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This book is for my mom, Lee Lupica, who keeps reminding us how big her heart is





ONE



This was how it happened sometimes:


You didn’t want to stop, no matter how long you’d been playing.


That was the way Gus Morales felt right now in the gym at Walton Middle School, playing one last game of two-on-two with his best friends in the world.


It was Gus and Teddy Madden against Jack Callahan and Cassie Bennett. Jack and Cassie had won the first game. Gus and Teddy had won the second. Now the score was 10–10 in the third, game to eleven baskets, you had to win by two.


Gus had been feeling it from the start, making left-handed shots from all over the court even with Jack guarding him most of the time. And Jack Callahan could guard anybody, because Jack was one of those guys who took as much pride in his defense as he did in his offense.


But Jack wasn’t the problem right now.


Cassie was.


She was suddenly matching Gus shot for shot, as if they were playing a game of H-O-R-S-E. Jack had carried their offense for much of the first two games, but not only had Cassie gotten hot, Teddy was getting tired chasing her. It was a bad combination for Gus and Teddy’s team. No, check that. It was a terrible combination. And Jack was taking great pleasure in feeding Cassie the ball. He knew Gus Morales as well as anybody, and he knew that as much as Gus hated losing, he really hated losing to Cassie. In anything.


It was just pickup basketball, friends going against friends. It wasn’t the league championship football game Gus and Teddy and the Walton Wildcats had lost the previous Saturday to the Norris Panthers. Jack hadn’t been out there with them because he’d hurt his shoulder early in the season and hadn’t been cleared to play sports again until today.


But this two-on-two game still felt like a championship after the way they’d been going at each other for an hour. Maybe it was just the championship of this one afternoon, and having the gym to themselves, which always made them feel like they’d won some kind of lottery. Maybe this was just one more occasion when they were playing for the championship of each other.


Everybody on the court wanted to win.


More importantly? Nobody wanted to lose.


Jack had just gotten a put-back after a rare Cassie miss to tie the game. They were playing winners out, which meant they kept the ball if they scored. Jack had it on the left side. Gus backed off, practically daring him to shoot. Usually that was a huge mistake, because when the games counted, you always wanted the ball in Jack Callahan’s hands. But Gus could see that Jack was having too much fun being Cassie’s assist man down the stretch to think about hoisting one up. It never changed, even as they went from sport to sport and season to season: the only stat that ever mattered to Jack was the final score.


Jack dribbled to his left now, stopped suddenly, then whipped a pass across the court to Cassie, who was to the right of the foul line.


“Teddy,” she said as soon as she caught the ball, in a singsong voice, “I’m coming for you.”


“Leave me alone,” Teddy said, giving her some room, hands on his knees and looking officially gassed.


“That is a big old no-can-do,” she said. “It’s you and me, big boy.”


Teddy kept his eyes on Cassie but found enough energy to yell over to Gus and Jack, “Make the bad girl stop.”


He was done, though. They all knew it. He had been trying to keep up with Cassie for three close games, finding out for himself what anyone who’d ever tried to cover Cassie already knew: chasing her was like chasing the wind. She was as fast dribbling the ball as she was without it. And she could shoot. Boy, could this girl shoot.


She could also chirp, the way she had just now, telling Teddy she was coming for him, calling him out one last time today, maybe even about to call her shot.


Gus wasn’t much of a trash-talker. Neither was Jack. Neither was Teddy, as funny as he was. But all of Cassie’s talk was just part of who she was, and they accepted it, mostly because she could back it all up.


She started her dribble with her right hand and took a hard, quick first step, as if she was about to drive past Teddy. But as soon as he bit on the move and backed up even more, Cassie stepped back. She created some very nice space for herself, and put up another set shot that seemed to float all the way up to the rafters before it finally came down, softly, through the net.


It was 11–10 for her team.


Still their ball.


This time, though, Cassie rushed her shot, trying to end things right here, and missed. Teddy got the rebound, threw the ball out to Gus.


They had a chance to tie.


Maybe it was going to take another hour for somebody to get ahead by two baskets.


Fine by Gus.


