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CHAPTER ONE
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“New Town”

––––––––
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“Here it is,” Eve Reed said as they crossed into the city limits.

Cassie didn’t wanna look.  She knew she’d hate it.  She still didn’t understand why they had to move.  Especially so far up north.  They were now hours and hours away from the Twin Cities, away from all of her friends, away from the shopping malls, away from everything to live in the middle of nowhere.

Besides, her Mom couldn’t even wait to move until after summer break.  Cassie missed out on this year’s summer league softball.  Two years in a row, their team came in first.

She wondered if they even knew what softball was up here.

The green city sign read:

HARMONY SPRINGS

POP. 1,156

Cassie can’t remember the last town they drove through.  Detroit Lakes, she thought.  No, there were others, but they were tiny.  Really, really tiny.  “Blink and you’ll miss towns,” as her Dad, Eddie, used to say.

As she thought about her Dad, she clutched the softball glove tight against her chest.  She closed her eyes, a single tear streaming down her cheek.

“I miss him too,” Eve said, placing a hand on her daughter’s shoulder.

“Why did we have to move?” Cassie finally asked, looking out at the new town they now had to call home.

“We talked about this before-”

“But Grandma Mildred said something about Dad having decent life insurance and that it would be enough to live on.  I don’t know what a mortgage is, but Uncle Mitch even said after the funeral that it would be gone and it would leave you with a nice nest egg.  I tried looking it up in the dictionary and the encyclopedia, but I still didn’t understand how money is like a bird’s nest.”

Eve pursed her lips.  “Yes.  What your Dad had left us could’ve given us a good living.  For a while.  But living in the Cities was getting more and more expensive, and my job didn’t pay enough.  I know this money talk is hard for you to understand, Cassie, but wait ‘til you see the house.  I told you it had a big yard, didn’t I?  It’s much bigger than our old place.”

Of course.  Like a million times.  Ugh!

Harmony Springs looked like every other small town in northern Minnesota.  It had a gas station, a few stores with people’s names on them like Bob’s Grocery or Jill’s Sewing or Olson’s Tire And Repair.  If they were lucky, they’d have a Dairy Queen or an A&W restaurant.

Up ahead, just past the Cenex gas station, was a small white building with cars and kids’ bikes lined up in front of it.

“Is that a Tastee-Freez?” asked Cassie, sitting up a little to gain a better view.

“It looks like it, doesn’t it?”

Uncle Joe’s, it was called.  Its menu advertised burgers, fries, and ice cream cones.  A sign out front read:

TRY OUR NEW MILKSHAKES!

VANILLA!

CHOCOLATE!

STRAWBERRY!

The stores along Main Street were few in number, covering five or six blocks, with a Ben Franklin store on one end and an American Legion bar on the other.  Near the American Legion was Springs Theater.  The marquee read:

NOW SHOWING THIS WEEKEND!

THE KARATE KID

RATED PG

“Didn’t we see that movie last year?” asked Cassie.

“We did,” Eve said.  “But I think it takes movies a bit longer to get up here.”

“It only has one movie too.”  The theater near their old house played ten movies at once.  She had already seen The Karate Kid twice.  Her Dad wanted to take her, but the only way to get him there was with a wheelchair and a whole lot of muscle to get him in and out of the car.

Trees seemed to outnumber homes in Harmony Springs.  In the Cities, they didn’t have many trees where they lived.  Here, they were everywhere!

They turned by the school.  Both the elementary and high schools were in the same building.

Along the back were the baseball diamonds.

Cassie boosted herself up.  She clawed at the window crank.  “Mom!  Look!”  There was a game already in progress.  Her spikes were in the trunk.  She could wear her sneakers, but she was the new kid in town.  She had to impress them.

“Later, Cassie.  We need to get home and start unpacking first.”

She sighed.  “How much farther is it?”

The moving van arrived yesterday.  Everything was still in boxes, but she hoped her bike wasn’t buried too deep.  Otherwise, she’d have to run all the way to the game.

“Just a few more blocks,” Eve said.

“Do I have to unpack everything?”

Eve glanced over at her, then grinned.  “Once we get home, find your bike and go play.”

“You serious?”

Eve nodded.

“Thanks, Mom!”

“Oh, there it is.  Our new home.”

Cassie almost dropped her glove.  The house was twice the size of their old home, with a two-stall garage instead of one.  It even had a basement.  And the yard!  It was like . . . four or five times bigger than where they used to live.

Mom had to be lying when she said it was cheaper to live up here.  There was no way!

Cassie looked around at the other homes.  All were like their new home.

“Is the yard big enough for a ball game?” asked Eve.

“Are you kidding?  I could hit a ball without worrying about hitting another house.”  She’d still have to hold back a little.  She could hit quite far.

Her bike was a yellow and blue Huffy.  It was a boy’s bike, but she hated all the other girl’s bikes, with their skinny tires and banana seats and wide handlebars.  There weren’t many adventurous places to go at their old home, except for a stretch of sidewalk near Keri Wright’s house that they called the Forest Moon of Endor—from the last Star Wars movie that came out two years ago: Return of the Jedi.  She wondered how long it took that movie to get up here.  There were branches hanging over the sidewalk and they would go back and forth, dodging the branches while pretending to be chased by biker scouts.

