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    This book is written in the spirit of every boy and girl I have ever coached, all the ones who had their own dreams, and taught me a lot more than I taught them.


ONE

After what had been the longest year of Jack Callahan’s life, it was baseball season again.

It had always been the best season for him. It was like Christmas came in the spring and lasted all the way through summer.

It was the first official day of baseball at Highland Park, the real center of town in Walton. The center of town and the center of baseball in the town. They had four Little League fields, all of them looking brand-new, as if the grass had been painted a perfect green and the dirt had been brought here from the big leagues for the batting box and pitcher’s mound and base paths. Even the white numbers set against the dark blue of the outfield walls looked as if they had been painted that morning.

From the time he’d been old enough to play Little League, after he’d moved up from T-ball, this field or the one next to it or the two at the other end of Highland Park had felt like Jack’s home away from home.

Always, no matter what else was going on, he’d felt happy here, and safe.

Safe at home.

When they’d arrived at the field, he’d pointed out to his best friend, Gus Morales, how new everything looked, and Gus had said, “Yeah, because the first day of baseball never gets old.”

Gus’s family had come to the United States from Santo Domingo in the Dominican Republic when Gus—full name Gustavo Alberto Morales—was still a baby. Gus had always told Jack that baseball in the Dominican was even more serious than Jack had read or heard. Baseball was like the national religion of Gus’s country, and a really good ball field, like the ball fields at Highland Park, was like church.

Gus told stories that his father had told him: stories about being so poor when he was a boy that he’d played ball in abandoned lots or in the street, using broom handles for bats and old milk cartons for gloves.

Maybe that was why Gus loved baseball as much as he did. Just not as much as Jack did. And as good a player as Gus was, a big first baseman with power, a lefty hitter and lefty thrower who could field as well as he could hit, he wasn’t as good as Jack Callahan.

Jack was the best seventh grader in town, the best pitcher and the best shortstop when he wasn’t pitching. He’d have been the best outfielder if his coaches had ever needed him to play out there. There were two leagues at the sixth-grade/seventh-grade level in Walton, one called the Atlantic and one called the Pacific. The best kids went to the Atlantic each year. Back in February, tryouts had been held in the gym at Walton High School. The gym was filled with baseball that day, even though it was still winter. Jack had graded higher than any other kid in town his age.

Again.

Nobody was supposed to know the scores, but by the time they all left the gym that day, everybody knew his.

“Shocker, you scoring like that,” Gus had said. “For you baseball’s like this test where you already know the answers.”

The next week he was the first player drafted when the coaches held their draft.

“Another shocker,” Gus said at the time.

“You know I don’t care about any of that stuff,” Jack had said. “I’m just glad you were still around when our team picked again.”

The start of the season seemed so far away to Jack then, with snow still on the ground outside, Jack thinking about the baseball season the way he always had.

Gus had said, “If another team had picked me, I would have demanded a trade. Dude, we’re the team.”

Their team was the Rays this season. Last season they were sixth graders and good enough to play in the Atlantic division. They’d been on the Red Sox and had rolled through the league, losing just one game before they lost in the finals by a run, bottom of the last inning.

And this year the stakes had been raised, this year was their shot at the Little League World Series in Williamsport, Pennsylvania. The way it worked in Walton was they sent two teams every year into the County All-Star League; one was the winner of the Atlantic, and the other a team made up of the best players from the rest of the division.

Then the winner of the County All-Star League was the one that punched its ticket into the tournament that finally put you into the World Series if you kept winning through your region and your state.

Gus was already obsessed—totally—with the chance that he might not only get to Williamsport, but play baseball on national television, because ESPN had been televising the Little League World Series since before they were both born.

“You know the team everybody’s going to want to watch this summer?” Gus was saying now at Highland Park. “Ours.” Then he put out his right hand to Jack and started one of those complicated fist bumps and handshakes and arm moves—everything except a couple of dance steps—that were sometimes more complicated to Jack than seventh-grade algebra.

“You think there are cameras on you even when they’re not,” Jack said.

“Exactly!” Gus said. “That way, when the real cameras are on me, I’ll be ready.”

“Can’t wait.”

“You’ll be right there with me,” Gus said, “because you’re like my ticket to it all.”

For now, a long way from Gus’s dream, Jack took in the scene all around them: first official day of practice, all the players on the field for the first time, players from some of the other teams in their league on the three other fields.

Jack Callahan: back out there with Gus and the rest of the guys, taking it all in, baseball and him back together.

