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    Dedication
For every kid who ever dreamed of a grand slam, and every field that felt like a stadium.

      

    



  	
        
            
            Epigraphs
"It doesn't matter how many times you fall down. It matters how many times you get back up, covered in dirt."
— Sandlot Wisdom
"The best plays aren't always in the rulebook."
— Dante "Dash" Moreno, team captain
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one – summer’s first pitch  
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The Heat Over Peach Creek  

The heat was already shimmering off the asphalt of Peach Creek Estates, the kind of restless, rising shimmer that made the cul-de-sacs look like they were breathing. The air had weight to it—slow, sticky, and humming faintly with the vibration of cicadas hidden deep within the overgrown hedges that bordered the subdivision. Every roofline wavered against the bright, relentless sky, blurring the sharp angles of the shingles until the neighborhood itself seemed caught halfway between a heavy sleep and a forced wakefulness. A single, low-hanging power line sagged between two poles, its dark curve softening against the haze like a pencil line smudged by an impatient thumb.

It was the first Saturday of summer break, and the day carried that fragile, impossible sense of beginning—the weight of something that hadn’t happened yet but was hovering just out of reach. The houses remained mostly quiet, their windows reflecting the sun like blank eyes, interrupted only by the occasional sharp slam of a distant screen door or the thin, repetitive bark of someone’s bored dog. There was the rhythmic, distant buzz of a lawn mower from a block over, rising and falling with the wind, and the faint metallic hiss of sprinklers swiveling in slow, mechanical arcs across thirsty lawns. Somewhere deeper in the subdivision, a garage door groaned open, then shut again without any follow-up—someone second-guessing their own errand, maybe, or simply testing the machinery.

And beneath all that, there was the smell—the glorious, bone-dry scent of baked earth and sun-warmed tar, mixed with the faint, cloying sweetness of fresh-cut grass and gasoline. It was a scent that settled in the back of the throat, thick and nostalgic. Every so often, a stray breeze carried a sharper note—charcoal starter fluid from a grill not yet lit, or the powdery, almost chalky smell of old concrete baking in a driveway. The kind of smells that didn't announce themselves so much as they lingered at the edges of awareness, barely noticed but impossible to forget once you did.

To Dante “Dash” Moreno, the air tasted like dust and freedom. He stood barefoot at the edge of the asphalt, the rough grit of the road pressing into his soles, marking the boundary of the only place in Peach Creek Estates that mattered to him: The Dirt Patch. He shifted his weight, feeling the intense heat of the ground migrate through his skin, a grounding sting that made the upcoming months feel real. His toes curled slightly against the pavement—not from pain, but from something closer to anticipation, a small, involuntary check that the world was still solid beneath him. He could feel the tiny grains of sand and stone working their way between his toes, an irritation he didn't bother to brush away.

He didn't move yet; he simply watched the way the light hit the dust motes dancing over the uneven ground, waiting for the first true move of the season to reveal itself. His shadow lay behind him, stretched long and thin despite the early hour—the sun already climbing, already hungry. A faint sweat had begun to gather at the back of his neck, just beneath the collar of his faded gray t-shirt, but he didn't wipe it away. He let it sit there, heavy and warm, a small weight that felt like proof he was exactly where he was supposed to be.

From somewhere inside his own house, three doors down, he thought he heard the low murmur of a television—morning cartoons, maybe, or the weather report his father liked to half-listen to while making coffee. The sound was muffled, almost shapeless, like words being pressed through a pillow. It didn't call him back. Nothing did. His gaze drifted from the Patch to the empty street, to the bicycle abandoned on its side in a neighbor's front yard, its handlebars catching the light in quick, bright flashes. No rider in sight. Just the bike, the heat, and the slow, almost lazy turn of a sprinkler head watering nothing but concrete.

Dash exhaled slowly through his nose, and the air that left him was just as warm as the air he'd taken in. He tilted his head slightly, listening past the cicadas to the deeper quiet underneath—the held-breath stillness of a neighborhood that hadn't decided what to do with itself yet. That was fine. He had time. The whole summer was right there, shimmering on the asphalt, and he wasn't going to be the one to blink first.

The Dirt Patch Stadium  

The Dirt Patch sat wedged between two unfinished lots, a jagged rectangle of packed earth where the developers had promised the suburban dream before pulling out halfway through construction. What remained was a skeletal landscape marked by discarded cinder blocks and uneven clumps of crabgrass that felt like tripwires. A half-crushed soda can glinted near what passed for third base, reflecting the oppressive glare of the afternoon sun so sharply that looking at it too long left spots dancing behind your eyelids. Weeds poked through the parched cracks like stubborn green flags, refusing to yield to the heat. Just beyond center field yawned a shallow pit—the “sinkhole,” according to neighborhood rumor—a dark, ragged mouth large enough to swallow a good-sized bicycle and, once or twice, a kid’s nerve. A fine layer of dust coated everything, kicked up by no one in particular, just settling there like a second skin over the failure of grown-up plans.

Most adults would look at the lot and see only a wasteland of broken concrete and failed investments, but Dante stood at the edge of the dust and saw something entirely different. His shadow stretched long and thin behind him, a dark echo of a boy who hadn't yet stepped into the light of his own making. He could feel the heat radiating up through the soles of his sneakers, the rubber already gone soft from too many summers spent on pavement just like this. A fly buzzed past his ear, lazy and indifferent, but Dante barely noticed. His attention was already half-swallowed by the world he was building in his skull.

He stepped into the center of the heat, his sneakers crunching against the grit. Each step sent up a small puff of dust that clung to his ankles. Under the harsh, oven-hot sunlight, he squinted across the expanse, shielding his eyes with a grime-streaked hand—the fingernails rimmed with dirt, the knuckles scraped raw from some forgotten climb—and let his imagination take over. For a moment, nothing happened. Just the hum of heat and the distant bark of a dog two streets over. Then, like a held breath finally released, the transformation took hold. Suddenly, the yellowed weeds deepened into a lush, emerald outfield so green it almost hurt to imagine. The air didn't just shimmer with heat anymore; it vibrated with the muffled roar of invisible fans filling invisible bleachers that stretched toward the clouds, row after row of hungry faces he could feel watching him.