There was also a park near Keri’s where they would play catch.  On their winning softball team, Keri was the pitcher and Cassie played either shortstop or left field.

I hope Keri gets to visit.

As soon as Eve parked in the driveway, Cassie leaped out.  Her Huffy was leaning against the front of the boxes.  She quickly switched her sneakers for spikes, then grabbed her glove and bat.

“Have fun!” Eve yelled as Cassie pedaled away.

“I will!”
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“Spikes Versus Sneakers”

––––––––
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Even though Harmony Springs was small, Cassie rode around for what felt like an hour before she found the ball diamonds.

She parked her bike with the other dozen bikes in the rack.  She started to loop her lock around the back tires, then noticed that none of the other bikes had locks.  And some bikes were nicer than her’s.  Oh, well.  She decided not to lock her’s up too, then jogged to the fence.  She laced her fingers through the chain links.  There were two diamonds, but only one game was being played.

“What inning?” she asked one of the boys leaning against the fence on the other side.

He glanced at her.  “Top of the ninth.”

“Who’s winning?”

He shrugged.  “Not really keeping score.”  Then, he grinned.  “But if we were, we are.  Visiting relatives?  Never seen you around before.”

“No, my Mom and I just moved here.”

“Oh.  Cool.  Where do you live?”

She pointed a thumb behind her.  “That way.  I think.  My Mom and I used to live in the Cities.”

“Where’s your Dad?”

“Hey, Marty, you’re up!” someone at home plate exclaimed.

The boy Cassie had been talking to boosted himself off the fence, grabbed an aluminum bat with red, white, and blue trim, and jogged up to the plate.  He let the first two go by as they were a little outside, then slammed the next one between the left and center outfielders.  He got to second.

The game soon ended and they decided to play one more.

“Can I play?” asked Cassie, coming around to the other side of the fence.

Marty waved her over.  “She’s on our team.”

“That’s not fair,” someone said.  “She has spikes.”

It was true.  She was the only one wearing spikes.  Everyone else had sneakers.

“Who cares if she has spikes,” another boy said.  “She’s a girl.  She can’t hit that far.”

She grinned.  We’ll see about that.

* * *
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It was the bottom of the second by the time she got up to bat.  With her trusty Worth bat in hand, she strode over to home plate.

“Come on in, guys,” a boy at shortstop said.  “She can’t hit that far.”

She almost burst out laughing when all of the outfielders came up to the baseline.  She tapped the end of her bat against the plate, then raised it over her shoulder.  She never rested it on her shoulder.  Her Dad taught her early on to never do that.  “Keep the bat off your shoulder,” he told her many times.  “You’ll get more power into your swing.  Watch the Major Leaguers.  They even put a little waggle in it as they prepare to swing.”

And waggle she did.

She couldn’t believe it.  Even the pitcher moved in.  She contemplated striking the ball right at him, but decided against it.  That wasn’t the impression she wanted to make here.  She had to go for a homer.

She struck the ball with enough force that the boy at shortstop dropped his glove as he watched the softball soar high over his head.  Even if the outfielders were in their usual spots, her hit would’ve given her at least a double, if not a triple.

With bases loaded, she got a line of cheers and claps as she ran the bases and easily got to home plate.

To keep the teams even, she sat out while the other team was at bat.  She didn’t mind.  She was still able to bat, which she did again in the third.  She claimed a double, seeing a weakness in their right fielder—he appeared to be more interested in the dandelions than the game.

At the top of the fourth, Marty told the others, “Cassie, take my spot this inning.”

She was over the moon.  Marty played shortstop.  Her favorite position!

Greg was the first at bat.  He was the one who told her that she couldn’t hit far and urged everyone to move up.  She studied his two practice swings, the angle of his shoulders, and the position of his feet.  It was going to be a grounder, right between her and third base.  She readied herself, inching her way to the right.

He hit exactly where she predicted.  The ball bounced once.  She caught it, then threw a line drive to first base.

“Out!”

Greg threw the helmet on the ground.  “It’s those spikes!  Told you this game wouldn’t be fair!”

“Even if we gave you a ten point lead, we’d still win,” the pitcher said.

“Still not fair.”

Then, her team proceeded to tease him in a higher feminine voice.  “Oh, it’s not fair.  Not fair.  Oh, she has spikes.  She’s a girl.  It’s not fair.”

One of the older boys on the other team ordered them to stop, and then said, “Come on, Greg, it’s just a game.  Don’t be such a sore loser.  We’ll just have to do better.  Just wait until we’re in high school and we have to play the bigger towns like Thief River Falls, Detroit Lakes, and East Grand Forks.”
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CHAPTER THREE
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“Slices Of Goodness”

––––––––
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“Good game,” Cassie said to the other team members as they filed past her and her winning team.  In the end, they won by three runs—she hit another homer, aiming at the right fielder, with bases loaded.

“Thanks for letting me play,” she said to Marty.

“No problem.  Wanna get some pizza with us?”

She didn’t have any money on her.  She didn’t think she’d need any or else she would’ve stuffed a buck or two in her sock.

“It’s okay if you don’t have any money,” he said.  “We all just pitch in what we have.  Besides, Mason’s parents own Pizza Slice.”  He grinned.  “They give us a deal.”

“Who’s Mason?”

Marty whispered, “The other team’s right fielder.”  He chuckled.  “His Dad makes him play.  Mason doesn’t even like sports.”

