
[image: 9780062391858_Cover.jpg]




[image: image]




DEDICATION

To my father, Bill Palmer, who took me to my first baseball game, and who taught me that when you’re playing, you’re already winning. You’re one of my life’s MVPs if there ever was one.
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PROLOGUE

Whew. I just want to tell you, playbook, that I didn’t forget about you. That’s why I started with “whew.” It’s been busy.

Is it weird to talk to you like a person I’m catching up with? (That’s what Louie says when she has a friend drop by for a visit: “I need to catch up with you!” But they’re not racing. Usually drinking wine. Sometimes they also have a strange platter of veiny and stinky cheeses and dried fruits that look like oversized boogers if you ask me. Gross. I vow to stick with Capri Sun and Doritos for life. Anyway . . .)

But. Okay. Well.

I’ll call it a recap. It’s not a replay ’cause I can’t get into EVERY detail. Like I said, I was busy. And now I’m tired. And still busy! (I’m getting to that!)

But I had that whole thing happen where the Penguins won our playoff game to head to regionals. On that same day, we also found out that the Piper Bell Talent Squad had earned enough online votes to go to New York City for a national talent show.

AND THEN my crush Johnny Madden, who made it pretty obvious he likes me back (I THINK?), told me Luther was going to reopen for the end of the school year and it seemed like I would have to go back and miss participating with either Piper Bell team.

It was a lot to process, believe me. Of course, playbook, you think that’s because of the crush thing, but I am not stereotypical that way. The crush had to wait: I had a conundrum. A three-pronged conundrum.

I won’t even try to find the right words to describe the feeling I had. It was a feeling of really not wanting a conundrum. (Does anyone?) Because I’d spent two months trying to make Piper Bell work for me and when it finally was, Luther had to go and mess with my head.

But all that recapping is mainly important for dramatic effect because, well, first, some very intelligent adult said that even if Luther could reopen (asbestos-free!), it wouldn’t be good for so many students who’d already “endured a period of adjustment” by switching to different schools just two months before to have to switch back for the last two weeks of the school year. They should really give adults prizes for that kind of reasonable thinking.

Conundrum Prong A fell away.

But I still had the regional game and New York to choose between. They were happening on the same day. In other words, two things at once. Which, let’s face it, playbook, wasn’t an ideal situation, as there is only one of me.

So then I had a decision. And, as many of the earlier pages I wrote can show, I wasn’t exactly great at those. Or maybe I chose things for the wrong reasons (play field hockey for fame and glory, anyone?). But this time, I decided in less than a minute.

IT. WAS. SO. WEIRD. It was the world record, I bet, for making a tough decision.

Because, first, for maybe twenty seconds, I imagined New York and TV and reading my awesome heartfelt poem on TV in front of a live studio audience, and people calling in to vote for me and maybe even some viewers at home deciding they might want to be poets, too, just like Gabby Garcia. (Hey, it happens all the time when people watch a baseball game; why not poetry?)

But then, it dawned on me. Poetry, even though I loved it, was only my new thing because I’d been denying my true love for, well, my true love: BASEBALL. So I knew I had to go play in that game.

And, well . . .
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THE REASON FOR MY ABSENCE:
THE ATLANTA-AREA MIDDLE SCHOOL REGIONALS

A Replay

Okay, the real reason I kind of dropped off writing for a while is that . . . well . . .

Fine, so we lost. The Penguins lost.

Deep down, I didn’t really think we’d lose. And after spending my entire time at Piper Bell trying to figure out my place in everything, I thought somehow that the universe would tell me that all my decisions had been the right ones and we would win. (That would be the universe talking to me.)

Ugh, and that wasn’t what all my learning was about! Because I DID figure out there are more important things than winning and I DO believe that. I DO. But I’d be lying to write that it doesn’t take some getting used to. When you lose, you might gain wisdom, but when you win, you get a TROPHY. Wisdom is nice and all but you just carry it around in your brain. Trophies get to go on a shelf and you can polish them and casually say, “Oh, that? Yes, that’s my first place Atlanta-Area Middle School Regional Baseball Championship trophy. What a great game.” There aren’t as many casual opportunities to talk about the wisdom you gained.
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And I gained a lot. Because, while we were losing, the talent squad (my field hockey teammates who are talented in a bunch of things that are not field hockey, which they’re awful at) were kind of, sort of, winning. Well, becoming second runners-up. But in a national competition involving teams from every state, second runner-up is a big deal. Plus, they got trophies.
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It’s very hard to not think that being a big deal is a big deal. Especially when you end up trophy-less and know you could have wound up having one.