He could hear them—a thousand voices rising in a rhythmic, deafening chant that vibrated in his very teeth. Dash! Dash! Dash! The sound swelled, drowning out the monotonous drone of the cicadas and the distant, mechanical whine of a neighbor’s lawn mower. In his mind, the stagnant air of the vacant lot was replaced by the electric charge of a living, breathing stadium, the kind he'd only ever seen on television late at night when his dad left the game on and fell asleep in his chair. The pressure of it pressed against his chest, made his breath come a little faster. They were waiting for him. All of them. And for once, he wasn't invisible.

Dante wiped his palms on his shorts, feeling the phantom weight of a heavy wooden bat in his grip. His fingers curled around nothing but air, yet he could almost make out the grain of the handle, the slight give of the tape where his bottom hand would rest. He adjusted his stance without thinking about it, feet shoulder-width apart, knees soft, the way his uncle had showed him two summers ago before the man moved away and stopped returning calls. Bottom of the ninth, he told himself, his heart thudding a frantic cadence against his ribs. Two outs. The Peach Creek Sluggers down by one. Bases loaded. The words tasted real in his mouth, more real than the dust coating his tongue.

He stepped up to the jagged cinder block that served as home plate, digging his toe into the dirt. A small trench formed, the soil crumbling away from the pressure. He stared out toward the sinkhole, seeing not a pit, but a pitcher winding up for the final throw of the season—a tall, nameless shadow with a hundred-mile-an-hour fastball and a sneer that said you don't belong here. The heat rising from the ground blurred the edges of the world, made the whole scene feel like it was happening underwater or inside a memory that hadn't been written yet.

I'm up to bat.

The Taped Bat  

He reached down beside him for his bat—his most faithful treasure. It rested in the tall, yellowed grass, waiting for his hand to find it. Once, long ago, it had belonged to his uncle, back when neighborhood ball still meant something here, before the empty lots were fenced off and the local leagues dissolved into memories. He could still picture his uncle’s wide, easy grin, the way the old man would spit sunflower seeds into the dust and point to the horizon. You see that fence, kid? One day, you’ll clear it. That was before the fences went up around the lots, rusted chains and padlocks keeping everyone out. Before the parents stopped organizing weekend games because they were too tired, or too busy, or just gone.

The wood was pale, bleached by the sun, and worn smooth by years of friction and sweat. A thin hairline fracture ran diagonally near the handle, a jagged reminder of a high-and-inside heater that should have snapped the bat in two. He could still hear the crack of that pitch meeting wood—not the clean, sharp sound of a solid hit, but something uglier, a splintering report that had made his stomach drop. Instead, three tight layers of black electrical tape wound around the break, holding it together like a battle-scarred veteran patched up for one more game. He could feel the slight unevenness of the wrap, a lump that forced his grip to remain firm and deliberate. No lazy swings anymore. That lump made sure of it.

He ran a thumb along the ridge of the tape, tracing the spiral. The adhesive felt warm in the heat of the afternoon, slightly tacky under his skin. The bat wasn’t perfect, but it was his, and its weight felt right—heavy enough to carry power, light enough to feel like an extension of his own arms. Every nick and dent carried a specific memory: the first time he hit a real line drive that soared over the chain-link fence; the day he accidentally cracked a neighbor’s window and spent the rest of the summer working it off; the thousand times he practiced alone, swinging until his shoulders ached and the air itself seemed to complain. He remembered how the handle would sometimes vibrate in his palms after a miss, a stinging reminder that he’d swung too early or too late. Even that felt like a kind of conversation now—the bat telling him what he’d done wrong, no words needed.

Beside him lay his glove—brown, weathered leather that was soft with age and smelled faintly of old oil and dust. The leather had gone supple in ways that only years of use could produce, the heel creased deeply from a thousand catches. Nestled in the pocket was the one baseball he owned. Its surface was scuffed and grimy, the once-white hide now the color of the earth, with red stitching frayed from years of hard catches against concrete driveways and stone curbs. He’d wrapped that ball in his mother’s old rubber bands once, hoping to preserve the stitching. It hadn’t worked. But the ball never complained. It just kept coming back to his hand, night after night.

He picked up the ball, feeling the familiar grit of the leather—fine dirt worked into every pore. He tossed it once into the air, watching it spin against the blue sky, and caught it again. The arc was crooked; it always was. He didn’t mind. He loved the satisfying, solid thwack it made against his palm—a sound that promised the game wasn't over yet. Not here. Not for him. He squeezed the ball tight, his knuckles turning white, as he looked out over the empty, dusty field. The infield was cracked from the heat, weeds pushing up through the clay. The bases were long gone, stolen or rotted. But the diamond was still there underneath all the neglect, waiting for someone to remember it.

"A legend isn’t born in a stadium," he murmured, his voice low but steady. He said it mostly to himself, though the words rang out like a challenge to the world, vibrating in the still air. A sparrow on the backstop tilted its head, then flew off. "It’s forged in the dirt." He said it again, quieter this time, tasting the truth of it. Then he stood, dusted off the back of his jeans, and tightened his grip on the bat. The afternoon heat pressed down on his shoulders, but he barely noticed. He was already picturing the pitch—where it would come, how he would turn his hips, the moment when wood would meet leather and send that scuffed, faithful ball sailing toward a horizon that still, somehow, felt possible.

A Dream at the Plate  

He took his stance, the familiar weight of the taped-up wood resting against his shoulder. The bat had been a hand-me-down from a cousin who’d outgrown the game entirely, its original paint long since chipped away and replaced by layers of black athletic tape that had gone fuzzy at the edges. He liked the roughness of it, the way the tape gripped his palms without slipping, even when they got slick. One foot forward, one back, finding the exact degree of torque his hamstrings could hold. His knees remained bent and springy, his body held in a state of loose, kinetic readiness. He dug the edges of his sneakers into the gritty soil of the vacant lot, grinding down until the crushed pebbles pressed firmly against his thin soles. A few small stones worked their way into the tread of his right shoe, but he didn’t shake them loose. They were part of the ground now, and so was he.

