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One

Every year on my birthday, I ask for the same story. After we celebrate with a homemade Italian dinner, a massive slice of cannoli cake, and a leaning tower of presents, I crawl into bed and Mom and Dad tell me about the night I showed up in their lives. Maybe it’s a little corny, but it’s my favorite birthday tradition.

“Let’s see.” Dad pulls his leg onto my bed. “You’re what? Twenty-three now?”

“Eleven.” I smirk. “You’re so weird.”

“Really?” He tousles my dark curls. “I’m pretty sure there’s some stubble on that chin.”

I shove his hand away. Mom laughs. “Go on, Vinny. Tell the story.”

“Right, so, eleven years ago, Mom and I couldn’t have kids. We tried everything.” Dad takes Mom’s hand in his. “We’d almost given up hope.”

“But you didn’t,” I say. The only thing I hate about my story, the story of Matteo Lorenzini, is that it starts sad. Part of me always wants to rush to the end, but it’s never as satisfying when we do.

Dad grins. “No, but we were out of options. At least, to have a baby in a traditional sense. So there I was, eleven years ago, on break at the fire station and I had babies on the brain. It was a little after midnight. I needed to shake off the dust of the day, sort out my thoughts. I wasn’t thinking about where I was going, but my feet took me to the old oak in the park.”

I pull the blanket up to my chin. “Just like magic.”

Mom winks at me. “Just like it.”

“It was a clear night, all stars overhead,” Dad goes on. “I looked up at the tree, and all the stories my dad told me when I was a boy came rushing back. How the tree hears prayers. How it watches over us. I’d believed him as kid, but as I got older—well, sometimes life makes it hard to believe in stuff like that.”

My breath sticks in my throat. Aside from my birthday, Dad never talks about Grandpa. He and my grandma—she passed when I was little—got divorced when Dad was about my age. Then Grandpa left town, and Dad hasn’t heard from him since.

Now Grandpa’s come up twice in one night and I can tell it’s weighing heavily on Dad. You see, the Lorenzinis have another tradition: on the oldest son’s (or only son’s) eleventh birthday, the legendary family baseball bat gets passed down. Grandpa gave it to Dad, and now he’s given it to me. It’s a golden honey color, worn smooth in spots. When I first held it, I could have sworn it was warm, like all the Lorenzini men before me had only just let go. I was so excited. Baseball’s a big deal for Lorenzini men. Like HUGE. And now I’m a part of that legacy.

Mom rests her hand on Dad’s shoulder and squeezes gently. His muscles relax. I don’t think he realized he’d tensed up. “What did you do next?” I ask, hoping to keep his mind off sad memories.

He blinks a couple times before snapping back to the story. “Sounds silly, but I started crying. Then I leaned my head to the tree and talked. The trunk scratched my lips, that’s how close I was to it. My tears fell into the grooves where the bark split. I said, ‘I don’t know if you can hear me, but all my wife and I want—’”

“‘Is a child,’” I finish for him. Can’t help myself.

Dad bops my nose, which I’m getting way too old for. “Exactly.”

Mom scoots closer to him. “What your dad didn’t know was that earlier that day, I’d done the very same thing.”

Yesss. These are the twists and turns I am so here for. “What made you go to the tree?” I ask.

“A little voice.” She points to her heart. “Right in here.”

“Did you cry too?”

“Enough to water the darn tree for a whole year.”

“Then what?” I say, even though I already know.

“Well,” Dad goes on, “I brushed myself off and wiped my face dry. Didn’t want the guys seeing me upset. Then I walked back to the station kind of quiet but more hopeful than I’d felt in a while. On the way back, I texted your mom that I loved her.”

Mom twists the wedding band on her finger. “I still remember getting that text. I’d been tossing and turning. My mind just wouldn’t settle.”

“It’s like you knew, right?” I say.

“I think so.” She tucks a strand of curly, dark brown, almost black hair behind her ear. “All that night, the strangest energy filled my bones. I just kept pacing. Like I knew I had to get ready for something.” She turns to Dad. “Go on. Tell the rest.”

