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Warm-up

In Louis’s opinion nothing in the world contained more information in a smaller space than a baseball card. You could fit a whole season into a single line of numbers, and each of those numbers—just a few squiggles on a piece of paper—could ignite an entire scene in your imagination. Louis’s brand-new 1961 Mickey Mantle card said that Mickey had hit 40 home runs in 1960, which meant that 40 times the bat had made a sharp crack, the pitcher had spun around, hands on his hips, an outfielder had stared glumly at the bleachers, the crowd had risen to gasp or cheer, a pack of teammates had leaped up from the bench—

“Louis!” a voice called.

It was his stepmother. She was probably at the top of the stairs, and Louis instinctively slid farther behind the shelter of his bed. He was squatted next to the window in the room that he shared with his stepbrother, the two shoe boxes that contained his card collection open on the floor in front of him. In Louis’s right hand he held a small stack of current Yankees sorted by career home runs. Louis had to add in his head the homers the players had hit so far this season to the totals on the cards, which meant that Mickey Mantle had 345 instead of 320, Roger Maris had 136 instead of 109, Yogi Berra had—

“Louis!”

His stepmother was standing over him, a broom clutched in one hand, and for a moment Louis thought that she was going to sweep him out of the house. He began to gather the Yankees on the floor into a neat pile, his hands fumbling with the cards.

“I’ve been calling you from downstairs,” she said. “Didn’t you hear me?”

“No, ma’am.”

Her blue eyes narrowed. “The kids have been playing stickball for over an hour.”

The sound of the game had indeed been drifting through the open window in Louis’s bedroom—shouts and laughter and the occasional solid thwack as the mop handle connected with the tennis ball—but Louis had done his best to ignore them. The previous afternoon he had made four errors in right field, each more embarrassing than the last.

“I forgot,” he said.

His stepmother shook her head, the blond bobs of her hair moving in perfect unison. Louis’s father liked to joke that she could walk through a hurricane and emerge with her hair perfectly combed and her blue-and-white checkered dress unruffled.

“I swear, Louis,” she said. “You’d lose your head if it wasn’t attached to your body.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Go outside with the other kids. There’s more to life than baseball cards.”

“I don’t want to play.”

“I wasn’t asking, Louis. I was telling. Go play with your brother.”

“Stepbrother,” Louis said a little louder than he intended.

She gave him her fiercest look, the look that meant business, and Louis scooted downstairs. His stepmother was tricky. Sometimes, when she was staring at his dad across the kitchen table, she looked like a movie star. Sweet and kind and pretty. But when she got mad and her thin eyebrows gathered in the center of her forehead, she was meaner than any of the teachers at his old school—even Mrs. Lambert, who whacked at least one student with a ruler every day.

The neighborhood kids played stickball in the vacant lot behind Louis’s house. An old mansion had burned in a fire, leaving only a large brick column that had once been the main chimney. Bryce, Louis’s stepbrother, had designed the local rules. The game was exactly like baseball, except instead of a catcher and umpire there was just a chalk rectangle drawn on the chimney. If you didn’t swing and the ball hit inside the rectangle, it was a strike.

As Louis approached the game, eight kids were standing in a line next to the chimney waiting to hit, and another nine were scattered around the field. The pitcher was tossing the tennis ball in his hand, waiting for the next batter to pick up the broomstick. Bryce was standing near the end of the line, his arms folded across his new Mickey Mantle jersey and his Yankee cap perched at a jaunty angle atop his tangle of curly blond hair. His blue eyes narrowed just like his mother’s when he noticed Louis.

“I thought you didn’t want to play,” he said.

“I don’t. Your mom said I have to.”

Bryce pointed at the thick grass of the outfield. “Go out there.”

Louis slid his glove onto his hand and took a few steps onto the field. The pitcher, a gangly kid in jeans and a white T-shirt, stepped forward, shaking his head.

“You take him,” he said. “We already have enough players.”

The pitcher was staring past Louis to Bryce, but Bryce was silent. This was the moment that Louis hated the most—everyone watching him and praying that he wouldn’t end up on their team.

“Fine,” Bryce finally said. “But he hits last.”

Louis gratefully stepped to the end of the line. Hitting last was fine. In fact, he wouldn’t mind if the game ended before he had to hit at all. Bryce nevertheless gave him a dirty look, which Louis tried to ignore. Bryce was mad because Louis’s father—Bryce’s stepfather—was taking Louis to a game at Yankee Stadium that afternoon. It wasn’t fair for Bryce to be mad because he had gotten to go to a game the previous weekend, but Bryce could get mad for any reason, fair or not. And when he got mad, he almost always got his way.