Jack came running out and got right up on Gus before Gus started his dribble.


“Gonna be like that, huh?” Gus said.


“Would you want it any other way?”


They both knew the answer. All four of them on the court knew. You couldn’t be in this group and not throw everything you had at the other guy.


Or girl.


Gus decided to try a move he’d been practicing in his driveway. He was going to put the ball down with his left hand, as if he was the one who wanted to drive that way. But as soon as he did, he was going to whirl and go to the right. Using his right hand, his off hand, was something else he’d been working on as he got ready for basketball tryouts this Saturday. Might as well show it off now to the best defender in Walton.


Gus tried to sell Jack on the idea that he was going left again. Jack moved with him, overplaying, trying to cut him off. As soon as he did, Gus planted his right foot, spun around so he was facing the basket at the other end, and put the ball on his right hand, ready to cut to the middle, feeling Jack on his hip, knowing he had a step on him, at least.


As he did, he heard Teddy yell, “Gus!”


Too late.


Cassie had made her move as Gus made his, doubling him from behind, stealing the ball cleanly, turning defense into offense that fast.


She dribbled back out to the top of the key because that was the rule; you had to take it back there after any change of possession. As she did, Teddy pointed to Gus, telling him to take her, as Teddy moved over to guard Jack.


“Been wishing you’d make this switch all day,” Cassie said, smiling.


“Didn’t you ever hear the one about being careful what you wish for?” Gus said.


Cassie didn’t answer. She was looking into his eyes, still smiling. As much as Gus was enjoying the moment, Cassie was clearly enjoying it more. This was exactly where she wanted to be. This was Cassie, 100 percent.


She dribbled with her right hand, then with her left, then her right again, as if she had the ball on some kind of string. Gus told himself not to watch the ball, to watch her, try to get a read on whether she was going to drive or pull back the way she just had on Teddy.


She decided to pass instead, off her last dribble with her right hand, her eyes never leaving Gus’s.


Gus took his eyes off Cassie, though, just for a split second. He wanted to see where Jack was, how open he was, decide in another split second if Teddy needed help.


As soon as he did, Cassie broke for the basket, and the ball came right back to her: a perfect give-and-go. Gus scrambled to catch up, but now he was chasing her in vain the way Teddy had, watching as Cassie took Jack’s bounce pass in stride and made the layup that won the game for their team.


Cassie stood underneath the basket, hands on hips, staring at Gus and looking like the happiest kid in Walton.


Gus said, “Is this the one where you tell us that girls rule and boys drool?”


“Never,” she said. “I find that sort of trash talk sooooo uninteresting.”


“On what planet?” Gus said.


Cassie laughed. So did he. Even now, he didn’t want the day to be over. But it was all right, he told himself. The basketball season was just starting.


Gus Morales just had no way of knowing it wasn’t going to be the season he expected.


Not even close.





TWO



I’ve figured something out,” Gus said.


They were finally done for the day. Cassie’s mom was coming in fifteen minutes to pick up everybody except Teddy, who could walk home from the gym.


“First time for everything,” Cassie said.


“You don’t know what I’m going to say.”


“No, I meant you figuring out something.”


She was grinning at him.


“Wait,” she said. “I think I do know what it is. You figured out today that I’m the best athlete our age in Walton. Not only that, you’re ready to admit that because of the way we just closed out you losers.”


They were all seated on the bottom row of the bleachers. Jack was at the far end. They all knew, even Cassie, that Jack Callahan was the best athlete their age in Walton, boy or girl. But all three of the boys knew they were just opening themselves up to heartbreak by pointing that fact out to her.


“The only thing better than you, Cass, is having our own private gym,” he said.


“Way to change the subject,” Cassie said.


Now Teddy grinned. “When the subject is you, does it ever really change?”


“Ha-ha,” Cassie said.


Teddy shrugged and said, “Hey, a laugh is a laugh.”


Their gym teacher, Mr. Howser, had agreed to let them shoot around today after the four of them offered to put away all the folding chairs the eighth graders had used for their last-period assembly. Of course Cassie had demanded they play two-on-two. She had even picked the teams. And they all knew that if Gus and Teddy had won the rubber game, she would have wanted them to play another game of seven baskets. Or five. Or even three.