He clears his throat. “So there I was, walking back from the park. I stopped dead in my tracks when I saw it. On the firehouse steps, there was this wooden basket filled with rags thin as leaves. And snuggled up underneath them was a baby.”

I sit up and lean forward. Finally, the star of the story makes his grand entrance! “What did the baby—I mean, what did I look like?”

“Absolutely perfect. The smallest, roundest nose, bright red in the chilly air. A little curl of black hair. Itty bitty lips pressed together like you were ’bout to sneeze.” Dad sighs. “I picked you up and held you close. I can still smell that new baby smell.” He breathes deeply. “I knew who you were straightaway—our son, the one we’d wanted for so long.”

“And no one else ever claimed me?” I ask. I know no one did, but I like to hear them say it.

“No birth parents ever came forward,” says Mom. “But we knew. You were ours. Our perfect little boy. You were always meant for us.”

My shoulders sink back into my pillow as I yawn. “Just like magic.”

“Just like magic,” they both say.

They kiss my forehead and whisper, “I love you,” before they turn out the light and close the door on the first night of my eleventh year.

The year that everything is about to change.





CREEKSIDE DOCUMENTARY TRANSCRIPT #1

SUBJECT: MAYOR MEYERS

MATTEO LORENZINI

Thanks for meeting with us today, Mayor Meyers.

MAYOR MEYERS

My pleasure. What can I do for you kids?

AZURA GONZALEZ

Matteo and I, we’re putting together a documentary about Creekside for the bicentennial celebration at the end of April. We were wondering if you could tell us a little about the town?

MAYOR MEYERS

My favorite subject.

MATTEO LORENZINI

Mine too. I love Creekside stories.

AZURA GONZALEZ

And I love filming them. That’s why we make such a good team.

MAYOR MEYERS

I can see that. (Laughs) What an honor to have such enthusiastic, young documentarians working to celebrate our heritage! I look forward to seeing the final product.

MATTEO LORENZINI

Us too! So! (Shuffles papers) What can you tell us about Creekside?

MAYOR MEYERS

Well, Creekside is an old town with a long history. We take pride in who we are and where we’ve come from. We’re more than an hour’s drive from the nearest city. Cornfields and prairie grass on all sides. Houses with little white fences frame the downtown. There’s a fire station and a post office, a cinema and a library. (Points out window) But what we’re best known for is the old oak out in Creekside Park.

AZURA GONZALEZ

Why’s the tree so special?

MAYOR MEYERS

That oak’s been around as long as this town. Our history is wound up in its roots. More memories circling that trunk than anywhere else. Some say it’s the beating heart of Creekside.

MATTEO LORENZINI

Is that what you think?

MAYOR MEYERS

I say it’s more than that. I’d say it’s our very soul. (Sighs) That’s why it guts me that it’s dying.
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Two

This is my year. The year I prove to Dad and Omar and Coach Mathis that I’m good enough. You see, I’ve been watching major league baseball with Dad as long as I can remember. We’re Cubs fans all the way, but Dad might be even more obsessed with the Blue Whales. They were his little league team growing up. He always says his years with them were “the sugar in the otherwise bitter coffee” that was his childhood.

Playing for the Blue Whales has always been my goal. Thing is, I didn’t make the team last year—which epically sucked. Not only did I let Dad down, but one of my used-to-be best friends, Omar Jones, did make the team and things haven’t been the same between us since.

If there’s one thing I don’t do, though, it’s give up. So this whole past year, I’ve practiced throwing and batting and running sprints with Dad. I busted it right up to tryouts, and I’m glad I did. They were just as hard the second time around, but this year I kept pace in the sprints and caught every pop fly in the outfield. Now I’m a Blue Whale, just like Dad was.

Still, I’ve got a sneaking suspicion I barely made the team. Even with all the practice, I’m not the best batter. Every guy on the team can outhit me. Part of me wonders if Coach Mathis only let me on because I’m Dad’s kid. But I haven’t let up training with Dad, and I’ve gotten better since tryouts, so I’m hoping I can really bring it to our first game today.

I’ve been lying in bed awhile now, playing through the innings in my head: how I’ll stand when I bat, how I’ll position my glove. I’ve got to do everything right.