He stayed there until he could feel the uneven landscape of the field beneath him—the shallow divot where someone had once parked a truck too long, the raised ridge of an old gopher tunnel gone hard and collapsed. A physical connection to the dust and the stakes. A warm, sluggish wind drifted through the lot, smelling of baked asphalt and dry grass; it brushed against the nape of his neck and tugged fitfully at the hem of his faded T-shirt. The shirt had been navy blue once, though now it was closer to gray, with a frayed collar that sat crooked no matter how he adjusted it. A single bead of sweat gathered at his temple, traced a slow, itchy path down his jawline, and finally soaked into the cloth. He didn’t wipe it away. Wiping would mean breaking his focus, and breaking his focus meant letting the pitcher win before the first throw.

His voice dropped to a conspiratorial whisper, low and cinematic, vibrating with the practiced gravitas of a late-night sports broadcast. He had rehearsed that voice in front of his bathroom mirror more times than he would ever admit, cupping his hands around his mouth to test different echoes off the tile. “And here comes the pitch from Reid ‘Crusher’ Vaughn,” he murmured, his eyes narrowing into slits as he visualized the rival pitcher stepping onto the manicured mound that existed only in his mind. The words felt good in his mouth—solid, unhurried, like the prelude to something inevitable.

Even in his imagination, Reid looked insufferably smug—that sharp, untouchable look he wore like armor. Dante could see every detail with a clarity that surprised even him: the way Reid adjusted his batting gloves between pitches, one tug at a time, as if the crowd’s attention was the only air he needed to breathe. He was a couple of years older and a head taller, outfitted in a crisp, spotless uniform, always wielding that brand-new aluminum bat he liked to spin between his palms like a king twirling a scepter. The uniform never had a grass stain, never a smudge of dirt on the knee. It was the kind of clean that came from having a mother who washed your gear after every game and the money to replace anything that showed wear. He was Oakwood’s golden boy, the star player who didn’t just play to win—he played because he viewed winning as his natural right. Dante had watched Reid from the bleachers once during the rec center tournament, captivated by that effortless power. The way Reid’s hips uncoiled, the way the bat stayed flat through the zone, the way the ball jumped off the barrel like it had somewhere better to be. Dante had sat there with his knuckles pressed against his mouth, counting the seams on the ball as it sailed past the outfielders’ desperate lunges. Ever since, Crusher had occupied a permanent space in his head, serving as both a distant idol and a personal nemesis.

Fastball coming, Dante told himself, his grip tightening until the tape on the handle groaned. The sound was a quiet, leathery creak, like an old saddle taking weight. High and inside. He could almost see Reid’s lip curl in his peripheral vision—that half smirk he wore when he was sizing up someone he’d already decided wasn’t worth his full effort. He thinks I’m scrawny. He thinks I’m just some kid in a dirt lot with a taped-up bat. Dante shifted his weight, his eyes locked on a phantom release point, waiting for the air to break. The breeze picked up for just a moment, carrying the distant bark of a dog and the low thrum of traffic from the main road. None of it registered. There was only the imagined mound, the imagined ball, and the slow, terrible certainty that Reid Vaughn had already thrown his best.

The Swing  

He took a steadying breath, the humid air heavy with the scent of mown grass, and exhaled slowly as he stepped into the stretch of dirt and crabgrass that served as his batter’s box. The wooden bat hissed through the air with a clean, sharp whoosh that vibrated all the way up his forearms, settling into the bones of his wrists and elbows like a tuning fork finding its note. For that split second, the world seemed to hold its breath. Everything fell silent: the frantic buzz of the bugs, the rustle of the breeze in the elms, the muffled noise of distant houses—all of it suspended in the ringing echo of that invisible connection between the bat and nothing at all.

He didn't actually hit the ball; he wasn't that reckless. He could feel the weight of the lone baseball in his pocket, a steady reminder that losing it to the dense thicket of thorns behind the Hendersons’ yard would have ruined the day before it even began. His thumb brushed against the red cotton stitching through the denim—just once, a nervous check, still there. But the absence of contact didn't lessen the moment. The follow-through felt effortless and perfect, his hips rotating with a fluid power he hadn't felt last season. No hitch, no late twist. Just a smooth, connected turn that started in his back foot and ended somewhere behind his left shoulder, the bat now resting easy. It was the kind of swing that could split the summer wide open and mark the definitive start of something great.

He froze at the apex of the motion, the tip of the bat pointing toward the horizon where the rooftops of the next block shimmered in the heat. A small, private smile tugged at the corners of his mouth as his chest rose and fell in a heavy, rhythmic beat. Sweat beaded along his hairline and trickled past his temple, but he didn't wipe it away. In the private theater of his mind, the imaginary crowd went wild. He could see them clearly—thousands of fans leaping to their feet, arms raised in a jagged sea of motion, the roar of their cheers swelling until the sound was bigger than the vast, blue sky. He could almost feel the press of bodies, the heat of stadium lights that weren't there, the weight of a jersey with his own name stitched across the back.

As the phantom standing ovation gradually faded back into reality, replaced by the persistent, lonely hum of the cicadas in the heat, Dante finally lowered the bat. He tapped it twice against his dirt-streaked sneaker, a habit of nerves and excitement, and laughed under his breath. The sound was quiet, meant only for the empty lot. A single cloud drifted overhead, throwing a brief, cooling shadow across his shoulders before moving on. He watched it go, then glanced down at the scuffed toes of his shoes, at the brown grass crushed beneath them, at the way his shadow stretched long and thin toward third base—a base that didn't exist except in the geometry of his memory.

“This,” he said softly, his voice steady with a new kind of conviction. Not a hope, not a wish. A fact. “This is it. This is our year.”

The Taste of Ambition  

The words hung in the heavy afternoon heat, almost shimmering like the distorted horizon line where the asphalt met the sky. He could taste the sharp salt on his upper lip and the lingering tang of metal from the worn bat handle gripped in his palm. His fingers tightened around it, then relaxed—a small, unconscious test of his own grip strength. The air was thick, carrying the scent of sun-baked dirt and the faint, oily ghost of gasoline wafting from a nearby open garage. Somewhere behind him, a sprinkler clicked in arrhythmic bursts, its spray too far away to offer any relief.