For Cassie Bennett, the last basket was the only way to have the last word.


“Shocker,” Gus had said, “you wanting to be with Jack.”


“Size against speed,” Cassie had said.


“Yeah,” Gus had said. “Go with that.”


She was the best girl athlete in town, in their grade and maybe any grade. But that was as far as Gus would go. He was, after all, a guy.


Cassie sighed now. “Okay, what have you figured out?”


“That I like basketball even more than I like baseball,” Gus said.


They all turned to stare at him.


“Now that right there,” Teddy said, “is some crazy talk.”


“Absolutely no way you mean that,” Jack said.


“I do,” Gus said. “Absolutely.”


“You expect us to believe that you’re a basketball guy and not a baseball guy?” Teddy said. “No way. Not buying it.”


“I didn’t say I wasn’t a baseball guy,” Gus said. “I just said I’m feeling like I’m more of a basketball guy now.” He put out his hands. “Hey, I put a lot of thought into this.”


Cassie nodded. “Had to happen eventually.”


“The basketball thing?” Gus said.


She smiled, like she just couldn’t help herself. Or was just amusing herself—again. “No,” she said. “The thought thing.”


“Funny,” Gus said.


“I know,” Cassie said.


“Gus,” Jack said, “your dad told me one time that back in the Dominican when people talked about the American dream, they meant the dream of coming to America to play baseball in the big leagues.”


They all knew Gus’s family history: both of his parents had moved to New York City with their parents and had grown up in a section of the city—Washington Heights—that Gus told his friends had the most Dominicans this side of Santo Domingo, the capital and biggest city in the Dominican Republic.


“But even my dad is as happy watching basketball now as he is watching baseball, especially if LeBron or Steph Curry is playing,” Gus said. “He says that basketball is the most American game now.”


Teddy said, “But aren’t you the guy who always told us that someday you were going to hit home runs in the big leagues the way David Ortiz did?”


David Ortiz was Dominican born, and had ended up hitting more than five hundred home runs and helping the Red Sox win three World Series. In 2004, when they’d won their first since 1918, the other hitting star on the team was Manny Ramirez, another Dominican American, and one who had grown up in Washington Heights.


Gus shrugged. “And maybe I’ll still do that. But I’m just telling you guys that right now, I am more fired up for this basketball season than any season I’ve ever played.”


“You sure that’s not because of the way the football season ended?” Jack said.


“I knew we couldn’t go one entire day without talking about the way the football season ended,” Teddy said.


It had been an amazing season for the Wildcats, even though they’d lost Jack as the starting quarterback in the first game. But Teddy had switched over from tight end and nearly wrote a storybook ending for himself and for his team. He took the Wildcats all the way down the field and helped get them the lead with just a minute to go in the championship game. But that turned out to be enough time for Scotty Hanley, the Panthers’ quarterback. It was just one of those games. Teddy had played great. Gus had caught big passes. But the last team with the ball won, and on the last play, when Scotty hit his tight end for the touchdown that made it 33–32, Panthers. It was another thing you had to appreciate about sports: that you could still love it even after your team lost.


“It was a dream game,” Jack said, “until it became kind of a nightmare at the very end.”


“You know what I dream about doing?” Gus said. “Draining a shot over Scotty to win our first basketball game, right before the buzzer. See how he likes it.”


Even though tryouts for their town team, the Warriors, weren’t until Saturday, the league schedule had already been posted. And by the luck of the draw, the first game was Walton against Norris.


It was, Gus thought, the best thing about being their age. There was always another season starting, for the guys, and for Cassie, too. She was the point guard for the seventh-grade girls’ team, which had gone undefeated last season, same as her softball team had in the spring. The girls’ team—the Lady Mustangs, a name she hated—had made things look so easy, rolling through their own league with so many blowout games that she had occasionally threatened to switch to hockey this winter.


“You get around to deciding what sport you’re going to play?” Gus said.