Wanting to love it even more than he ever had before.

When they took the field, he ran out to shortstop, Gus was at first, Brett Hawkins—known as Hawk—at third base, T. W. Stanley at second, Scott Sutter at catcher. Coach John Leonard stood next to Scott at home plate, hitting ground balls, chattering away like he was as excited as any of the players on his team to be out here today, at least as excited as his own son, Gregg, out in center field.

All this baseball, between the green grass and the blue sky.

“Guy I heard on TV one time, some sportswriter, called baseball the greatest game ever invented by mortal minds,” Coach said, then slapped a hard grounder to Jack’s left, toward the middle of the diamond.

Jack didn’t hurry. The parents who’d watched him grow up in baseball, especially the ones who’d played ball themselves, talked about how he never rushed himself, even on the toughest plays. How sometimes he seemed to be moving to the ball before the ball was even hit.

And how once he was in motion, it was as if he was gliding.

So Jack was gliding to the ball now that they were on the field and in the middle of infield drills. He moved to his left after a ground ball up the middle, almost as if he knew where it was going to end up better than it did. He cut the ball off in front of the second-base bag, reached down, and felt the ball in the pocket of his Dustin Pedroia glove, the one he’d broken in perfectly by the end of last season.

Not even breaking stride as he kept moving to his left, to the rightfield side of second now, making the transition of glove to bare hand, his eyes picking up Gus at first base even though Jack knew he could make a play like this blindfolded. He whipped a perfect sidearm throw to Gus, perfect strike.

“Yeah!” Gus yelled, smiling at Jack, pointing with his glove, like he wasn’t just the happiest kid at Highland Park in that moment, but the happiest kid in the whole town.

Jack pointed back at him and ran back to short as Coach hit the next grounder to T. W. Stanley.

Jack took off his cap, the same blue as the one the Tampa Bay Rays wore, the logo exactly right. He used the cap to wipe some sweat off his forehead, even though his teammates said they never saw him sweat. Even though the caps they were wearing were adjustable, they still looked exactly like the ones the real Rays wore. No surprise there. They did things right in Walton when it came to baseball.

Oh, the other sports were big here too, for boys and girls. Jack and Gus played football and basketball together, and the soccer program in town was huge. So was the lacrosse program, one that took away kids that Jack knew would have been awesome in baseball. Jack’s father explained it by saying that the best lacrosse players in high school could usually punch their own ticket to the best colleges, and their parents wanted to get them started on that road as early as possible.

“You think they love lacrosse the way I love baseball?” he’d asked his dad one time last season.

His dad had smiled and said, “The only love greater than that is the one I have for you, kid.”

More than anything, Walton was a baseball town, in a baseball region, in a baseball state. Now, because their team looked even more loaded than it did last season, baseball in Walton felt bigger than it ever had. Everyone was dreaming about making it to Williamsport and the World Series.

It just seemed that the guys around Jack on this field were dreaming a little bigger and a little harder, starting with Gus Morales.

This season was going to be the one they would talk about for the rest of their lives. Gus had been saying that for weeks, from the time their team was set and they knew John Leonard was going to be their coach. Gus knew they were going to have the best team of kids their age anywhere in the state or in the region or in the country.

“Why stop there?” Jack said. “Why not the greatest team of twelve-year-olds in the history of the planet Earth?”

“Go ahead, mock me.”

“If you insist,” Jack said.

This was when they had been stretching in the outfield grass, more to feel the grass under them than for the stretching. Gus talked about how he’d been waiting for this day since they’d lost to Cortland Lakes.

Jack knew Gus Morales had great parents, a great sister, a great life being a kid in Walton. But the good life to him meant baseball, green grass underneath him and the sun high in the sky, two more hours of practice ahead of him, the whole season after that. To him, that was living.

Gus always liked to say that he wanted to be as good as Jack, having no idea—none—how much Jack wanted to be him today.

His friend, born in the Dominican and born to a love of the game, to whom none of this got old, Gus with his new first baseman’s mitt and his new cleats and his new blue batting gloves.

Jack had tried to stop his parents from spending as much as they had on new cleats for him—Michael Jordan kids’ cleats—and spending as much as they had on a new bat, way too much on the bat, a yellow-and-black Easton S1. But there was no stopping either one of them; they were on a mission. Jack’s mom said last year’s spikes were too small. His dad said you needed a new bat every year as you got bigger and your swing speed increased. That was just common sense.