But this is a replay, so here goes. I was at the game. I wasn’t pitching. Devon was the starting pitcher. I was fine with that, which is proof that I was doing good at not making everything all about me. And more proof is that, as I write this, I’m not going to blame Devon for the loss. The truth is, the opposing team was GOOD. Great, even. All my life I’ve been one of the best players in Peach Tree, Georgia, thinking I could compete on any playing field.

It turns out, there are even better players out there. Which, obviously, I know (I mean, look at Mo’ne Davis!). But I didn’t know there were SO MANY good ones and so close to home. Like this team, from just outside Atlanta . . . as hard as it is to admit, they were better than us. And we were good enough to make it to regionals!

By the fourth inning, we were down 1–0, and by the sixth, 3–0. We weren’t playing badly. Everyone was doing what they needed to do and Devon really was pitching great. It just so happened that the opponent, the Roosevelt Rhinos, were just hitting in bigger, better ways than Devon was pitching.

And THEIR pitcher, for the Rhinos? Well, he was great. He seemed to have pitches I never saw before, that don’t even have names yet. BUT, and here’s the crazy part: even though I usually pay most attention to opposing pitchers (it’s hard not to when pitchers get to stand in the middle of the infield), it was the Rhinos’ catcher who really wowed me.

She kept the innings moving fast, getting the ball right back to her pitcher. She threw signals for pitches that I totally agreed with (a lot of the time, I have to shake my catcher’s signals off, and a lot of the time I’m right). She was everything I, as a pitcher, wanted in a catcher. (No offense to my past catchers, but it would have been great to be paired with her!)

At one point, Mario hit a ball straight up into the air, one of those hits that bashes the top of the backstop and zooms right down. She caught it like it was nothing, even though it hit her mitt so hard it had to hurt. Her teammates surrounded her and said, “Awesome play!” and she just kind of smiled like she did that kind of thing every day. Maybe her whole life was like that: top-notch moments that she didn’t even seem to think about. I wondered if she kept a playbook what it would be like. And then I thought maybe some people didn’t even need playbooks. I think I am not one of those people: even if you can glide through life, it can’t hurt to think where you want to glide TO, right?
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In the seventh inning, Coach Hollylighter put me in as Devon’s reliever. I had a moment out there where maybe things could have turned around—I’d let someone on base and then the next batter came up and hit a little waffly unsure hit.

The ball came right to me and I scooped it up and tossed it to Davey Herring at second, who should have tagged up his base and quickly thrown it to Mario at first. Easy double play, two outs. And, the kind of thing that can totally change the mood and the way a game is going. Instead, Davey grabbed the ball and looked around, like he’d forgotten the right moves. By the time he tagged out the runner to second base, the batter was already on first.

It happens. It happens, it happens, it happens, I had to keep telling myself. And I’m STILL telling myself. As much as I wanted to tell Davey what the right move would have been, I didn’t. Because I think he already knew so I let it go. Why would I want to make Davey feel worse, right?

Still, even after the bad play, I got this really excellent feeling that we could win—I don’t know why, just sometimes this idea gets in my head and I can almost SEE points on the scoreboard that aren’t there yet. So in the dugout, I got everyone around me and said: “Okay, they might have the lead. They might have some tricks up their sleeves that we don’t know about. They wouldn’t be here if they didn’t. But neither would we. What we have is, we’re US. The Piper Bell Penguins. Penguins! Who would name a baseball team after a cold-weather bird that doesn’t fly? BUT, the secret of all victory is in the non-obvious.”

That last part was a Marcus Aurelius quote that my dad says to himself when he’s pacing around, trying to find an angle for a story he’s writing. He would have liked my speech. The team seemed to, or at least that part about the penguins got a laugh.

But . . .

Even though great speeches involving penguins and dead-people quotes SHOULD make all the difference in the world, well . . .

We never quite had a comeback, even though I believed we would. Sigh. This replay is not very fun to replay.

The Rhinos catcher was the MVP for the game. (They ended up winning 4–0.) She got a one-run homer in the ninth, and she didn’t even make a huge deal about it. She was HAPPY, for sure, but she almost seemed like she had somewhere even better to go right after the game. (And where could be better than a place where you’re wearing an MVP medal and helping hold your team’s fresh, shiny trophy?!)

She probably had some amazing summer plans to get to. Maybe skydiving without looking terrified. Or like petting sharks as if they were puppies. Meanwhile, I had no summer plans. Or nothing spectacular planned, anyway. Diego and I had planned to have an MVP Summer before eighth grade started, but he’s still in Costa Rica.
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I’m trying to fight off the feeling that this loss (especially after thinking it could be a WIN) is the start of a streak, even though I know since I started this playbook, I can’t think about things that way.

