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For Al, my brother.

Who took me to the Dodgers games

and gifted me the love of the sport.

PART ONE

The Set
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CHAPTER ONE
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The Sentra had a hundred and nineteen thousand miles on it and a salvage-adjacent history Marcus was not going to lie about, and the young couple kicking its tires deserved to hear all of it before they signed anything, which was the kind of instinct that had made him, in four years on the lot, the worst closer Big Tex Auto had ever employed and somehow the only one anybody came back to.

"It'll run," Marcus said. "Don't get me wrong. Hector in the back, he went through it, it'll get you another sixty, seventy thousand easy if you keep the oil in it. But you said you've got a baby coming." He nodded at the girl, who was maybe twenty and had her hand resting on a stomach that wasn't showing yet but that she kept touching anyway, the way you do when it's the first one and you can't quite believe it. "You want the airbags certified. This one's got a story in the front end I can't see all the way to the bottom of. I wouldn't put my own kid in it."

He didn't have a kid. But it landed the way he meant it to, which was to send them forty feet down the row to the Corolla, two years newer, eight hundred dollars more, clean history all the way back, and a worse commission for Marcus by a margin that Darnell, watching from the doorway of the sales office with a coffee going cold in his hand, would have something to say about later.

Marcus tossed the Sentra's key back toward the board without looking at it.

It was a long throw, most of the width of the lot, the little key on its paper tag turning end over end through the bright November air, and it dropped through the open service window and onto the hook marked 14 with a small exact click, and the kid washing the demo models down by the fence did not even look up, because the kid had worked at Big Tex for eight months and had stopped finding it remarkable around month two. Nobody on the lot found it remarkable. Marcus had been dropping keys on hooks from across the lot for ten years. It was about the least of what the arm could do and it was the most of what he used it for, most days, which told you something about how the days went.

"You could've sold the Sentra," Darnell said, when Marcus came in to write up the Corolla. Darnell said it every time, with no real heat, the way a man comments on the weather he can't change. "Kid would've bought the Sentra. Kid wanted the Sentra."

"Kid wanted a car that wouldn't fold up on the highway with a baby in the back."

"Kid wanted the Sentra and the four hundred dollars he was going to save, and you talked him into spending eight hundred more, and you're going to feel good about that all the way to a commission that wouldn't buy you lunch." Darnell shook his head, but he slid the keys across, because the Corolla was a real sale and a real sale was a real sale, and because in four years he had figured out that the thing that made Marcus useless at squeezing a customer was the same thing that filled the lot on Saturdays with people who'd bought from him once and brought their cousins. "Mookie Delgado. Conscience of Big Tex Auto. They're gonna put it on a plaque."

"Spell it right."

"How do you even spell Mookie."

"M-O-O." Marcus was already filling out the form, his handwriting small and careful, the way Nana had drilled into him a quarter century ago at her kitchen table, a pencil in his nine-year-old fist and her hand over his hand. "Like the cookie. With more disappointment."

Darnell laughed, which most people did around Marcus, eventually, because he set it up for them. It was a useful thing, being easy to laugh around. It had gotten him out of more trouble than the arm ever had, and into less.

The couple signed. The girl shook his hand with both of hers, and the boy, who could not have been more than nineteen and was about to be a father, asked Marcus, shy, if it was true what his uncle said, that Marcus used to play.

"Long time ago," Marcus said.

"Uncle Beto says you had a real shot. Says you were gonna be somebody."

"Your Uncle Beto talks too much." But he said it gently, and he walked them out to their clean safe Corolla with the late sun coming low across the lot and turning the windshields to sheets of fire, and he stood with his hands in his pockets and watched them pull out into the Mesquite traffic, two kids and the third one coming, driving away in something that wouldn't kill them, and he thought, not for the first time, that there were worse ways to spend an arm that God or the Awakening or the dumb luck of the universe had decided to give back to him a decade too late to matter.

He had been twenty-six the first time he was somebody. He had been twenty-six the last time, too. The two had been about four months apart.

•   •   •
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The shoulder went in Frisco, in the top of the fourth, on a slider he had no business throwing on a one-and-two count to a hitter he already had beat. He'd felt it let go, a wet and final sensation he could still summon in detail eleven years later, like a seam giving out in a coat you loved. He'd finished the inning. That was the part nobody believed and the part that was truest: he had struck the kid out on the next pitch, a fastball at maybe eighty-three with an arm that was already over, already done, the velocity draining out of him in real time, and then he had walked off the mound at the Double-A level for the last time in his life and not known it, and the trainer had said the words rotator and labrum and we'll see, and that had been the whole career, right there, the highest he ever got. One level short. Always one level short. The story of the neighborhood in a sentence, if you wanted to be grim about it, and Marcus mostly didn't.