The stickball games lasted only seven innings, and they were already in the bottom of the sixth when Louis arrived. Three kids on Louis’s team made quick outs, and when they took the field Bryce told Louis to return to right—the scene of his fielding crimes the previous day. Mercifully, no batter hit a ball in his direction, and Louis spent the top of the inning kicking weeds and trying to figure out if he would have to hit. He was the sixth batter in line and they were down two runs, which meant that unless three kids got on base he was safe.

From Louis’s perspective the bottom of the seventh began perfectly. The first batter popped up to the shortstop, and the second batter grounded out to first. But the third batter hit a dribbler down the third-base line, so soft it was almost a bunt, and easily beat the throw. The fourth batter hit a solid single to center, and the fifth batter was Bryce—who always got a hit. This time he drove the ball past the first baseman, and suddenly Louis was standing at the plate, the tying run on third, and Bryce—the winning run—on second.

“Why did he have to come?” someone behind him asked. “Now we’re going to lose.”

“He couldn’t hit water if he fell out of a boat,” someone else said.

Louis tried to ignore the comments as he settled into his crouch. Bryce had wrapped tape around one end of the broom to make a handle, and the grip was warm and sticky in his hands. The science of hitting was simple. Since the bat weighs more than the ball, all you need to do is make clean contact and most of the energy from the collision will transfer to the ball and—

“Strike one!” the shortstop shouted.

Louis blinked. The tennis ball was bouncing back toward the pitcher’s mound.

“Open your eyes!” Bryce yelled.

Bryce was standing on the cardboard box that was second base as if he were claiming the base for Spain. Nobody would ever mistake Louis and Bryce for real brothers. Louis had olive skin, thick black hair, and eyes so brown that it was hard to tell his pupils from his irises. But the differences between the boys went beyond the way they looked or Bryce’s extra year of age. When they were playing stickball, Bryce acted like a real ballplayer; he wore the right clothes and talked the right way and pounded his glove and spat in the dirt, and when he made a mistake and dropped a fly ball, nobody ever said anything because—

“Strike two!” the shortstop shouted.

The tennis ball was again bouncing back toward the mound. This time the pitcher was grinning, and Louis could hear a rumble of nasty comments from the line behind him.

“Come on, Louis,” Bryce yelled from second. “Don’t strike out.”

That was a stupid thing to say, Louis thought. He had no control over whether or not he struck out. He was a bad player and that’s what bad players did. They struck out or weakly bounced the ball back to the pitcher or—if they were very lucky—got a walk or were hit by the pitch. Occasionally they managed to dribble the ball to the perfect spot and get a cheap hit, but Louis’s cheap hits only came early in the game or when nobody was on base. He wasn’t lucky.

Louis suddenly realized that the pitcher was in his windup, and he gripped the bat a little tighter. This time he was going to swing. He was going to swing and he was going to change his luck, and nobody was going to be able to blame him. The ball was streaking toward the plate, a faint yellow blur, and Louis whipped the mop handle forward, his hands and hips moving together just like a real ballplayer—

“Game over!” the shortstop shouted.

Louis blinked. The other team was celebrating, and Bryce was trudging off the field, his cap in his hand.

“That was a foot outside,” one of the kids said from the line.

“More like ten feet,” another kid said. “He couldn’t have hit that ball if he was swinging with a tree.”

Louis picked up his glove, trying to ignore the comments, and slunk back toward his house. When he got there, Bryce was waiting on the porch.

“Sorry,” Louis said.

Bryce glared at him for a long moment before turning and stepping inside. He spoke over his shoulder as he disappeared through the screen door. “You’re the worst player in White Plains.”

He said it calmly, like it was a fact. Louis wanted to reply with something clever, some comeback that would make him feel better about the strikeout, but there was nothing that he could say. Bryce was right. He was the worst player in White Plains. In fact, he was probably the worst player in New York—or maybe even the whole world.
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Top of the First

Louis sat next to his father in the second row of Yankee Stadium, roughly even with the third-base bag. His father was talking with one of his clients as Louis filled out a scorecard. This was the fifth game that Louis had attended this season. The first three had been during the Yankees’ sluggish start, but the fourth had come during the furious stretch when the team shot into second place behind the Tigers. Louis believed that you could always tell how the team was doing just by the mood in the stadium. During a losing streak the crowd was quick to boo or heckle the players, but now, with the team surging, everyone was cheering even though the Yankees were trailing the Washington Senators by a run.

Louis loved everything about being at a baseball game. His favorite moment was when he first emerged from the tunnel into the stands. His eyes would leap to a thousand little details: the white chalk of the lines or the bunting on the upper deck or the perfect parabola where the smooth dirt of the infield surrendered to the emerald grass of the outfield. He would smell popcorn and the greasy steam of hot dogs, and the roar in his ears would swell from the reverberating chatter of the concourse to the hollow echo of the stands. And the best part was that the whole game, nine glorious innings, lay ahead of you.