The summer stretched out before him—an immense, golden expanse of endless days, every one of them silent and waiting to be claimed. It felt like a blank page, or a field before the first pitch. No homework. No bells marking the end of one thing and the beginning of another. Just heat and light and the low hum of insects hidden in the dry grass. He shifted his weight from one foot to the other, and the dust beneath his sneakers let out a soft, granular sigh.

He knelt in the dust, the dry earth puffing up around his sneakers, and picked up his baseball. It had rolled to a stop against a flattened dandelion, its yellow crown long since faded to a dry puff of white. He brushed a stubborn bit of grit off the ball's side with his thumb, feeling the familiar raised seams beneath his skin. The leather was warm—almost hot—from lying in the sun. He tossed it up, a short, easy arc, and caught it clean. The motion was automatic by now—a rhythmic, grounding loop that stilled the restless energy humming in his chest. One more toss. One more catch. The impact stung his palm just enough to feel real.

The Peach Creek Sluggers.

That was the name that had come to him last night, scribbled onto a jagged scrap of notebook paper while the soft, steady whir of his ceiling fan cut through the midnight stillness. He had written it down twice, crossing out the first version because the S looked more like a G. Then he'd sat there in the dark, the paper balanced on his knee, repeating the name under his breath until it stopped sounding strange and started sounding like something that could actually exist. It was a team that didn't yet exist, at least not beyond the borders of his own imagination. But as he stood there in the quiet of the cul-de-sac, he could already see them: a ragtag line of kids with dusty knees and grass-stained jeans. There were no crisp uniforms or professional sponsors in this vision, just raw heart and the frantic energy of a summer with nothing to lose.

He pictured them all lined up in the center of The Dirt Patch—his team—erupting into cheers after every catch and wearing wide, gap-toothed grins even when the ball zipped past them into the weeds. He imagined the smaller kids tripping over their own feet and popping right back up, laughing before anyone else could. He imagined the older kids pretending not to care but showing up anyway, leaning against the fence with their arms crossed until the game pulled them in. He could almost hear the phantom chatter of the infield—hey batter batter—and the satisfying thwack of leather meeting cork.

He wasn't sure who would actually make the roster yet, or who would even show up once the word got out. His stomach tightened at the thought of walking up to someone's front door and explaining the whole thing from scratch. What if they laughed? What if they just said no and closed the screen door? The logistics were still a blur of "maybe" and "if." He didn't have a schedule. He didn't have a rulebook. He didn't even have a second base, just a scuffed-up lunch tray someone had left in the alley last summer.

But as he tucked the ball into his pocket and looked toward the houses lining the street, he knew exactly where to start. His eyes settled on the green bungalow at the end of the block, where a plastic wading pool had been deflated and left half-hidden under the front bushes. That was where Kevin lived. Kevin, who could catch anything thrown his way and who never once complained about chasing a foul ball into Mrs. Garvey's rose bushes. He stepped forward, and the dry grass crackled under his shoes like the first page of a brand-new book.

Scouting the Neighborhood  

Dante wiped a bead of sweat from his forehead with the back of his glove, the stiff leather scratching against his skin. He held still for a moment afterward, letting the faint sting settle, then dragged the glove across his jaw just to feel something other than the clinging humidity. The leather left a faint, brassy taste in the air near his mouth—old dirt, old swings, the ghost of every practice packed into the creases. He straightened his back, feeling a dull ache from the crouch, and began scanning the neighborhood from his habitual spot behind home plate. His knees popped softly, one then the other, and he flexed his fingers inside the glove to chase away the stiffness.

From this vantage point, Peach Creek Estates looked like a pristine model suburb that someone had left out in the sun just a little too long—the colors slightly too vivid, the air shimmering with a heavy, stagnant heat. The streets curved lazily past houses with freshly painted siding and identical concrete driveways, every lawn manicured to a sharp, unnatural edge. Up close, though, the illusion frayed. A few driveways had thin cracks spreading from the corners like dark veins. One gutter sagged slightly under its own weight. Nothing major. Just enough to remind you that people actually lived here, that the perfection was a performance. The whole place felt eerily hushed, as if the neighborhood itself were holding its breath, waiting for the first crack of a bat to break the silence.

Across the way, Mrs. Henderson was tending to her garden. She moved with a slow, rhythmic precision, watering her marigolds while her wide-brimmed sunhat dipped and rose, making her look like a majestic, feeding bird lost in the greenery. Dante watched the water arc from the spout—thin, silvery, catching the light in a way that made him squint. He could almost smell the wet soil from here, that dark, crumbly scent mixed with the sharper tang of fertilizer. Near the cul-de-sac, two younger kids pedaled their bikes in slow, wobbling circles. The rhythmic, metallic squeak of their ungreased chains carried faintly on the breeze, a sharp contrast to the low, distant rumble of a delivery van navigating the far end of the street. Dante found himself counting the squeaks without meaning to—one, two, pause, one, two—a nervous habit his father had always teased him about. He watched the van’s tires crunch over bits of loose gravel, the sound echoing off the garage doors like tiny, staccato pops. A dog barked somewhere behind a fence, three sharp barks, then nothing.

He shifted his weight, the dirt crunching beneath his cleats, and rolled his shoulders to loosen the tightness that had settled there. The afternoon pressed down on him like a second skin, thick and unbroken. No breeze worth naming. Just the occasional soft exhale of air that moved the heat around without cooling anything. But what truly caught his eye wasn’t the domestic tableau or the passing traffic. It was the narrow, shadowed gap between two houses where a worn dirt path snaked toward the creek—the unofficial territory where the older kids drifted once the school bell fell silent. The entrance was half hidden behind a neighbor’s overgrown rose bush, thorns catching the light like small hooks. You had to know it was there. Dante knew it like he knew the weight of the bat in his hands.

His grip tightened instinctively on the bat’s handle. The wood felt dry against his palm through the glove, the grain worn smooth from use. He’d bet there’d be someone tossing a ball back there right now; someone else who felt the same restless itch in their nerves, unable to sit still in the afternoon sprawl. He imagined the soft thump of a baseball landing in a mitt, that particular sound that never came through on television the right way—denser, more final. He imagined the easy rhythm of it, the way the world narrowed down to just the throw and the catch and nothing else.