On my nightstand, next to the fishbowl where my goldfish, Cricket, loops around, my alarm clock flashes a quarter past eight. “Oh shoot!” It’s later than I thought. I leap out of bed. Only forty-five minutes before the game starts! Time to get my game face on.

I stretch my arms to the ceiling and say in Cricket’s direction, “I totally got this, right?”

Cricket blows a bubble and swishes away.

“Thanks for the vote of confidence.”

I run my fingers through my curls. Then I check myself over in the mirror as I button up my blue baseball jersey. My twiggy, white arms dangle at my sides. I flex, hoping muscles will puff up, but all I get are wormier veins. Cringey. Some of the other guys on my team, kids I’ve known all my life, they’ve started to change. They’re getting taller. Bigger. They have actual biceps. What I wouldn’t give for a few more inches, for my shoulders to fill my shirt. Maybe then I could throw farther, hit harder.

I may not be a Lorenzini by blood, but I am a Lorenzini, and I’m not going to let our legacy down. Even if I’m not as good as the other guys yet, I’ll get there. It’s my destiny, right? Before I head downstairs, I rub the family bat for luck. C’mon, dead Lorenzinis! Help a guy out!

“Don’t you look adorable,” Mom says as I walk into the kitchen. “You ready for the game?”

“Ready as I’ll ever be,” I say, digging my spoon into a bowl of buttery farina.

Dad walks in, newspaper in hand. “There’s my little man. Looking sharp.” He sets the newspaper down and grabs the aluminum baseball bat resting on top of my gear bag. He wraps his fingers around the handle, two fists stacked one on top of the other. “Remember the grip I taught you, okay? Watch how Tyler Sudbury does it. Kid’s a natural.”

I swallow and gulp down some milk. “Yeah, I know, Dad.”

I can’t stand when he tells me to watch what the other kids do. Tyler especially. What he really means is that he wants me to be like Tyler Sudbury. To be Tyler Sudbury. Which is annoying because Tyler’s a giant jerk. Every time Dad says something like that, it hurts a little more. I’m just me, and I’m trying my best.

But it’s been like this with everything I’ve ever done. During karate, Dad was like, “See how Tommy punches?” And then at soccer practice, he kept saying, “Jeffrey’s got it; look at how he kicks the ball with the side of his foot.” Even in pottery class it was “What if you tried making a pot like Stevie’s?”

Dad’s trying to help, but it just feels like, no matter what I do, I can’t do anything right. Like I’m never enough. Some other boy is always doing it better.

But today I’ll show them all what I’m made of.





CREEKSIDE DOCUMENTARY TRANSCRIPT #2

SUBJECT: COACH MATHIS

MATTEO LORENZINI

Tell us how you started coaching baseball.

COACH MATHIS

Started? Sheesh. I’ve been at this so long I almost forget I had to “start” at all. (Laughs) Well, to me, baseball’s always been about belonging to something bigger than yourself. I wanted to give back to my community and create a space for kids to grow together, weather the wins and losses—

MATTEO LORENZINI

But mostly wins, right?

COACH MATHIS

(Winks) Bingo.
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Three

By the second inning my pumped-up, feel-good vibes are already running low. I’m on the bench between Tyler and Omar, and it’s all kinds of awkward. Well, I’m awkward. And I can’t get my knee to stop bouncing. It’s like I’ve forgotten how to talk to Omar, and Tyler, well, who in their right mind wants to talk to him? All morning he’s gone on and on about this super-exclusive baseball camp he’s going to this summer. Like I said: annoying.

The thing about Omar is that he’s just as good at baseball as Tyler, but he doesn’t brag about it. He’s confident, not arrogant, which is one of the things I like—liked—most about him.

Now that I’m a Blue Whale too, I can’t figure out if we’re friends again. Omar’s been acting friendly, but it’s not like it was. He’s changed. He’s quieter, and he looks more grown up. Which is weird. But in a good way. Which makes me feel weird. But in a good way.