“Maybe I have,” Cassie said, sounding mysterious, even though there were rarely any mysteries with her, just because she never seemed to hold anything back. “Who knows, maybe you’re not the only one who figured something out today.”


“Are we allowed to guess?” Teddy said.


“You could,” she said, “but you’d be wrong. Like you were wrong thinking you and Teddy had any shot of beating Jack and me at two-on-two.”


“You just got lucky in the end,” Gus said.


She patted him on the arm. “Go with that,” mimicking what he’d said after she picked the teams.


Gus said, “C’mon, you know I just took pity on the girl in the game and let her think she’d faked me out on the last play.” He leaned back as he said it, from experience, before Cassie could punch him in the arm.


“Yeah,” Cassie said. “You never care whether you win or lose.”


“We lost because of me,” Teddy said to Gus.


Teddy wasn’t as good at basketball as he was at either baseball or football. But he had size and good hands and had already proven to them what a fast learner he was in the other sports, now that he’d gotten himself into shape and found out how much he loved competing. It was why his three best friends had been telling him that he definitely ought to try out for the Warriors.


“I’m just not a basketball player,” Teddy said now, “no matter how much you guys keep telling me I am.”


“Right,” Jack said. “Like you weren’t a catcher who ended up playing with us in the Little League World Series. Like you weren’t a quarterback who nearly won us a championship after I got hurt.”


“The way I see it, we need two things to be a championship team in hoops,” Gus said. “We need a little more size up front, and we need a point guard, now that Mike’s family is moving.”


Mike O’Keeffe had always played all three sports with them, from the time they’d started playing organized sports. But his dad had gotten some big job out in Silicon Valley, and they weren’t even waiting until the end of the school year to move.


“You make a good point,” Jack said to Gus.


“About point?” Cassie said.


Jack ignored her, as difficult as that was to do sometimes.


“Gus is the best-shooting small forward around,” he said. “Steve Kerrigan, as much as I hate to admit it, is stellar at center.”


Steve Kerrigan was the son of the mayor, but he was so full of himself that you got the idea he thought he was the mayor of Walton. Still, there was no getting around the fact that he was tall and fast and could handle the ball amazingly well for a center. As selfish as he could act off the court, he was unselfish on it. Gus hated to admit it too, but Steve was a star hooper through and through, the best big man in their league by far last season.


Cassie raised an eyebrow. “What about shooting guard?” she said, looking at Jack. “Oh, wait, that would be you.”


“I shoot it okay,” Jack said.


“Yeah,” Gus said, “like Steph Curry shoots it okay.”


“I love it when you’re modest, Callahan,” Cassie said.


“You ever think about trying that, Cass?” Gus said, and moved back fast enough that she only ended up punching air. But she was laughing as she did.


“You know you could play point if you had to,” Gus said to Jack. “Being a shoot-first point guard hasn’t exactly hurt Steph Curry.”


It was funny, he thought, how much more time they spent talking about Steph these days, and not just the four of them. The other night Gus had been watching a Warriors-Spurs game with Gus, and Steph had gotten into the lane and put up one of those underhand floaters of his that just kissed the top of the backboard, and his dad had leaned back and smiled, saying, “Genio.”


The Spanish word for “genius.”


“I’m better off where I am,” Jack said.


“C’mon,” Gus said. “You could move to the one if you had to. I could play two.”


“Listen to the new Mr. Basketball,” Teddy said. “Now he wants to be a player-coach.”


“Seriously,” Gus said, “with Mike moving away, who is going to play point guard for us?”


“That’s easy,” Cassie Bennett said. “I am.”





THREE



You’re joking, right?” Gus said to her.


“Do I look like I’m joking?”


She did not. Gus knew it. He was sure Jack and Teddy knew it too. She had the Look. It was what you saw on her face when she needed a big strikeout in softball, or when she was coming up the court with the basketball in a close game. Or when she was having a disagreement with one of them, about anything, and her basic position was this:


I’m right, and you’re pretty much an idiot.


Jack remembered the Look from last baseball season, back when he was helping coach Cassie’s team, and she challenged him to get into the batter’s box against her. Her face told him everything about how much she wanted to strike him out, and she nearly did, getting two strikes on him before Jack took her deep.