“Besides,” Jack’s dad said, “if you’re going to have the best season of your life, you need the best equipment. Case closed.”

It was as if, Jack thought, his parents thought they’d be playing the season right along with him. Like they wanted this season to be as great as Gus was sure it was going to be.

“Hey!” It was Coach Leonard, calling out to Jack from the batter’s box, ball in his left hand, bat on his shoulder, ready to go. “Is my shortstop’s head in the game, or is he staring into outer space?”

“Sorry, Coach,” Jack said. “You got me. I zoned out there for a second.”

Coach Leonard was smiling. “Season already starting to drag a little bit for you, Jack?”

“Little bit,” Jack said.

The guys around him in the infield laughed.

They worked on double plays for a little while then, starting to read one another a little better with each play, timing their throws just right. Jack took one underhand throw from T.W. that was too high at second, high and wide to the third-base side of the bag. But Jack reached up with his bare hand, not breaking stride or losing where the bag was, making the catch and the throw to Gus in one graceful motion.

And heard T.W. behind him say, “You should be playing for the real Rays.”

Jack slapped him lightly on the shoulder with his glove as he headed back to shortstop. “You just gave me a wide-right throw to make me look good,” he said.

“I wish,” T.W. said.

T.W. came over and stood next to Jack while Hawk fielded bunts. “You okay?” he said.

“I’m good.”

“Okay to ask?”

Jack slapped him again with his glove and said, “Yeah, it’s okay. We’re teammates, aren’t we?”

Before long it was time for their first batting practice of the season. Coach Leonard said he hadn’t set the whole batting order in his mind yet. But he said that he wanted the first four hitters today to be the four he thought he was going to put at the top of the order when the season started:

T.W.

Gregg.

Jack.

Gus.

Coach Leonard pitched, from behind the mound. “Stay loose, boys,” he said. “I’ve got a lot more arm than an old man is supposed to have.” When it was Jack’s turn to hit, he walked to the plate with his new Easton in his hands—no batting gloves for him, not one time since he’d started playing organized ball. He wanted to feel the bat, and he was now, swinging like it was the middle of the season already.

He pulled the first pitch he saw, hard down the leftfield line. Line drive over second next, T.W. saying it sounded like a police siren going past him. Then Jack pounded one up the gap in right-center, the ball rolling all the way to the wall.

He told himself he might as well make these swings count.

His next swing put the ball over the leftfield fence.

Jack finished by dropping a perfect bunt down the third-base line, running it out like he was trying to beat the ball out in a game. Then he moved around the bases while Gus took his swings. When he got back to the bench, he grabbed his Pedroia glove, took off his batting helmet, and ran out to short.

Now he told himself not to lose focus, not this close to the end.

There was all this chatter while the rest of the guys hit. All of what his dad called the music of baseball. Jack’s dad, who’d been a star shortstop himself at Walton High School, then a good enough prospect later that he was drafted by the Red Sox out of Boston College before he decided to go to law school instead.

“But you’ve got all those trophies in your office,” Jack had said the first time his dad told him he knew he wasn’t good enough to ever make it to the big leagues. “And you say you loved it the way I do.”

And his dad had put his arm around him that day and said, “Sometimes it’s about more than the love of the game.”

Jack remembered that now, for the first time in a long time, as if it had happened yesterday.

They finished practice with some situational drills, guys taking their infield and outfield positions, other guys running the bases, some cutoff plays. Guys tried to score from second base on balls Coach Leonard would hit in front of the outfielders.

When they were done for the day, Coach gathered the players around him in the grass behind shortstop, telling them he knew they had high expectations for themselves this season and that he was cool with that.

“But here’s my biggest hope,” he said. “That by the end of the season every one of you will be a better baseball player than he is right now.”

Some of the other guys, the ones whose parents hadn’t shown up yet, went back to the outfield to throw the ball around, goof around, throw high fly balls. Gregg Leonard got whoops when he caught one behind his back.

Jack’s mom had told him she might be a little late; she had to stop and do some shopping for dinner.

Good, Jack thought.

Eventually the last two players on the field were Gregg Leonard, the leftfielder, and Andre Williams, who was going to be one of the starting pitchers. They were running races around the bases, timing each other with the stopwatches on their phones.

Now or never, Jack told himself.

Coach was at the end of the bench, tossing batting helmets into a duffel bag.