The surgeries came after. Two of them. The arm never came back. He came home.

And then, three years later, on an ordinary October afternoon when half of Dallas caught fire in ways the news couldn't explain and the world changed its mind about what was possible, something reached into Marcus Delgado while he stood in his grandmother's kitchen holding a dish towel, and it rebuilt his left arm into something that did not get tired and did not miss.

Just the arm. Not the rest of him. People assumed, when they found out, that he'd gotten the whole package, the strength and the speed and the rest, the way it worked in the movies. He hadn't. He could still barely do a pull-up. His knees were a forty-year-old's knees on a thirty-seven-year-old man. He got winded on the stairs up to his apartment same as anybody. The Awakening had looked at Marcus Delgado, at all of him, at the whole tired honest disappointed length of him, and it had picked out the one thing he'd already lost and given it back, brand new, better than new, indestructible, and it had left everything else exactly the way it found it.

He had thought about that more than was probably healthy. What it meant, that the universe gave you back the exact thing you mourned, and only that thing, and only after it could no longer do for you the one thing you'd ever wanted it to do.

He'd been a pitcher. Now he could throw anything.

There was a joke in there, and the joke was on him, and he'd made his peace with it the way you make peace with a sound your house makes at night. Mostly.

•   •   •
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It was nearly five when he clocked out, which in November meant the light was already going gold and long, and he got on the bike, the old Honda that started on the second kick if you loved it and the fourth if you didn't, and he rode east through Mesquite toward the part of it that had raised him, toward the diamond, where eleven boys between the ages of twelve and fifteen were going to be standing around in the cooling dark wondering where their coach was.

The neighborhood gathered itself up around him as he rode into it, the way it always did, familiar as his own hands. The hardware store with his window above it. Sal's truck out front. The taqueria, the wash, the church with the chain-link and the Virgin in the grotto somebody kept fresh flowers at. The corner where the older boys stood, who he clocked the way he clocked everything, a habit older than the arm, and there were more of them than there used to be, and they were standing a little different than they used to stand, and some animal back part of Marcus filed that and said nothing about it, not yet.

He didn't have words for it yet. He just rode past, and lifted two fingers off the grip the way you did, and a couple of them lifted their chins back, because everybody knew Mookie, and he told himself it was nothing, the way you tell yourself the sound the house makes is nothing, right up until the night it isn't.

The diamond came up on his left, the lights not on yet, the grass gone pale with the season, and there they were: his boys, scattered across the infield in the long gold light, throwing the ball around, waiting for him.

One of them, the tall one, threw it harder than the rest. Marcus noticed that the way he noticed everything about a thrown ball. He just didn't think anything about it. Not yet.

He downshifted, and turned in, and went to go coach.
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CHAPTER TWO

[image: ]


There was a thing Marcus told the boys on the first day of every season, and it was the only philosophy he had that he trusted all the way to the bottom, and it was this: you do not throw from a panic. You throw from the set.

He would show them, standing on the rubber with a ball in his glove, his weight gathered and quiet over his back leg, everything still. "This is the set," he'd say. "This is where you decide. The whole game can be falling apart. Bases loaded, nobody out, the other team's dugout screaming at you, your own infield won't look at you. Doesn't matter. You come set. You get quiet. You decide what you're going to throw, and you throw that, and you don't throw anything else." He'd come out of it then, the smooth unhurried motion, the arm that wasn't his anymore coming through, and the ball would crack into the catcher's mitt fifty feet away exactly where he'd said it would go. "Everything good that ever happens in this game happens out of the set. You panic, you rush, you aim, you're done. You get quiet, you decide, you commit. That's it. That's the whole sport. That's most of everything, honestly, but I'm not your priest, I'm your coach."

Eleven boys, twelve to fifteen, in the cooling gold dark of a November Tuesday, and not one of them was getting quiet, because they were boys, and the light was going, and somebody had brought up whether a person could beat a horse in a footrace if the race was long enough, and the answer was apparently extremely controversial.

"Hey." Marcus didn't raise his voice. He almost never did. He'd learned a long time ago that the quietest man on a field was the one everybody had to lean in to hear, and leaning in was halfway to listening. "Marcus. Over here. The horse can wait."