She still hadn’t gotten over that. Jack had tried to bring it up a couple of times, trying to make the story funny. But he figured out pretty quickly that Cassie didn’t think it was funny, and he never brought it up again.


“What’s wrong with your own basketball team?” Gus said. “What about Katie and Gracie and the rest of those guys?”


“Girls,” Cassie said.


“You know what I meant,” Gus said.


“We won every game last season, the way we did in softball,” she said. “I sat out so many fourth quarters, because we were winning by so much, I lost count.”


“And, what, winning’s getting old for you now?” Teddy said. He sighed and said, “At such a young age, too.”


They both knew he was kidding. Teddy Madden, they all knew, thought his sense of humor could stop rain from falling.


“What I’ve really figured out,” Cassie said, “is that I need a new challenge. Gus, you know you challenged yourself the first time you played football, just because everybody, at least at the time, thought you were strictly a baseball guy.”


“Let me get this straight,” Gus said. “You’re bored with winning in girls’ basketball, so you want to play boys’ basketball. Does that mean you’re going to give up softball in the spring and come play with us?”


Of all of them, Gus was the least afraid of Cassie Bennett. He didn’t take her on all that often, because getting into a debate with her was like having a job. But when he did take her on, he had as little back-up in him as she did.


“Did you ever hear of Mo’ne Davis?” she said.


Everyone their age had heard of Mo’ne Davis, Cassie knew that before she ever asked the question. A couple of summers before, the whole country knew her name. She was the girl who had helped pitch her team from Philadelphia into the Little League World Series, the year before Jack and Gus and Teddy made it to Williamsport.


“You’re saying you’re her?” Gus said.


“You’re saying I’m not?”


There was always this light in Cassie’s eyes. Gus’s mom told him sometimes that it didn’t take much for that light to turn into a fire. Gus could see it happening now.


“Cass,” Gus said, “you know I think you’re great in sports, no matter how much I joke around with you. Everybody in town knows how great you are.”


It was as if Cassie hadn’t even heard that. “And by the way?” she said. “A lot of people think Mo’ne is a better basketball player than she is a baseball player. I hear she’s a lock to play at UConn someday.”


“Men’s or women’s team?” Gus said.


Suddenly it was as if Jack and Teddy weren’t even there. No more two-on-two today. This was Gus and Cassie. One-on-one.


“If Mo’ne Davis could play and pitch on a baseball team that could make it to the Little League World Series,” Cassie said, “you give me one good reason why you think I shouldn’t even be allowed to try out for the Walton Warriors.”


Her words were loud in a gym empty except for the four of them. Now it was quiet. Gus used the quiet to think about what he wanted to say next. He really wasn’t afraid to tangle with her. Hey, one of them had to man up and do it once in a while. But even knowing her as well as he did, he was surprised to see her fire up this quickly. It was like she’d turned into Mo’ne and was bringing the heat at him.


He took a deep breath, to buy himself a little more time. “I never said you shouldn’t be allowed to try out,” he said finally. “I just don’t think you should want to.”


“Why, because you don’t think it’s a good idea?”


“I didn’t say that.”


“Sounds like it to me,” she said. “Sounds like you might have some kind of prejudice against girls playing on boys’ teams, even though it happens all the time. I’ve read up on it.”


Now Gus was the one getting hot. “I’m not prejudiced against anybody,” he said. “When your family comes from another country, well, you just aren’t.”


“I didn’t mean it that way.”


“Sounded like it.”


They were facing each other. The gym was silent again. Gus could hear himself breathing.


“Can I ask you a question?” Gus said.


“Go ahead.”


“Would you be doing this to make our team better, or to prove some kind of point?” Gus said.


“Why can’t I do both?”


“I think it’s more about proving a point to people, starting with us. We all know how you love to show us up in sports if you get the chance. Now it’s like you want to show the whole town. And if that’s true, then it’s not about the team. It’s about you.”


“And that would make me some kind of bad teammate?”


