her throat.

“Did you know it’s the 100th year since the Cubs last won the World Series?” she asks, tipping her head back to the sky, where an airplane glides by, towing a banner advertising drink specials after the game.

“Of course,” Nick says curtly, and Ryan feels immediately stupid for having shared this obvious fact. She’s relieved when he smiles at her. “How could we possibly forget?”

“Maybe this’ll be the year,” she says.

He shrugs, shifting to pull a rolled-up score sheet and stubby pencil from his pocket. Ryan looks on, running her eyes across the columns as he begins copying in the lineup from a stray program left behind on the street. When she leans in too close, he looks up. “Want me to show you how to do it?” he asks, and Ryan shakes her head and chokes out a small “no.”

They fall silent as a noise erupts from the stadium. Nick looks over his shoulder at a large man sunk low in a plastic lawn chair, a transistor radio balanced on his lap. He shakes his head miserably and holds up two fingers.

“Two-zip,” Nick says, tapping his fingers on the curb impatiently. The man turns up his radio for their benefit, and they wave to him gratefully. “Wish we could see what was going on.”

“I don’t mind it, actually,” Ryan says. “It’s sort of nice just to be close by.”

A half smile crawls across his face. “I guess so.”

“So, have you always been a Cubs fan?” she asks, wondering where he had moved from, what circumstances had brought him to Chicago in the middle of the school year.

“Always,” he says. “Even when we lived up in Wisconsin, my parents used to bribe me with Cubs tickets when I complained about the long car rides down here.”

“So you’ve been here a lot?” Ryan asks, hugging her knees. “Do you have family around here or something?”

He doesn’t answer, instead staring at the pavement, his face hidden by the shadow of his hat. “No,” he says finally. “I only meant that I never liked the Brewers for some reason. Or the White Sox. It was always the Cubs.”

Ryan smiles. “Me too.”

He bends his head over the score sheet once more, recording the action of the game as best he can with the benefit of half a dozen crackling radios, which tell the story in small bursts of static all around them.

“That last one is wrong,” Ryan says, pointing to one of the small diamonds, where he’s drawn a K in the middle of the box. “He didn’t strike out swinging.”

“You’re right,” Nick says, tackling the marking with his eraser. Once he’s corrected it, flipping the K around backward, he turns back to Ryan, surprised. “Where’d you learn to read a scorecard?”

“My dad,” she says quietly.

Something in her face must be giving her away, because Nick clears his throat, searching for something else to say. “That’s cool,” he says, tapping the scorecard in his lap. “I’ve never met a girl who likes baseball so much.”

“I don’t like baseball,” Ryan says with a grin. “I like the Cubs.”

He laughs. “Okay, then.”

By the fifth inning, they’re down four to one, but the sun is warm on her face, and they’ve settled into a silence worth keeping. It’s as comfortable as anything Ryan has felt all day. There’s something reassuring in the way he sits beside her, the utter lack of obligation to talk about anything that matters: school, family, her father, the new baby.

At the seventh-inning stretch, they stand, and Nick dutifully removes his blue cap. They lift their chins and mouth the words—Root, root, root for the Cubbies!—looking sideways at each other self-consciously. The blended voices from the stands mount until, at the song’s close, they dissolve into scattered shouts of Play ball! There’s a moment of quivering stillness just afterward, as the game resumes and the fans take their seats, as the halted action of the world eases back to life.

“Actually,” Ryan says as they sit down again, “these really aren’t the worst seats ever.”

Nick readjusts his cap and smiles at her from beneath the brim. “I don’t know,” he says. “I can think of better.”

“Like over there?” Ryan asks jokingly, pointing to where a few kids are perched in the low branches of a tree, straining to get a view over the stadium wall.

“Sure,” he says, laughing. “Doesn’t get better than that.”

“No,” she agrees, leaning back on the curb. “It doesn’t.”

After the game, they ride home together in the yellowish light of the train car, their shoulders just barely touching, their heads tipped back against the seats. They are sunburned and heavy-limbed, weary from the day behind them, but they’re also purely and simply happy. The Cubs pulled it off in the bottom of the eighth with a three-run homer, and outside the stadium, where the ball rose up and over the outfield wall—a blurry dot in an otherwise empty sky—the crowd surged and throbbed, shoved and shimmied, until a bald man in a Cubs visor stood tall and raised his hands high in the air: one with the game-winning ball, the other with a sweating can of beer.

They’d both ridden their bikes from school to the train station, and so once they reach their stop, Ryan follows Nick out to where they’re propped a few feet away from each other. Her blue Schwinn looks frail beside his bulky black mountain bike. With chilly fingers, they work to unchain the locks in the growing darkness, and once they’re ready—wheels pointed in opposite directions, hands gripping the bars—they find that the silence has changed once again. Gone is the closeness of the quiet train ride; lost is the cozy hush that had settled over them during the game. Ryan hadn’t ever realized there could be so many different types of not talking, so many brands of stillness, as if the quiet itself were a third party to the conversation.

Finally, Nick clears his throat. “So, I guess I’ll see you in school tomorrow.”

Ryan nods, half-hidden in the fuzzy darkness. They each lift their hands and let them hang in the air for a moment like members of some long lost Indian tribe, before wheeling their bikes in separate directions, the clicking of the spokes echoing in the night.

The game had been a long one, and by the time Ryan gets home, it’s almost dinnertime and too late for any excuses about after-school projects or last-minute plans. As soon as she coasts up the driveway, even before she reaches out to brake with her sneakers on the asphalt, Mom appears in the doorway.

“Where have you been?” she yells, a catch in her voice. She steps out onto the front stoop, shuffling her feet on the cold bricks. “You didn’t call, and I was worried.”

Ryan knocks down the kickstand of the bike, draws her hands into the sleeves of her sweatshirt, and lowers her chin as she walks up the path to the front door. As she passes the window, she can see Emily telling Kevin a story, leaning forward on the dinner table and gesturing with her fork. Once she reaches the door, Ryan kicks at the ground, shoulders hunched.

“You can’t just disappear without letting me know where you are,” Mom says, shaking her head so that a strand of dark hair comes loose. This is new territory for them, Ryan’s tendency toward flight. Out of a combination of boredom and restlessness, she’s lately begun escaping to odd places at odd times—the beach near their house before school, the playground after dinner. But this is the first time she’s actually cut class, and if there was any hope that Mom hadn’t yet realized this, it’s now gone. She looks at Ryan with a mixture of anger and worry. “You can’t just run off like this,” she says, then presses her lips together. “I need to know you’re okay.”
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