“I can tell.  Do . . . do you play softball often?”

“Of course.  The Jaycees put on a summer softball league,” he said.  “Every Thursday at five thirty, right here.  Eight teams play two games each week.  If you’re lucky, you get one of the diamonds.  Otherwise, they put down bases all around the rest of the field.”

She told him about the summer league she was in.

He peered down at the grass.

“The teams have already been chosen, haven’t they?” she asked.

He shrugged.  “Yeah.  And . . . well . . .  you play good.  Better than some of us.  It’s just that . . . well, there aren’t any girls that ever want to play.  God, I don’t know who to ask, to see if you can play.  Probably Ron.  He helps run the league.  We played our first game last week.”

“That’s okay.  Can I watch?”

Smiling, he told her that she could.  “I’m on the Twins.  We play the A’s and the Yankees this week.”

* * *
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Pizza Slice was a block from the theater.  It was crowded inside with kids, as was evident to the horde of bikes parked haphazardly outside.

To the right were the Pac-Man, Frogger, and Donkey Kong video games along with two pinball machines: Knight Rider and Flash Gordon.  Most of the tables were filled, kids gobbling up slices of pizza and pitchers of pop.

She sat with others from the team.  Honestly, the only ones she remembered were Marty, Mason, and Greg.  There was a Todd, a Kregg, a Bobby, three Mikes, two Erics, a Simon, a Ted (no, there were two Teds that she recalled), a Derek, two Scotts, two Ryans, and . . . well, after that she quit trying to remember.  It was going to take forever to remember everyone’s name.

A jukebox in the far corner was playing Van Halen’s Jump.

She grabbed a slice of pepperoni.  The cheese was so thick that she had to pull and pull and pull to get it all on her plate.  And even then there was a thin string of cheese leading to it, just like everyone else’s plate.

The crust was thin, cooked perfectly.

“Wow, this is better than any place down in the Cities,” she said truthfully.

“Don’t tell Mason or his parents this, but there’s a place in Roseau that’s even better,” a boy next to her said.  Ryan or Mike, she thought his name was.

“Oh, for sure,” said Marty.  “You can’t even eat it with your hands.  You have to use a fork.”

“Really?” she asked.

“So, where do you live?”

She froze, the slice halfway to her mouth.  She had no idea where she lived.  She could rattle off her old address, but here?  She wasn’t paying any attention to street names.

Shrugging, she told them in vague terms where it may be.

The boys all glanced around at each other, either thinking hard about where she lived or which slice they were going to grab next.

“It has a big field next to it too,” she said.

“Oh, you live in Ferguson’s old house,” one of the boys said.  She thought his name was Derek.  Or Matt.  God, school was going to be a nightmare.  And she hadn’t even met any girls yet.

“They’ve been trying to sell that house for months,” another boy said.

“Dad said they priced it too high.”

“No, it’s because it’s haunted.”

“It is not!  It’s because of the weirdo.”

This time, she leaned forward, popped the last piece of crust in her mouth, and asked about the weirdo.  But the way they looked at her, she was sure she sounded like Charlie Brown’s teacher.

She swallowed.  As she reached for another slice of pepperoni, she asked again about the weirdo.

Marty folded his pizza, suspended it over his plate, and said, “I don’t know if I’d call him a weirdo.”

“Oh, God, he sure is-”

“But he is a bit odd.  He rarely leaves the house during the day.  I heard Mom say once that he goes out of town to go shopping.  At night.”  When Marty heard others start to spout off stories about her neighbor, he stood up and hushed them.  “Remember, he helps out with our summer league.  He always has.  Pays for uniforms and equipment and stuff.  And not old, used stuff either.  Brand new stuff.”

“Why is that?” she asked.  Her neighbor sounded like a decent guy.

A new voice—one she recalled all too easily from their game—said from over her shoulder, “He’s an ex-Major League baseball player.”  Greg leaned over her and grabbed a slice of pepperoni.  “Signed a four-year contract but had to be cut after less than one.”

“Ah, I heard that too,” another boy said.

“Yeah, me too.”

“How long has he been in town?” she asked.

“Five years,” said Greg.  He gobbled half of the slice.  “I think.  Anyway, I heard he got kicked out ‘cause of some . . . sex thing.”

Cassie nearly dropped her pizza.  This couldn’t be true.  He would be in jail if that was true.

“Dad says he got injured when he was in the minors and then when he started playing in the Major League it got worse.”  This was from Mason, who came to the table armed with two full pitchers of Pepsi.  He set them on the table.  “So they let him go.”

No more was said about her neighbor as they refilled their glasses with fresh pop and ate the rest of the pizza.
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“Unpacking”

––––––––
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Thursday at five thirty.

She kept repeating the day and time of the summer softball league over and over again as she made her way home.

She didn’t recall going over a bridge before, but she must’ve since the school was on the other side of it.  The Clearwater River was shallow and clear, and flowed rather quickly.

Turning by the school and then riding past the ball diamonds, that was where she got lost.  Even though Harmony Springs was small, she still had no clue where she was.  Her new house didn’t border the river, so she kept traveling away from it to the east.  Nothing looked familiar.

She drove past houses, churches, apartment buildings, and even a small brick grocery store called Nelson’s East Side.  The store was long and narrow, with what appeared to be an apartment along the back half.