Ever since our first practice, when he actually acknowledged my existence again, even though he’s had tons of chances at school, I get all sweaty and blushy around him, which I think has got something to do with the fact that I can’t stop staring at his face. Not just because it’s different, but because it’s . . . cute?

Okay. Now I’m definitely blushing and not at all focused on the game, which is the important thing. Come on, Matteo. Stop looking at Omar. Today’s about baseball. BASEBALL.

Behind the dugout, the crowd—mostly our parents—cheers as Tyler gets up to bat. His rosy-white wrists whip the bat around as he warms up. Then he grinds his cleats into the dusty ground and hocks a wad of spit into the grass. So gross.

The crowd whoops for him. “That’s my boy!” Miles Sudbury, Tyler’s dad, shouts.

Tyler smirks at the stands before facing the pitcher. We’re playing the Red Foxes, a scrawny but smug group of kids from a town over. Their pitcher tosses the ball into his mitt. He’s a short, pale white kid with big ears. A bridge of freckles wrinkles across his nose when he sniffs.

I should be cheering Tyler on. Don’t get me wrong. I want to win the game, but I also wouldn’t hate it if Tyler—

SMACK!

Aaaaand he smashes the first pitch straight into left field. Of course.

The shortstop stretches for the ball, but it shoots past him. It rolls into the grass, and the left fielder chases after it. Meanwhile, Tyler explodes from home plate, chucking his bat to the ground with a thump. He makes it all the way to second base.

I glance over my shoulder. Mr. Sudbury’s at the chain-link fence, fist pumping the air. Dad steps behind him and claps him on the shoulder, congratulating him. Then he winks at me.

I spin back around to the field. My legs shake. That wink was supposed to feel like a high five, like a “you got this!” but what if I don’t got this?

Omar presses his shoulder into mine. “Hey,” he says.

Every inch of me starts to sweat. I don’t want to look at him. If I do, he’ll see how nervous I am. I’m so embarrassing. But I say back, “What?”

“It’s okay,” he whispers. “I get nervous too.”

I look at him now. He’s Black with light brown skin. His inky black hair is cut close to his scalp in sharp, even lines. He’s smiling like he cares. The little gap between his front teeth is showing. It’s a nice gap. “But you’re really good,” I say. “You’ve always been good.”

He shrugs. “That doesn’t make it any easier.”

Coach Mathis pokes his head around the fence and nods at us. “Jones, you’re up.”

Omar exhales through his nose. “Wish me luck.”

“Okay,” I say. “But you don’t really need it.”

He snorts. “We’ll see.”

I worry I said the wrong thing. That I offended him or something. Why is this so hard? We used to get each other. I miss that. I miss him. So far, the best thing about being a Blue Whale is hanging out with him. I just wish we could go back to how we were. Without the team. And that it had never come between us.

He practice swings over home plate, fingers flexing on the grip.

I stand up to cheer him on. “Knock it out of the park, Omar!”

He doesn’t look back. That kind of stings.

The first pitch is a ball, which means it was thrown too far outside the strike zone. Omar swings for the second but misses. On the third pitch he makes contact—a line drive. The second baseman grabs the ball and hurls it to first. He catches it a millisecond after Omar runs through.

“SAFE,” the umpire calls.

“All right, all right!” Tyler shouts, dancing on third.

I didn’t realize I’d been holding my breath. I let out a quiet sigh. He did it. Just like I knew he would. And if he can, maybe I can too.

“You ready, Lorenzini?” Coach Mathis asks. He’s tall, white, and old enough to be my grandpa. He rests his clipboard on his potbelly shelf.

“Absolutely,” I say, which is only half-true.

My toes tingle. I squeeze them in my shoes, which feel snug all of a sudden. Sometimes when I get anxious, things feel too close, too tight. I flex, then clench my toes, but the sensation won’t go away. I ignore my nerves best I can and grab my aluminum bat. They aren’t getting the best of me. Not today. I march to home plate, determined to crush this.

Behind me, Dad shouts, “Keep your eye on the ball!”

“You’ve got this, baby!” Mom adds.

I can’t look back at them. It’ll only make me more nervous. Focus on hitting the ball. Just like Omar did. At the thought of him, I can’t help glancing his way. To my surprise, he gives me a thumbs-up.