Jack took one last look around: his boys running the bases, the advertisements for town businesses across the outfield walls, the outfield grass, still remembering the way the ball had felt coming off his bat when he had hit his shot over the leftfield fence in batting practice.

It was official, on the first official day: He loved baseball more than he ever had.

Jack put his bat and glove and cap into his new bat bag now, took a deep breath, walked over to Coach, and told him he was quitting the team.


TWO

He waited until both his parents were there at dinner, his dad home from work, before telling them what he’d told Coach Leonard, knowing he couldn’t put it off any longer. Just the thought of having to do it made him imagine his day as being more wrecked than it already was.

This was after the short ride home in the car with his mom from Highland Park—Jack walked to the fields sometimes, or rode his bike—when he seemed more quiet than usual.

Just not as quiet as things got at the table when he told them.

“You can’t possibly be serious,” his mom said.

That was after she had opened and closed her mouth a couple of times, as if waiting for the right words to come out of it.

“I am serious, Mom.”

“You are quitting baseball?” his dad said. “No, you’re not.”

Not making it sound like an order, like he was telling Jack he had to play baseball or else. It was more like him saying he didn’t believe what Jack was telling him.

“You’re gonna to have to explain this to me,” his dad said. “To both of us.”

“Not sure I can.”

“Try,” his mother said. “You can’t do something like this without a good reason.”

“Basically I just don’t feel like playing right now,” he said.

“No,” she said.

Jack looked back at her. “You don’t believe me?”

“What I don’t believe is what I’m hearing from across this table.”

Tim Callahan, his dad, tried to take the lead. “You made a decision like this—and you didn’t even run it by us?”

“Maybe it was because I knew how you’d react,” Jack said. “Pretty much the way you’re reacting right now.”

His mom tried to stay cool, but Jack could see the effort it was taking. “This isn’t about our reaction,” she said. “It’s about your decision. One you still haven’t explained very well, I’m afraid.”

“My heart’s not in it, that’s my explanation,” Jack said. “And haven’t you guys always told me that playing sports is supposed to be up to me?”

“Looks like you’ve taken it a step further now,” his dad said, “and decided that also applies to not playing, apparently.”

Jack nodded, looking at the food left on his plate, the hamburger and fries he’d barely touched.

Gail Callahan said, “But you love baseball, sweetheart. I always hear you and Gus talking about how you might make it all the way to the Little League World Series this year.”

Jack knew how much she loved him, how much she loved watching him play ball. She talked about that all the time, how it was Jack who’d made her a baseball fan, for the first time in her life.

Jack also knew this: how much he was going to be letting her down by quitting the Rays, along with letting down everybody else who mattered to him.

“Have you told Gus yet?” his dad said.

“No,” Jack said. “I told Coach and now I’m telling you guys. I’m gonna call Gus after we finish dinner. I told Coach not to say anything to the rest of the guys. I guess I’ll have to face them at practice tomorrow.”

“Plus, you could change your mind by tomorrow,” his mom said, still sounding hopeful that might happen.

“I’m not changing my mind, Mom.”

She said, “About the sport you’re best at?”

“This all started with me knowing that I’m just not ready,” Jack said. “You can at least get that, right?”

“I’m trying to,” his dad said. “But what I don’t get is how you were ready for football, and then basketball after that. I thought if you were going to take a season off, it would’ve been football, that being so close . . .”

His dad’s voice drifted away now, the way it did when they got anywhere near talking about last summer.

“I just thought baseball would be so great for all of us,” his mom said. “You have no idea how much your father and I were looking forward to watching you play.”

“I do have an idea,” Jack said. “But I have to play for me.”

She said, “We’ve been waiting . . . all year to be back at those fields.”

Jack looked at her. “You mean so things could be the way they used to be?”

He was sorry as soon as his words were in the air between them, even before he saw the hurt look on her face.

“You know I didn’t mean it that way,” she said.

“I know, Mom. I’m sorry, I sound like an idiot sometimes.”

“You’ve never been an idiot for one single day,” she said.

“Listen, you guys, I already feel like I’m letting the team down. I don’t want to feel like I’m letting you down too.”

“You’ve never let us down either,” his dad said. “You’ve been more of a champ over the past year than you’ve ever been in sports. You know how proud your mother and I are.”

“I know you think you’ve thought this through,” his mom said. “But maybe this is a good thing, the talk we’re having right now, the three of us talking it through together.”

“Not if you think I’m changing my mind,” Jack said.

There was another long silence now at the table. Jack was used to that kind of silence by now, at this table, in their house, in his life.