She hit the edge of town, and, feeling frustrated, turned back.  By the time she reached the ball diamonds again, she knew she was in trouble.

Tears welled up.  Her Mom would be upset if she didn’t come home by dark—she might already be upset since she had been gone so long.  She went down another block, slowly heading eastward, until she came to a dead end.

She stopped another block, peering down this road and that.

“You lost, miss?” a man asked, strolling out of a house on the corner.  “You new in town?”

“Yes, sir.  Just moved here.  Today.”  What was the name they mentioned at the Pizza Slice?  She couldn’t by right tell him that she moved next to the weirdo.

“You the ones who bought the old Ferguson house?”

That was the name.

She nodded.

The man grinned.  “Then you’re almost home.”  He pointed to the north.  “Go down there, turn right at the Lutheran church, and it’s another . . . two blocks and you should be home.  That’s a nice place your parents bought.  My son reshingled it . . . oh, about four years ago.  Tried to talk him into buying it, but he’s doing construction in Fargo and doesn’t want to move.”

“It’s just my Mom and I.  My Dad died February.”

Valentine’s Day, to be exact.

“Oh, I’m so sorry.”  The man held out a hand.  “Ray Wilson.  I run the Auto Value store here in town.”

They shook hands.

“Do you remember the way home?  Or do you need me to show you?”

“No, sir, I can remember.  Thank you.”

Not that she was afraid of Ray being a kidnapper or a killer or anything.  She was taught all about Stranger Danger many times before, and bad things can happen even in a small town.

“Well, if you get lost again, stop on by and I can give you a ride.  My wife might want to come along too.  Oh, she’ll be so happy to hear someone finally bought the Ferguson place.  It’s been sitting empty for far too long.”

Cassie was about to hop on her bike and ride away, but stopped.  “Why?  Is . . . is it haunted?”

She hated to ask such a question.

Even more so, she didn’t want to know the answer.

“Oh, Lord, no.  It’s just that we don’t get very many new people in town.”  Ray leaned against his mailbox.  “I knew when it first went on the market, and saw how much it was, that no one in town would be able to afford it.  Especially someone who didn’t already own a house.  It’s one of the nicer homes in town.  And that yard.  My Lord, it must take all day to mow it.”

The front door opened and a little red-haired lady stepped out.  “Ray!  Supper’s ready!”

* * *
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The directions Ray gave her were spot on.

“How was the game?” Eve asked, carrying in another box from the garage.

Cassie felt bad for not sticking around to help.

After telling her what had transpired, adding to the fact that she got lost in such a small town, Eve sat on one of the boxes.  “You remember my uncle Darrel and aunt Alana, right?  I’m sure you met them at the funeral.  Anyway, Darrel is a business consultant and they move all around the country, helping failing restaurants get back on their feet.  Whenever they move to a new city, they purposefully drive around and get lost.  It may take them hours to get back, but in the end they remember a lot of the sights.  I’ll bet when you ride back to the ball diamonds, you’ll know right where to go.  Hungry?”

Now she felt even worse.  She told her about the pizza place.

“Oh, good,” Eve said.  “I ate a peanut butter sandwich just before you got home.  I figured you’d be starving by now.”

They spent the next hour or so moving boxes from the garage and then unpacking them.  It amazed Cassie how much of her life fit in so few boxes.  Even when her Dad passed away, they took most of his clothes and gave them to Goodwill.  Three boxes.  That’s all it was.

But to be fair, when his health started deteriorating, they already got rid of a lot of stuff.

With most of her unpacking done, and the sun going down, she ran out to the large field next to the house, softball gear in hand.  Testing her batting skills, she discovered she could hit the ball from one corner to the next without the fear of hitting their house.

Then, as the thought of someone to play catch with her seemed to escape, she remembered seeing a hockey net in the garage.  She dragged it out to the middle of the field.  At first, she hit balls right at it, landing most of them inside the net, from a distance equal to a shortstop position.

One of her neighborhood friends back home, Molly, had a rebounding net.  She wished she had something like that right now.

Or, even better, she wished for someone to play with.

Just then, a heavy feeling in her chest caused her to stop.  She dropped the softball onto the grass.

Despite it being at least three years since her Dad was able to throw a ball to her, he still cheered her on from his wheelchair.
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[image: ]


“Rear Window”

––––––––
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Lou Gehrig’s Disease.

That was the fatal rare disease her Dad had.  Ironically, it was a disease named after a professional baseball player that brought him down.

It soon got so dark that she turned on the driveway floodlights.  They illuminated half of the field.

If Dad was here, he’d figure out a way to put lights on the side of the garage so I could play at night.

That’s when she noticed the upstairs window to the neighbor’s house behind theirs.  The light was on and a figure stood right in the middle.

“The weirdo,” she whispered.

Ignoring it for the moment, she kept throwing the ball into the net.  It was tedious to keep running back to the net, but what else was she supposed to do?  She kept on until the sky was completely dark, save for the stars.  Never in her life had she seen the stars so lit up.

Deciding to call it a night, she turned off the floodlights.

The figure in the upstairs window was gone.  Curtains were drawn in its place.

Her bedroom window also faced the backyard, which gave her the creeps.  She kept her light off and peered through the crack in the curtains at the weirdo’s house.  She had this feeling of being watched.

“You okay?”