Fireflies light in my chest. Out of everyone here, I’m a little surprised he’s the one who makes me feel like I can do this. Like there’s an actual chance I’ll get a hit and make it to first. Which is weird since I don’t even know if we’re really friends again. He’s probably just being a good teammate.

“Come on,” Tyler shouts. “Get me home, Matty!”

Ugh. I hate when people call me that, which Tyler knows. We’ve been in the same class since third grade. He’s always called me everything but Matteo.

“Remember the grip!” Dad hollers.

“Get us a run!” Coach Mathis yells, hands pressed to the sides of his mouth like a megaphone.

The fireflies dim. Pressure fills my lungs. What if I can’t get us a run? I spin the bat in my hands. Dad’s expecting me to be like Tyler. Like Omar. Failure isn’t an option. I can’t look weak. Not in front of my parents or Coach or Tyler. And definitely not Omar.

There’s no other option. I’ve gotta man up and do this.

But my mind speeds around in dizzy circles as the pitcher hikes up his leg. I ready the bat, but the tornado in my brain won’t let up. I can’t focus. The pitcher’s arm shoots forward. The ball torpedoes at me. And I freeze.

“Strike one!” the umpire shouts.

“Aw, come on!” Tyler cries. He’s lunging forward from third, one foot barely touching the base, poised to run.

Just hit the ball, Matteo, I tell myself. That’s all you’ve gotta do.

Hit. The. Ball.

I breathe out, then in. Cool air prickles my throat.

The pitcher winds up again and hurls the ball. But something’s wrong. It’s coming in too close. Everything is too close all of a sudden. I flinch, sure it’s going to hit me, and the umpire calls, “Strike two!”

“That’s all right, Matteo,” Dad yells. “Hang in there.”

“This next one’s yours,” says Mom.

I’m not so sure about that. I dare another look at Tyler, who’s scowling. His face says, Don’t mess this up. Other guys, like Freddie McCoy, are shouting at me to hit the ball. Just hit it! Maybe they’re trying to give me a boost, but all I feel is pressure. It pinches at my shoulders and weighs down my stomach.

I shake the stress off best I can and stamp my feet into the ground. I’ve gotta do this for Dad. I choke up on the bat. You can do it, I tell myself, even though it feels like a lie.

The crowd quiets. The pitcher’s arm pulls back, and he releases a lightning pitch. It flies at me, faster, faster, faster. Everything inside me seizes up. I swing—

FUMP.

“Ow!” The ball collides with my shoulder. Hard. My eyes sting. I blink hard and fast, trying not to cry, but that only makes tears roll down my face. My cheeks light with embarrassment. Man up, Matteo. I swipe away the wet streaks.

Coach Mathis is suddenly at my side. “You okay, kid?”

I nod. “It actually doesn’t hurt that bad.” Which is true. And weird.

“You sure?” Coach asks. “That pitch had some heat to it.”

“I’m stronger than I look,” I say.

Coach still looks unconvinced, and now I feel weird for not hurting more. I seriously can’t win.

“Take your base,” the umpire calls.

I do, putting on the bravest face I can. The crowd claps politely, as if I did something other than get hit. Omar walks to second, but Tyler’s got to stay on third. I steal a glance at the other Blue Whales. The guys in the dugout are already cheering on Freddie McCoy, who’s up to bat next. Omar smiles at me quickly but then focuses his sights on third.

Tyler, though. He makes sure I see the annoyance in his eyes. He shakes his head at me like I’m a total waste of space.





CREEKSIDE DOCUMENTARY TRANSCRIPT #3

SUBJECT: MILES SUDBURY

MILES SUDBURY

Oh, yeah, sure. I played baseball as a kid. But my son, Tyler, well, he’s a real pro. Got an arm on him like a cannon.

MATTEO LORENZINI

Was baseball a big part of your life growing up in Creekside?

MILES SUDBURY

Sure, I guess. Kept me fit. Most kids these days, they don’t stay active the way they should. Cell phones and video games. Boys gotta be active. Do hard stuff. Testing the limits of your body and mind—that’s what makes a boy a man. You’re on your way, aren’t you, Matty?