“I might stop playing baseball for good,” he said.

“You don’t mean that,” his dad said.

“I do.”

“You can’t.”

“Maybe it’s time to try something else for a change, start all over,” he said. “A lot of my friends think I’d be great at lacrosse.”

His dad said, “You’re a ballplayer.”

“If I don’t feel like one,” Jack said, “then I’m not one.”

He had thought about not trying out at all, back in February. Now he wished he hadn’t, because it would’ve all been over now, long over. Gus would know, the whole baseball town of Walton would know.

But he had to be sure he was doing the right thing. Today had convinced him that he was.

His dad said, “You know we’re not going to pressure you to do something you don’t want to.”

“I know.”

“We trust you, Jack,” his mom said. “You know that, don’t you? We trust you even when we don’t agree with you.”

He nodded again.

“But what I’m worried about mostly is all the free time you’re going to have on your hands,” she said. “And it will be free time apart from your best friends. I still think the best thing, for all of us, is to keep busy.”

“I’ve been keeping pretty busy, Mom.”

“Not saying you haven’t. But when your dad talked about not putting pressure on yourself . . . don’t you think that because of the player you are, you’re putting more pressure on yourself by not playing?”

Jack said, “You think I haven’t thought about that?”

He shook his head now, hard, and said, “I’m just not ready.”

“How about you do this?” his dad said. “How about I call Coach and tell him you want a couple of days to just think this through? A week even. Just to make sure that you’re sure.”

It just came out of Jack then, because he couldn’t help himself. This wasn’t the night to avoid the subject.

“Baseball won’t bring my brother back,” he said, knowing his voice was way too loud.

Then he asked to be excused.


THREE

His brother Brad, full name Bradley Jackson Callahan, had died in August of the previous summer, riding dirt bikes with his friends one night in an empty field next to Walton Country Club, part of the land that was going to make up a new nine holes for the club.

It wasn’t dark yet when it happened. Brad and his boys were riding in that gray time between day and night when you had to stop playing ball, because you could no longer see the ball.

They had never ridden their bikes there before. There were NO TRESPASSING signs all over the place.

But those had never stopped Brad Callahan. He always thought the “no” in any sign meant no for everybody else and “no problem” for him.

“You know me, little bro,” he’d say to Jack. “I’m like those guys in Top Gun.”

It was one of Brad’s all-time favorite old movies, and Jack would always know what was coming next, but he’d just wait for it.

“I feel the need for speed!” his brother would yell.

It wasn’t even Brad’s own bike. He didn’t have one of his own—he hadn’t even turned sixteen yet. The one he was riding belonged to his friend Spence, who was sixteen the night it happened and had a garage full of dirt bikes. Spence’s family had a lot of money, and he already was driving around Walton in the brand-new car he’d gotten as soon as he got his driver’s license.

Brad had always hung around with older kids.

Spence and the other two guys riding that night said Brad never saw the drop coming, because of the sketchy light; the color of the ground was the color of the sky, everything blending together. But Brad was the one in the lead, of course. He had to be first, like life was one big race. Jack went one time to see where it had happened. The drop was so steep he imagined his brother having gone over a cliff.

“The lead dog,” Brad had called himself.

He was going too fast. Of course he was going too fast. Then suddenly he was flying into space. Jack imagined him chasing the night and finally catching it. Somehow the other boys stopped in time, their bikes skidding on their sides.

Not Brad.

The police and the doctors on the scene said that when he landed at the base of the tree, it was the same as if he’d hit that tree with a speeding car.

A month away from his sixteenth birthday, Jack’s older brother was gone. He had always been a risk taker. He kept getting into trouble for that, for being Brad. He’d come home sometimes and race upstairs—going fast even when he was only racing against himself—and brag to Jack about taking his skateboard into town and holding on to the back of a bus, until a town cop spotted him one day and brought him home in a blue-and-white Walton Police Department car, and Brad ended up grounded for a solid month.

Grounded again.

That night Jack said to his brother, “Was it worth it?”

And Brad had said, “Oh yeah.”

Jack said, “Mom and Dad were really mad this time.”

“Can’t help myself, little bro. I’m always gonna be that guy.”

“What guy?”

“The guy having too much fun.”

“I heard Dad from up here telling you that you can have too much fun sometimes.”

“Not possible, little bro. Not possible.”

Until too much fun got him killed a few weeks before he was supposed to start tenth grade.