“First pitch of the summer,” he whispered. The words felt heavy in the humid air, spoken half to himself and half to the ghostly, cheering audience that still lingered in the corners of his imagination. A flush crept up the back of his neck, not from the heat this time, but from the small embarrassment of talking to no one. He cleared his throat quietly, as if someone might have heard. He could almost hear the phantom roar of a crowd over the sound of the wind—except there was no wind, and the crowd had never been real. Just the echo of every game he’d ever watched, every highlight, every late-night replay when he should have been sleeping. “Let’s see if anyone is playing catch.”

He held his breath for a second, listening. Nothing came back. Just the distant squeak of the bikes and the hiss of Mrs. Henderson’s watering can. But the silence didn’t feel empty. It felt like waiting.

He slung the heavy wooden bat over his shoulder, the weight a familiar comfort against his collarbone. The wood settled into the groove it had worn there over hundreds of afternoons. After stuffing the scuffed baseball deep into his pocket—feeling the raised seams press against his thigh, each ridge a tiny anchor—he stepped away from the plate and started walking toward the path. His cleats scraped against the baked dirt, leaving shallow furrows behind him. A few paces in, he reached down without thinking and touched the baseball through the fabric of his pocket, just to make sure it was still there. It was. It always was. His shadow stretched long and thin behind him, reaching back toward home plate like it wanted to stay, but Dante kept walking, eyes fixed on the gap between the houses, the dark mouth of the path, and whatever—or whoever—might be waiting in the shade.

Down the Sidewalks of Summer  

The pavement radiated a relentless, heavy heat, warming the soles of Dante's sneakers until he could practically feel the rubber softening against the asphalt. With every few steps, a fresh chorus of cicadas screeched from the depths of hidden maples, filling the stagnant air with that familiar, jagged electrical buzz. It was a soundtrack he’d grown up with—a dry, persistent noise that told him everything was alive out here, simmering and waiting under the oppressive weight of the sun. The noise rose and fell in waves, as if the insects themselves were taking turns, and Dante found himself walking in rhythm with the pauses, his feet falling exactly when the buzz swelled back to full volume.

He passed the perimeter of the Thompson’s yard, where the air grew thick with the heavy, mouth-watering whiff of charcoal smoke and seared fat. Somewhere behind the privacy of their cedar fence, a radio was tinny and distant, pulsing with an upbeat song that felt like the very essence of summer. The scent hit him squarely, making Dante’s stomach let out a hollow rumble; he’d skipped breakfast in his frantic rush to get out the door before the day slipped away. For a second, he slowed, imagining burgers sweating under a metal grill lid, the hiss of a forgotten hot dog splitting open on the grate. He wiped a bead of sweat from his temple, pushing the hunger aside. Now wasn’t the time for food. Now was the time to find teammates. The thought steadied him, gave his feet a purpose again, and he picked up his pace, leaving the smoky aroma behind like a distant memory.

As he walked, he swept a restless hand across the top of a manicured hedge. He felt the coarse, dusty leaves scratch against his fingertips, a sharp tactile reminder of the reality of the morning, and tried to visualize the roster he needed to build. The leaves gave way too easily, brittle from weeks without rain, and a few small brown fragments stuck to his palm. He brushed them off against his shorts, not really noticing, already deep in the calculations turning over in his head. Who was reliable? Who would show up when it mattered? He started ticking names off on his fingers, his lips moving slightly, counting without sound.

Jamal was the obvious first choice—the kind of kid who seemed to hover an inch above the dirt, easily the fastest runner at school. Dante pictured Jamal rounding third base, his arms pumping, his face a mask of pure, unbothered focus. Then there was Ellie Tran from just a few houses down; she threw a ball with a terrifying, pinpoint precision that Dante had never seen matched. He found himself smiling at the mental image—Ellie standing resolute on a makeshift mound, her cap pulled so low it shadowed her eyes, silently daring the world to blink before she let the leather fly. He could almost hear the smack of the ball hitting a glove, that percussive, final sound that ended every argument at the plate. Who else? He hesitated on a third name, his fingers hovering mid-count. Marcus was strong but unreliable. Lena had the arm but not the focus. The decision would have to wait.

Every heavy step onto the scorched pavement felt like the opening lines of a story being written in real-time. The cracks in the asphalt were familiar—he could have walked this route blindfolded, his feet remembering every raised edge and sunken dip from a thousand summer treks before this one. But today felt different. Today, each crack seemed like a marker, a small milestone on a road that stretched further than he could yet see. A car drifted past, windows down, the driver’s hand resting lazily on the door, and the brief wash of wind smelled like air freshener and hot upholstery. Dante barely glanced up.

He didn’t know yet that the coming months would be defined by the sting of scraped knees, the splintering crack of broken bats, and dugout arguments that felt more like genuine heartbreak than simple sport. He had no way of knowing that winning would eventually turn out to mean something much different, and much more difficult, than the simple tally he imagined now. That thought was somewhere far ahead of him, buried in weeks he hadn’t yet lived. For now, there was only the heat on his neck, the faint smell of someone else’s dinner cooking, and the weight of the bat in his grip.

All he knew, standing at the edge of the sleepy, shimmering suburb with a cracked bat gripped in his hand and a dream far too big for his pocket, was that the first pitch had already been thrown. The game was in motion, the air was electric, and this was only the beginning. He rolled his shoulders back, took a long breath of the thick, heavy air, and stepped forward again. Somewhere up ahead, a screen door clapped shut. Somewhere else, a dog barked twice and fell silent. And Dante kept walking, because the game didn't wait, and neither would he.
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two – the motley crew
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The Rollins’ Backyard 

The recruitment trail began at the quiet, far end of the cul-de-sac, where the afternoon sunlight spilled across familiar lawns like thick, warm syrup. It was that specific gold of late May, heavy and rich, the kind of light that seemed to coat everything in a thin layer of honeyed memory. The air carried the unmistakable, intoxicating scent of early summer—charcoal smoke curling lazily from backyard grills, the sharp, sweet-green tang of freshly cut grass clinging to the breeze, and somewhere nearby, the rhythmic, metallic hiss of a sprinkler trying to complete its arc before a neighborhood kid darted through the spray. Dante’s sneakers scuffed the sun-bleached sidewalk, the rubber soles catching on tiny pebbles and grit with every other step. A loose lace tapped against his ankle in a steady, absent rhythm. He could almost taste the coming season on the back of his tongue: a heady blend of freedom, mischief, and a faint hint of adventure carried upward on the rising heat of the pavement. Somewhere two blocks over, a screen door slammed shut, then another, as the suburbs began to stir from its late-afternoon lull. This was the hour when everything felt possible, when the long stretch of summer break still lay ahead like an unwritten playbook.