I found out that win streaks don’t mean anything if you can’t hold on to them, and it’s almost better to accept that you’ll win some games and lose some. In fact, someone once said, “you win some, you lose some.” Weirdly, I can’t find out who, even though it’s a pretty good thing to have said.

I bet whoever it was kept a highly detailed life playbook, huh?
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GOOD THINGS PEOPLE SAID BUT NO ONE IS SURE WHO



	To be a winner, all you need to give is all you have.

	Today is the tomorrow you worried about yesterday.

	Where there’s a will, there’s a way.

	Two wrongs don’t make a right.
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THE ARRIVAL TIME-OUT! EMERGENCY SLEEPOVER ENTRY

Night of June 24

Okay, this is weird, but you know how I said I was going to help Diego catch up and feel exactly like things are the same?? Well, I’m sitting here in the bathroom writing this down because Diego has thrown me a curve.

’Cause he’s totally different!

He has a shell necklace (this probably sounds like a not-big deal because it’s just a necklace but Diego is someone who avoids accessories at all costs because they lead to mishaps. Like, the one time we tried to wear matching friendship bracelets, his got stuck on a tree branch and he sprained his wrist).

He’s super tan.

His hair is pretty long. No beard though, so that’s a good thing.

I think he got taller. But he always gets taller, so in that way, he’s the same?

He usually sprinkles all his conversation with sports facts but now he’s talking about birds. A lot. You would think the birds are Major League Baseball players, he knows so much about each one of them. For example, the keel-billed toucan’s beak is more than just beautiful, it’s helpful for picking berries! The blue-crowned motmot has to be observed from a shadowy distance near wetlands because it eats frogs. The blue-gray tanager is hard to watch for long because it’s speedy and restless. I was getting restless wondering when he’d stop showing me bird photos!
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And, with the stations, well, he was amused by them but not as EXCITED as I’d thought he’d be. Like, instead of having the fake snowball fight I’d planned, he started wondering about how the Atlanta bird population had fared during the winter.

And, more generally, he SEEMS different. I can’t quite explain how.
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SLEEP ON IT

MVP Summer Goal: Bend space and time so that it’s like Diego never left and hopefully have a moment when the MVP Summer can officially be announced!

MVP Summer Action: Be ready for Diego to ask, “What’s the plan?”

Post-Day Analysis:

June 24

“This makes no sense!” I yelled at the TV. “After dinosaurs almost eat people at your theme park three times, why would you keep it open? This makes no sense!”

Diego and I were watching Jurassic World. His pick. I let him choose because I was feeling too down about his kind of MEH reaction to the stations. I shouldn’t say MEH because he was smiling and impressed but then he said, “I thought we could just watch a movie.”

And I thought to myself, I thought you would be up for my AMAZING MONTHLY MEMORY-MAKING STATIONS. But he had eaten several cookies, at least. And popcorn. And a hot dog. And then said we should order a pizza from Peace-a-Pizza, his favorite place. And when I asked if he hadn’t eaten in the jungle, he said he was a growing boy, so at least that explains the height thing.

“Scientific discovery can’t always make sense right away!” Diego chimed in, digging into our bucket of popcorn searching for the M&M’s we’d mixed in that had fallen to the bottom. So, okay, it wasn’t the worst, not doing my stations. This was fun.

“Well, I, for one, think someone should call the Better Business Bureau on them.”

“Velociraptors would eat the Better Business Bureau.”

“I wish they’d eat both of you guys,” Peter muttered from his spot on the couch. But even he was grinning. I could tell he was happy Diego was back, too. If only because then he had two of us to make fun of.

“Did you know that really, velociraptors and many dinosaurs, in fact, had feathers, and are closely related to birds?” Oh, gosh, it was the bird thing again.

“The Toronto Raptors don’t have feathers,” I said, naming the basketball team because I was trying to bring things back to sports, like a test, I suppose.

“Well, that’s true, but I think they had to make them mascot-y,” Diego said. “Dunking would be harder if you had giant feathers getting in the way.”

We all burst out into giggles and I didn’t even tell Peter to go away. It was still bothering me that I couldn’t get Diego to talk about baseball at all. But we are going to the Braves game tomorrow. And, writing this now, even though I am up even later than Diego, I suppose it’s okay we didn’t do anything extra special. Maybe to him, since we hadn’t been in the same country together for months, all the regular stuff we always did felt extra special.

