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Alex Miller picked up the baseball and tossed it back to his best friend.

Ross Bellinger caught the ball and threw it back side-armed before Alex quickly picked the ball again out of the pocket of his glove and returned it.

“We were probably the best double-play combination in the whole league last year,” Ross shouted. Alex couldn’t help but laugh at the remark.

“We only turned one double play the whole year,” Alex said. “But, yeah, we were still probably the best.”

“And definitely the best team in the league,” Ross added.

“Definitely,” Alex said.

There was little debate on the subject. The Panthers had streaked through the regular season with 14 wins and not a single defeat. They’d finished the summer by winning the league tournament. Six of the Panthers, including Alex and Ross, had been picked to play on the league’s all-star team.

“We’ll probably be even better this year,” Ross shouted again, “if we can keep our same team together.”

“Probably not much chance of keeping the whole team together,” Alex replied. “Besides, we’re moving into the Upper League and we’ll have to play against 10-year-olds.”

“Yeah, I’d forgotten that,” Ross said.

The boys hadn’t forgotten that, though. Ever since that magical summer had ended, the boys had been dreading the thought of not playing on the same team the following year. They would both have to attend tryouts, something they hadn’t been forced to do the year before. Then, they’d have to be drafted onto a team, simply filling spots on an existing team’s roster.

“Well, hopefully you, me, and Cole will still be on the same team,” Ross said. “That should be enough to win the league championship.”

Alex just nodded. He thought his friend was being a little too hopeful but didn’t see the need to argue.

“As long as we’re not on the Tigers,” Ross said. “They haven’t won a game in almost three years. I don’t see how the same team is so bad every year. Even when they get new players, they’re still terrible. I just want us to play for the Jaguars or the Bears. Those are the two best teams and they both have some good players coming back this year.”

“We don’t really have any control over who picks us,” Alex reminded Ross. “That’s up to the coaches.”

“Yeah, I guess,” Ross said. “As long as it’s not the Tigers, I don’t really care.”

The boys practiced with friends from their championship team the rest of the week, getting ready for the league tryout. On Saturday, Alex ran one of the fastest times around the bases, fielded every ground ball cleanly – he was a shortstop – and he hit the ball more often and farther than anyone else. He felt pretty good when the tryout ended.

Ross had done well also, as did Cole. The rest of the players from the old Panthers team also had good tryouts.

“If only they’d let us have our own team,” Ross said. “We could stay together two more years and win some more trophies.”

Alex laughed.

“That’s not going to happen,” he said.

It didn’t take long for news of the draft to start making the rounds. Ross called Alex’s house just as the Millers were starting to eat dinner.
“I’m a Jaguar!” he shouted into the phone. “So is Cole! Have you heard anything yet? Has a coach called you?”
“No, not yet,” Alex said. “I’ll call you when I hear something.”

The phone rang again less than an hour later. Alex’s father answered and Alex listened to one side of a conversation.

“Yes, Coach,” Alex’s dad said. “He’s played shortstop in the past but he’ll play wherever you need him to.”

Silence.

“Sure. I’ll tell him,” Alex’s dad said. “Thanks for calling. Alex will see you tomorrow afternoon.”

He hung up the phone and turned to Alex.

“Congratulations,” he said. “You’re a Tiger.”
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Alex didn’t return any phone calls that night.

When his dad told him the dreadful news, Alex threw a temper tantrum that would have made a two-year-old proud and stormed to his bedroom. His parents did their best to calm him and assure him that he was going to have a fun summer of baseball.

Alex knew better, though.

Ross was right. The Tigers had been awful the year before . . . and the year before that. And, they’d be awful again this year. They were the Tigers!

“Every year is different,” Alex’s father told him when he found him in his bedroom, face down with his head stuffed deep into his pillow. “You don’t even know who is on your team yet. Give it a chance, son.”

“The Tigers are terrible!” Alex shouted. “Dad, they are actually known as the Terrible Tigers! They’ve always been terrible!”

“Well, you have practice at 4 tomorrow afternoon,” his dad said. “And I expect you to be there with a good attitude.”

“I played on a championship team last year!” Alex said, again raising his voice a little more than his dad liked. “We were undefeated and now I’m on this horrible team. All my friends are on the Jaguars. They’re going to win another championship and I’ll be stuck on the last-place team!”

“You don’t know that,” his father said. “But I can guarantee you this . . . with that attitude, you won’t even get to play on that last-place team.”

With that, Alex’s father left the room. Alex sank back down into the bed, thinking of how his friends would make fun of him the next day at school. Luckily, school was almost over for the year and he wouldn’t have to hear it for long.

The bad thing was he’d be a Tiger all summer.

“Hey, you never called,” Ross yelled across the parking lot as soon as Alex’s mom dropped him off at school. “What’s up? Whose team are you on?”

Alex could feel tears wanting to appear. He fought them off and decided to be tough about it.

“The Tigers drafted me,” he said through gritted teeth, “and I don’t want to hear anything about it.”

Ross’s eyes widened.

“So, it’s true?” he said.

“Yeah, it’s true,” Alex said. “I’m not going to play for them, though. I’m going to practice today but I’m going to tell my parents tonight that I’m not going to play for them. I’ve been thinking about playing on a travel team, anyway. That’s probably what I’ll do.”

“Wow,” Ross said. “This is bad. Jeremy and Blaine are on the Jaguars, too. Marcus, Landon and Caleb are all on the Bears. I can’t believe you didn’t get on our team . . . or the Bears.”

“Well, it’s not going to matter,” Alex said, because I’m not going to be a Tiger, either.”

“You could be the best player on their team, though,” Ross said. “That might not be so bad.”

Alex just shook his head. “Nope,” he said. “I’m playing on a travel team.”

“The TIGERS? You’ve got to be kidding!”

It was Cole, not realizing Alex had already warned Ross not to talk about the subject.

“Cut it out, Cole,” Ross said.
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