At the corner, where the sidewalk buckled under the roots of an ancient oak, Dante paused. He hooked his thumbs through the belt loops of his shorts and surveyed the neighborhood like a general scanning a battlefield before the first skirmish. The Rollins’ backyard was impossible to miss, a sprawling kingdom of organized chaos that sprawled across two full lots at the bend in the road. A sagging wooden fence leaned at a tired angle, suggesting decades of stray baseballs and rogue basketballs had gone sailing over its slats, leaving the timber bruised and permanently off-kilter. A blue plastic cooler sat in its familiar, permanent place near the scarred picnic table—a reliable landmark of endless suburban summers, its lid slightly ajar as if it had been raided recently and not quite properly closed. A stray paper plate, still stained with greyish grease from some earlier meal, fluttered across the patchy lawn like a defeated kite caught in a low draft before coming to rest against a deflated soccer ball half-hidden in the weeds. A rusted bicycle lay on its side near the back porch, one tire spinning slowly in the breathless air, and somewhere in the distance, the low thrum of a lawnmower idled before coughing back to life.

And there he was. Griff “Brick” Rollins. He was exactly where Dante had expected him to be, anchored to the earth as if he had his own gravitational pull, a fixed point around which the rest of the chaotic yard seemed to orbit. He hadn't moved from his usual spot in the past three summers, as far as Dante could remember, and he probably wouldn't move from it until the streetlights flickered on and his mother called him in for dinner.

Brick sat hunched over the cooler like a weary sentry guarding a cache of stolen treasure, his massive frame casting a long shadow across the dry grass. His elbows were planted firmly on his knees, thick as tree branches, and a precarious stack of ham sandwiches rested at his side, wrapped in crinkled wax paper as though they’d been issued to him as rations for an upcoming siege. Three sandwiches, Dante counted—no, four, with a fifth already half-demolished in Brick's grip. The boy was enormous in the way teenage boys sometimes are when their bodies forget to send the stop signals to their bones—thick-armed, broad-shouldered, barrel-chested, and built like the neighborhood’s first line of defense against any marauding soccer ball, runaway dog, or ill-advised tagger who wandered too far down the cul-de-sac. His legs stretched out in front of him, planted wide, and his faded t-shirt—once blue, now washed to a soft grey—strained ever so slightly across his back. His cheeks puffed with the effort of a massive bite; his jaw worked with mechanical precision, grinding and shifting, while his eyes scanned the yard with the slow, steady vigilance of a bear who had learned not to trust the quiet. He looked wary, as if another sandwich might launch a surprise attack at any moment from behind the grill or the overturned tricycle near the fence. A thin sheen of sweat gleamed along his neck, catching the low-hanging sun in dull, golden halos, and a small mosquito circled lazily near his ear without him seeming to notice.

Dante grinned to himself, watching the spectacle from the shade of the oak tree, one hand resting on the rough bark. He’s the wall, he thought with a surge of tactical pride, watching Brick take another monumental bite. Nothing gets past a kid who considers a triple-decker sandwich a mere light snack. Nothing gets past a kid who treats lunch like a contact sport.

He pushed off from the tree and moved forward, letting his feet crunch deliberately on a patch of dried leaves to announce his arrival. He leaned one shoulder against the fence, casual and easy, the way you approached a half-wild animal you'd known your whole life. The wood felt radiatingly warm through his thin shirt, and flakes of old white paint speckled his forearm like dry snow, flaking off in small curved chips where his skin pressed against the grain. “Hey, Brick,” he called out, letting a streak of amusement roll through his tone, the kind of teasing that only worked between old friends. “Summer officially started about ten minutes ago. You ready to be the best catcher in Peach Creek, or are you planning on eating your way through June first and calling that your training regimen?”

Brick looked up mid-bite, the sandwich frozen halfway to his mouth, a dab of mayonnaise glistening at the corner of his lips. His round, friendly face lit up like a sudden sunrise as recognition cracked through his concentration—the heavy-lidded警惕 dissolving into something warmer and younger. He swallowed with a visible, heroic effort, his Adam's apple bobbing dramatically, nearly choking on a surge of pure enthusiasm that seemed to catch him off guard. He thumped his chest once with a closed fist, coughed, and then broke into an unguarded, toothy grin that crinkled the corners of his eyes.

“Only if the catcher gets a folding chair to sit on between innings, Dash,” Brick’s voice rumbled, a deep sound that was half-laughter and half-undisputed statement of fact, the kind of voice that carried across a football field without needing to shout. He wiped his mouth with the back of a meaty hand, leaving a small smear of mustard across his knuckles. “And I’m gonna need a bigger mitt this year. This old one I’ve got is starting to feel like a porcelain tea coaster against my palm. My hand's still bruised from last August, and you know it.”

“You’d complain if they gave you a professional-grade trampoline for a glove,” Dante shot back, finally stepping through the open gate. The hinges gave a long, theatrical squeal of protest that seemed to echo through the quiet neighborhood, a sound so familiar it might as well have been the Rollins' family bird call. The gate swung shut behind him with a soft thud, and he walked across the lumpy grass, stepping over a garden hose coiled like a sleeping snake. “C’mon, man. You know the deal. A catcher isn't just another player on the field; he’s the anchor in the middle of the entire storm. He’s the general. The quarterback of the infield. The guy who sees the whole battlefield while everyone else is looking at the pitcher.”

Brick chuckled, the sound vibrating in his chest like a distant truck rumbling down a country road. He set down the remainder of his sandwich on the wax paper with exaggerated care, as if pausing a sacred ritual. “You mean I’m the guy who has to catch the 80-mile-an-hour fastballs in the dirt so everyone else can look cool and keep their jerseys clean,” he said, shaking his head slowly. “I’m the one going home with pebble-burns on my knees and dirt in every possible place dirt should never be.”