The sound of her Mom behind her startled her.  She gasped, nearly falling over.

Eve turned on the bedroom light.

Cassie was on the verge of pleading with her to turn them off, but stopped herself.  What if she knew who the weirdo was and he . . . well, wasn’t a weirdo?  Besides, her bedroom curtains were closed.  No one could see inside, even if they were on a stepladder right outside her window.

“Yeah, I’m fine,” she said.

“What were you looking at?” Eve asked, striding over to the window.  She peered out.

“I . . . I just thought I saw someone looking out the neighbor’s window before,” she said.  She thought it best to come clean, in case Mom knew more than what she did.

“Oh.  Okay.”  Mom started back toward the door.

“Do you know who that is?”

“Our neighbor there?  Not yet.  While I was unpacking, Mrs. Gilbert from across the street came over with a casserole.  That’ll be supper tomorrow.  And a family, Greg and Debra Schmitz and their newborn boy Zack, came by to welcome us to the neighborhood.  They live two houses that way.”  She pointed to the east.  “You sure you’re okay?”

She nodded.

“Goodnight, Cassie.”

“Night, Mom.  Love you.  Oh, do we have plans for Thursday?  There’s a Jaycees softball league at five thirty.  Can we go?  Please.”

Her Mom grinned.  “Of course.  See?  I told you they played softball here.”

* * *
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Cassie opened box after box, sorting through clothes, pictures, books, trophies, and toys.  The latter amounted to a small collection of Barbie dolls, accessories for said dolls, board games, and puzzles.

In her Dad’s final year—yet she never knew it was his final year—when they weren’t playing ball outside, they’d sit at the kitchen table and play games.  They had so many board games that one wall in the basement started to look like the K-mart toy aisle.  Since he couldn’t move, she moved his pieces.

Then there were the puzzles.  At one time, they worked on a one-thousand piece puzzle for close to a month.

While she unpacked, she peeked out back every so often.  There was no sign of the weirdo.

She chowed down on a bowl of Cheerios, then grabbed her softball gear and ran outside.  But when she rounded the corner, she stopped, sliding a bit on the wet grass.

Next to the hockey net was a rebounding net.  Just like the one her friend Molly had.

The net looked brand new.  This one was better than Molly’s as it could be adjusted along the top and bottom for ground balls and pop flies.  But who . . .

She glanced at the weirdo’s house.  No sign of movement.  All of the curtains were still drawn.  Although there was a faint trail through the dew leading from the house to the net.

Moving the rebounding net on the other side of the hockey net, she threw a few balls at it.  Now she didn’t have to run up to the hockey net after each throw.  Then, she practiced her grounders.

She couldn’t wait for Thursday afternoon.  She didn’t know if she’d be able to play, as they’ve already chosen teams, but if she talked to the person in charge, she was certain they’d let her play.
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“Marley”

––––––––
[image: ]


By two, Cassie finally met a girl closer to her age.  A year or two younger, she guessed, given her smaller stature, but much closer than the toddlers who accompanied their parents to the house, to welcome them to Harmony Springs.

“You played with my brother yesterday,” Marley Spruce said.

Good Lord.  Out of the twenty or thirty boys she played softball with yesterday, who was her brother?  Although she looked oddly familiar.

“Marty, if you remember him.”  Marley tilted her head a little.  “Do you really play softball?”

“Of course,” said Cassie, wondering why Marley would even ask.  Cassie was in the field next to the house, tossing a softball at the rebounding net.  Then, a pang of excitement coursed through her.  “Do you?”  Too bad she only had one glove.

Marley shrugged.  “A little.  With Dad and Marty.  But I don’t really like sports.  Except swimming.  And that’s not much of a sport around here.  You been to the pool yet?”

“Didn’t even know there was one here.”

Marley rode the typical girl’s bike: pink with frillies on the handlebars, and a white banana seat.  Yuck!

“Sounds like Marty asked you to watch the games Thursday,” said Marley.  “You really going?”

Cassie said that she was.  She wanted to tell her that she’s bringing her glove, in case she’s able to play, but held back.

“Cool.  What grade you going into?”

“Sixth.”

“Awesome.  Us too.”

“Who’s us?”

Marley grinned.  “Marty and me.  We’re twins.”

“How can that be?  He’s like . . . way taller than you.”

“He has Dad’s height and I have Mom’s.  Mom teaches kindergarten.  Dad loves to tease her.  He tells her that kindergarten is the only grade she can teach because the kids are shorter than she is.”  She chuckled.  “Okay, she’s not that short, but short enough.”

And I thought Marty was at least a grade ahead of me.  Maybe two.

“Wanna go swimming?” asked Marley.

Cassie loved swimming.  Not quite as much as softball though.  In the Cities, the closest YMCA was twenty or so minutes away.

Besides, wasn’t swimming more of a winter sport?

When Cassie broached the question, Marley hopped on her bike.  “Not around here it isn’t.  Get your suit and I’ll show you.”

* * *
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The roar of laughter, along with the occasional whistle, echoed as they turned by Uncle Joe’s, heading toward the river.  A few blocks later, they emerged upon the city pool.

It was an outdoor pool, surrounded by a chain-linked fence.  It had a brick entrance building, painted white and blue.

There were as many kids sitting along the side of the pool, on beach towels, as there were in the pool.  They parked their bikes in one of the four long racks.