They drifted in, gloves and elbows and the particular gangly chaos of that age, and he ran them through it, the long slow patient grammar of the game, the footwork and the fundamentals that nobody wants and everybody needs, ground balls until the bad hops stopped scaring them, the cutoff man, the cutoff man, the cutoff man, Dre, I will buy you a car when you hit the cutoff man. Dre Williams was twelve and built like a coat hanger and threw to the cutoff man exactly never, sailing it twenty feet over everybody into the chain-link every single time, grinning, in love with his own arm the way you're allowed to be at twelve. Marcus loved him for it. He loved most of them in the helpless undignified way you love things that are not yours and that you are responsible for anyway.

And then there was Clayton.

Clayton Young was fifteen and he had grown four inches since spring, and his body hadn't caught up to it yet, all wrist and knee and a wingspan he kept knocking things over with, and when he stood on the mound he looked like a blueprint of a pitcher more than a pitcher, a sketch of the man he was going to be. But the man he was going to be was there. You could see it. Marcus had spent his whole life around arms, had been an arm, had buried an arm, and he knew the look of one that the scouts were going to drive four hours to see, and Clayton had it. Long levers. Easy action. A loose live whip to the arm that you cannot teach, that a kid either has at birth or spends a career faking. And on top of it, the thing that mattered more than any of it: the kid worked. He was always the first one there and the last one to leave, and he asked questions, real ones, and he wrote the answers down in a spiral notebook he kept in his bag like it was scripture.

He came over while the others were packing up, the notebook already out.

"Coach. The two-seam. You said the pressure's on the inside finger but Marquez said his pitching guy on YouTube says it's even pressure, both fingers, and I been trying it even and it's not moving, so."

"So who do you trust, me or YouTube."

"That's why I'm asking you and not YouTube."

Marcus took the ball from him, set his fingers across the seams where the leather ran closest together, and showed him: the weight tipped just slightly to the inside, the index finger doing a hair more of the work, so the ball came off with a little extra spin on one side and ran in on a right-handed hitter's hands at the last second, the pitch that had been the best thing Marcus ever threw, back when he had a now to throw it in. "Even pressure gives you a fastball that's a little worse than your fastball," he said. "This gives you a fastball that's alive. Feel the difference?" He flipped it back. Clayton turned it in his big hands, finding the grip, his face gone still and serious the way it did when something was going into the notebook of his actual body and not the spiral one.

"My showcase is in February," Clayton said, not looking up. "The one in Arlington. Coach Pena says there's gonna be guys there from real programs. Like, scholarship guys. D-1." He said scholarship the way other kids his age said the names of girls. "If I'm throwing this by February. If I add the two-seam to the four, and the change is already pretty good, you said the change is good."

"The change is good."

"Then that's three. That's a real arsenal. That's a guy they sign." He looked up finally, and the want in his face was so naked and so familiar that it went into Marcus like a splinter, because Marcus knew that face. He had worn that face. He had worn it in this exact infield, twenty-some years ago, a tall kid with a live arm and a notebook and a way out shimmering on the far side of one more season, one more level, one more pitch. "I just gotta be good enough, Coach. That's all. I just gotta be good enough by February."

"You're already good enough to keep working," Marcus said, which was the truest and most careful thing he knew how to say, because the other thing, the thing the kid wanted, you're going to make it, you're the one, you're going to get out was a thing Marcus had had said to him by men he trusted, and it had been true right up until the moment in Frisco when it stopped being true forever, and he had promised himself a long time ago that he would never hang that particular weight around a kid's neck. "Keep working and we'll see what February says. February's a long way off."

"You sound like Nana Julia. We'll see, we'll see." Clayton did a passable imitation, the wave of a frail hand, and Marcus laughed, surprised, because it was a good one, and because half the block did that voice, the we'll see that meant a thing was in God's hands and your hands and you'd best tend to your half.

"You watch yourself talking about Nana."

"I love Nana. Nana gave me empanadas."

"Nana gives everybody empanadas. That's not a relationship, that's foreign policy."

The kid grinned, and shouldered his bag, and for a second, throwing the strap up over that wingspan, he didn't look like a sketch at all. He looked like the finished thing. He looked, in the last gold light with the diamond going blue around him, exactly like a kid who was going to make it, and Marcus let himself believe it for the length of one breath, because it felt good and the kid had earned the believing.

Earlier, warming up, Clayton had thrown a couple that had popped the mitt a little louder than Marcus remembered. A little extra on them. Marcus had noticed it the way he noticed everything, filed it next to the four inches and the new reach, and thought: growth spurt. Good days happen. The body finds another gear sometimes when a boy turns into a man.