Gus put his head down and shook it slowly from side to side. He knew how fast her brain worked, and how once you did get into a debate with her, she had this way of getting your own brain all twisted up.


“No!” he said. “You’re always the best teammate on your teams.” He paused. “I just honestly wonder if by trying to show everybody, you’re going to turn our season into a show.”


“What if the point I’m trying to prove is to myself?”


“By saying girls’ teams aren’t good enough for you anymore?”


She started to say something, but before she could, Teddy finally jumped back in, like he was a boxing announcer. “Ding-ding-ding, end of round three,” he said. “Ultimate fighters back to your corners. You first, Ronda Rousey.”


“We’re not fighting,” Cassie said. “We’re disagreeing.”


“Well, you do know what your mom calls you sometimes: the professional againster.”


“I never should have told you that,” Cassie said.


She still wasn’t done. She looked at Gus and said, “Do you seriously not want me to try out for the Warriors?”


“You mean, do I not want you to make the Warriors,” he said. “You know you will.”


“So you’re saying I shouldn’t do it even though you think I’m good enough to do it?”


“You want me to be honest?” Gus said. “No, I don’t think you should do it.”


“So it’s okay for us to be friends, and to hang out together all the time, and think of ourselves as the home team,” she said. “But it’s not all right for us to actually be on the same team.”


“You’re going to make it weird,” he said.


“One of us is,” Cassie Bennett said.


With that she got up and walked out of the gym without looking back, even though her mom was going to be Gus’s ride home, and Jack’s. When she was through the door and the gym was quiet again, Teddy Madden said, “That went well.”





FOUR



Gus knew Cassie wasn’t going to change her mind.


Once she dug in on something, you had as much chance of turning her around as you did the Walton River.


Gus thought of Cassie as a sister. He didn’t love her the way he did his twin, Angela, maybe because Angela didn’t annoy him the way Cassie could, or because Angela just made it so easy to love her and be around her. He and Angela could disagree about stuff. But they didn’t fight the way brothers and sisters could sometimes. Gus and Cassie did.


The relationship that Jack and Cassie had was different. They were both stars, or as close to being stars as you could be in the eighth grade. And Jack had a way of dealing with Cassie, somehow focusing on her strengths and doing his best to ignore stuff that could drive Gus crazy. Somehow Jack knew how to pick his spots with her.


It reminded Gus of one of his mom’s expressions:


You had to decide which hills were worth fighting for.


But Cassie?


She fought for all of them.


Somehow Gus had managed to get through the rest of the week without talking about basketball—boys’ basketball—with her, even with them spending as much time together as they always did. He also knew he’d said everything he needed to say, the same as Cassie had. If she felt she’d gotten the last word, it was fine with Gus.


But right up until his dad dropped him off at Walton High School for tryouts, Gus was still holding out hope that Cassie wouldn’t show up.


She showed. A few minutes after Gus and Jack got there, Cassie walked through the double doors with Teddy at her side.


All week long, Teddy was the one who kept threatening not to show up; who kept saying he didn’t want to try out. Even the night before, when Gus was FaceTiming with him, Teddy had said he honestly didn’t know whether he’d be there in the morning or not.


“Dude,” Gus had said, “you gotta do this.”


“Why?”


“Because you belong with us, that’s why.”


Gus still wasn’t sure if he could explain, even to himself, why he thought Cassie didn’t belong, why he didn’t want a girl on the team, even if she was his good friend. He just told himself to focus on being happy that Teddy was in the gym, even as unhappy as he was that Cassie was with him.


“Just treat her like everybody else,” Jack said to him in a quiet voice, as if he could read Gus’s mind. “And keep reminding yourself that she’s one of your best friends.”


“Treat her like everybody else?” Gus said. “Are you insane? This is Cassie we’re talking about. She thinks she’s better than everybody else!”


“Don’t worry about her, is all I’m saying,” Jack said. “Worry about yourself. This isn’t you against Cassie.”


“She didn’t have to do this.”


“She thinks she does.”


“This is going to get messed up, wait and see,” Gus said.


“Only if you let it,” Jack said. “And only if we let it.”
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