“Not locking your’s up?” asked Cassie as Marley started walking toward the building.

“What for?”

“What if someone steals it?”

Marley chuckled.  “Come on, city girl.  No one’s gonna steal your bike.”

Cassie looked around at the other bikes.  None had locks on them.  There was no way she would leave her bike unattended down in the Cities.

The pool entrance was manned by two older high schoolers, a boy and a girl.  The daily entrance fee was twenty-five cents, but when she passed her quarter over, the girl  asked, “Your name Cassie?”

“Yeah.  How did you know?”

The girl slid the quarter back, then took out a blue plastic square with the number 498 on it.  “Mrs. Trangsrud from the city office just called.  Your summer fee is paid for.”

Cassie took the square.  “Who . . . did my Mom pay for it?”

The girl shrugged.  “No idea.  Sew that onto your suit when you get home.”

They went into the dressing room.  Cassie noticed Marley had number twelve.

“It’s always a challenge to see who can get the lowest number,” Marley said, pointing to her own.  “Marty got eleven.”

“Who’s number one?”

“Jason Rice.  His brother Chad got number two.”

The pool was shaped like a capital T.  The longer edge went from three to five feet deep, while the bottom portion, where the two diving boards were, had a depth that plunged to twelve feet.  One of the boards was about two feet off the water.  The other was high.  Very, very high.  Cassie guessed it had to be at least twenty feet in the air.

And there was a line for both!

Marley introduced Cassie to a group of girls tanning themselves.  Again, Cassie tried to keep them straight.  There was Janice, Heather, Dawn, Linda, Shelly, Patty, and Erin.  Marley told them that she moved into the old Ferguson house.

That’s when she heard the murmurs of living next to the weirdo.

“Who’s that?” asked Cassie, acting as ignorant as she can, despite hearing all about it yesterday.

“My Dad said he used to be a baseball player, somewhere out west.  Giants, maybe.”  This was Heather speaking.  “But he said he got cut.  Got injured or something.  What do your parents do?”
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CHAPTER SEVEN
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“Max”

––––––––
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Cassie’s Mom was right.  She was starting to learn the layout of the town.  During her ride back home, she only got sidetracked twice.

And, of course, Marley was also right.  No one stole her bike.

She took a slight detour to go by the ball diamonds, but no one was there.  It didn’t surprise her.  All of the boys she met yesterday were probably at the pool.

After dressing back into jeans and a T-shirt—her Mom, Eve, was on the phone, and whatever conversation she was having appeared to be tense as she kept her tone low, and was laced with occasional profanity—she ran out to the yard, glove and ball in hand.  She’ll ask about the summer pool pass later.

A dozen throws at the rebounding net later, a tall, slender man slowly walked across the field toward her, coming from the direction of the weirdo’s house.  He wore a faded navy blue Minnesota Twins shirt.  He was around her Mom’s age, she guessed.

He held up a hand in greeting.  “Is the rebounding net working well for you, miss?” he asked.

“Did . . . did you give it to me?”

He nodded.  “I hope that was okay.  It looked like you were spending a lot of time running after the ball with the hockey net.”

Cassie thanked him, then asked how much it was.  She didn’t earn much allowance, but if there were extra chores that had to be done she’d get right on it.

“Just a little housewarming gift,” he said.  He pointed back at the weirdo’s house.  “Sorry if I spooked you last night.  It’s just that . . . I love to watch kids playing ball.  And you have a great talent for it.”

“My Dad taught me.”  Her stomach churned.  The weirdo didn’t look like a weirdo to her.  Now she felt embarrassed to think such things.

He grinned.  “He sounds like a great guy.”

“Yeah.  He . . . he was.”  She wiped her eyes.

“Oh, I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean to make you sad.”  He knelt in the grass.  He pulled a few blades.  “Something happen to him?  No, that’s okay.  You don’t have to answer.  You just met me.  My name is Max Coleridge.  If you want to practice sometime, if he’s not able to, I’d be more than willing to help you out.”

“You play ball?” she asked, then realized it was a stupid question.  Of course he played ball.

“My Mom always said I knew how to throw a ball before I could even walk and talk,” he said.  “My Dad taught me too.  Baseball was all I ever wanted to do.  Kinda wish all kids would give it a try.”

“What do you mean?”

He pointed at her.  “Girls, especially.  In some larger cities, there are girl teams.  Here, I don’t think any girls want to play at all.”

“Do you coach one of the Jaycees softball teams?”

Standing, he gestured for the ball.  She tossed it to him.  “So you heard about the Thursday night league?  Good.  You gonna try out?”

“I hope to.”

He threw the ball to her.  The force of it nearly ripped the glove out of her hand.  She started to toss it back, but he told her to throw it as hard as she could.

“But you don’t have a glove,” she said.

“I don’t need one.”

“You sure?”

Grinning, he nodded.

She threw it.  Not quite with all her might.  Maybe with half of her strength.

“Harder,” he said, throwing it back.

She slapped the glove, gaining a better grip on it.  She threw the ball back.

“Come on, I know you can do it harder,” he said.

She did.

“Better.  Much better.”

After about ten minutes of back and forth, he moved the hockey net and rebounding net out of the way.  They increased the distance between them.

“Are all of the balls you go after as simple as tossing it back and forth like we just did?” he asked.

“No, sir.”