MATTEO LORENZINI

It’s Matteo.





[image: image]

Four

We lose the game, seven to six. It isn’t my fault, but Tyler sure makes me feel like it is. I overhear him whisper to Freddie, “If he could just hit the freaking ball.” I can’t look the other Blue Whales in the eye after that, not even Omar. My face burns so hot I almost light on fire.

Soon as the game is over, I grab my things and beeline for home. Nice thing about small town living is that everything’s in walking distance, which means I can make a quick escape. Mom and Dad have to jog to catch up with me at the edge of the field.

“Sport, hey!” Dad calls. “Wait up.”

I slow my pace, but only a little. “What?”

They huff on either side of me. Mom pulls me to her, but I squirm away. “Not in front of the guys,” I say. Babying me will only make everything worse.

“Let me see your arm,” Dad says, reaching for my sleeve. “That looked painful.”

“It’s fine. I mean, it hurts a little, but I—I just want to go home.”

Dad tips his head toward downtown. “Why don’t we stop for some ice cream first? A little chocolate chip cookie dough usually fixed me right up after a tough game.”

I shake my head. “No thanks.”

“Aw, c’mon.”

I turn toward home. “Not in the mood.”

Dad cracks his knuckles. “Matteo Lorenzini, I challenge you to a fireman’s race.”

Mom mock gasps. “Oh snap.”

I slow my roll. A “fireman’s race” is our term for an eating competition. The name comes from when Dad’s at the firehouse and they get a call, and he’s got to gobble down his food on his way to an emergency. I grin. Maybe a little ice cream wouldn’t hurt.

“You’re on.” I shove my gear into Dad’s arms and blast off, shouting, “First one to Conehead’s gets a head start!”

Dad’s feet pound the pavement behind me. “Get back here, you little cheat!” he shouts, laughing.

I beat Dad to Conehead’s by a millisecond. We huff through the doorway of the ice cream parlor, while Mom takes her sweet time coming down the sidewalk behind us. Mrs. Curtis, the store owner, greets us from behind the counter. She’s Black and has dark brown skin, so smooth and glossy the sun shines brightly on her raised cheekbones. Her mint-green apron is smudged by swaths of strawberry and chocolate ice cream stains. “Well, if it isn’t my favorite customers,” she says, which I’m pretty sure she says to everyone. “What can I do you for?”

I lace my fingers together and rest my hands on the counter, all business. “Two vanilla cones, please. Extra, extra tall.”

Her fingernails clack on the register, and then she heads to the stack of waffle cones behind her. “Y’all doing one of those fire drills or whatever you call them?”

“Fireman’s race,” I say. “I’m gonna get him this time.”

Dad takes out his wallet. “Okay, Mr. Confident.” He hands his credit card to Mrs. Curtis. “How’s your day been, Liz?”

She slides his card into the reader. “Slow start. You’re my first customers of the day. Here you go.” She gives Dad back his card, and then we watch while she fills our cones. We’re practically drooling by the time she hands us each an ivory tower of swirled soft serve. Dad and I tiptoe to one of the tabletops, careful not to let them topple. Just as Mom dings through the doorway, I dive in, having earned my head start from the race. I chomp off a huge glob and swallow it whole. My esophagus burns with cold.

Dad counts down my head start and then attacks his cone. He slurps off the whole top of his twist, downing it in a single gulp. He’s not messing around today, but there’s no way I am letting him win. I gobble faster.

Disaster strikes when I’m halfway down my spiral. Sharp pain pierces my forehead. “Brain freeze!” I shout, pressing my thumb against the roof of my mouth. “Ow, ow, ow!”

Dad chuckles. He’s been rapid-fire licking away, and he’s nearly down to the cone. “That’ll teach you. Slow and steady wins the race.”

When the pain finally lessens, I drag my saliva-ed thumb on my pants. I’ll show him. I jab my finger at the shop window. “What’s that?”

Dad spins around and I smash my cone on top of his, lopping off my remaining ice cream so he’s restacked and I’m down to just the cone.