“Exactly,” Dante said, biting his lip to hide a widening grin. He crossed his arms over his chest and rocked back on his heels, letting the silence stretch just long enough. “You’ve got the reflexes for it. And let’s be honest, you’ve definitely got the size to keep the runners from even thinking about sliding into home. You're like a barn door in a baseball uniform, Brick. Nobody's crashing through you.”

“That’s just polite talk for ‘you block out the sun and the umpire, huh?’” Brick asked, his eyes twinkling with the slow burn of someone who knew exactly what he was worth and didn't need to brag about it. He leaned back on his hands, the cooler creaking beneath his weight, and looked up at Dante through squinted eyes.

Dante shrugged, his expression turning mock-contemplative, his gaze drifting toward the sky as if calculating something far more complicated than a simple baseball roster. “Maybe a little,” he admitted. “Maybe more than a little. But I’ll take a total solar eclipse over dropped pitches any day of the week. You block the plate, you own the game. That's just science, Brick. Basic baseball science.”

Brick snorted, a loud, unrefined sound that sent a small puff of air through his nose. He smeared a stray dot of yellow mustard from his thumb onto his cargo shorts without looking, adding to a constellation of old stains that told the history of a dozen summers. His eyes softened, the last of the skepticism melting into the kind of loyalty that didn't need to be put into words—the kind that came from three years of backing each other up in the dirt, from stolen bases and close calls at home, from losses that stung and wins that tasted like Gatorade and cheap pizza. “Alright, Dash,” he said quietly, almost gently. “If you’re really crazy enough to do this again—down at The Dirt Patch, right?—then I’m in. You know I’m always in. But you’d better start thinking about the logistics. I expect high-quality snacks at every practice. None of that stale cracker nonsense from last time. I want the good stuff. Cookies. Maybe those little fruit pies if your mom's feeling generous.”

Dante extended his hand, his face suddenly turning mock-serious, his eyebrows drawing together in an expression of solemn, theatrical gravitas. He held his palm out flat, waiting. “Sandwiches on game days,” he pledged. “A fresh stack, every time, wrapped in wax paper just the way you like them. That’s a captain’s promise, Brick. I stake my reputation on it.”

When Brick’s massive, calloused hand engulfed his own, the grip warm and firm and unquestionably solid, Dante felt the weight of the upcoming season finally settle into place. He felt it click down through his arm and into his chest, a reassuring pressure, like a first base bag firmly planted in the familiar, sun-baked dust of their home field. The team was starting to breathe. One down. Eight more to go. And for the first time all spring, Dante let himself believe they might actually have a shot.

The Tran Porch 

The Tran residence occupied a strategic midpoint on Willow Lane, positioned just deep enough into the neighborhood that the frantic clatter of the main thoroughfare faded into a muffled, distant hum—the kind of sound you notice only when you stop to listen for it. Here, at this particular bend in the road, the world seemed to exhale a long, slow breath it had been holding since morning rush hour. The porch was a study in deliberate geometry: a precise square of white-painted wood, scrubbed so clean by Mrs. Tran’s weekly ritual that its surface caught the afternoon light like a shallow pan of still water. Along the railing, spaced with the exactness of a military formation, a disciplined infantry of terracotta pots held lush herbs in various stages of fragrant growth. The air didn't just drift here; it arrived sharpened and purposeful, carrying distinct layers of scent—the cool bite of crushed mint, the warm peppery punch of basil, and trailing behind them both, a lingering, citrus-sweet whisper of lemon verbena that seemed to hover in place long after you’d walked past. High above, suspended from the porch ceiling by chains worn smooth by years of humidity, a heavy ceiling fan churned the thick summer air with a rhythmic, low-frequency thrum that harmonized perfectly with the persistent, buzzing drone of hidden cicadas tucked somewhere in the overgrown hedges bordering the yard.

Nova “Heat” Tran was a fixture of that stillness, as much a part of the porch as the fan or the pots or the scrubbed white boards beneath her feet. She sat cross-legged on the top step, her elbows anchored firmly to her knees, her posture so fixed she might have been carved from the same wood. Her chin-length dark hair fell forward in a sharp, unbroken curtain, casting a precise veil of shadow across her eyes as she tracked a single, frantic fly circling a potted marigold with desperate, looping figure-eights. She possessed the unnerving gravity of someone who had finished their internal calculations long ago—who had measured distances, angles, trajectories, and outcomes before anyone else had even thought to ask the question. Behind her, the screen door groaned on its aging springs—a rhythmic creak-snap followed by the slap of the wooden frame—as her younger brother sprinted in and out of the house on some frantic, self-important errand that likely involved a lost toy or a forgotten snack. But Nova didn't flinch. She didn't blink. She remained an island of absolute focus in a sea of domestic motion, her attention locked on that fly as though it were the only moving object in the entire neighborhood.

Dante slowed his pace as he reached the edge of the property, instinctively kicking at a stray pebble to break the silence, to announce his presence without having to speak first. To him, Nova had always been a living paradox: a girl who was fundamentally quiet yet undeniably fierce, as methodical as a clock but as unpredictable as a lightning strike on a clear day. She was a ghost in the local legends of the neighborhood, the subject of whispered conversations at the park and awed murmurs during pickup games. She never boasted about her accuracy—not once, not ever—because she simply didn't have to. The results spoke with a clarity she refused to use, a confidence so absolute it required no translation. He vividly remembered last July, standing at the edge of Mrs. Ellison’s overgrown yard on a day so hot the asphalt shimmered like water. He had watched Nova flick a smooth stone across the expanse of neglected grass, her wrist snapping with a motion so quick his eyes almost missed it. The stone had flown in a flat, true line, clipping the edge of a discarded juice box sitting on the far fence rail. That impact alone would have been impressive enough for most people, but Nova wasn't most people. The collision sent the plastic cap spinning through the air, end over end, rising in a lazy arc before dropping—with a hollow, satisfying thud—directly into the exact center of a recycling bin standing ten feet away from the fence. She hadn't cheered. She hadn't raised her arms. She hadn't even looked around to see if anyone had witnessed the feat. She had simply blinked once, that calm, steady gaze never wavering from the spot where the cap had disappeared, and then she had walked away as though she’d done nothing more remarkable than opening a door.