“Good answer.  And it’s the right one too.  You familiar with golf?”

She never played it, except for miniature golf.

“The truly great golfers never practice on the fairways and tee boxes,” he said.  “They hit countless balls in the rough, in the sand traps, in places with the most obstacles.”

Now she was lost.  She had no idea what a fairway or a rough was.  She guessed at the sand thingies and stuff.

“They get better by practicing the hard shots.  For baseball and softball, practice your pop flies and grounders.”

Her heart seemed to skip a beat.  “My Dad used to say that too.”

He bowed.  “Then your Dad is one smart cookie.”

She didn’t correct him this time.  He certainly was.

* * *
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“Cassie!  Supper!”

For the first hour of practice, Max used his bare hands to catch her balls.  After that, he ran back home to get his own glove.  She was also starting to get used to the solidness of his throws, even though many were grounders and pop flies.  There was just something about the way he threw them.  The speed.  The accuracy.  Even the solidness as she caught them.  It was like catching a wall.

Eve rounded the corner, then leaned against the garage.  That was, until she noticed that her daughter wasn’t playing by herself.  She crossed her arms.

Max caught the ball, smiled at Eve, and walked over to her.  “Afternoon, ma’am,” he said.  He offered a hand.  “Max Coleridge.  I live just behind you.  Welcome to the neighborhood.”

They shook hands.  Eve’s eyes seemed to dart between him and her daughter.  Cassie was confused if her expression was one of shock, awe, or downright disappointment at Cassie playing catch with a complete stranger without her knowledge.

“He played professional baseball for the Giants,” Cassie said.  “In San Francisco.  Can you believe it, Mom?  A Major League Baseball player living right next door.”

“Your daughter is too kind,” he said.  “I did play.  About five years ago, if my math is correct.”

“What happened?” asked Eve.

“Mom, that’s personal,” Cassie said through gritted teeth.  “He doesn’t even know what happened to Dad.”

“Your daughter speaks very highly of both you and your husband,” Max said.

Eve peered down at the grass.  “Eddie passed away earlier this year.”

Max took off his cap.  “I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean to-”

“No, that’s okay,” Eve said, waving her hand as if shooing away a fly.

He handed the ball to Cassie.  “She’s right, ma’am.  I did play.  But doctors there diagnosed me with a heart condition and I was eventually cut.  I’ve been to countless doctors, and was even referred to the Mayo Clinic where they did surgery on me.  I won’t bore you with the details.  Now, I’m fully recovered and doing fine.”

“Why don’t you try out again?” asked Cassie.  “The Twins could use someone like you, I’m sure.  With you and Kirby Puckett and Grant Timberlake, you’d bring the Twins to the World Series for sure.”

He grinned.  “No, sorry to say but my days in the Major League are over.”  He turned to Eve.  “With your permission, I’d love to help Cassie with her game.  If you don’t want me to, I’ll understand.  She has talent, God given as it is.  You don’t have to answer now.  I may not know what it’s like to be a parent, but I respect those who are.”

He turned to walk away.

“Mom!” Cassie exclaimed, her teeth still gritted.

“It’s . . .  it’s okay,” Eve said.  “You can help.”

Max stopped.  He turned, cracking a smile.  “Thank you, ma’am.”

“Another thing.  My name’s Eve.  You say ma’am and I’m looking over my shoulder to see if my Mom is behind me.  Besides, being called ma’am makes me feel . . . old.”
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“No Girls”
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It was a quarter after five.

Time seemed to crawl.  Ever since Cassie cleaned up lunch, after making herself a box of macaroni and cheese, with lumps of powdered cheese scattered throughout, she had glanced at the clock every few minutes.

If she left for the softball games now, would she get there too early?  She didn’t want to be that kid, the one who was the first to arrive for everything.  But she didn’t want to get there when the games started either.  Then she would have no chance at playing.

She also knew there was the possibility that she wouldn’t be allowed to play either.  The teams had already been picked.  This was their second week of games.

But she had to try.

When it was five seventeen, she made the final decision to leave.

As she neared the ball diamonds, cars were lined up three or four blocks away.  It appeared like the entire town had emerged to watch the late afternoon festivities.  She suddenly wished she had left much sooner.

Oh, well.  Too late now.

Teams of boys in various colored shirts, each sporting their team name, were scattered across the diamonds.

She spotted someone in a Twins shirt.  Marty was on that team.  Not that she had a chance at getting on his team, but it was a place to start.  She needed to talk to the coach or even the head of the summer league program.

A shorter bald man stood in the back of a small pickup, passing out burlap bat bags.

“I have the Yankees bag here,” he said, picking up a bag.  He nodded to a kid running up to him.  “Good, there you go Bill.  Okay, I have the Twins here.”

“I can give it to them!” Cassie exclaimed, sprinting up to him.

The man pushed up his glasses.  “You’re not on the Twins, are you?”

“No, sir,” she said.  “I just moved here.  My Mom and I.  But I’d like to join, if I could.”

“Sorry, miss, but the teams have already been-”

“I just moved into the old Ferguson house,” she said, taking the bag.  “Where are the Twins playing?”

The man picked up a clipboard.

“Ron, you have the A’s bag?” a taller man asked, leaning against the truck bed.