But now, Louis glumly thought, only three outs remained. Three outs before the train back to White Plains and his stepmother and Bryce. Three outs before another few weeks of baseball being just a box score, a voice on the radio, or a lousy game of stickball. If Louis were more selfish, he might have prayed that the Yankees would tie the game in the bottom of the ninth so that he could watch a few more innings, but he was a true fan. He wanted two quick runs and a win.

As the Senators took the field, Louis’s father tapped him on the knee. Even though it was Saturday, his father was wearing a white dress shirt and a black tie that matched the rims of his thick glasses. Everyone except Louis’s stepmother always said that Louis and his father looked alike: brown eyes and hair, big noses, thick eyebrows, and feet as enormous and awkward as water skis.

“Tell Mr. Evans about the World Series game we saw last year,” he said.

Louis kept his eyes on the field, but he spoke loudly because his father got mad when he mumbled to clients.

“Game three,” he said. “Ten to zero. Whitey pitched. Bobby Richardson and Mickey hit home runs.”

“It was a good game,” Mr. Evans said. “And a better series.”

“Mr. Evans is from Pittsburgh,” Louis’s father said.

Louis felt a pang in his stomach when he heard the word “Pittsburgh.” The Pirates had beaten the Yankees in the seventh game of the World Series the previous season on a walk-off home run. The home run wasn’t even by Roberto Clemente or Dick Groat, it was by stupid Bill Mazeroski, a second baseman. Louis’s father must have sensed that he was upset because he put a gentle hand on Louis’s shoulder.

“The Yankees should have won that series,” he said. “Tell Mr. Evans what you keep telling me.”

“The Yankees had all the numbers,” Louis said. “They outscored the Pirates fifty-five to twenty-seven. It was just bad luck that all the runs came in the same games.”

“I’m sure that’s true,” Mr. Evans said. “But let me give you a piece of advice, Louis. Sometimes life is about timing.”

The Senators pitcher had finished warming up, and the Yankees second baseman, Tony Kubek, stepped into the batter’s box. The first pitch was high and outside.

“Who’s this pitcher?” Louis’s father asked.

Louis wanted to ignore the question and focus on the game, but he knew what his father wanted. The reason his company bought the tickets was to entertain clients, which meant, as his father said, that sometimes he and Louis had to sing for their supper.

“Dave Sisler,” Louis said. “Former pitcher for the Red Sox. Son of Gorgeous George Sisler, who holds the record for most hits in a single season.”

“How does he know all that?” Mr. Evans asked Louis’s father in a loud whisper.

“He studies baseball cards,” Louis’s father said.

The second pitch was on the inside corner, but Kubek whipped his hands around and drove a sharp single into right field. As he rounded first base, the crowd rose to its feet, a roar reverberating from the blue walls of the stadium. Roger Maris was striding to the plate, a bat slung over his shoulder. The sleeves of his white pinstriped uniform were shorter than the other players’, which made his arms look long and lean in the gleaming late after- noon sun.

“We need Maris to get on base so Mantle can hit a home run,” Louis’s father said.

Mantle had already hit two home runs in the game, which meant that he was tied with Maris for the American League lead. All of the kids in Louis’s neighborhood liked Mantle better and thought that he should have won the MVP the previous season instead of Maris, but Louis liked Maris. He was good at little things like getting a bunt down or throwing to the cutoff man. In Louis’s most optimistic fantasies—fantasies in which he was actually good at baseball—he liked to imagine that he was a player like Maris: quiet, serious, dependable.

The first pitch was in the dirt. Maris kept one foot in the box as he adjusted his cap and then settled into his relaxed crouch. When he and Mantle were hitting well, they looked similar at the plate—calm and composed on the surface, but in their twitching bats you could see the energy of a coiled rattlesnake. Louis had occasionally stood in front of the mirror in his bedroom with a broomstick and tried to imitate their stance, but his shoulders always slouched too much, and the broomstick had all the energy of a wet noodle.

The second pitch was outside. Maris started his swing late and lunged toward the ball, his front shoulder dropping. Louis heard a hollow crack as the ball rose in the sky. People in his section started to stand, their heads tilted upward, and Louis dropped his lineup card and grabbed his glove. As he leaped onto his seat, Danny O’Connell, the Senators’ veteran third baseman, leaned into the stands, his battered brown mitt stretching toward Louis’s waist. Louis glanced up just in time to see a white streak. His hand, acting on instinct, twitched forward, and he heard a loud pop and felt a sting in his palm.

“Foul ball!” the umpire shouted.

Louis glanced down. Although his glove had folded with the force of the impact, a hint of a ball was nestled amid the worn leather of his webbing. Louis’s mouth fell open. Had he really caught it? Was that possible?

“Hey!” O’Connell yelled. He was glaring at the umpire, his finger pointed at Louis. “That’s fan interference!”