“You little sneak!” he shouts, whipping back around.

I gnash into my cone, while Dad speed licks his extra ice cream.

I’ve got him this time.

Mom chuckles, wagging her head at us like we’re ridiculous. She leans over the counter to Mrs. Curtis. “Sometimes it’s like I have two sons.”

“I know that life,” she agrees. “My Darius was the biggest child out of all our kids.”

I stuff the tip of the cone into my mouth, cheeks bulging like a chipmunk’s, and shout, “DONE!” My fist rises in the air victoriously as I parade around the shop. Mom and Mrs. Curtis golf clap. I bow to my adoring fans.

Dad’s eyebrows furrow and he wags his half-eaten cone at me. “All right, punk. Looks like the better fireman won today. But no cheating next time.” He winks.

Not missing a beat, I say, “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

When we get home, I head to my room, close the door, and starfish backward on my bed. I’m wiped out and stuffed with ice cream.

“Well, Cricket,” I say, tilting my chin in the direction of his bowl. “I might not be able to hit a baseball, but I can eat an ice cream cone.”

He blows a bubble.

“You’re right. I should be proud.”

Cricket’s glazed eyes stare into the distance. I sit up and unlace my shoes. Something crunches inside. Gravel? Dirt? My feet have felt weird ever since I got up to bat. I kick off one shoe, then the other. Then I peel back my right sock.

That’s weird. Crushed-up leaves—brown and green and gold—cling to the fuzzy fabric and crumble to my bedroom floor. My foot is nasty sweaty. Bits of leaf stick to my skin. I wipe my foot clean with my comforter. Then I take off my left sock and find more leaf bits.

“Cricket, you saw me get ready this morning. Did I put on dirty socks?” I examine the leaf flecks confetti-ing my floor. “I don’t think so,” I mumble in my best Cricket impression. “But with you, I’d be-leaf anything.”

Feet shuffle behind my door. “Matteo?”

I kick the leaf bits under my dirty baseball clothes as Dad walks into the room. My parents get angry when I bring the outside in, and I have a bad habit of walking around the yard barefoot or in my socks and making a mess of things. “What’s up?” I say.

Fortunately, Dad doesn’t seem to notice. “I know ice cream can turn a frown upside down, but I wanted to check in on you.” He sits on the bed next to me. “That wasn’t an easy first game, but we’ll keep practicing. You’ll do better next time.”

Better next time. The game. Of course. I kind of hoped we were done with that for today. “I don’t really want to talk about it right now.”

But he goes on, “Did you see how Omar—how he sort of positioned himself when the ball was coming at him?”

I want to melt into my bedsheets. He has to bring up Omar of all people. “Yeah, Dad. He’s perfect. I know.”

Omar’s perfect. I know what I meant by that but hearing myself say it makes my armpits sweat. I picture him giving me a thumbs-up earlier, and my stomach trampolines.

Dad shakes his head. “That’s not what I’m saying. But you can learn from each other. That’s what makes a great team.”

My gaze falls to my dirty uniform on the floor. “What if you only need help? What if you have nothing else to offer?”

“Matteo, look at me.” He grabs me by the shoulders. “You have tons to offer. Don’t let one game get you down.”

What if it’s not just this game? I think. But I say, “Sure. Whatever.”

“Why don’t you take a shower?” Dad says. “You’ll feel better washing away the grime.” His eyes drift to my comforter and the bits of leaf all over it. He points at the mess and says, “Tracked a whole bunch of nature back in with you again. Clean this up before your mom sees?”

I flush. “Yeah, I’ll take care of it.”

He winks. “I know you will. You’re Matteo Lorenzini! You can take care of anything.”





CREEKSIDE DOCUMENTARY TRANSCRIPT #4

SUBJECT: MAYOR MEYERS

MATTEO LORENZINI

What else can you tell us about the tree?

MAYOR MEYERS

Fun fact: Did you know that no matter where you stand in downtown Creekside, you can always see the topmost branches? Take a look out the window. You see?

MATTEO LORENZINI

It’s like it’s watching us.
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