“The quiet ones always bring the fire,” Dante muttered to himself, barely moving his lips, a private acknowledgment of the intensity he knew she kept coiled behind her ribs like a spring wound too tight. She’s got the arm of a seasoned pro and the poker face of a marble statue, he thought, bracing himself for whatever response—or lack of response—might come. He had learned long ago that approaching Nova required a particular kind of courage, the kind that accepted silence as an answer and stillness as a conversation.

“Nova,” he called out, coming to a halt at the base of the stairs. The sun beat down on his shoulders, white-hot and unforgiving, reflecting brilliantly off the polished porch rail in a glare that made him squint. He lifted one hand to shield his eyes. “We’re putting a crew together down at The Dirt Patch. We’re building something real this time—not just summer games, not just throwing for the sake of throwing. But we’re missing the center. We need a pitcher who can freeze a batter in the box just by looking at them. Someone who doesn't flinch when the count goes full. Someone who wants the ball with the game on the line.” He paused, letting the weight of his words settle into the humid air between them. “That’s you, Nova. It’s always been you.”

For several long, stretched heartbeats, Nova was a statue in every sense of the word. Her chest rose and fell in slow, even rhythms. The curtain of dark hair across her eyes didn't stir. The fly dipped low, buzzing dangerously close to the bright orange petals of the marigold, its wings catching the light in brief, electric flashes. And then Nova’s finger twitched. It was a micro-movement, smaller than a breath, a blur of pure intent that sent the insect spiraling away in panicked, zigzagging retreat. Only then did she rise, her bare feet making absolutely no sound against the sun-warmed boards, as though she had learned to walk without disturbing the air around her. With a slow, deliberate grace that felt less like a simple movement and more like a sacred ritual performed a thousand times before, she stepped toward the porch swing hanging from the ceiling beams at the far end of the porch. Draped over the wooden armrest, waiting exactly where she had left it the night before, was a baseball glove that looked as though it had survived a century of seasons, a century of catches, a century of silent afternoons just like this one. Its leather was a map of deep cracks and softened ridges, darkened by sweat and dirt and countless hours of sun exposure, each crease a silent record of victories that required no headlines, no trophies, no witnesses beyond the girl who wore it. She picked it up with both hands, tenderly brushing a microscopic fleck of dust from the webbing with her thumb, as though the glove were a living thing deserving of respect.

Nova looked at him then—truly looked, not glanced or glimpsed but fixed him with those steady, unreadable eyes from behind the curtain of dark hair—and gave a single, sharp nod. It was a wordless contract, more binding than any spoken oath, more final than any signed paper. She would be there. She would pitch. She would bring the fire.

Dante felt the tension drain from his chest in a long, slow exhale he hadn't realized he'd been holding. His breath finally hitched into a relieved grin, the kind that starts small at one corner of the mouth and spreads until it reaches his eyes. “Knew you’d say yes,” he said softly, acknowledging the silent understanding that had passed between them without a single syllable of negotiation. “See you at The Dirt Patch at sunset. Don’t be late.” He turned, already planning his route back through the neighborhood to spread the news, already imagining the look on the other players' faces when they heard that Nova “Heat” Tran had finally agreed to take the mound.

She blinked once, slowly, and for a fleeting second—no longer than the time it takes a hummingbird's wing to beat—the corners of her mouth twitched upward. It was the ghost of a smile, barely there, gone before Dante could be certain it had ever existed at all. But he had seen it. Or he thought he had. And as he turned to walk away down the sun-drenched sidewalk, the rhythmic creak-groan of the porch swing started up behind him, swinging back and forth with a steady, metronomic beat, as if marking the countdown to the evening's first pitch, as if measuring the seconds until Nova would walk onto that dusty diamond and remind everyone why legends like hers never needed to be spoken aloud to be believed.

The Corner Store 

The local corner store had never felt the need for a proper name, or perhaps the town had simply forgotten it decades ago. To the neighborhood, it was just "the store," a universal landmark that required no further explanation, as if the building itself had existed so long that it had become less of a business and more of a natural feature—like a large oak tree or a crooked mailbox that everyone used as a meeting point without thinking twice about it. Its windows, coated in a fine layer of seasonal grit, acted as a graveyard for faded memories. There were posters for last year’s county fair, their corners curled inward like dying leaves, and flyers for missing cats that had likely returned home years ago, their owners long since having given up hope or simply moved away without bothering to take the paper down. A handwritten sign advertised a lawnmower repair service that no longer answered its phone, and beneath it, someone had taped a crayon drawing of a smiling sun, probably left behind by a child who had grown taller and forgotten they ever made it.

Near the entrance, the heavy, savory scent of fryer oil hung in the stagnant air like a thick curtain, welcoming—or warning—anyone who dared to cross the threshold. It was the kind of smell that clung to your clothes long after you left, following you home like a stray dog that refused to be shooed away. The bell overhead didn’t offer a cheery chime; instead, it let out a jagged, metallic rattle that sounded more like a dry cough than an announcement, as though the door itself was tired of being opened and wanted nothing more than to be left alone for a few decades of well-deserved rest.

Inside, the atmosphere was thick with the hum of old machinery. Rows of flickering fluorescent lights overhead buzzed in a discordant symphony, painting the narrow aisles in a shade of tired, clinical white that made everything look slightly sickly—the potato chip bags seemed paler than they should have been, and the cardboard boxes of instant noodles appeared to have been drained of all color years ago. The constant, low-frequency murmur of a reach-in refrigerated drinks case provided the only soundtrack to the quiet afternoon, a deep mechanical breathing that sounded like the store itself was sleeping with one eye open. Ice cream freezers rattled in the corner like old men grumbling about the weather, and somewhere in the back, a soda machine occasionally coughed out a drop of condensation, the faint plink landing on the tile floor with the finality of a period at the end of a very long sentence.

Deep in the heart of the snack aisle—where the air was perpetually seasoned with the scent of corn dust and artificial cheese powder, a smell that could only be described as aggressively beige—stood Jace “Chili” Ramirez, currently engaged in the loudest
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