He thought that. He let himself think that. It was such an easy thing to think.

•   •   •
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Denise pulled up in the Altima at twenty past six, headlights swinging across the backstop, late off a shift and apologizing before her window was all the way down.

"I know, I know, I'm sorry, the floor wouldn't let me off, Sandra called in again." Denise Young was Clayton's aunt and had been Clayton's everything since the boy was seven, and she did it on her feet eleven hours a day at the distribution center off 80, and the tiredness on her was a specific tiredness Marcus knew in his own back. "He behave?"

"He's the easiest kid I've got, Denise. You know that."

"I know it here." She tapped her temple. "I don't always know it at ten at night when he won't get off that phone." She looked past Marcus to where Clayton was jogging in from the dugout, and her whole face did the thing, the helpless lighting-up, the love that was bigger than the exhaustion even on a Sandra-called-in-again kind of day. "He keeping up? With the schoolwork and the, all of it? I can't, Marcus, I can't be everywhere. I get home and he's already, you know. I trust you with him more hours than I get him, that's the truth, that's a terrible thing for me to say but it's the truth."

"It's not terrible. It's a village. That's how it's supposed to work." Marcus had been raised by a village. He knew exactly what it was worth and exactly what it cost the women who carried it. "He's keeping up. He's a good kid, Denise. He's a really good kid. You did that."

"His mama did some of it." She said it quietly, the way the unspeakable things got said on the block, sideways and brief, and then she let it go, because Clayton was there, folding his impossible new height into the passenger seat, complaining the heater took forever, already telling her about the two-seam, Coach showed me the real grip, the YouTube guy was wrong, and Denise caught Marcus's eye over the roof of the car and mouthed thank you, and Marcus lifted two fingers off nothing, the block's whole liturgy in one small gesture, and watched them drive off toward home and homework and a heater that took forever.

The lights over the diamond would shut themselves off at seven whether he was done or not. He stood out there a while anyway in the dark, picking up the last of the balls, dropping them one by one into the bucket from wherever he stood, never missing, the soft regular thump of horsehide on plastic the only sound on the field, and he thought about February, and a showcase in Arlington, and a tall kid who just had to be good enough, and how much he wanted, this once, for the want in a boy's face to lead somewhere that didn't break it.

He carried the bucket to the shed. He did not think about the louder pop of the mitt again. There was no reason to. It had been a good day, and good days happen, and the boy was growing, and that was all it was.
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CHAPTER THREE
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Nana Julia lived four blocks from the diamond in the same narrow house she had lived in for fifty-one years, and she would die there, she informed everyone regularly and with relish, before she would let anybody put her in a place that smelled like other people's grandmothers. Marcus brought her groceries on Tuesdays and Fridays and pretended it was because he was passing by, and she let him pretend it, which was the arrangement, and had been for years.

She was at the table when he let himself in, small in the lamp light, her hands working a rosary the way other people's hands worried a phone, and she did not get up, because getting up was a project now, a thing she planned and executed in stages, and she had decided some time ago that she would spend her getting-up on things that earned it.

"You bought the wrong beans," she said, before he had the bag on the counter.

"I bought the beans on the list."

"The list said the bag. You bought the can."

"The can is the same beans, Nana."

She made the sound. It was a sound she had been making at him since he was nine years old, a small downward hum that contained no words and an entire theology, the sound of a woman who had buried a husband and a daughter and most of her friends and was not going to be argued with about beans by a boy she had raised from the ankles up. Marcus put the groceries away the way she liked them, the cans facing out, the way her hands could find them, and he put the kettle on, and he sat down across from her in the chair that was his chair, that had been his chair since it was too big for him, and the house closed around them, warm and small and smelling of candle wax and old coffee and her.

This was the truest room in his life. He had figured that out a long time ago. Whatever else he was, whoever he had failed to become, in this room he was simply hers, and that had never once been in question, not for a single day, not even the days he'd been most ashamed to come home.

"You look tired," she said, which from her was not small talk. She looked at him the way she looked at everything now, slow and complete, missing nothing, her eyes the one part of her that age had not touched.

"I'm always tired, Nana. I sell cars."

"You're tired in the back of your eyes. That's a different tired." She set the rosary down. "Is it the arm."

"The arm doesn't get tired. That's the whole thing about the arm."

"I didn't ask if the arm was tired. I asked if it was the arm." And there it was, the thing she did, the thing nobody else on earth could do to him, which was
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