“The A’s?  Oh, yeah.  Here you go, Pete.  Tell Betty that Cindy and I would love to come to the barbeque tomorrow.  Need us to bring anything?  I’m sure Cindy will have some sort of dessert made.”

“Just a good appetite.  I’ll have a cooler full of Bud and thick steaks on the grill.  Burgers and dogs for the kids.”

“We’ll be there at six.”

“See ya then.”

The man named Ron grabbed another bag, then spotted Cassie.  “Oh, yeah, the Twins.  They’re on . . . field one.  Right there.”  He pointed to her right.  It was the diamond she played on yesterday.

Before he could tell her that she couldn’t play, she sprinted to the diamond.  Marty was playing catch with two other boys.  She set the bag next to an older man with a clipboard.

“Steve, you’re pitching this game,” he said.  “Richie, you’re catcher.  Marty, you want shortstop?”

“Yes, sir,” Marty said, glancing over and spotting Cassie.  “Oh, Mr. Miller, that’s Cassie, the girl I was telling you about.”

Miller looked up from his clipboard at her.  He grinned.  “I hear you have quite the arm.”

“Yes, sir., I do.”

He sighed.  Gesturing to the bat bag, he thanked her and said, “Unfortunately, the teams have already been set.  We don’t have any extra uniform shirts.”

“I don’t need a shirt,” she said.  “I can help out tonight and play next week, if that will work.”

He crossed his arms.  “I have two daughters in high school.  I wish they were as interested in softball as you.  I tell you what.”  He knelt, setting the clipboard onto the grass.  “Talk to the guy who you got this from.”  He pointed at the bat bag.  “The fee is ten bucks.  I don’t have my wallet with me, but tell him that I’d cover for you if he’d allow it.  Now, from what Marty has told me, you’re one heck of a ball player.  We’d love to have you.  But it’s up to him.”  He smiled.  “God, I wish there were more girls like you.”

“Like what?”

“Who were interested in playing ball.  Look around.  Are there any girls on these teams?”

* * *
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The Twins lost both games, the first by two runs and the other by five.

And Cassie watched all this unfold from along the fence.  She spotted Marley, a few friends, and her family seated on the opposite end, but made no move to go see them.

Ron, the Jaycees guy, gave her the same speech that the Twins coach had said.  “Sorry, miss, my hands are tied.  Teams have already been set up and there are no extra uniform shirts.  It’s a shame too.  I have a daughter your age and she seems to have no interest in softball.  I wish more girls like you would join.  I’d love to see this league grow.”

As the teams for the last game were lining up to shake hands, she rode home.  This time without getting lost.

Wiping her eyes, she grabbed her bat and ball, and marched out to the yard.  She tossed the ball up, leaned back a little on her right foot, and smacked it hard toward the opposite corner.

“Did you hit like that tonight?” Max asked, jogging up to her.  “I bet those boys didn’t know what hit them.”  He grinned.  “No pun intended, of course.”  Then, his grin slowly faded.  “You okay, Cassie?”

She told him what happened.
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“Perfect Practice Makes Perfect”
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“He’s right, you know,” said Max.

They both sat on the grass.  She rolled the softball around in her hands.

“There are no girls who play, but I’ll bet my last dollar that there are some who want to.  Call it small town thinking or even just tradition that no one dares to change, but in the years I’ve been here I don’t believe a single girl has ever tried to sign up to play.  Until now.  The softball league doesn’t say the boys softball league.  It’s just the Jaycees summer softball league.  I know Ron’s daughter.  I’ve watched her play catch with her Dad and brothers.  I’ll bet with a little practice she could be good too.”

He stood, gesturing for her to toss him the ball.  She did.  “In life, there’s gonna be ups and downs.  Not everything is gonna go your way.  It’s how you handle it is what matters.  Do you know what perseverance means?”

She shook her head.

“It’s a fancy word for not giving up.  My old high school coach, Walter McGhee, used to have us practice the basics for hours and hours.  His mantra was, ‘Perfect practice makes perfect.’  I’ve taken that to heart.  Just like what you’re doing out here.  You’re practicing.  Even if it’s by yourself, and it’s the basics, you’re still practicing.”

He tossed the ball up, then caught it.

“I heard a story once, about a hockey player who grew up north of here, up near the Canadian border,” he said.  “I can’t remember what his name is, but he went on to the Olympics five years ago when the United States played against the Soviets and won.  Anyway, when he was a kid, he’d go out onto the ice at five o’clock in the morning and shoot pucks.  Over and over and over again.  Sometimes his friends were there, but most days it was just him.  He put in the hours.  The basics.  Everything always goes back to the basics.”

“Is that why you’re always telling me to practice my pop flies and grounders?” she asked.

He grinned, throwing the ball to her.  “Absolutely.”

* * *
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The phone rang as Cassie walked into the house.

Her Mom picked it up, wrapping the cord around her finger.  Glancing over at her daughter, she said, “Yes, she’s right here.  Who is this again?  Oh, okay.  Here she is.”  She unwrapped the cord, and passed the receiver over to Cassie.  “It’s for you.  His name is Don.  Or Ron.  Anyway, something about the softball game yesterday.”

Cassie didn’t really want to speak with him.  Knowing her luck, he was calling to tell her that he found some rule that said girls weren’t allowed to play with boys in the softball league.

Sighing, she took the phone.

“Hello, Cassie?  This is Ron Pryor.  We
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