So, we’d feasted on pizza, Diego had taught my family some birdcalls (I wondered when the bird stuff would start to wear off), we’d caught and released some fireflies as the sun was starting to go down, plus played cookie checkers (where you use cookies as your game pieces and can eat them when you take your opponent’s pieces—I thought of that years ago), and then we’d watched the movie. It was midnight and I was tired and full and really happy.

“Peter!” Louie called from upstairs. “It’s time for you to go to bed. We have the baseball game tomorrow.”

“Aw, why does Gabby get to stay up later?”

“Because she’s older.”

“That’s not fair. We’re almost the same height.”

“Peter! Bed! NOW!”

Peter slunk off the couch in full grumble mode. Diego rolled out his sleeping bag on the living room floor and I zipped up into mine. And from there, maybe because the movie was over and it was quiet, things started to go wrong.

“It’s good to be back, Gabs,” Diego said.

“I’m glad to have you back, D,” I said, feeling a little shy about saying it. I’m not always good at feelings stuff. That might be why I like poetry, because it gives me a way to say it. It might also be why I like sports, because they are full of feeling but you put those feelings into actions. I’m only good at writing about them here because they are part of a playbook. And also TOP SECRET.

But, because it was quiet and calm, and because Diego had started a feelings talk, I didn’t know what to say. “So, you really liked the jungle, then?” I asked. I tried to remember if I’d ever really asked him about it before. He’d told me things—about the crazy monkeys and the sticky hot weather and the rain that made the sticky hot weather go away—but I hadn’t ever said, “So do you like it there?”

I should have asked.

“It was great,” he said. “I think I might go back someday, if I become an ornithologist.”

“An orni-what-ogist???”

“It’s a scientist who studies birds,” he said. “I mean, I could go there, or there are amazing species in India and throughout Asia. The possibilities are only limited by where the birds are, and they’re everywhere.”

“I thought you wanted to be a sportswriter,” I said. “That’s what you always said, anyway.” Part of our hoped-for plan was that maybe one day I’d be a major athlete and Diego would be a sportswriter who got to cover some of my games. And it would be a lifelong friendship that would be featured in the ESPN documentary on our lives.

“Well, nothing is for sure. I just really like birds, and studying them. It’s kind of like a sport in a way,” he said. “I mean, birds are nature’s athletes. The things they can do while flying alone are enough to fill a million trading cards.”
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What? I racked my brain, trying to imagine how bird studies could be anything like a sport. And aren’t athletes nature’s athletes? Fortunately, before I could question his theory, Diego kept talking.

“But I am writing for the Peach Tree Gazette this summer!” he said. “I sent an application for its junior reporter program from Costa Rica and they picked me.”

“That’s great!” I said, and I meant it, because (A.) I was happy for him and (B.) maybe writing for the paper would remind him of his true sportswriting dream. “Are you doing sports?”

“Some. I was going to ask to cover the All-Stars,” he said, and looked at me hopefully.

“Ugh, I’m playing catcher,” I told him. I couldn’t believe we’d hung out all night and I hadn’t yet complained about this. “It’s a long story. But maybe if you write about how good a pitcher the team is missing out on, I can play my real position.”

Diego grinned. “Maybe. I was also thinking I could ask to write a birding column.”

“Birding?”

“It’s short for bird-watching. All the die-hard birders say it.”

Oh, no. The birding thing had really gone on too long. And he considered himself “die-hard.” I kept waiting for Diego to say he was joking but the more he got excited over birds, the more worried I was that he’d never feel back to normal. Also, there was the very real fact that birding is very strange and, okay, pretty uncool. One of my MVP Summer goals had to be making sure he didn’t head down a wrong path in life. Birding might be fine for Diego once he was, like, eight million years old and a retired sportswriter. By then he’d have lots of respect and credibility.

But taking up a strange old-people hobby when you’re turning thirteen?

It seemed to me like certain doom. Having an old-person hobby was like a force-out for all potential of cool teen years. (OLD ME, who has surely forgotten some important things, a force-out is when you’re on first base and you have to run to second because someone’s gotten a hit, even if that hit is sure to get you tagged out. There’s no other option. So, taking up a weird old-person hobby—don’t be offended, OLD ME!—was like a ball hit right to second base: your out-ness was inevitable.)
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How do you gently tell your friend that their new beloved pastime is certain doom? I’d just have to make the MVP Summer so good he forgot about it.

“Did you see that the Ice House closed?” Diego said, changing the subject again. At least this was very Diego: a conversation with him often covered a zillion different topics because he’s so enthusiastic about facts he’s learned. Those facts used
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