He’d never been as good as Jack in sports, any sport, certainly not baseball. Maybe that was why Brad kept making up his own sports, his own competitions, on water skis or Jet Skis or surfing or snowboarding in the winter. Jack had always thought of his big brother as one of those freestyle skiers on ESPN’s X Games. One of those crazy high-flying dudes.

It was their dad who had taught Jack baseball, Jack thinking it was almost like he’d inherited the right genes and right temperament and right attitude from his dad. Brad hadn’t. “Too slow,” he’d say. “Too boring. The games go way too long.” Still, somehow Brad always found time to play ball with Jack when their dad was working, or traveling.

He’d find ways to make baseball even more fun for his little bro—he always called Jack that, even though by last summer they were practically the same height—as if he liked baseball more in the backyard with Jack than he liked any other games. Brad had quit playing games for real after Little League.

“The only difference between us that I can see,” Brad would tell Jack, “is that you’re crazy about baseball and I’m just plain old crazy.”

So Jack played baseball and his other old-school sports and never got into trouble. Brad was always getting into—and out of—trouble, mostly because nobody, starting with their parents, could ever stay mad at Brad Callahan for long.

It wasn’t just the fun in him, their mom would say. It was all the life in him.

Only now he was dead. All that fun taken out of their family, out of their lives, for good.

•  •  •

Jack went upstairs to his bedroom, past the closed door to Brad’s old room, and turned on the TV set he was allowed to have in there now to watch Monday Night Baseball on ESPN, Red Sox against the Orioles. He always liked watching Pedroia play, just because he did everything in baseball, the little things and the big things, exactly right.

Jack had gotten the new flat-screen TV at the beginning of the school year. Even at twelve, he was smart enough to see what was happening now that Brad was gone: This was going to be the year of getting stuff.

And it was more than that—it was the year of his mom worrying about him more than she ever had before his brother’s accident, just about every time he went out of the house. Jack could see her trying to be casual about it. But even when he’d ride his bike the few blocks to Highland Park, or the few blocks to Gus’s house in the other direction, she’d say something like, “Hey, shoot me a text when you get there, big guy.”

One time Jack had said, “Maybe you should put one of those tracking devices on me, Mom.”

And she’d grinned and said, “Okay.”

He kept waiting for his mom now, sure the bedroom door was going to open any minute, either she or his dad wanting to talk a little more about him quitting the Rays.

They surprised him this time. The door didn’t open. Maybe they were both going to be cool about his decision. They were cool, his mom and dad, despite what had happened to them; to all of them.

They were trying to do something that Jack, even at his age, knew was impossible: make their world back into what it was before Brad snuck off and went dirt-biking that night.

It was eight thirty now.

Jack knew he couldn’t put off calling Gus any longer.

So he punched out his number.

“What’s good?” Gus said when he answered.

“You,” Jack said.

The way they began all their phone conversations.

“Not as good as you,” Gus said.

Because he always said that.

“Actually,” Jack said, “I gotta tell you something that is not good. That stinks.”

Before he lost his nerve, he told Gus what he’d told Coach, and what he’d told his parents at dinner.

Told his best friend he was quitting the team.

Gus didn’t say anything at first, maybe the longest he’d ever gone without talking in any conversation, to the point where Jack started to think his best friend had hung up on him.

But finally Gus said, “Are you joking?”

“It’s no joke, trust me.”

“You can’t do this to me. You can’t do this to us.”

“I have to.”

“You’re too good. We’re too good. Not just the Rays. You and me. We’re a team, remember?”

Jack closed his eyes. He’d known Gus wouldn’t make things easy for him.

“Gus, it’s like I told Coach—”

“Is this about your brother?”

“It’s not about any one thing.”

It was as if Gus hadn’t heard him. “This is because of your brother now?”

Gus never talked around things. It was one of the things Jack loved about him: He came right at you.

“I don’t know,” Jack said. “Maybe.”

“C’mon, dude. Maybe’s not good enough, not for something this important.”

“Maybe it was always more important to you than it was to me.”

“No way,” Gus said. “No way. All we’ve been talking about for the past two years is what it was gonna be like when we were twelve. How many nights did we watch the Little League World Series on television and you’d say, ‘Someday that’s gonna be us.’ Well, this is someday. This is the year. Not my year. Our year.”

“It’s still your year,” Jack said. “Even if the Rays don’t win, you’ll get picked for All-Stars, no problem, and you can still end up in Williamsport.”

“I don’t want to do it without you.”
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