As O’Connell turned his anger toward the stands, Louis sank back into his seat. But the crowd rose to his defense. A man a few rows back yelled, “Hey, O’Connell, get lost,” and as O’Connell opened his mouth his voice was drowned out by a cavalcade of boos. After a few seconds O’Connell shrugged, and as he walked over to the umpire, another man ruffled Louis’s hair.

“That was an all-star play, kid,” he said. “You stole it right out of that bum’s glove.”

Louis nodded, his eyes locked on the field. His cheeks felt hot from the attention. O’Connell appeared to have lost the argument with the umpire because he gave the stands one last glare and then stalked back to third base. As Maris settled back into the batter’s box, Louis
glanced down at the ball. It was an even, dirty brown with just a single scuff mark on one of the fat parts of the leather.

“Great catch,” his father said in his ear.

Louis felt himself flush. His father was always nice about his baseball cards and his grades, but that was the first time he’d ever said something like great catch. To be fair, Louis thought, that was probably the first great catch of his life. In fact, it was probably his first good catch. How had it happened? That ball had been a million times higher and fallen a million times faster than any of the balls in the stickball games, yet his hand had flashed forward just like a real ballplayer. Was it because he hadn’t had time to think about it?

Louis turned his attention back to the field just in time to see Sisler start his windup. This time Maris timed his swing perfectly, and as the ball left the bat, he froze for an instant, his legs locked in a long stride and his hips pointed at center field. The man in the front row leaped to his feet, blocking Louis’s view, but Louis knew from the roar of the crowd that the ball was headed for the right-field stands. A moment later people were pounding Louis on the back and leaping up and down, and Louis caught only a quick glimpse of Maris celebrating with a little crowd of teammates before he disappeared into the dugout.

“What a comeback!” Louis’s father shouted over the pandemonium. “What a game!”

As the cheers slowly started to fade, Louis carefully marked the home run on his scorecard and tucked his pencil and the card into his pocket. A warm glow was filling his stomach and making the skin on his arms tingle. Maybe he hadn’t done much; maybe he’d just gotten lucky and stuck his glove out at the right moment, but Louis still felt as if he’d contributed to the Yankees’ comeback in some small way. He wondered if the kids in the neighborhood would believe the story. Probably not—after all, nobody would ever believe that he’d made a great catch. Louis wasn’t even sure that he believed it.

“Hey, kid,” a loud voice said.

Louis warily turned his head toward the field. A short, stout teenager with a dark tan was leaning into the stands. He was wearing a Yankee uniform without a number, which meant that he was a batboy.

“Me?” Louis asked, confused.

The batboy nodded. “They want to see you in the clubhouse.”

“Am I in trouble?”

“Nah,” the batboy said. “I think Mr. Maris just wants to say hi.”

Louis’s father had turned away from Mr. Evans in time to catch the end of the conversation, and Louis gave him a pleading glance. “Can I go, Dad?”

His father looked at Mr. Evans, who smiled a sympathetic smile.

“I know my son would never forgive me if I didn’t let him meet Clemente,” Mr. Evans said.

“Go,” Louis’s father said. “But don’t take too long.”

Louis handed the ball to his father for safekeeping, and a moment later he slipped over the barrier separating the stands from the field. The batboy had already started toward the dugout, and as Louis took a few quick steps to catch him, he glanced furtively at the nearest security guard. It seemed impossible that he was walking across the infield at Yankee Stadium and nobody was trying to stop him. The grass felt soft and spongy under his feet, and from this angle the outfield appeared impossibly big. The crowd had already dissolved and the stands looked like a skeleton, just thin bones of steel and concrete without the covering flesh of the fans. Louis wanted to pause and take a picture with his brain, but he had to hustle to keep pace with the batboy as they slipped into the dugout. Everything in the dugout was painted Yankee blue—the steel girders and concrete walls and even the wood bat rack.

“Don’t bother anyone,” the batboy said as they ducked into a concrete tunnel. “And speak only if someone asks you a question.”

They emerged into the locker room, and suddenly Louis was surrounded by faces that he knew intimately from his baseball cards. Yogi Berra was walking into the shower wearing only a towel. Elston Howard was buttoning his shirt. Bobby Richardson was combing his hair. Louis froze, disoriented by seeing the players without their uniforms. They looked like normal men doing normal things—although a few clusters of reporters in suits and sport jackets were a reminder that this wasn’t just a locker room at the local YMCA. Louis took a slow breath, trying to calm his pounding heart. The room smelled like Ben-Gay and aftershave and sweat.

“Over here,” the batboy said.

Roger Maris was perched on a stool, his hands clasped behind his head and his feet propped up on the wood frame of his large locker. The hair on the side of his head was cut as short as a Marine’s, which made his ears look big. When he saw Louis, he swung his feet down and extended a huge palm.
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